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Preface

The sociology of families has moved from being at the fringes of the discipline
to being one of the key areas for understanding the structural and life-course
transformations that are taking place across the globe. The upheavals of the
late twentieth century have left social researchers keen to understand how individ-
uals are responding to and shaping the rapid changes that are occurring in economic,
political, and cultural spheres. For examining the impact of globalization and the
ramifications of individualization, there is no better test-bed than the family setting.
As the social theorist Anthony Giddens notes:

Among all the changes going on today, none are more important than those happening
in our personal lives – in sexuality, relationships, marriage and the family. There is a
global revolution going on in how we think of ourselves and how we form ties and
connections with others. It is a revolution advancing unevenly in different regions and
cultures, with many resistances. (1999: 51)

In this Companion to the Sociology of Families we examine both changing family
forms and relationships and the changing social context – globalization, techno-
logical innovation, state policy, religion, employment, and community – that shape
family life today. While the book has a deliberate comparative focus, families in
Europe and North America are given special attention, with discussion of previously
neglected groups, including immigrant families, gays, and lesbians. Globalization
and upheavals of the ‘‘risk’’ society provide the backdrop for issues ranging from
new reproductive technologies to the changing family role of men. The Companion
shows how revolutionary changes in sexual behavior, aging, and longevity have
radically affected the experiences of children and parents over the life-course and
have shifted the ties that bind across the generations.

The Companion to the Sociology of Families tackles a range of questions that are
relevant to family life today and looks ahead to changes to come. How is family life



shaped by social inequality? How have parenting practices changed? Why has
children’s work been neglected in family sociology? What implications do the new
reproductive technologies and genetic technologies have for family relations? What
effects will changing patterns of citizenship have on family life? What challenges
confront families in multicultural societies? The authors are experts in their fields
and provide a selective overview of empirical research and address emerging issues.
Together, the chapters of this volume show why the study of social change in families
is a necessary key for understanding the transformations in individual and social life
taking place across the globe.

While the focus of this Companion is on the sociology of families, the subject
matter is inherently interdisciplinary. The boundaries between sociology and psych-
ology become blurred in research concerned with parent and child relations. Soci-
ology crosses with economics in discussions of rational choice and the inter- and
intra-generational transmission of human, material, social, and cultural capital.
Insights from biology are crucial to understanding the impact of genetics and new
reproductive technologies. Sociology interlinks with medicine in the study of aging
and family health. Thus, while sociological theories and concepts are central
throughout this Companion, many chapters explicitly draw on a diverse range of
theoretical and empirical approaches to inform the analyses of family change. These
include the life-course perspective, feminism, inequality and stratification, kinship,
and social networks. We attempt to break down what were once rigid boundaries
between the sociology of families and other specialist domains such as the sociology
of work and the sociology of health.

The metaphor of the kaleidoscope is an apt one to describe the complexities and
overlaps between areas such as gender, work, kinship, economy, health, time use,
communications, and community. In his book Family Connections, David Morgan
expressed this well when he suggested:

With one turn we see a blending of the distinctions between home and work, family and
economy, and the idea of household comes into focus. With another turn, the appar-
ently solid boundaries of the household dissolve and we see family and kinship, and
possibly other relationships spreading out across these fainter boundaries. With each
twist of the kaleidoscope we see these patterns are differently coloured according to
gender, age and generation and other social divisions. (1996: 33).

This Companion shows these crucial intersections, with individuals interlinked with
other family members, and families interlinked with other institutions, including
education, citizenship, and religion, and the whole blending process stretching
across time.

The overlap of family and gender is now so taken for granted that it is sometimes
overlooked that the feminist influence on the sociology of families has occurred only
in the last three or four decades. In this Companion, we highlight the intellectual
debt owed to feminist scholars and review current and future directions of feminist
research. There is still a tension between feminism and family (see Budig, chapter 24
in this volume). Debates on family patriarchalism and whether or not patriarchalism
is in global decline are only briefly touched on in this Companion (interested readers
should see Castells, 1997). However, there is a related, but more general, ongoing
debate of ‘‘family decline’’ and family diversity. This is sometimes framed in terms of
gender inequalities, but also, more generally, in terms of individual well-being,
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particularly of children’s welfare. This broader debate is referred to in many chapters
in this volume.

No one can read this Companion and remain unaware of family change and the
increasing diversity of family forms. Indeed, the very title Sociology of Families
deliberately avoids the static and universal terminology of ‘‘the Family.’’ Our title
acknowledges the plurality of family forms and, by implication, the dynamic pro-
cesses of family formation and dissolution across time. The family concept of
‘‘marriage’’ illustrates this complexity. Marriage has a very different meaning for
someone growing up in Europe or North America today than it had for previous
generations, when cohabitation and divorce were relatively rare. Patterns of cohabit-
ation vary enormously across different cultures, in part reflecting different religious
traditions. For some cultures cohabitation is an acceptable prelude or alternative to
marriage, for others it is still seen as a sin. Similarly, in some cultures childbirth is
still predominantly within the marital union, whereas in others, notably Scandi-
navia, reproduction and marriage are becoming increasingly distinct.

Crosscultural variations in family life pose a huge challenge for research. How-
ever, even within one family there is much to unravel before we can begin to
understand family forms and relationships. Family life is very different from the
perspective of each different family member. Home is a tangle of conventions and
totally incommensurable rights and duties, as Douglas (1993) pointed out. Family
life runs on a gift, not a money, economy, with every service and transfer a part of a
comprehensive system of exchanges within and between the generations. Being a
parent and being a child are very different roles that can be closer or more distant at
different points in time. Whatever the relationship, the bond has ramifications across
the life-course and beyond to the next generation.

Family life is also very different from the perspective of gender. Too often in the
past, the study of families has been undertaken, almost exclusively, from the view-
point of women. Feminists were right to express concern that women were
‘‘imprisoned’’ in families (conceptually speaking) and needed to be liberated to
give them voice. If women were seen only in terms of family, this clearly misrepre-
sents the multidimensional nature of women’s lives. Similarly, the gender bias in
family sociology has been a problem for understanding the complex lives of men as
partners, fathers, and carers. The gender, generational, ethnic, and cultural biases of
family sociology have also, in the past, hindered efforts to understand the rich
variety of family forms and experiences.

To understand lives in the modern era, reproductive and productive spheres must
be seen as interlinked – the divide between ‘‘sociology of work’’ and ‘‘sociology of
families’’ is an untenable one. A focus on working families brings recognition of new
questions concerning children’s work, the complex relationship between marketable
work skills and family care, and the reciprocal exchanges that flow between gener-
ations. The changing relationship between paid work and family life has huge
ramifications for inequality, citizenship, and public policy. Many chapters in this
volume review this complex, interdependent domain and discuss the emerging
debates and policy relevance.

The Companion takes as axiomatic the importance of bringing time and space to
the fore in reviewing key areas of family research. Historical research has exposed
many of the myths concerning previous eras and has helped uncover the complex
interweaving of continuities and change in family life. For example, the early
findings of Louis Henry and the Annales group in France, the Cambridge Group
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for the History of Population and Social Structure, and the historians of colonial
North America – that preindustrial populations resided in small, predominantly
nuclear households, married later than previously assumed, and practiced some
form of family limitation – have led to a drastic revision of generalizations about
the impact of industrialization on family and demographic behavior (Laslett, 1965;
Wrigley, 1966, Henry, 1968; Laslett and Wall, 1972; Hareven, 2000).

A complementary strand of research has been the continuing focus on community
studies that provide insight into the specificity of the influence of time and space on
family living, as well as the more diffuse class, religious, and ethnic differences in
family forms. Repeated community studies have given insights into the changes and
continuities over time (e.g., see Lynd and Lynd 1929, 1937; Caplow et al., 1982;
Young and Wilmott, 1957, 1973; Crow and Maclean, chapter 5 in this volume;
Phillipson and Allan, chapter 8 in this volume). One profound consequence of
contemporary globalization – with its migration streams, instant communication,
and transnational interdependence – is that many families, especially immigrant
families, now reside in communities bounded not by geography, but rather by
identity.

Advances in longitudinal analysis and comparative methodologies are posing new
opportunities for family life-course research. In addition, the expanding use of cross-
national research has been invaluable for identifying the common and distinctive
features of family forms in different cultural contexts. Comparison is important for
assessing the uniqueness of family life in a particular culture, an ongoing concern of
family sociology associated with particular nations (e.g., for Britain see Allan, 1999;
and for the US see Caspi and Bianchi, 2002). It is also important for understanding
how similar social forces affect people in various societies differentially, as they
encounter the transformations of urbanization, industrialization, and globalization.
This Companion has not, in the main, focused on new methodologies, in part
because these tend to be geared toward quite specialist audiences (e.g., Giele and
Elder, 1998), but exceptions include Gershuny, chapter 10 in this volume.

Organization and Overview

The contributing authors were asked not only to provide an appraisal and synthesis
of the major lines of inquiry that have dominated their field, but also to forecast new
theoretical and empirical debates that are emerging in response to the changing
circumstances of the contemporary world. In particular, authors were encouraged
(1) to ensure that their chapters make clear the major theoretical ideas and empirical
studies that have helped shape the best current work of the area; (2) to explain how
current concerns have responded to the changing circumstances of contemporary
society; (3) to consider the implications that recent developments in the field have for
further study; and (4) to review how controversies and debates can contribute to
advancing sociological understanding and knowledge, including possible policy
relevance.

We have organized the chapters in this volume to address five broad domains. The
first five chapters examine families in the context of a global world. This Compan-
ion, while explicitly adopting a global perspective, does give greater emphasis to
European and North American research than to the family sociology of the develop-
ing world. In part, this restricted focus is due to space constraints. To do justice to
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the wealth of family research from Asia, Africa, and other parts of the globe would
require another volume, at least.

Don Edgar (chapter 1) examines issues of globalization andWestern bias in family
sociology. He suggests that Western sociology has placed considerable emphasis on
the rise of individualism. Individualism has been closely tied with stress on the risk
society and with the need for individuals to negotiate their own life course. Edgar
challenges the applicability of this emphasis, suggesting instead that sociologists
should be examining the nature of those family resources and family processes
that open up or limit the options available to each individual. In his emphasis on
family agency, Edgar sets the scene for later chapters that stress the role of inter-
linked lives in shaping the modern life course.

Kathleen Kiernan (chapter 2) and Sinikka Elliott and Debra Umberson (chapter 3)
examine the patterns of family change in Europe and the US. Kiernan’s chapter
documents how major demographic changes are directly influencing the relation-
ship between the family and public policy and shows how changes in partnership
and parenthood behavior vary widely across Europe. Despite the predominance of
the traditional one-family household in Europe, the ‘‘family norm’’ of a married
couple is gradually being replaced with other living arrangements, including cohab-
itation, lone parents, and reconstituted families. Kiernan anticipates policy questions
that are picked up in later chapters, including ‘‘What should the contribution of
families and the state be to the rearing of children, and who should pay?’’ Elliott
and Umberson document the demographic changes that are going on in the
US, focusing on how these trends are associated with the health and well-being
of individuals. They emphasize that it is not merely the existence of family relation-
ships that affect individual well-being, but the quality of these relationships as
well.

Hilary Land (chapter 4) explores some of the key challenges which the new
international framework governing children’s rights poses for the private world of
families and the public worlds of civil society, international agencies, and corpor-
ations in the twenty-first century. She draws attention to the tension between
treating children independently of their families and invoking parental responsi-
bilities. With 13 million children orphaned through AIDS and 20 million displaced
as refugees, the question of society’s responsibility for children is not something that
can be confined within national boundaries. Land questions whether the inter-
national community has the will to turn platitudes about children’s rights into the
social and economic investment needed for a just society. Globalization has, as many
commentators have noted, the rather paradoxical consequence of both enlarging the
international arena and revitalizing concern with local identities and community.
Graham Crow and Catherine Maclean (chapter 5) point to varied solutions to the
problems posed by geographic distance for supportive family networks. Despite
greater dispersion of families, the positive value of local community clearly persists,
and increasing globalization is accompanied by the reconstruction, not the dissol-
ution, of local communities.

Part II is explicitly framed around the life-course perspective on families. A key
insight of the life-course perspective is the way early experiences help shape later
opportunities and outcomes across the interrelated sectors of people’s lives, includ-
ing education, family, work, and leisure. A second insight is that lives are interde-
pendent both within and across the generations and that agency is a relational, not
an individual, concept. Family strategies, for example, in allocating time between
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paid and unpaid labor, have immediate and incremental consequences for all
members that can persist from one generation to the next. According to J. Beth
Mabry, Roseanne Giarrusso, and Vern Bengtson (chapter 6), despite the changing
structure and interactions of intergenerational families over the last century, around
the world, families still serve as the principal site of the socialization and rearing of
children and of support and care for the aged. Discussing diverse intergenerational
roles associated with different intergenerational structures, including nonmarital
childbearing, gay parenting, step(grand)parenting, acculturation of immigrant fam-
ilies, and childlessness, the authors explore how ‘‘boundary ambiguities’’ (under-
defined roles) and ‘‘generational asymmetries’’ (in the flow of affection and
resources) are played out in different structural and cultural contexts. Jacqueline
Scott discusses children’s families (chapter 7), using both the new sociology of
childhood, with its emphasis on children as agents, and the life-course perspective,
with its emphasis on children’s development. She argues that both perspectives are
important. She suggests that we need to ‘‘deconstruct’’ the literature on children’s
families to examine how ideals of childhood have limited the questions asked and
biased the answers found. Chris Phillipson and Graham Allan (chapter 8) focus on
key changes affecting family commitments and solidarities in later life. In particular
they explore the nature of partnerships and domestic organization, generational ties,
and relationships beyond the immediate family. They point to the questions posed by
the globalization of family life for the maintenance of family networks within and
across nation-states. Duane Alwin (chapter 9) demonstrates why parenting practices
must be studied in their historical, economic, demographic, cultural, ecological, and
structural contexts. Raising the possibility that parenting practices may only serve to
moderate the more basic genetic and environmental opportunities and constraints
that families bestow on their children, Alwin argues that parenting practices have
considerable sociological interest because they provide a key to understanding
crucial aspects of social and cultural change.

Jonathan Gershuny (chapter 10) empirically demonstrates how men and women’s
time-use differs according to family changes through the life-course. Identifying the
crucial turning points for men and women’s patterns of unpaid and paid work,
Gershuny shows how time allocation in families is central to the processes of social
structuration. Time-use alone can explain why, if a partnership dissolves, the man
ends up with high human capital and income, while the woman ends up with
domestic skills and children. Marketable work skills have a payoff in life chances
and, put simply, he wins, she loses.

Part III is pivotal, dealing as it does with inequality and diversity. The inequalities
of generation, gender, and birth order long served as basic principles of family
governance. Indeed, many of the changes in contemporary family life can be seen
as struggles for more egalitarian, democratic, or companionate forms of family
organization. International immigration has added to the diversity of families and
to the complexity of these issues. If there are inequalities within families, there are
also inequalities between families. Understanding the family transmission of advan-
tage and disadvantage has challenged generations of sociologists. This challenge is
made only more acute by changes in state welfare policies, the nature of employ-
ment, and the linkages between work and family.

While crediting families as a resource against hardship, Philip Cohen and Danielle
MacCartney (chapter 11) examine how societal inequality constrains the family
forms to which various individuals can aspire, even as the different family forms
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lead to very different socioeconomic outcomes for their members. Regarding gender
inequalities, Cohen and MacCartney look explicitly at the role of power, authority,
and violence within families. They contend that cultural and economic inequalities
permeate families, which then contribute in turn to the reproduction ofwider forms of
social inequality. Focusing on the most disadvantaged families, Robert Walker and
Claire Collins (chapter 12) provide cross-national analyses of what triggers poverty,
what types of families are chronically poor, and how effective state intervention is.
The chaptermoves us forward from themore familiar discussions of poverty based on
income shortfall, to evidence of dynamics that point to the differing experiences of
poor people. Despite the emerging literature that documents the worlds of the poor as
described and experienced by poor people themselves, there is a dearth of knowledge
about the social and psychological consequences of different forms of poverty. The
possibility that social capital can help ameliorate the consequences of deprivation is
taken up by Frank Furstenberg and Sarah Kaplan (chapter 13). Taking aim at the
diffuse concept of social capital, the authors critically evaluate the argument that
weaker family ties and poorer integration of families in their communities have
deprived children of the family-based social capital that contributes to their welfare.
They also raise issues about trade-off within families in the management and deploy-
ment of social capital. While concurring with the belief that social capital theory has
great potential for helping in understanding how the kinship system functions to
reproduce social advantage and disadvantage, Furstenberg and Kaplan insist that we
need a more systematic and sophisticated approach to examining production, distri-
bution, and effects of social capital both within families and communities.

Moving from the local to the global, Ronald and Jacqueline Angel (chapter 14)
show the increasing globalization of social and health problems. Demonstrating
how differences by race, citizenship, and income translate into inequality in access
to medical care, the authors point to the need to know more about how families in
different cultural and political contexts cope with the illness of family members,
particularly elderly ones. They also suggest that international migration has given
scholars a new opportunity to study how family culture and family support systems
may protect health care of immigrant groups in the local environments of their new
host countries. The US is a prime site for studying the challenge to racial and cultural
hegemony that results from immigration. Locating immigrant families in the context
of current theorizing about the processes of incorporation, Pyke (chapter 15) points
to the new attention being given to gender relations, children, and elderly people in
America’s immigrant families. Pyke points to the twin poles of harmony and conflict
that characterize much research on immigrant families, suggesting that both have
truth. As Karen Pyke observes, the more assimilated show weaker familism norms.
Focusing on Britain, Alison Shaw (chapter 16) cautions against placing undue
emphasis on how second- and third-generation immigrants have assimilated the
values of the host society. As she suggests, similarities in form can mask distinctive
patterns of kinship, authority, and gender that vary with ethnicity and are likely to
persist.

Parts IV and V examine family forms and relationships in the context of
changing social contexts. In many ways, these parts blend together. The separation
of family relationships from social context is not one that the editors would wish
to defend on theoretical or empirical grounds. It is a question of emphasis. Part IV
allows us to zoom in on individuals, their partnerships and separations, ideologies
of romance, how couples form and function, and the ways family relationships
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differ by gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and age. Part V takes a wide-angle
perspective, showing how the changing social contexts provide the backcloth
against which family relationships are enacted. This part examines changing
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors concerning sex and gender. It also looks at policy
priorities concerning family relationships and forms, new gender and intergenera-
tional policy initiatives, changes in the labor market, the promotion of better
work–family balance, and medical advances and new technologies. These all have
far-reaching consequences for the opportunities and constraints that mold the
dynamic pathways that reflect the unfolding life experiences of individuals and
families.

The importance of religion for understanding families can not be overstated, as
Bryan Turner (chapter 17) demonstrates. Focusing on the role of religion and the
impact of secularization on marriage and romantic love, Turner’s review is wide-
ranging. He examines how Christian and Islamic fundamentalism have influenced
the struggle between the state and the status of women, and considers the role of
religion in the governance of reproductive citizenship. In chapter 18, Joanne Paetsch,
Nicholas Bala, Lorne Bertrand, and Lisa Glennon continue the theme of partner-
ships, by examining recent trends in the formation and dissolution of couples in
modern industrialized countries. The chapter considers both heterosexual and same
sex couples, and for the latter, points to the uneven progress across nations in the
move from discrimination to legal recognition. Accompanying the trends that point
to greater instability and diversity of partnerships is the concern that children will
suffer. The clear message of Jan Pryor and Liz Trinder’s chapter on children, families,
and divorce (chapter 19) is that chronic instability and multiple transitions put
children at significantly increased risk. Pryor and Trinder call for more focus on
the process of family change, irrespective of family structure, in order to identify
aspects of families that can promote resilience and adaptability among all family
members, but especially children.

How are families of choice – lesbian and gay families – reinventing intimate life?
Jeffrey Weeks, Brian Heaphy, and Catherine Donovan (chapter 20) consider what it
means for same sex couples to ‘‘do families,’’ and how such family practices, whether
or not children are present, are bound up with gender, sexuality, work, and caring.
Eric Widmer, by contrast, focuses on conjugal networks and conjugal dyads (chapter
21). Noting that conjugality is dominant and brittle in contemporary Western
societies, Widmer suggests that future studies may have more to learn by focusing
on the more persistent parent–child dyad, that is, the backbone of extended family
relationships. David Morgan, however, takes issue with the notion that fatherhood
is the key to understanding men in families and households (chapter 22). He argues
that the parent–child dimension is only one of the many complex, unfolding rela-
tionships that underlie transitions from boyhood through to advanced old age.
Analyzing issues as diverse as domestic violence and caring, Morgan reinserts men
into the discussion of how the private sphere intersects with gender identities.
Morgan suggests that tensions and ambiguities are to be expected when old gender
inequalities coexist with new forms of openness and experimentation.

The final part, Changing Social Contexts, aptly begins with consideration of the
sexual revolution, which has transformed intimate relations and has provoked
extensive (approving and disapproving) commentary on the moral condition of
modern Western societies. Looking at the changes and challenges of sex and family,
Judith Treas (chapter 23) examines the consistency and change in public opinion and
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private behaviors that shape the sex lives of young and old, married and single,
heterosexual and nonheterosexual individuals. Treas notes how most of the life
course is sexualized, but paradoxically, as heterosexual unions became sexier – at
least in terms of enlargement of sexual scripts and practices – same-sex ones have
come to be seen as struggling with domestic concerns such as partnering and
parenting, that have long taken their toll on the sex lives of married heterosexuals.
The theme of sexuality is continued in Michelle Budig’s discussion of feminism and
the family (chapter 24). Compulsory heterosexuality, for some, has been equated
with the family’s patriarchal oppression of women. However, the impact of radical
feminism on the family is far more diffuse, pushing for contraception and abortion
rights, domestic and sexual violence legislation, and legitimization of a plurality of
family forms: single-parent, lesbian, gay, and childless families. But not all feminists
agree that the family or motherhood is the source of women’s oppression. Budig
points to how new feminist questions involve dismantling the legacy of the separ-
ation of public and private spheres. She poses the highly contentious question of the
reward for child-rearing. Who pays? Should those opting to remain childless be
allowed to free-ride on the men and, more often, women who rear the next gener-
ation of workers?

The complex question of the relation between work and families is the focus of
chapter 25. Shirley Dex points out that the reproduction of the workforce is a matter
of critical public interest. Her chapter discusses how there is still much work to be
done to understand the complex, fourfold framework that governs cross-national
differences in work and family relations: countries’ industrial structures; the labor-
market conditions; the work-related regulations and organization policies; and the
political economy of social reproduction embodied in the welfare system. Picking up
on the issue of public policy and families, Wendy Sigle-Rushton and Catherine
Kenney provide a comparative overview of governmental responses to parent’s
work-care conflicts in the European Union. They highlight the role of the father as
a matter where there is urgent need for action, but where there has been relatively
little progress in bringing about a more equal gender allocation of paid and unpaid
work.

The penultimate chapter moves the focus from production to reproduction.
Martin Richards discusses some of the ways in which genetic and reproductive
technologies are being used, how they may influence family life, and how attitudes
and assumptions about the family may in turn shape their development and use.
Assisted reproduction has a very long history, but the implications of modern DNA
technologies for families are only just starting to be debated. It is a field in which
family researchers face a rapidly changing future.

In the final chapter, Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim review what
reflexive modernization means in regard to the family. They argue that, as far as
family is concerned, there has been a normalization of diversity, in family law, in the
self-images of family members, and the observational viewpoint of sociology. They
suggest that it becomes unclear what ‘‘objectively’’ constitutes the reference unit of
family research, how it can be circumscribed, what should be ascertained or investi-
gated, and how and from what perspective. How does a researcher order, count, and
classify family relationships and forms when the boundaries keep changing and
when different boundaries come into play for different members, at different points
of time? If family relations are so ambivalent, then sociological research is faced with
a twofold challenge. On the one hand, it becomes ever more important to
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consciously listen to subjects and deliberately open up interpretations. On the other,
continual effort is needed to resist slipping back into ‘‘White-think, middle-class-
think, men-think, hetero-think, or some combination of these,’’ whereby the erasure
of key components of the everyday experience of people in nondominant family
relationships are inevitable.

Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s chapter emphasizes one of the key points made
throughout the Companion: that a crucial part of good practice in the sociology of
families is to evaluate critically the questions that sociologists ask. The family
domain poses a particularly difficult challenge for research, because all researchers
have vested interests and ideology can displace or distort evidence. Yet the research
challenge is of unique importance because, in our global world, individualization is
not the same as atomization. Individuals are continually re-creating and reshaping
families, and families are the key to all our futures.

Tribute to Tamara Hareven

It is with great sadness that we note the death of Tamara Hareven (1937–2002).
Tamara was Professor of Family Studies and History at the University of Delaware,
and had been commissioned to write a chapter for this volume on ‘‘the contribution
of history to family sociology.’’ The chapter was to appear in the life-course section –
an approach she helped pioneer. Described in an obituary in Le Monde as ‘‘mis-
sionnaire infatigable des recherches sur la famille,’’ Hareven would have welcomed
the challenge to identify important future directions for family research. Fortunately,
before her untimely death, she published a collection of her essays in her book
Families, History and Social Change (2000). In this work she reiterates the huge
challenge for scholars in reconstructing the multilayered reality – the lives of indi-
vidual families and their interactions with major social, economic, and political
forces, pointing out how the enterprise is complicated by our increasing appreciation
of the changing and diverse nature of ‘‘the family,’’ rendered fluid by shifts in internal
age and gender configurations across regions and time. The formidable goal she sets
is to understand the interrelationship between ‘‘individual time,’’ ‘‘family time,’’ and
‘‘historical time’’ (Hareven, 1977; Elder, 1978, 1981).

Her challenge to future research, however, did not stop there. She identified two
interrelated future directions for research in family history. The first is to pursue
established topics that are underresearched, including how families relate to social
space, and to engage with a more systematic study of families in relation to religion,
the state, and the legal system. She also pointed to the need for more work on
kinship, particularly as it relates to friendship, family transitions over the life course,
generational relations, especially in the later years of life, and family strategies,
especially where the family’s interaction with other institutions is concerned.
A second future direction is the forging of more systematic linkages between inter-
related family patterns and processes: these include a closer linkage of demographic
patterns with household structure and internal family dynamics; a closer integration
of the study of household with nonresident kin; and a more careful linkage of
kinship and household patterns with various processes such as work and migration,
and cultural dimensions including rituals.

The Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Families makes a start in address-
ing some of the challenges Hareven issued, but the editors acutely feel the loss of
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her input. Her meticulous cross-national research anticipated the comparative em-
phasis that informs the Companion. Hareven’s legacy is felt in the chapters in this
volume that address how families are the arenas in which the relations between
individuals and social change are acted out, and how families act as broker between
individuals, institutions, and social change. Her pioneering contributions to the
development of the life-course perspective make it impossible to ignore the intersec-
tion of individual lives and history, even as we struggle to make sense of the latest
contemporary developments. Just as she inspired so many of us, the brilliant and
stimulating books and articles that she wrote, the journals she helped establish,
and the example of research she set will inspire future generations of family sociolo-
gists.
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1
Globalization and Western
Bias in Family Sociology

Don Edgar

Sociologyof the familyhas alwaysbeen caughtbetweena rockandahardplace.On the
one hand, an emphasis on family structures, traditions, and their unequal social and
financial capital tended to reify the institution and its powerful effects on an individ-
ual’s life course.We studied family roles, especially gender roles, and assumed a direct
influence from expectations to behavior, leaving little room for individual agency or
initiative. On the other hand, a more psychological focus on the way ‘‘self’’ emerged
from interaction with significant others, and on the active, interpretive part played by
every individual in adapting to or resisting family pressures, led us away from any
sensible definition of the family as a unit of analysis and into a welter of apparently
unfettered individualism. There was talk of the ‘‘over-socialized conception of man,’’
andamoveaway fromstructural analysis of the familyas an institutionwithin itswider
(and very diverse) social settings (see Wrong, 1961; Edgar, 1992a, 1992b).

As the phenomenon of globalization has emerged, built in part on the immediacy
and universality of communication and knowledge networks, in part on the
expanding division of labor, expertise, and range of ‘‘choice’’ for individuals in the
postmodern world, the balance has swung even more toward what I regard as an
unsociological, nonstructural view which bedevils family sociology.

I will argue here that this arises from a Western bias in the literature, one based on
the dominant ideology of individualism and free-market liberalism, and arising from
the triumph of individualistic psychology over sociology as a discipline. It is difficult
to find good data, even harder to find good theory, based on non-Western societies
where life chances are still very much constrained by family background, family
networks and values, and by wider structural influences such as religion or the law,
and structural inequalities in education and financial and social status (for some
Asia-Pacific information, see Ariffin and Louis, 2001). If we look at how globaliza-
tion affects people differently according to their social circumstances, we may gain a
better perspective on the significance of family (as opposed to individual agency) in
our rapidly changing world.

The Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Families 
Edited by Jacqueline Scott, Judith Treas, Martin Richards 
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Globalization and the Place of

Family versus Individual

Indeed, globalization itself has led family sociology into a theoretical contradiction.
At one level, globalization is blamed for a massive shift away from the authority of
traditional institutions and the rise of an individualism based on risk, reflexivity, and
the need to negotiate one’s own life course. Individual agency rises supreme and
personal psychology overwhelms the social. At another level, globalization is seen as
an uncontrollable force, largely economic, but also cultural and therefore political,
beyond the control not just of individual actors, but also of any family, group, or
nation-state. Reification and passive reaction thus inform our perceptions of family
and the individual’s role in reality construction.

This chapter urges a reassessment of the centrality of family as a mediating
structure, as a structure increasingly crucial to the development of individual
human capital, to the potential of social capital to influence life chances, and to
the way individuals are unequally able to make ‘‘choices’’ in a globalized world. It is
not the individual who acts reflexively; it is the family (increasingly varied as it is)
which mediates the impact of globalization, community resources, and government
action for and with individuals acting as parts of a sharing, interactive unit. Rarely
does any individual make decisions outside of the resources and emotional attach-
ments of family. It is the family as agent, familia faber, that requires urgent research
attention (Boulding, 1983). Moreover, we need to reassess our theories of family
change in light of evidence about families in non-Western countries.

Globalization as a phenomenon of the postmodern world seems to be diametric-
ally the opposite of ‘‘family’’ as an institution. It is the anonymity and freedom of the
World Wide Web versus the intimacy and close control of the family unit. It is the
unfamiliar world of diverse and indifferent others versus the familiar world of the
primary group. It is a network of strangers versus the more closed networks of
families and their local communities. Just as the Industrial Revolution and urban-
ization were built on the breaking of extended family ties and the rise of the separate
nuclear family, so too is the Information Age reliant on individual skill portfolios
and the freedom of the footloose worker to move as the new ‘‘turbo-capitalism’’
requires (Hutton and Giddens, 2001).

Marriage as an institution traditionally linked to family seems to be being replaced
by the couple relationship, an inherently volatile and constantly negotiated state,
and by the institution of parenthood, perhaps the last enclave of social control over
the ‘‘public consequences of private decisions.’’ The age of risk, innovation, and
flexibility (what Schumpeter called ‘‘creative destruction’’) is indifferent to inequality,
social justice, or family impacts, and gives new power to that minority of knowledge
workers, symbolic analysts, shareholders, and owners whose so-called rationality or
reflexivity rides roughshod over family and community interests. An ironic corollary
of an increasingly networked society (Castells, 1997) is the rise and rise of negotiated
individuality. Indeed, most theorists do not talk of the agency of families, or even
couples; they speak as if the individual and his/her search for personal satisfaction and
fulfillment were the key driving force behind social change.

We are told also (and there is clear evidence for this) that globalization undermines
the ability of nation-states and the families within them to control their own economy,
the very nature of their jobs, and the income they derive for family maintenance.
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Monetary control via industry regulation and taxation is more difficult with free-
flowing global capital, so governments are forced to rethink the nature of welfare
payments and family support services. The individual’s personally accumulated and
owned human capital is supposedly nowmore useful than social status. The arbitrari-
ness with which corporations shift whole industries (or the International Monetary
Fund dictates financial policy) can destroywhole regions (even nations), leaving those
family links impotent and exacerbating inequality within increasingly ‘‘patchwork’’
nations and an increasingly unequal world (Edgar, 2001).

New Forms of State and Family Agency

Globalization thus alters the role of family as mediator between private and public
(Berger and Berger, 1983). As a result, and in contradiction to declining national
economic autonomy, globalization places new demands upon the state to carry the
burden of those left behind by free-market capitalism. Family policy takes on a new
face as governments talk about business–community partnerships, corporate phil-
anthropy, and community-building as a euphemism for cutting costs, and tighten
eligibility criteria for welfare benefits. The state could become in this process even
more of a ‘‘policer’’ of family life (Donzelot, 1979), certainly as that involves sources
of income and the treatment of children. But the key factor to examine is the way in
which families are forced to become more self-reliant despite their lack of control
over global economic forces. It is this process of rethinking family agency that needs
to be given more attention in family sociology.

In terms of personal relationships, globalization is indifferent to gender or race,
though its many critics argue that US values dominate the communications revolu-
tion and thus homogenize the global family and the norms of intimacy. In any event,
globalization has run parallel to an unprecedented rise in the education levels of
women, the number of two-income households, and the capacity of women (through
birth control and separate earning capacity) to throw off their dependence on men.
Rising divorce rates, postponed and abandoned decisions to marry or have children,
the flight from commitment of both men and women, and the prolonged life
expectancy of women are all correlated to that new autonomy and women’s
power to exercise choice. Such trends clearly alter the ways in which family units
(however constituted) operate as mediating agents.

As Giddens puts it, one’s personal life course and one’s sense of self now have to be
created actively by the individual, and women are staking a claim to those areas of
decision making that were once the domain of men. People can no longer rely on
tradition and authority, and the undermining of public authority that began with the
Enlightenment has now moved into the arena of private, everyday life. The family
becomes democratized as couples in a ‘‘pure relationship’’ find they have to engage in
an active dialogue of mutual disclosure if personal satisfaction is to be achieved. In
Giddens’s optimistic view, the rise of democracy has been a major component of the
global communications revolution, undermining the monopoly of information,
authoritarian power, and the resistance of elite and fundamentalist groups. It has
built tolerance via a ‘‘democracy of the emotions,’’ as much in the private world of
family life as across and within nations. While he notes the parallel rise of localism,
religious fundamentalism, ethnic cleansing, and the paradoxical place of children in
a world of chaotic uncoupling and pure relationships, he is basically hopeful that
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this new form of democratic family negotiation will lead to a cosmopolitan society
where family, work, and nation are mere shell institutions and reality is forged by
increasingly reflexive individuals (Giddens, 1992; Hutton and Giddens, 2001).
These are important factors in rethinking family sociology.

The Importance of Family, Locality,

and New Identity Networks

We should be careful, however, not to overgeneralize about the impact of globaliza-
tion, because it has another face. Several writers have noted the parallel rise in
importance of the local, the increase in ethnic group solidarity, and an expanding
number of interest groups working against the forces of Americanization and corpo-
rate control. As Castells (1997: 11) puts it, a life open to reflection and personal
planning is impossible ‘‘except for the elite inhabiting the timeless space of flows of
global networks and their ancillary locales.’’ Most people do not have the skills or
resources to operate in such an autonomous and fearless fashion, so they construct
defensive identities around communal or tribal principles. This form of ‘‘project
identity’’ grows from communal resistance, and takes a variety of forms. It stands in
stark contrast to the isolated self-construction that Giddens suggests typifies modern
lifestyles, and it relies on active family and community togetherness, not free-floating
individualism.

Some project-identity social movements are large-scale, such as the resurgence of
Islamic fundamentalism and ethnic/national rebellions in once-unified countries
such as the USSR or Yugoslavia. Other identity-seeking movements are smaller but
no less dramatic, such as the Aum Shinrikyo cult in Japan which formed a sort of
‘‘family’’ for those wanting to start the apocalypse. Many are based on shared
opposition to global forces: the American Christian fundamentalists who oppose
the inroads of feminism, godlessness, and permissiveness; the Basque movement in
Spain struggling to preserve its own language and culture; the American Militia and
Patriot movements taking up arms against central government; and the more recent
coalitions of protesters at Seattle, Davos, and Melbourne against the World Trade
Organization/World Economic Forum and the impact of global corporations on
poverty in the developing world.

Atamore local level,we see thegrowthof communitybuildingasanethos, ademand
formore responsive, less top-down government, of regional economic development as
a way of protecting people against the winds of global change (OECD, 2001). Not all
thesemovements are localized, however, and they point to a new formof tribalism that
may have a positive effect on globalization processes (andwhich transcend traditional
family structures), a formof project identity-formation that is not inward-looking but,
rather, transformative of society. There is, for example, increasing political activity via
the Internet, directed against such firms as Shell, Nike, McDonald’s, and Microsoft.
Nongovernmental organizations act as vast lobby groups on behalf of family well-
being, the environment, and human rights, and they are neither elected by nor answer-
able to the wider polity. All of these trends alter the conditions under which families,
and individual men, women, and children are able to make, or are prevented from
making, decisions affecting their own ‘‘autonomous’’ lives. They are all, in my view,
probably more significant to an understanding of the family’s place in a global society
than any examination of individualized self-construction.
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Giddens and the Place of Individual Agency

Giddens’s concept of reflexivity, in particular, appears to rely on an unduly psycho-
logical analysis of what is essentially a sociological and economic phenomenon. By
reflexivity, he means both the capacity of an individual to know and justify his or
her own actions and therefore also the capacity of people and societies to reflexively
produce and reproduce their social life. While Giddens acknowledges and analyses
carefully how societies are structured, his emphasis is on what he calls ‘‘practical
consciousness,’’ an awareness of why we do things and thus an ability to change
social structures as we see fit (see the extended critique of Giddens by Tucker, 1998).

This is a peculiarly Western view, both of what is happening to families worldwide
and of the values underpinning current political and religious conflicts. Even within
Western, developed nations one must ask whether what Giddens describes is so
much a growth of individualization and autonomy, of ‘‘reflexivity,’’ as it is of risk
and the importance of risk management. The former are terms of privatization and
personal psychology, whereas risk management implies the interplay between per-
sonal human resources and the altered economic and political contexts in which
such reflexivity is played out. To be fair, Giddens does distinguish between free-
floating individualism and what he calls ‘‘individualization,’’ a situation where
traditional social categories no longer serve as a framework for moral decision-
making or social interaction. But both he and Beck seem too dismissive of the still-
important collective contexts in which the risks of biography are mastered (Beck,
1998: 35; see also Beck, 2001).

Though traditional forms of authority have doubtless weakened, and individuals
increasingly have to negotiate their own moral stance (Smart and Neale, 1999), plus
their relationships and their personal work and family biographies (Pryor and
Rodgers, 2001), they do not (one might say, sociologically cannot) engage in a
process of ‘‘re-embedding’’ whereby ‘‘individuals must produce, stage and cobble
together their biographies for themselves’’ (Beck, 1998: 33).

The Continued Centrality of Family

Personal human resources, human capital, develop in and through family resources,
the emotional and marketable skills a child learns within this primary group, the
networks within which the family is embedded, and the family’s access to financial
and other social resources within its own community and national context (Edgar,
1999). Moreover, the decisions to marry, remain single, have children, leave the
parental home, or take a particular job, are never totally disembedded, they are
developed in a social context with significant others and in the light of social as well
as individual resources. Negotiation is itself an essentially social process, no matter
how much internalized introspection it involves. We must question the dominance of
an individualized, psychological theoretical framework to explain what is essentially
a social process, a process in which the family unit (whatever its form) is a central
agent (Edgar and Glezer, 1994).

Not everyone can manage personal and family risk if a global corporation has
withdrawn employment from an entire region or the World Bank has demanded a
complete restructuring of the nation’s economy. Nor can one negotiate a pure
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relationship if the choices are limited by poverty, religious fundamentalism, ethnic
persecution, or a socialized lack of emotional competence.

The stereotype of men lacking both self-perception and empathy, compared with
women, is an apt, if glib, illustration of the limits of such an analysis. Men develop
such flaws within a context of gender-based power and discrimination, socially
structured pressures to be ‘‘real men,’’ the expectation that their skills will focus
on work, money-making, and emotional self-control, and an entire set of social
institutions which develop and reinforce their emotional and interactional differ-
ences from women. Male power can be challenged through legislation, but it is the
new power of women within (mostly Western) families (via contraception, earnings,
time in public work settings) which alters internal family dynamics and challenges
the taken-for-granted reality of sexism (Edgar, 1997b). Women living under funda-
mentalist religious constraints have less to work with, but the agent of change is the
family, not just the individual.

Notwithstanding the existence of many forms of masculinity, historically and
anthropologically, and current pressures for men to behave differently if they are
to achieve a satisfactory relationship with an intimate other, the applicability of such
an individualized theory of change is severely limited by its cultural assumptions and
by the realities faced by millions of individuals worldwide whose options are not as
negotiable as those of some in the West.

Globalization and Its Impacts on Family Life

Globalization also underpins several new demographic trends which alter forever
the life course and interpersonal relationships of those millions. It creates greater
mobility in the search for work or refuge from conflict (there were 12 million
refugees worldwide in 1999). It is usually whole families that move, their entire
motivation to forge a new life, as families, elsewhere. Immigrant nations such as
Australia, the US, and Israel have very strong ‘‘family values’’ precisely because
families in a new land are important sources of emotional and financial security,
strong motivators to succeed and forge a new life (Edgar, 1997a). Prolonged educa-
tion is now a prerequisite for gainful employment, and the consequent delays in age
of independence from parents, age at marriage, and age of first childbearing make
the family of orientation even more important to young people’s life chances and
lifestyles. Too often sociologists ignore the evidence that flows of support (both
financial and emotional) are more often from older parents to young adults than the
reverse (Milward, 1992, 1995; de Jong Gierveld, 1998). These young adults may
appear to be acting autonomously, and forging pure relationships reflexively, but it
is family action, and differential resources, not self-directed choice-making, that
explains their current status (Commaille, 1998: 26).

The family as primal shelter is central to the creation of meaning and identity-
formation, drawing on its own membership, networks, and community and, most
significantly, central to the task of forging an accommodation between social inte-
gration and individual autonomy as an adult (Kellerhals, 1998; Donati, 1998). As I
put it in relation to the development of child competence: ‘‘Life situations change
and bring new challenges and problems (over the life course).’’ But the child whose
family and social support systems have provided both the equipment for competence
and some sense of the competent self will be better able to adapt to those new
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challenges and construct effective coping strategies. There will be what Hobfoll
(1988) calls a ‘‘caravan of resources,’’ or what Bruner (1988) calls a ‘‘toolkit for
managing your world,’’ as well as some moderate stability in the child’s style of
coping (Compas, 1995; Frydenberg and Lewis, 1997), ‘‘guiding the child’s attempts
to reduce stress and shape the environment to his or her own purposes’’ (Edgar,
1999: 123). The best research about divorce effects on children supports this view of
the way parental resources and management processes link the individual and the
social (Amato, 1987; Amato and Booth, 1997).

Non-Western Family Realities

And we must keep in mind the reality within which most of the world’s families have
to forge their lives, before we assert too readily either individual agency or the
decline of the family as an institution of importance.

Barely two percent of the world’s population now works in agriculture. The drift
to cities creates new problems in nations such as China because the conditions of
industry are not the same as during the labor-hungry Industrial Revolution. The
World Bank calculates that a quarter of the population of the developing world –
about 1.2 billion people – is living in poverty, on under $1 a day (UNO, 2001: 17).
And there are huge regional variations (Settles, 1998; Otero, 1994). In Europe and
Central Asia the number in poverty soared (1987–8) from 1.1 million to 24 million,
and South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa accounted for 70 percent of those living on
$1 a day. Life expectancy in those regions is a full generation less than the OECD
average. Within Europe, that part of the population living on less than $2 a day
varies from below 5 percent in Hungary and Poland to 19 percent in Russia and 68
percent in Tajikistan. Pakistan and Sri Lanka made little progress in poverty reduc-
tion during the 1990s, and in countries such as Zambia and Mexico rural poverty
fell while urban poverty rose.

Extremes of affluence and poverty characterize not only West versus the rest, but
also marked regional differences within all nation-states. Global competition makes
regional and local capacities more significant than ever, and the twenty-first century
is likely to see a reinforcement of class segregation through ecological mechanisms
and create an increasingly violent society (OECD, 2001).

We cannot ignore such socially variable constraints on the sorts of family and
relationship negotiations individuals can make. In particular, we need to remember
that Western progress in the capacity of women to negotiate a new deal for them-
selves is not matched elsewhere. The gap between male and female school enrolment
rates varies from 20 percent in countries such as Pakistan to almost zero in Brazil or
the Philippines. Wealthy families in India have less of a gender education gap than
poorer families. Births to mothers under the age of 20 are as low as 1.3 percent in
Japan and 2.9 in Norway, but as high as 19.9 percent in Venezuela, 15.7 in Mexico,
and 16.5 in Romania. The adult illiteracy rate in non-Western countries is higher for
women than men, despite some progress in the last decade. For example, in Ethiopia
it is 57 percent for men, 68 percent for women; in Egypt it is 34 percent for men, 57
percent for women; in Turkey it is 7 percent for men, 24 percent for women; in the
Indian sub-continent it is 32 percent for men, 56 percent for women (UNDP, 1999;
UNICEF, 1997, 2001; UNO, 2001). Such women enjoy none of the autonomy,
self-reflexivity, individualism, and freedom to negotiate life choices that Western
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sociologists see as the distinguishing features of modern family life. Nor, for that
matter, do men with such low education, income-earning capacity, and life expect-
ancy.

Given that marriage and family are institutions structured round human sexuality
and social reproduction, we need to be reminded that life is not the same elsewhere as
in affluent Western nations in that regard either. The majority of women worldwide
are still severely discriminated against, their choices limited by religious rules,
extended family decision-making about marriage partners, and the impact of male
sexuality on their life chances. The UNDP Human Development Report (1999)
estimates that 340 million women will not survive to age 40, 880 million lack access
to basic health services, and the proportion of infant deaths due to AIDS by the year
2010 will reach 61 percent in Botswana, 58 percent in Zimbabwe, 41 percent in
Kenya, and 5 percent in Thailand.

Moreover, the number ofHIV infections clearly varies by gender in different regions
of the world, reflecting huge cultural and religious variations in the treatment of
women. Whereas in major Western countries it is males more than females who
become infected, largely because of greater prevalence and tolerance of male homo-
sexuality, the figures are low overall (0.1 percent for Australian males, 0 percent for
women; 0.2 percent for Netherlands males, 0.1 percent for women) because of better
education and medical treatment. On the African continent and in some Asian coun-
tries, more women than men are infected with HIV, because of male myths about sex
with virgins, rape, prostitution and male promiscuity, government inaction, and reli-
gious taboos. For example, in Botswana the male HIV rate is 15.8 percent compared
with 34.3 percent for women; in South Africa it is 11.3 percent for men, 24.8 percent
for women; in Cambodia the male HIV rate is 2.4 percent, female 3.5 percent; in
Thailand themale rate is 1.2 percent, female 2.3 percent). In SouthAmerica,HIVrates
are again higher for males than females, though the numbers are relatively low
(Argentina 0.9 percent male, 0.3 percent female; Brazil 0.7 percent male, 0.3 percent
female). No analysis of family trends can ignore the dramatic effect of AIDS and
inadequate health services on the lives of men, women, and children in such countries.

One of the more obvious impacts is on the relative composition of young and old.
Many African populations have a majority aged below 25, and the high incidence of
HIV/AIDSmeans they have little prospect ofmarrying or having a family of their own.
High fertility rates ‘‘suggest an exclusively reproductive role for women and limited
participation by women in economic and political activities’’ (ESCAP, 1998: 3).
Unlike the dominant discourse about aging in Western nations (based on reduced
fertility rates and increasing longevity), early death combined with high fertility result
in an increasing proportion of young people in a population, often in a situation of
growing unemployment. In countries such as Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Cambodia
the fertility rate is above 5, whereas in Iran (which has encouraged contraceptive use
since 1989, especially among rural families) the slogan ‘‘small families are healthy
families’’ has dramatically reduced the birthrate. Age at first marriage has increased
(now 21.1 In Iran) and the proportion of never-married women has grown (31.4
percent in Iran; 48.0 percent in Thailand). This may improve life choices for women,
thoughmost are still involved in agriculture, with little landownership bywomen, and
older women are less able to remarry than men, resulting in increasing numbers of
female-headed households and the feminization of poverty.

In China, the problem of population imbalance is different, in that their long-
standing ‘‘one-child’’ policy has led to an imbalance of young males to young
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females. Over the next two decades, as many as 40 million young Chinese men will
be unable to find marriage partners or to form a family of procreation (there is
already a boom in kidnapping eligible females), and the entire structure of trad-
itional family life, kinship, respect for elders, and the submergence of individuality
to an authoritarian social order comes under threat. There are fears of an unruly
cohort of young males causing social problems, such as increased prostitution,
homosexuality and rising crime rates, and there is pressure to distract them through
military service and future wars (Wiseman, 2002). Western sociology can ill afford
to ignore the close connections between sexuality, family forms, and social order.

Globalization’s Differential Impact

on Family Life

Put this together with the globalization of employment and we have a very different
prospect for future family life. There are several levels of such globalization. One is
the rise, in Western post-industrial societies (and, for IT specialists, India) of the
Solos, Generation-S, the well-educated symbolic analysts who are unattached,
mobile, and can sell their skills to the highest bidder worldwide or readily move to
another company location when required. Their relationships are likely to be very
fluid, similar to the sailors of old with a friend in every port. They are also likely to
be instrumental (that is, based on sexual gratification and the comfort of temporary
intimacy) rather than on an angst-ridden pure relationship of endless negotiation
and mutual disclosure.

At the other level is the impetus to seek work in a foreign country because job
prospects at home are low. ESCAP (1998) describes this as ‘‘the feminization of
labor’’ or ‘‘the globalization of female employment’’ (p. 10), with women in Asian-
Pacific countriesmaking up 40percent of the industrial labor force and asmany as 75–
90 percent of workers in the leading export industries – textiles, footwear, processed
food, and electronics. Wage rates for women are half the male rate and women are
underrepresented at professional and managerial levels. The withering away of the
public administrativeandservices sector reduces jobopportunities forwomenand they
become migratory in search of any wage-paying job, often leaving their families
behind. Women wage-workers are very mobile across national borders and regions,
withdramatic effectson family relationships.Andwemust remember that thesearenot
individual decisions about forging one’s ownbiography; they are life anddeath choices
which have ripple effects across generations, gender relations, and whole nations.

Arlie Hochschild writes about ‘‘global care chains and emotional surplus value’’
(2001), pointing out that roughly two percent of the world’s population migrate each
year, of which half are women. Female care workers and housekeepers in the US are
largely women from Mexico, the Philippines, and South America, the US thus
‘‘importing maternal love’’ as American women stay in full employment, while the
migrant carers try to maintain their own families at a distance by sending money
home to their own substitute child-carers and providing ‘‘virtual care’’ as they
displace their emotions onto the American children they now are paid to look after.
As Hochschild puts it: ‘‘such chains often connect three sets of care-takers . . . . Poorer
women raise children forwealthier womenwhile still poorer – or older ormore rural –
women raise their children . . . . As mothering is passed down the race/class/nation
hierarchy, each woman becomes a provider and hires a wife’’ (2001: 136–7).
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In the UK there is contrasting evidence of sustained family contacts, despite
distance. Cheap airfares have made it possible for most UK-born Pakistani 7-year-
olds to visit relatives in Pakistan: the Khojas diaspora (which covers America,
Europe, South Africa and beyond) has a number of its own community websites,
with family and religious news, health education material, and other information
resources.

Men, in this global workplace scenario, leave childrearing to women, and many
themselves migrate (to the Arabian Peninsula and Northern European industrial
countries) as ‘‘guest-workers,’’ now under threat of deportation as Europe tries to
cope with its own refugee and population–welfare overload. Those men who do
return after several years working elsewhere find themselves displaced both as
fathers and as dominant family members. Family sociology needs to know more
about such trends before it generalizes about the rise and rise of the individual and
the decline of family life.

Gender Differences and Work–Family Links

The male career pattern, both in the countries we have just described and in Western
countries, is remarkably resistant to change, with fathers unlikely to take a larger
share of either child-care or elder care, resulting in a reduction in the value of caring
work, and a continued under-valuation of the social reproduction side of family life.

If we look at the Western evidence on work–family relationships, the ‘‘work–
family’’ discourse arose largely out of the post-World War II movement of women
into the paid labor force, based on higher education levels, better contraceptive
control, and legislation for equal opportunity and an end to sex discrimination
(Haas et al., 2000). Most employers saw it as a ‘‘women’s issue,’’ not something
relevant to men, and that is still the case, with a slowing down of work–family
initiatives as governments leave policy to private companies, and focus on child-care
payments for women, and paid maternity leave rather than parental leave, instead of
serious attempts to alter the culture of the workplace. The globalization of time via
the Internet and e-mail, notions of just-in-time production, pressures to improve
productivity through downsizing, computerization, and more flexible hours (that is,
longer hours for most workers and 24/7 round-the-clock schedules) have made a
mockery of many discussions about balancing work and family life, notwithstanding
some outstanding examples to the contrary. So too, has the increase in nonstandard
work schedules and shift work, and its negative impact on marital relationships and
instability (Presser, 2000; Glass and Estee, 1997; Kinnear, 2002).

In this context, industrial relations ‘‘flexibility’’ is of more benefit to corporate
productivity than to employees struggling to ‘‘balance’’ their increasingly conflicting
work and family responsibilities, and policy solutions will have to involve structural
change in workplace conditions. Demographers increasingly assert that declining
birthrates can only be changed if workplace conditions, public child-care, parental
leave payments, and a greater sharing of the domestic workload by men become the
norm. Yet the reality is, in the industrialized economies, a retreat from public
welfare expenditure and a privatized ideology of parenthood, which suggests the
individual should accept the cost and time consequences of their own decisions.
Simplistic dichotomies between women who want babies and those who do not will
not help in this policy debate about family life (see Hakim, 2000). Nor does a
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theoretical framework which suggests every individual is the agent of his or her own
destiny, engaged in self-reflexivity, individual choice, praxis, or agency of a psych-
ologized kind.

Structurally, the impetus for employers to be more ‘‘family-friendly’’ will come
from a reduced labor supply, competition for the best workers, driving them to
become and stay the ‘‘employer of choice,’’ not from policy exhortations or internal
efforts at workplace culture change. Necessity may eventually drive culture change,
but work structures are still male-oriented, work times not in synchrony with family
responsibilities.

Schools are still run at fixed times which assume a carer at home; there are no
systems for time-out ‘‘sabbaticals’’ at peak family demand periods such as infancy,
adolescence, or caring for elderly parents; unions and employers still talk about full-
time work as the ideal and about part-time workers as the uncommitted ‘‘Mummy
Track’’ or even ‘‘Daddy Track’’; and women are still seen as nuisance invaders of a
safely male workplace, with wage discrimination and the glass ceiling driving many
women into self-employment or casual and intermittent work. Nor do government
or nongovernment services for families respond to the diversity of family circum-
stances and needs, usually being categorical and top-down, paternalistic and man-
agerial in style, oriented to ‘‘problem’’ families and responding to family crises rather
than to supporting every family in ways that resource them so they can better
function in their own chosen ways (Edgar, 2001).

Restoring Family Resources and

Agency to the Debate

It may therefore be instructive to revisit Elise Boulding’s (1983) concept of familia
faber, in order to restore the centrality of family life to our theories of society.
Boulding refers to the active role families play in entering a new urban community
– they actively seek out the best child-care, schools, clubs, and community contacts
in order to maximize their own resources on behalf of their children and their own
quality of life. This is the same process by which families (not just individuals) build
communities and the facilities they need. The better their networks, the greater their
connectedness (what is being called ‘‘social capital’’), the better their life chances
(Putnam, 1993a, 1993b; Winter, 2000).

It must be noted that most voluntarism is not pure altruism on behalf of the wider
community; it is time given to enhance the interests of special interest groups,
especially family groups. In all the discussion of our supposedly declining civil
society, social capital, and the selfish individualism of Western consumer societies
(Putnam, 1993a, 1993b; Winter, 2000), the evidence shows a remarkable level of
time-giving by adults with children, and by grandparents. They work on school
committees, sports clubs, and church and cultural associations because it is in their
(joint) family interests. The quality of life of the wider community certainly benefits,
and much altruism is involved, but it is family units that are the driving force, not
isolated individuals acting for the common good.

Most political activity, especially voting, is also motivated by ensuring that jobs,
family incomes, family-related services, and the quality of schools, health care and
other community services are safeguarded, not by party ideology or national vision.
Local issues often override broader national appeals precisely because family
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interests are central concerns. The family is the filter through which issues such as
border protection, terrorism, public transport, and education are interpreted. More-
over, public interest in issues changes as cohorts change – care for the aged being the
most obvious now that the Baby Boom generation is itself aging and many face the
dual tasks of the Sandwich Generation, caring for still-dependent adult offspring and
for aging parents. Kinship is still more important than citizenship, and for most
people citizenship only has practical meaning through kinship.

Even looking at the statistics on family forms, one has to wonder at the persistence
of marriage and the family as core units of society. Certainly there is more normative
acceptance (in most Western societies, though even there in a fragmented and
contested way) of new types – single-parent, stepparent, single-sex, separated,
divorced, even the ‘‘un-family’’ of friendship groups (which hardly meet the usual
criteria of long-term relationships between people related by blood, adoption, or
marriage and linking the generations preceding and/or succeeding). There is growing
evidence that divorced and reconstituted families are emerging as a new form (the
‘‘Lattice Family’’) as couples ensure ongoing contacts with children and other
relatives, their new partners and offspring being incorporated in a cooperative lattice
of networks which potentially add to the resources of everyone involved (Kuczynski,
2001). There are increasing numbers of couple-only families, maintaining interge-
nerational links with their forebears and relatives but without procreating for the
future. Couples who survive both marriage and childrearing form a rising new tribe
of ‘‘Renewed Oldies,’’ their lives not always centered around offspring and grand-
children but entering a new phase of exploration and self-fulfillment. And there are
the almost 28 percent of Solos, mostly young adults, who will never marry and never
have children. They may be individuals, but they are still tied intergenerationally and
they have relationships that are, at least temporarily and spasmodically, family-like.

But the statistics still show that the nuclear couple with children is the dominant
form. Coupling can be casual and multiple, but the majority of human beings prefer
to forge a longer-lasting relationship with one other who is exclusively committed to
them. And though the formality of marriage has become less important as a public
declaration of commitment and exclusivity, de facto, ‘‘common-law’’ marriage is still
the norm. Even in the US, the most recent Census shows that only 27 percent are
‘‘never-married,’’ with 56 percent now married, 10 percent divorced, and 7 percent
widowed. The figures for 1950 (before the so-called divorce revolution) were 23
percent never-married, 67 percent then married, and 2 percent then divorced.
Similarly, in Australia, intact couple families still comprise 72 percent of all families
and the majority of children live with their natural parents.

My point is not to deny significant shifts in the nature and composition of families,
rather to suggest that the family (whether two-parent, one-parent, step, or lattice) is
still the central agency of childhood socialization, social integration, the marshaling
of resources, human capital, social capital, and cultural values. It is not individual-
ization that matters in a globalized world, so much as the nature of those family
resources and family processes, insofar as they open up or limit the options available
to each individual.

Sociology of the family must eschew its domination by personalistic psychology
and theories based on a Western lifestyle. It must adopt a more informed reality-
construction approach, look more closely at family and locational differences in
opportunity structures, and examine more systematically the processes by which
family agency translates into effective versus ineffective attempts by individuals
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embedded in new social contexts to negotiate their social (not merely their psycho-
logical) self.
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2
Changing European Families:

Trends and Issues

Kathleen Kiernan

Introduction

In many European countries the family has been featuring in political and policy
discussions due to the developing pattern of family change that has occurred in many
European countries over the last few decades. Among these changes in family
patterns are major demographic changes that directly influence the relationship
between the family and public policy. These demographic changes include: fewer
marriages, more cohabitation and more births outside marriage; increases in di-
vorce, remarriage and reconstituted families; an increase in the proportion of
lone-parent families; falling birthrates; and smaller families. Although the trad-
itional one-family household still predominates throughout the European Union
(EU), the ‘‘family norm’’ of a married couple is gradually being replaced by other
living arrangements. This chapter will examine these trends across the EU, high-
lighting the similarities and differences across nations as well as discussing the
implications of these novel developments.

The Transformation of Marriage

In the recent past marriage heralded the start of a first union for most couples
in Europe. There were identifiable stages in the development of a relation-
ship: courtship, engagement, and, ultimately, the marriage ceremony that was
followed by the couple setting up home together. Marriage was also popular and
youthful. Nowadays, there is much more flexibility in becoming a couple and
whether they co-reside; and young people are marrying less and are doing so at
older ages.
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Declining marriage rates

After World War II the general trend in European marriage rates had been to a
younger and more universal marriage pattern that reached its zenith during the
1960s and the early part of the 1970s, since when marriage rates have declined
and the mean age at marriage has risen. In broad outline, the decline in marriage
rates began in Sweden and Denmark in the late 1960s, spread through most of
Western Europe in the early part of the 1970s, and became evident in the southern
European countries (Spain, Italy, Portugal, and Greece) around the mid-1970s. Since
the 1980s, the decline in marriage rates has continued in most European countries
but at a slower pace.

To illustrate some of these changes we can compare the mean age at first marriage
amongst women in 1975, which is generally close to the lowest average age observed
in the twentieth century for many countries, with the most recently available data
(Council of Europe, 2001). It is noticeable from table 2.1 that in many countries the
average age at marriage has increased by between two and four years, regardless of
the starting position. In the mid-1970s the average ages of first-time brides in most
West European nations were clustered in the 22–24 age range, whereas by the year
2000 they are clustered in the later twenties, predominantly at age 27.

The rise of cohabitation

One of the important engines behind the decline in marriage rates and a movement
to a later age at marriage is the rise in cohabitation that has occurred, particularly
since the beginning of the 1980s, in many European countries. However, it should
be emphasized that men and women living together outside marriage is not new.
Prior to the 1970s it was largely statistically invisible and probably socially

Table 2.1 Average age at first marriage among womenmarrying in 1975 and 2000, European
nations

Average age Countries 1975 Countries 2000

30 Sweden

29 Denmark

28 Finland, Norway

27 Austria, France, Germany, Ireland,

Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands,

Spain, Switzerland, UK

26 Belgium, Greece

25 Sweden Portugal

24 Denmark, Ireland, Portugal, Spain,

Switzerland

23 Austria, Finland, West Germany,

Greece, Italy, Luxembourg,

Netherlands, Norway, UK

22 Belgium, France

Source: Council of Europe (2001).
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invisible outside of the local community or social milieu. In some European coun-
tries there were subgroups that were probably more prone to cohabitation than
others: the very poor; those whose marriages had broken up but were unable to
obtain a divorce, as there was no such legislation, or it was more stringent than
nowadays or it was very expensive to obtain a divorce; certain groups of rural
dwellers; and groups ideologically opposed to marriage. It is a new type of cohabit-
ation that is implicated in the marriage declines that have occurred across European
nations in recent decades. A form of cohabitation that came to the fore in the 1970s
escalated during the 1980s and 1990s and continues unabated, whereby young
people live together as a prelude to, or as an alternative to, marriage.

To provide a perspective on the incidence of cohabitation and the popularity of
marriage and singlehood across European nations we used data from a series of
Eurobarometer Surveys carried out in the 15 member states of the EU in 1998, 1999,
and 2000 (European Commission, 1998, 1999, 2000). In an attempt to reduce
variation due to small sample sizes we have used the combined data from these
three years. Eurobarometer Surveys are primarily opinion surveys carried out under
the auspices of the administration of the EU, and we should bear in mind that data
from such surveys are unlikely to be as accurate as those obtained in dedicated
family and fertility surveys, but they probably reflect the relative position of different
European countries in these developments.

Figure 2.1 shows the combined proportions of men and women aged 25–34 in the
15 European Community (EC) countries who were currently cohabiting, married,
single, or separated/divorced/widowed at the time of the surveys in 1998, 1999, and
2000. It is clear from figure 2.1 that there is a good deal of diversity across European
states in the incidence of cohabitation. Three broad groupings can be seen. Cohabit-
ation is strikingly common in the Nordic countries of Denmark, Sweden, and
Finland, and France also has relatively high proportions cohabiting. There is a
middle group of countries, including the Benelux countries (the Netherlands,
Belgium, and Luxembourg), Great Britain, West and East Germany, and Austria,
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Figure 2.1 Marital status distributions among 25–34-year-olds: European nations combined
data, 1998–2000
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with intermediate levels of cohabitation. At the other extreme is the set of southern
European countries and Ireland, where cohabitation is less common than in other
European nations.

It is also clear from these data that there is a good deal of variation in the
proportions of women in marital unions. Marriage is most popular in the southern
European countries of Greece and Portugal, but this is much less the case in the other
southern European countries of Italy and Spain, which have low proportions in
marital unions and the highest proportions single. It would seem that not only are
men and women in Spain and Italy avoiding parenthood (as we will see later), they
are also not forming partnerships either, at least in their late twenties and early
thirties. In the Nordic countries, as well as in France, cohabitation is more popular
than marriage at these ages, whereas marriage is seemingly more popular in coun-
tries such as Austria, the Netherlands Great Britain, and Luxembourg.

There is also evidence from analyses of data from the United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe Fertility and Family Surveys (UNECE FFS) (United Nations,
1992; United Nations Economic Commission for Europe,1996–2001), carried out in
the first half of the 1990s, that cohabitation has eclipsed marriage as the marker for
entry into first union in many European countries and that overtime there have been
noteworthy increases in proportions of young people cohabiting (Kiernan, 1999a).
But how durable are such unions? Analyses of the FFS data (Kiernan, 2002) showed
that after five years, only a minority of cohabiting unions remain intact: they have
either converted into marriages or dissolved. Sweden was the only country where
there was evidence of longer-term cohabitation. The comparative data that we have
on union behavior show that cohabitation tends to be a short-lived affair in many
countries, but this may well be changing. Existing data relate in the main to the
behavior of cohorts forming partnerships in the early 1990s, and since then there is
evidence from individual country surveys of further increases in the level and
duration of cohabitation (Toulemon, 1997; Haskey, 1999; Murphy, 2000; Bumpass
and Lu, 2000).

A partnership transition?

It has been suggested by several scholars that many European societies may be going
through a transition in the way that men and women become couples or partners
(see Prinz, 1995 for a review). Most scholars draw on the experience of the Swedish
population, which is the nation that has gone furthest in these developments, from
which a number of stages can be identified (Hoem and Hoem, 1988). Simplifying, in
the first stage cohabitation emerges as a deviant or avant-garde phenomenon prac-
ticed by a small group of the single population, whilst the great majority of the
population marry directly. In the second stage cohabitation functions as either a
prelude to marriage or a probationary period where the strength of the relationship
may be tested prior to committing to marriage, and is predominantly a childless
phase. In the third stage cohabitation becomes socially acceptable as an alternative
to marriage and becoming a parent is no longer restricted to marriage. Finally, in the
fourth stage, cohabitation and marriage become indistinguishable, with children
being born and reared within both, and the partnership transition could be said to
be complete. Sweden and Denmark are countries that have made the transition to
this fourth stage. These stages may vary in duration, but once a society has reached a
particular stage it is unlikely that there will be a return to an earlier stage. Also, once
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a certain stage has been reached all the previous types of cohabiting unions can
coexist. Such stages also have parallels at the level of the individual. At any given
time cohabitation may have different meanings for the men and women involved
(Manting, 1996). For example, it may be viewed as an alternative to being single, or
as a precursor to marriage, or a substitute for marriage. Moreover, how a couple
perceives their cohabitation may change over time and the perception may also vary
between the partners. Dissecting cohabitation in this way highlights the diversity of
the phenomenon and suggests that, more so than marriage, it is a process rather than
an event. Moreover, the inconstancy of cohabitation poses challenges at the both the
macro and micro levels for understanding this development in family life.

In sum, the major themes in marriage behavior in recent decades across European
nations is that formal marriage is on the decline, and cohabitation has become
increasingly popular, but there is little evidence that the propensity to form partner-
ships has declined. However, there remains marked variation across nations in the
extent to which these changes have occurred.

Becoming a Parent

Becoming a parent arguably involves one of the most profound changes in an
individual’s life course. The adjustment in adapting to responsibility for a totally
dependent being is substantial, and the biggest change in lifestyle usually occurs with
the advent of the first child. In modern, low-fertility societies the few births that
couples or individuals have are usually tightly clustered in a period of a very few
years, so the two most crucial decisions are when to become a parent and how many
children to have (Hobcraft and Kiernan, 1995). Across Europe parenthood is being
entered into at increasingly older ages, higher proportions of men and women are
remaining childless, and an increasing proportion of children are being born outside
of marriage.

A birth dearth

As a consequence of later and less parenthood at the close of the old millennium
European states had the lowest levels of fertility in the world. Table 2.2 shows the
total fertility rates (TFRs) for a range of Western European nations for the years
1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000. These rates provide a guide to the average number of
children that would be born to a woman during her lifetime if the prevailing fertility
rates were to continue. Over time across Europe there has been a downward trend in
fertility (with some oscillations) and it is clear that the timing and the extent of the
decline vary substantially from one country to another. Currently, the lowest rates
are to be seen in the southern European countries of Spain and Italy and the highest
rates in Ireland, France, and several of the Nordic countries. These rates are much
lower than the US, which had a rate of just over 2 in 1999, and also most Third
World countries, which have rates in excess of 3 children per woman.

Older parenthood

In most Western European countries in recent decades there has been a movement to
a later age at entry into motherhood. Data on entry into fatherhood are rare but we
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Table 2.2 Total period fertility rates, 1970–2000, European nations

Country 1970 1980 1990 2000

Ireland 3.93 3.25 2.11 1.89

France 2.47 1.95 1.78 1.89

Norway 2.50 1.72 1.93 1.85

Luxembourg 1.98 1.49 1.60 1.79

Denmark 1.95 1.55 1.67 1.77

Finland 1.83 1.63 1.78 1.73

Netherlands 2.57 1.60 1.62 1.72

Belgium 2.25 1.68 1.62 1.66

UK 2.45 1.90 1.83 1.65

Sweden 1.92 1.68 2.13 1.54

Portugal 3.02 2.18 1.57 1.52

Switzerland 2.10 1.55 1.58 1.50

Germany 2.03 1.56 1.45 1.36

Austria 2.29 1.62 1.45 1.34

Greece 2.39 2.21 1.39 1.29

Spain 2.88 2.20 1.36 1.24

Italy 2.42 1.64 1.33 1.23

Source: Council of Europe (2001).

assume that trends have followed the same general direction as that observed for
motherhood. In 1970, across Western European nations average ages at first birth
amongst women were predominantly in the 23–24 age range; in 2000 the average
was typically in the 27–28 age range (Council of Europe, 2001). As yet, there are
only few signs of stabilization in the movement to a later age pattern of childbearing.

Childlessness

The movement to older parenthood and the growth in childlessness have both
contributed to the decline in European fertility rates. Very few couples expect to
remain childless. For example, in 1989, fewer than 5 percent of EC citizens regarded
being childless as ideal: the only country where the proportion exceeded 5 percent
was West Germany, at 7 percent (Eurobarometer, 1991). Other insights on the
salience of children in people’s lives come from a more recent Eurobarometer survey
(European Commission, 1998). The Eurobarometer 50.1 survey carried out in late
1998 had a special section on family issues in which survey respondents were asked
how important it was to have children: very important, fairly important, fairly
unimportant, and very unimportant. We examined the responses of men and
women aged 25–34, as these ages are those of prime family formation, as well as
being ages when men and women are likely to be considering the issue of parent-
hood. Across the EU 15, 55 percent reported that having a child was very important,
30 percent that it was fairly important, 9 percent that it was fairly unimportant, only
3 percent that it was very unimportant, and a further 3 percent that they did not
know. Overall, 14 percent of the men and 10 percent of the women in the age range
25–34 responded that children were unimportant. For our comparison of responses
across nations we combined the responses of fairly and very important/unimportant.
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Table 2.3 The proportions of 25–34-year-olds reporting on the importance of children in
their lives, 1998 (%), European Union

Country Important Unimportant Don’t know

Great Britain 70 24 6

Ireland 74 18 8

Belgium 80 18 2

West Germany 79 16 4

Netherlands 81 16 3

Luxembourg 83 15 2

Finland 82 14 4

Denmark 85 14 1

Sweden 86 12 2

Spain 86 10 4

France 89 10 1

Austria 86 9 5

East Germany 89 7 4

Italy 92 6 2

Portugal 95 4 1

Greece 98 2 –

Total 84 12 3

Source: Analysis of Eurobarometer No.50.1 (European Commission, 1998).

Table 2.3 shows the responses including a ‘‘don’t know’’ category for the 15 nations
of the EU (with East and West Germany separately identified). The table is graded
from countries with the highest level of negativity toward children to the lowest.
Great Britain tops the league, with almost 1 in 4 reporting that children were
unimportant to them. Then there is a cluster of countries in the 14–18 percent
range, including the geographically close Benelux (Belgium, Luxembourg, and the
Netherlands) countries, West Germany, and Ireland. The Nordic countries of
Sweden, Finland, and Denmark have similar levels (12–14 percent) and the lowest
levels are to be seen in the southern European countries of Portugal, Italy, and
Greece.

It is clear that most Europeans think that having a child is important for them,
notwithstanding that discrepancies between espoused attitudes and behavior are not
uncommon. This is clearly apparent amongst the southern Europeans, who report
that children are very important in their lives but exhibit the lowest fertility rates in
the EU. It is estimated that levels of childlessness will increase to over 20 percent in
many European countries, which is in sharp contrast to the levels of 10 percent
amongst most recent generations of women to have reached the end of their
reproductive years (Eurostat, 1994).

How do people decide not to have children? The consensus on this issue is that
men and women delay having their first child and then, after a number of years,
decide not to have children. Childlessness emerges from a series of decisions to
postpone having children (Veevers, 1980) – in Lee’s (1980) formulation of fertility
behavior, ‘‘aiming at a moving target’’ rather than a fixed one. That is not to say that
some couples or individuals may decide at a young age never to have children and
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actively pursue that goal, although it is always possible for such couples to change
their minds. As couples grow older opportunities to engage in work, community,
and leisure activities may compete with parenthood. An interesting and unexplored
question is who is in the driving seat in this development: women or men, or is there
dual control by the couple? Much of the current literature assumes that women are
in the driving seat and, in the main, argues that, as women have become increasingly
attached to the labor market, the potential incompatibilities between motherhood
and work have become more apparent. Undoubtedly, whatever the mechanism
behind the growth in childlessness, the perceived advantages of remaining childless
have increased since the 1970s, while the perceived disadvantages have declined.

The separation of marriage and reproduction

The other major development in fertility behavior across most European states is the
noteworthy increases in the proportions of births occurring outside of legal mar-
riage, which in most countries, at least in the twentieth century, has been the
conventional setting for having children.

Figure 2.2 shows the proportions of births outside of marriage in 1975, 1985, and
1999. It is clearly apparent that across all nations there have been increases but there is
also a good deal of variation in the level of childbearing outside of marriage. At one
extreme are the Nordic countries, where in 1999 well over 40 percent of births were
outside of marriage, and at the other extreme are the southern European countries of
Italy and Greece where, along with Switzerland, 10 percent or fewer births occurred
outside of marriage. Between these two extremes two broad groupings can be dis-
cerned. A set of countries with ratios between 15 and 25 percent, including the
Benelux countries, West Germany, and Portugal and a set with 30 percent or more,
which encompasses Ireland (which has experienced one of themost notable changes –
up from 8 percent in 1985 to 31 percent in 1999), the UK, and France (with remark-
ably similar trends), and Austria and Finland. The US falls into this group. In 1975,
only 7 of the 20 countries represented here had nonmarital birth ratios of
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Figure 2.2 Percentage of births outside of marriage, 1975–1999, Western Europe
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more than 10 percent: in 1985 this had increased to 11, and by 1999 stood at 17. In
1975, Sweden and Iceland were dramatic outliers, with 1 in 3 births already
occurring outside of marriage. This is much less the case today.

So, over the last few decades we have witnessed the increased severance of
marriage and parenthood. However, it should be emphasized that we have not
witnessed the separation of partnership and parenthood; as most of the rise in births
outside of marriage emanates from cohabiting couples. Analyses of the FFS show
that in most Western European countries there is little evidence of a growth in the
proportions of women having babies on their own, Great Britain being an exception
to this as is the US (Kiernan, 1999b; Raley, 2001 ). It is still the case that the current
generation of first-born Europeans are born to parents who are in a union, and
typically in their first union. However, it is also important to stress, as vividly
portrayed in figure 2.2, that in the realm of extramarital childbearing there is still
a good deal of intra-European variation in the level of childbearing outside of
marriage.

A question one might ask is whether it matters whether children are born within
or outside of marriage. Children born to a solo mother are likely to be living in more
impoverished circumstances than children born into a couple-family, but does it
matter whether a child is born within a cohabiting union or marital union? On a
day-to-day basis, from a child’s perspective there may be little to distinguish between
the two types of union. But there is evidence that cohabiting unions are more fragile
than marital unions. In an earlier analysis (Kiernan, 1999b) we showed that children
born within marriage were less likely to see their parents separate than those born in
a cohabiting union. Within the set of cohabiting unions those that had not been
converted into marriages were the most fragile, with at least 1 in 5 of these unions
having dissolved by the time the child was 5 years old. This held across all the
European nations included in the analysis. However, there were cross-national
differences in the fragility of cohabiting unions that converted to marriages after
the birth of the child. Among children born within marriage or cohabiting unions
that subsequently converted to marriages there was little difference in the chances of
them seeing the break-up of their parents’ marriage by their fifth birthday in Sweden,
Norway, Austria, and West Germany; with less than one in ten of these children
having experienced parental separation. However, in France, Switzerland, the US,
and most noticeably Great Britain, children born into marital unions were more
likely to see their parents remain together until their fifth birthday than those
children born into a cohabiting union that converted into a marriage (Kiernan,
1999b, forthcoming).

Family Dissolution

Alongside the increasing separation of marriage and childbearing there has also
been, with the rise in divorce, the increasing separation of childbearing and child-
rearing for at least one of the parents, typically the father. It is still the case that the
majority of European marriages are only terminated by death. However, marriages
are increasingly being dissolved by divorce at a stage in marriage before death has
made any significant inroad and at a stage in the marriage when there are likely to be
dependent children.
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The rise of divorce

In most European countries divorce has increased since the mid-1960s, following a
period of very stable divorce rates throughout the 1950s and the early part of the
1960s. Figure 2.3 shows trends since the early 1970s in the extent of divorce as
measured by the number of divorces per 1,000 population for a range of Western
countries. At the beginning of the 1970s the highest divorce rates were to be found in
the US, and in Denmark and Sweden in Europe. Divorce rates increased during the
1980s in most countries, since when rates have stabilized in many. Between 1960
and the mid-1980s divorce policy was either completely revised or substantially
reformed in almost all Western countries (Phillips, 1988). Most countries liberalized
their divorce laws, moving from fault-based divorce to no-fault divorce laws
whereby fault, responsibility, or offense were no longer attributed by the law to
either spouse. After the liberalization of divorce laws, divorce rates in many coun-
tries continued their upward trend, frequently at a faster pace than in the years
preceding legislative changes, followed by a period of stabilization from the mid- to
late 1980s.

In the mid-1990s there was still a good deal of variation in the level of divorce
across European nations. In 1995 the total divorce rate in the EU was 0.30, whereas
in 1970 it had stood at 0.11 (Eurostat, 1997). This indicator is an estimate of the
mean number of divorces per marriage for a notional cohort subjected to current
divorce rates at each marriage duration. It can broadly be interpreted to mean that if
the propensity to divorce remained unchanged over time then 30 percent of mar-
riages would end in divorce. If current rates were to prevail then nearly one in three
marriages in the EU would dissolve. This is a lower level than in Canada with 44
percent, and the US, where the total divorce rate has been above 50 percent since the
late 1970s. Within Europe there is also a good deal of diversity in the level of
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Figure 2.3 Crude divorce rates per 1,000 population, 1970–1999, Western Europe
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divorce. During the 1990s three distinct divorce regions could be distinguished: the
Nordic countries, England, and Wales, where the total divorce rate had been
consistently above the 0.40 level; Western and Central European nations (Austria,
Switzerland, Germany, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Iceland, and Luxem-
bourg), where the indicator lay between 0.30 and 0.40; and the southern European
countries (Greece, Portugal, Spain, and Italy), where it was below 0.20.

Divorce statistics have invariably underestimated the totality of marital dissol-
utions, and with the rise of cohabitation even fewer partnership dissolutions are
captured by divorce registration data. In countries where divorce is more longstand-
ing and more prevalent, there has been a tendency for marriages to break up sooner.
As a consequence more couples are likely to be childless, and among couples with
children the children are likely to be younger. Rising divorce has led to a growth in
lone-parent families and the residential separation of fathers from their children, as
well as remarried couples and stepfamilies.

Lone-parent families

The prevalence of lone parenthood varies considerably between countries and the
proportion of families headed by a lone parent has been increasing just about
everywhere, as can be seen from table 2.4. As yet, no Western European country
has matched the US, where more than one in four families with children are lone-
parent families. Various reports made for the EU (e.g., Bradshaw et al., 1996) show
that the great majority of lone-parent families are headed by a woman (80–90
percent). The largest group of lone parents are those who have experienced a marital
breakdown; the next largest group comprises widows, while lone mothers who had
never been married (but not necessarily never partnered) were the smallest category.
In many countries where there have been marked increases in childbearing outside of

Table 2.4 Lone-parent families as a percentage of all families with dependent children,
selected years, Western Europe

Country 1980/1a 1990/1a 1996 b

United Kingdom 14 16 23

Denmark 18 21 –

Finland – – 17

France 8 11 15

Belgium 9 15 15

Germany 10 15 13

Ireland 7 11 13

Portugal 12 12 12

Luxembourg 9 12 11

Netherlands 8 12 11

Italy 7 6 11

Spain 5 8 8

Greece 4 6 7

Sources: Bradshaw et al. (1996). a. Eurostat, Labour Force Surveys Social Europe 1/94 – The
European Union and the Family and b. Eurostat, Statistics in Focus: Population and Social
Conditions 1998/12. Additional data in b come from Labour Force Surveys.
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marriage (but again not necessarily outside a partnership), this ordering may well
have changed, such that never-married women with children may now constitute the
second largest group of lone-mother families. Overall, the majority of lone-parent
families emanate from the break-up of partnerships, either marital or cohabiting
ones.

There is a good deal of evidence that children who experience the break-up of
their parents’ marriage or nonmarital union are more likely to experience poverty or
reduced economic circumstances than children who grow up with both natural
parents, but that the depth of poverty varies across nations (Bradshaw et al.,
1996, Bradbury and Jantti, 1999). For example, children living in lone-parent
families in Sweden and Denmark are much less likely to be living in impoverished
circumstances than their contemporaries in Germany, Ireland, and the UK. The
financial exigencies associated with marital breakdown arise from the precarious
economic position of lone mothers, with whom most children reside, and the
diseconomies of scale associated with the maintenance of two households when
fathers live apart from their children. The low incomes of lone-mother families are
due to a combination of factors: low earnings from employment, lack of or low
levels of child support from the natural father, or inadequate state support.

Remarriage

Being reared by a lone parent is frequently not a long-term arrangement as a
substantial proportion of divorced persons eventually remarry. Men are even more
likely than women to remarry and are also more likely to remarry more quickly after
a divorce. As well as being more likely to remarry, divorced men are more likely to
cohabit than are divorced women. Remarriages are also at greater risk of dissolving
than are first marriages. After an initial upsurge in remarriage rates in the early years
following the enactment of more lenient divorce legislation, which occurred in most
European countries in recent decades, remarriage has taken a downturn due to some
extent to postmarital cohabitation becoming more common.

Family Circumstances of Children

As a consequence of these demographic changes children are increasingly experi-
encing a variety of family settings as they pass through childhood and adolescence.
A recent study by Andersson (2001) provides us with insights into the complex living
arrangements of children.

This study collated the events occurring to children in the UNECE FFS surveys. It
used the experiences of a synthetic cohort based on mapping the events occurring to
all children of different ages in a period six years prior to the survey to build a
picture derived from life-table estimates of lifetime experiences. Table 2.5 shows the
estimated cumulative percentage of children who have spent time not living in
couple families at different ages. There are some striking findings in this table.
Compared with the European countries, the US has noticeably higher proportions
of children commencing life with a mother living on their own (17 percent compared
with 10 percent or less in the other countries), and the highest proportion of children
experiencing a period without both parents (an estimated 50 per cent by age 15).
Andersson did not include Britain in his analyses. But it is likely that Britain, with its
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Table 2.5 Cumulative percentage of children not living with both parents at a given age,
selected years and countries

Country Period At birth Age 1 Age 3 Age 9 Age 15

Sweden (1987–93) 5 7 13 24 34

Norway (1983–89) 7 9 13 21 26

Finland (1983–89) 3 4 8 16 22

France (1988–94) 10 12 15 24 31

United States (1989–95) 17 21 28 41 50

Austria (1990–96) 10 12 15 26 34

West Germany (1986–92) 6 8 12 21 34

East Germany (1984–89) 18 19 25 37 46

Italy (1990–95) 2 2 3 6 9

Spain (1989–95) 2 3 5 9 13

Source: Andersson (2001).

high divorce rates alongside the growth in solo motherhood, is likely to be closer to
the US in these matters than any other Western European nation. In most other
European nations the proportions of children not having lived with their parents
throughout childhood are quite similar at around three in ten. We also observe that
the vast majority of Italian and Spanish children grow up with both their parents.

Andersson also provided us with estimates of the extent to which children see the
repartnering of their parents. Table 2.6 shows the proportions of children who have
in effect become part of a de facto or de jure stepfamily by the length of time since
their parents separated. Repartnering is more popular in the US than in any of the
other countries, with two-thirds being in a stepfamily within six years, and is least
common in Italy, Spain, and France, with around one-third having become part of a
stepfamily within six years. In the remainder of the countries about one in two of the
children were in a stepfamily six years after the separation of their parents. These
data suggest that a significant minority of children are experiencing several transi-
tions in quick succession; the separation of their parents and the repartnering of their
mothers, with all the adjustments that this implies on both the part of the child, the
parents, and the partners.

As a consequence of these demographic changes children are increasingly experi-
encing a variety of family settings as they pass through childhood and adolescence.
Other chapters discuss the implications of these changing circumstances for the
welfare and development of children both in the short and longer terms (see Scott,
chapter 7, this volume; Pryor and Trinder, chapter 19, this volume).

Discussion

Our review has shown that across Europe in recent decades men and women have
been marrying and having children less and at older ages than their recent predeces-
sors, as well as cohabiting and divorcing more. These are the broad trends, but it is
also apparent that there is variation across nations in the extent to which these
developments have taken hold. In my discussion I am going to focus mainly on
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Table 2.6 Cumulative percentage of children experiencing a repartnership of a their
parent, by time since union disruption, amongst children experiencing parental separation,
selected years and countries

Duration

Country Period 1 year 3 years 6 years 10 years

Sweden (1987–93) 11 32 51 62

Norway (1983–89) 17 41 57 –

Finland (1983–89) 15 31 45 64

France (1988–94) 10 23 35 47

United States (1989–95) 21 47 67 78

Austria (1990–96) 18 30 47 54

West Germany (1986–92) 8 29 50 –

East Germany (1984–89) 28 55 65 –

Italy (1990–95) 2 8 28 –

Spain (1989–95) 5 25 37 47

Source: Andersson (2001).

parenthood and cohabitation issues, as the ramifications of parental separation and
divorce are covered in other chapters.

European men and women are having children later in their lives because they
have more life choices combined with highly effective means of controlling their
fertility (Hobcraft and Kiernan, 1995). Spending longer together as a dual-earner
couple before becoming parents generally improves a couple’s position in terms of
housing and consumer goods as well as allowing time for career development and
leisure activities. Moreover, the increased participation in higher education and
training that has occurred in most European nations (United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe, 2000), as well as accrual of qualifications to meet the
demands of modern economies, have led to an extension of the period of dependency
into the third decade of life. Consequently, the time span of the transition to
adulthood, from leaving education, entering the labor market and marrying and
becoming parents has become more protracted. There has been a noticeable upward
shift in the social and economic timetables of young European men and women
which has knock-on effects for their marriage, and perhaps more importantly, their
parenthood behavior. Once men and women become parents decisions have to be
made about combining family life and work: including the care of children, whether
both parents should continue in paid employment, and the renegotiation of the
domestic division of labor. Difficulties in resolving these issues may lead to reduc-
tions in the number of children that a couple will have. The growth in childlessness
leads to disparities in incomes and lifestyles between couples with and without
children. This raises questions as to who should pay for children if they are both
public and private goods. What should be the contribution of families and the state
to the rearing of children, given that society benefits (in extremis would cease to
exist) from the production of children and the fact that positive externalities accrue
to members of society who do not have children (Folbre, 1994, 2001)? For further
discussion of the contribution that different governments make to families see Land,
chapter 4, this volume, and Sigle-Rushton and Kenney, chapter 26, this volume.
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The role of fertility control also should not be underestimated in changing fertility
behavior. Since the 1960s we have seen widespread availability and use made of the
contraceptive pill, the IUD, surgical sterilization, and safe, legal abortion. The
breaking of the intimate connection between sex and reproduction (Lewis and
Kiernan, 1996) had asymmetrical gender consequences. Women were more likely
to bear the consequences of unwanted birth than men, and the ability to avoid this
allowed women to better explore their sexuality and reduce the number of bridal
pregnancies and to delay becoming a parent. The emergence of safe and effective
means of birth control was probably also an important precondition for the emer-
gence of cohabitation (Kiernan, 1989; van de Kaa, 1987).

Undoubtedly, with increasing resort to divorce, marriage has become a more
fragile institution. Rising divorce rates are likely to have increased the perceived
risks of investing in marriage, and the emergence of cohabitation may be a logical
response to this kind of uncertainty. At the individual level there is robust evidence
for a range of European nations that men and women who experienced divorce
during childhood are more likely to cohabit and to have children outside of marriage
(Kiernan, 2000, 2001).

In many European countries and the US, the recent marked rises in cohabitation
and having children outside of marriage show little sign of abatement, which raises
questions about the hegemony of legal marriage and many of the assumptions on
which public policies and even social scientific theories are built. In the past, ties
between spouses were deemed to be sufficiently important that marriages and
divorces were included within the scope of vital registration systems. With the rise
in cohabitation this public acknowledgment has been eroded and consequently
raises policy questions about the links between partners, unmarried parents, and
their children with respect to the public domains of life. Many European countries
are recognizing that changes in union behavior are underway and marriage law,
practices, and values, as well as the regulation of cohabitation, are being discussed
and evaluated (see International Journal of Law, Policy and Family, 2001).

Why are people excluding themselves from formal marriage, and does it matter?
The anxiety expressed in the literature, in the main by US authors (see Waite and
Gallagher, 2000), stems largely from the fact that at the present time cohabiting
unions are more fragile than marital unions. However, this difference between the
two types of unions may be largely due to the stronger and more committed partner-
ships being selected into marriage.Moreover, if the general trend and future course of
cohabitation is for parents who live together to eschew marriage, then cohabitations,
other things being equal, will become more durable alternatives to marriage.

In conclusion, our review has shown that the demographics of family life in
Europe have been transformed in recent decades, but there continues to be marked
variation across nations in the extent to which the changes in partnership and
parenthood behavior have taken hold.
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3
Recent Demographic Trends
in the US and Implications

for Well-Being

Sinikka Elliott and Debra Umberson

Introduction

This chapter examines contemporary demographic trends and debates surrounding
the family in the US. We begin by describing current trends in marital status,
cohabitation, same-sex relationships, and parenting. We then focus on how these
trends are associated with the health and well-being of individuals and emphasize
that it is not merely the existence of family relationships that affect individual well-
being, but the quality of these relationships as well.

Defining the Family

The US Census Bureau defines a family as two or more persons related by birth,
marriage, or adoption and residing together (US Bureau of the Census, 1998b).
According to this definition, family households in 2000 comprised 69 percent
of all American households, down from 81 percent in 1970 (US Bureau of the
Census, 2001). However, while the Census Bureau’s definition reveals the legal,
biological, and spatial arrangements that constitute a family, it does not
capture the myriad meanings attached to the term family. When individuals
speak of family, it may mean their long-dead ancestors, divorced people who live
apart, unmarried partners, or friends who are so close they are ‘‘like family.’’ In
fact, research in the US confirms that there has never been one distinct family;
rather what emerges when we refer to the American family is a vast array of
possible families. Yet, despite the historical prevalence of different family forms,
the social recognition and support of diverse family structures remains highly
contested.
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Demographic Trends

Marriage

In 1970, married couples comprised 71 percent of households in the US. By 2000,
only 52 percent of American households consisted of married couples (US Bureau of
the Census 2001). The probability of marriage in the US varies by race and gender. In
2000, less than one half of African American family households were married-
couple households. In marked contrast, in the same year, nearly 70 percent of
Hispanic family households, 80 percent of Asian and Pacific Islander family house-
holds, and 83 percent of white family households consisted of married couples (US
Bureau of the Census, 2001).

Currently, 40 percent of American women aged 15–44 are in their first marriage
and almost 40 percent have never married (Chadwick and Heaton, 1999). Recent
research suggests that nearly one in three African American women may never
marry (Teachman, Tedrow, and Crowder, 2000). Correspondingly, between 1970
and 2000, the average age at first marriage increased by about four years for both
men and women. In 2000, the average age at first marriage was 25 for women and
just under 27 for men (US Bureau of the Census, 2001). Marital status also varies by
age, and is an important predictor of economic hardship among the elderly. Studies
show that women are more likely than men to live alone after the age of 65
(Mirowsky, 1996), and that older individuals living alone are more likely to be in
poverty than those living with a spouse (US Bureau of the Census, 1999). In 1998,
roughly 7 percent of men aged 65 or older were living in poverty, compared to nearly
13 percent of their female counterparts (Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-
Related Statistics, 2000).

Divorce

By 1990, 50 percent of all American marriages ended in divorce. The divorce rate
was almost twice as high in the US as in Canada, Japan, and most Western European
nations (Sorrentino, 1990). However, data show that divorce rates in most Western
industrialized countries continued to rise throughout the 1990s while the US divorce
rate declined somewhat over that decade, so that presently about four out of ten
American marriages end in divorce (US Bureau of the Census, 1997b).

Most divorces in theUS happenwithin the first 10 years ofmarriage, usually around
the sixth year (US Bureau of the Census, 1992). By the tenth year of marriage, two-
thirds of those who are going to divorce have done so. Only 10 percent of marriages
that last beyond the twentieth anniversary end in divorce (ibid.).

The majority of individuals who divorce remarry (Ahlburg and DeVita, 1992),
although the rate of remarriage has declined somewhat since the 1970s (Teachman,
Tedrow, and Crowder, 2000). Women in the US are somewhat less likely to remarry
than men (Waite and Nielsen, 2001), and rates of remarriage are higher for the
young (Teachman and Heckert, 1985). Race/ethnicity also affects the probability of
remarriage. Two-thirds of white women who divorce remarry, but only half of
African American and Hispanic women remarry following a divorce (Teachman,
Tedrow, and Crowder, 2000).
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Widowhood

Women live longer thanmen – 79.5 years compared to 74.1 (Minino and Smith, 2001)
– and are far more likely to be widowed. In 1998, roughly 45 percent of women aged
65 or older were widowed, compared to 15 percent of men in the same age group.
Moreover, while 75 percent of men aged 65 or older were married, only 43 percent of
women of the same age were married. This gender gap widens among those 75 and
older (Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics, 2000). Thus, women
spend more time both unmarried and in old age than do men, and both are associated
with reduced access to emotional and economic support, as well as to caregivers.

At older ages, men consistently have higher rates of labor-force participation than
do women (Minino and Smith, 2001). And while this gender gap in labor-force
participation among the aged has narrowed considerably since the 1960s (Federal
Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics, 2000), older women are still more
likely to be widowed, unmarried, and/or economically strained.

Cohabitation

Cohabitation is defined as a family formed outside of marriage by co-residence.
Between 1960 and 1998, the number of cohabiting couples in the US increased by
nearly 1,000 percent (National Marriage Project, 2000). However, cohabitation is
still a relatively new family type in the US and generally culminates in either
marriage or separation (Bumpass, Raley, and Sweet, 1994), suggesting that cohabit-
ation may be the modern-day version of a marital engagement.

Eleven percent of all cohabiting couples are gay and lesbian (US Bureau of the
Census 2001). As in most other nations, US law does not recognize marriages
between same-sex couples (Patterson, 2000). Recently, a few states have considered
legislation legalizing same-sex marriages, while other states have introduced, and
some have passed, bills that ban the performance or recognition of same-sex mar-
riage (National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, 2001). Nevertheless, gay and lesbian
couples in the US are increasingly celebrating their relationships in commitment
ceremonies (Butler, 1997) and referring to themselves as married (Sherman, 1992).

Implications for Health and Well-Being

Marriage

Since the 1960s, when many feminists and other activists decried the traditional
family as patriarchal and oppressive, academics have debated the benefits of marriage
for American adults. A substantial body of work onmarital status and physical health
finds that, compared to the unmarried, the married are at lower risk for mortality and
exhibit better physical health and fewer negative health behaviors (Gove, 1973; Zick
and Smith, 1991). Moreover, the apparent benefits of marriage seem to be greater for
men than women. Studies on the physical health benefits of marriage identify several
mechanisms through which marriage confers health benefits. These mechanisms
include social support (Wyke and Ford, 1992), financial support (Zick and Smith,
1991), social control of health behavior (Umberson, 1992a), and immunologic pro-
tection (House, Landis, and Umberson, 1988; Seeman et al., 1994).
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Similarly, most studies on marital status and mental health find that the married
exhibit lower rates of mental illness than the unmarried (Umberson and Williams,
1999). And while this advantage is greater for men than women, it is the case that
married men and women have a mental health advantage compared to their unmar-
ried peers (Marks and Lambert, 1998). However, recent research indicates that the
effects of marriage on health and well-being are more nuanced and complicated than
previously understood. In their longitudinal study on the effects of marital status on
the psychological well-being of individuals, Marks and Lambert (1998) distinguish
between the newly married and continuously married and find a significant ‘‘honey-
moon effect’’ that inflates mean levels of psychological well-being for the married in
most cross-sectional studies. Also, Marks and Lambert (1998: 676) find that unmar-
ried individuals score higher than the married on certain dimensions of psychological
well-being, such as autonomy and personal growth, indicating ‘‘that marriage is not a
universal beneficial determinant of all dimensions of psychological well-being.’’

Research also reveals that it is not the case that any marriage is better than no
marriage when it comes to health benefits. The quality of marital relationships is
linked to mental and physical health. Among the married, those in distressed
marriages are in poorer health than those in nondistressed marriages (Burman and
Margolin, 1992; Wickrama et al., 2001). Aseltine and Kessler (1993) find that
individuals in low-quality marriages are at an even greater risk for health problems
than are divorced individuals. Recent studies also suggest that the social context and
meaning of marriage may differ by race. In turn, marital disruption through separ-
ation, divorce, or widowhood may be less predictive of psychiatric disturbance for
African Americans than for Whites (Williams, Takeuchi, and Adair, 1992).

Despite general consensus regarding the benefits of marriage, recent research
indicates that conclusions about family status and health are highly dependent on
measurement and method (Umberson and Williams, 1999). For example, most
studies of marriage and mental health are cross-sectional, which is problematic
since this sampling method does not address the possibility of selection effects.
A selection effect would occur if, for example, individuals with better mental health
were more likely to get and stay married than those who are psychologically
disturbed or physically unhealthy. In an attempt to address the issue of selectivity,
some researchers use longitudinal data or include controls for selection effects, such
as personality traits. Most find that, even with controls, being married is associated
with better mental and physical health (Hemstrom, 1996; Marks, 1996), suggesting
that something more than selectivity is operative.

Cohabitation

A few studies suggest that cohabitation provides mental health benefits that are very
similar to those provided by marriage (Ross, 1995). However, the effect of cohabit-
ation on individual health and well-being may depend on whether individuals view
their cohabiting lifestyle as an end in itself or whether they view it as a precursor to
marriage. Recent longitudinal research demonstrates that, net of sociodemographic
characteristics, cohabitors have significantly higher levels of depression than the
married, largely due to higher rates of relationship instability (Brown, 2000). Yet
three-fourths of cohabitors plan to eventually marry, and studies find that cohabitors
planning marriage do not differ from the married in the quality of their intimate
relationships (Brown and Booth, 1996).
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Studies on the physical health benefits of cohabitation yield inconsistent findings.
One study reports that illness rates of cohabitors are very similar to those of the
married (Murphy, Glaser, and Grundy, 1997). Other researchers conclude that,
compared to married couples, cohabiting couples are less likely to attempt to influ-
ence one another’s health behaviors (Bachman et al., 1997; Clarkberg, Stolzenber,
and Waite, 1995). This has led some researchers to speculate that moving in together
does not seem to motivate young people to reduce unhealthy behavior as much as
getting married does (Waite and Gallagher, 2000).

Those who cohabit prior to marriage are statistically more likely to eventually
divorce (National Marriage Project, 2000). However, due to the difficulty of separ-
ating selection from causation effects, researchers have not yet determined whether
marital instability post-cohabitation is due to innate characteristics of people who
cohabit, or if the experience of cohabitation leads to marital instability (ibid.).

Very few studies examine the link between gay and lesbian relationships and
health and well-being. Due to the relative absence of national data on gay and
lesbian relationships, comparisons to heterosexual couples remain largely specula-
tive. National, longitudinal data are needed to make generalizations and compari-
sons about these different groups.

Divorce

Across studies, compared to the married, the divorced exhibit significantly higher
levels of psychological distress and alcohol consumption (Umberson and Williams,
1999), along with greater suicide risk (Stack and Wasserman, 1993) and increased
mortality generally (Trovato and Lauris, 1989; Hemstrom 1996; Lillard and Panis,
1996; Lillard and Waite, 1995). However, researchers usually note that some of the
deleterious effects of divorce may be due to selection effects. For example, in a study
using longitudinal data Horwitz, White, and Howell-White (1996) find that de-
pressed women are less likely to get married and more likely to have their marriages
dissolve if they do marry.

Are the detrimental effects of divorce greater for women or men? Previous studies
provide inconsistent answers to this question. For example, Aseltine and Kessler
(1993) report that women’s mental health is more adversely affected than men’s by
divorce, whereas Booth and Amato (1991) find no gender difference in the mental
health effect of divorce.

Social scientists also disagree about the most important factors that lead to psycho-
logical distress following divorce. According to Aseltine and Kessler (1993), financial
pressures and role changes do not explain postdivorce depressive symptoms in either
men or women, while Hope, Power, and Rodgers (1999) find that economic circum-
stances and parental role are important moderators of change in women’s distress
following separation, but not men’s. In short, Hope, Power, and Rodgers find that
womenwho have no ongoing parental responsibilities after divorce are not as likely to
experience an increase in depression. Similarly, they observe that upwardly mobile
divorced women’s levels of distress are akin to women who remain in intact mar-
riages. Age may also shape the gendered effects of divorce. Among the elderly in the
US, women aremore likely thanmen to experience diminished financial resources and
enduring economic hardship resulting from divorce (Mirowsky, 1996).

The gendered effects of divorce on physical health and mortality may be less than
previously thought. In the past, studies on the impact of divorce on physical health
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consistently found higher mortality rates for divorced men relative to divorced
women, suggesting that men are more negatively affected by marital dissolution
than are women (Gove, 1973). However, using a number of statistical controls for
variables that may explain gender differences in mortality following divorce – such
as socioeconomic status, labor-force participation, and number of children in the
household – Hemstrom (1996) finds much smaller gender differences in mortality
following marital dissolution than has been reported in previous studies.

Marital status differences in mental health may be largely attributed to the strains
associated with marital dissolution. For example, Booth and Amato (1991) find that
divorced individuals, both male and female, experience elevated distress, but only
for approximately two years following the divorce. After this period of time, the
divorced do not significantly differ from the married on psychological distress.
Hence, the transition to divorce may be more conducive to distress than is being
divorced, per se.

Health Implications of Relationship Status:

Key Debates

Theoretical explanations for the apparent health benefits of marriage focus on
the higher levels of social integration and social support, the lower levels of
financial strain, and the enhanced sense of meaning that may accompany marriage
(e.g., Waite and Gallagher, 2000). Social scientists who support this theoretical
perspective emphasize that the benefits of marriage are largely responsible for marital
status differences in health (Lillard and Waite, 1995; Waite and Gallagher, 2000).

For example, in their controversial book, The Case for Marriage: Why Married
People Are Happier, Healthier, and Better Off Financially, Waite and Gallagher
(2000) offer an array of evidence for the positive mental and physical health benefits
of marriage. Waite and Gallagher contend that nonmarital unions, such as cohabit-
ation, have some, but not all, the characteristics of marriage and thus provide some,
but not all, of the benefits. In particular, they argue, marriage entails a greater
commitment and emotional investment than does cohabitation, and thus leads to
enhanced mental and physical health. This argument is also explored by Kiernan in
chapter 2 of this volume.

Alternative explanations for the apparent health benefits of marriage focus on the
stress of marital dissolution, the quality of marriage, processes of selectivity as
opposed to causation, and methods of measurement used by researchers (see review
in Umberson and Williams, 1999). This approach tends to emphasize that, due to
concerns with selection effects and methodology, researchers are unable to un-
equivocally establish that marriage is uniquely important to the health and well-
being of individuals. For example, Ross (1995) finds that it is the attachment to a
significant person, rather than marriage per se, that contributes to mental health.

Some scholars argue that it is more appropriate to focus on the adverse mental and
physical health consequences of exits from marriage through divorce or widowhood
than to focus on the benefits of marriage. This viewpoint is buttressed by emerging
research that raises questions about the processes underlying marital status differ-
ences in health and well-being. For example, a cross-sectional study by Williams,
Takeuchi, and Adair (1992) reveals few significant differences in the mental health of
the married compared to the never-married. The advantages of marriage emerge only
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when the married are compared to the divorced or widowed (Williams et al., 1992).
Similarly, a recent study on the effects of divorce and widowhood on self-assessed
health finds the never-married and those divorced more than five years do not report
worse health than their married counterparts (Williams and Umberson, 2001).

In sum, a growing body of research on the stress of marital transitions leads
increasingly to the view that the stress associated with marital dissolution is primar-
ily responsible for marital status differences in health and well-being, and that the
adverse effects of marital dissolution are ephemeral, typically lasting about two
years (Booth and Amato, 1991; Williams, Takeuchi, and Adair, 1992; see review
in Umberson and Williams, 1999).

Demographic Trends: Parenting

As noted by Kiernan (chapter 2, this volume), American women continue to have
more children than women in most developed European countries. In 2000, the
average number of children born to an American woman over her lifetime was 2.1.
Total fertility rates vary somewhat by race/ethnicity. White, Asian/Pacific Islander
and American Indian women have total fertility rates of 2.1, while African American
women have a total fertility rate of 2.2. Among Hispanic women, the total fertility
rate (3.1) is higher than the national rate, with the highest rates for Mexican women
(3.3) and Puerto Rican women (2.6), and the lowest for Cuban women (1.9) (US
Department of Health and Human Services, 2002).

Today, only half of US children live in a traditional nuclear family, defined by the
US Census Bureau as a married couple living with their biological children and no
one else (Erera, 2002). The likelihood of children living with two parents varies by
race. In 1998, 74 percent of white children, 64 percent of Hispanic children, and 36
percent of African American children resided with two parents (biological, adopted
or step) (Teachman, Tedrow, and Crowder, 2000).

Increasingly American women are bearing a child, or children, outside of conven-
tional marriage. One of three births now occurs to a woman who is not married (US
Bureau of the Census, 2001). Race differences in nonmarital childbirth mirror race
differences in marital behavior (Teachman, Tedrow, and Crowder., 2000). In 1995,
approximately 25 percent of white births, 41 percent of Hispanic births, and 70
percent of African American births occurred outside of marriage (US Bureau of the
Census, 1998c). For all racial groups, births occurring outside of marriage have
increased by 10 to 12 percent since the mid-1980s (US Bureau of the Census, 1998c).
Nonmarital childbirth generally results in single parenting or parenting within a
cohabiting union.

Single-parent households

Most single-parent households (5 of 6) are headed by a mother (US Bureau of the
Census, 1998a). The proportion of single mother families more than doubled in the
decades between 1970 and 2000 – from 12 percent to 26 percent, respectively. The
proportion of single-father families, while still relatively small, increased from
1 percent of all families in 1970 to 5 percent in 2000 (US Bureau of the Census,
2001). The majority of single-parent households are white, although statistically,
African American households have a higher proportion of single-parent households
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(Amato, 2000a). Among households of Hispanic origin, single parenthood is most
common among Puerto Ricans, least common among Cubans, and intermediate
among Mexican Americans (ibid.).

Although many single-parent families are created as a result of unwed mother-
hood, far more result from divorce. Of 18.6 million children in the US living with
only one parent, approximately two-thirds are with divorced or separated parents
(US Bureau of the Census, 1997a). Divorced parents are on average older, have more
education, and have higher incomes than parents who never marry (ibid.). Fifty
percent of white single mothers are divorced, compared to 17 percent of African
American single mothers (US Bureau of the Census, 2001).

Cohabiting-parent households

Forty-one percent of cohabiting households in 2000 included children under 18
(ibid.). According to some estimates, 25–40 percent of children will live in a
cohabiting household at some time during childhood (Graefe and Lichter, 1999).
Fertility within cohabiting unions is also on the rise. About two-thirds of children
born to Latino women outside of marriage are born into two-parent cohabiting
unions, compared with 57 percent for white women and 26 percent for African
American women (Bachu, 1999).

Same-sex parent households

It isdifficult toestimate thenumberofchildrenbeingraised in lesbianorgayhouseholds
since the US Census Bureau does not address this household status. In the 1994
National Lesbian Health Care Survey, 16 percent of participants reported bearing
children and another 5 percent said they had another woman’s children living with
them (Bradford, Ryan, and Rothblum, 1994). Ninety-nine percent of children being
raised in gay or lesbian families are born within marriage and live with a parent who
‘‘came out’’ after a divorce (Flaks et al., 1995). However, in recent years a growing
number of lesbian women and gay men are becoming parents after coming out
(Patterson, 1992), either through pregnancy or adoption (Ricketts and Achtenberg,
1990).

Parenting: Implications for Health

and Well-Being

Studies find that parents of minor children exhibit higher levels of psychological
distress than do nonparents and parents of adult children. Parenting ofminor children
seems to be more detrimental to the well-being of women than men (Kandel, Davies,
and Raveis, 1985; Umberson and Gove, 1989), but mothers also seem to experience
more psychological benefits from having adult children than do fathers (Umberson,
1992b). Recent research suggests that the influence of children on parental well-being
varies depending on relationship status. A longitudinal study finds that cohabitors
have higher levels of depression than their married counterparts and that cohabitors’
levels of depression are further exacerbated by the presence of both biological and
step children, whereas levels of depression among marrieds, in contrast, are not
appreciably affected by the presence of children (Brown, 2000).
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Family scholars typically conclude that the birth of a child diminishes marital
quality (McLanahan and Adams, 1989), but recent longitudinal research on newly
married couples shows that all couples tend to experience a decline in marital
satisfaction – whether they have a baby or not (Adelman, Chadwick, and Baerger,
1996). Similarly, while some researchers using cross-sectional data report an upturn
in marital happiness after children grow up (Orbuch et al., 1996), a recent longitu-
dinal study does not support this finding (VanLaningham, Johnson, and Amato,
2001).

While parenting is associated with higher levels of psychological distress, some
studies suggest that other dimensions of well-being may actually benefit from
parenthood. Compared to nonparents, parents, especially those with minor children,
are less likely to take health risks and more likely to engage in preventive health
behaviors (Umberson, 1987). Parents also have lower mortality rates (Kobrin and
Hendershot, 1977) than do nonparents and report a greater sense of meaningfulness
and purpose in life (Umberson and Gove, 1989).

In general, studies find that children contribute to parental distress through the
demands of child-care and increased economic hardship (see review in Ross and Van
Willigen, 1996). Researchers note three factors that significantly contribute to
mothers’ health and well-being: employment, a more equitable division of house-
hold labor, and access to affordable childcare (see review in Ross, Mirowsky, and
Goldstein, 1990). However, the effects of each of these factors on well-being requires
some qualification, as they vary in degree and direction, depending on sociodemo-
graphic characteristics of individuals as well as social contextual factors (e.g.,
supportive ties, financial strain).

A married woman’s paid work is positively associated with mental and physical
health, but depends on the type of employment, childcare arrangements, and hus-
band’s participation in childcare (Ross et al., 1990). Similarly, while studies find that
a more equitable division of household labor improves the health and well-being of
parents, especially mothers (Ross and Van Willigen, 1996; Walzer, 1998), research-
ers observe race and gender differences in the interplay between marital satisfaction
and the domestic division of labor. For example, findings from a cross-sectional
study reveal that African American women are less satisfied with their marriage than
white women, regardless of how much housework they do (Dillaway and Broman,
2001). In contrast, Dillaway and Broman find that African American men who
perform considerable amounts of work around the house are less likely than white
men to report high marital satisfaction.

Access to quality child-care contributes to parental well-being, but in the absence
of social policy initiatives to assist with the strains of dual-parent employment or
single parenthood, affordable, quality child-care is not available for most American
families (United Nations Children’s Fund, 1994). Many single mothers find that the
high cost of child-care, combined with a lack of flexibility and health care in
available jobs, make working and caring for young children incompatible (Harris,
1996; Edin and Lein, 1997). Relying on family and other network members for
financial support and child-care may strain these close relationships, ultimately
undermining social support and heightening vulnerability to a number of stressors
(Edin and Lein, 1997).

Since the 1970s, women’s housework contributions have declined while men’s
have slowly increased (Coltrane, 2000). As a result, women now do about twice the
amount of housework as the men they live with, compared to six times the amount
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in 1965 (Coltrane, 2000). However, housework is typically fraught and stress-
provoking (Bird, 1997; Ross and Van Willigen, 1996) and women continue to
perform the ‘‘core’’ tasks, such as cooking and cleaning. Thus, although employment
tends to benefit the psychological well-being of women, the double burden of
housework and childcare can impose strains that undermine well-being (Ross and
Van Willigen, 1996).

The experience of being a single parent varies dramatically, depending on such
factors as gender, race, education, marital status (e.g., never-married, divorced), age,
and kin residence (Amato, 2000a). To date, however, how mental and physical
health varies among single parents is not well understood (ibid.). Some evidence
suggests that divorce creates fewer negative consequences among African American
mothers than white mothers (Fine et al., 1992). In one study, no differences in
psychological well-being and health were found between divorced and never-
married mothers (Acock and Demo, 1994). Both Hispanic and African American
single mothers are more likely than white single mothers to live in an extended
family household (US Bureau of the Census, 2001), but findings on the impact of kin
support are inconsistent. Wilson (1989) finds that single parents who live with other
adult relatives report greater happiness and physical health and fewer symptoms of
depression than those living alone. In contrast, some studies show that relatives can
be a source of friction for single parents and that tension can outweigh benefits
(Milardo, 1987).

Recently, gay and lesbian parents have received a great deal of legal and media
attention in the US – primarily concerning their legal right to adopt children. In
order to gain legal parental status, some same-sex couples turn to the adoption
system, but it is often difficult, time-consuming, and costly for a gay or lesbian
couple to adopt a child together in the US. Only seven states expressly permit gay
and lesbian couples to adopt their partners’ children, while one state prohibits such
adoptions and two effectively ban them (Goode, 2002). The difficulty most lesbian
and gay couples encounter gaining legal recognition as co-parents has a number of
potentially negative consequences, especially in terms of financial status and psycho-
logical distress (Patterson, 2000). Recently, the American Academy of Pediatrics
(2002) has endorsed legalizing second-parent adoptions, citing numerous benefits
for the health and well-being of parents and children.

To date, little research explores the transition to parenthood among gay men or
lesbian-headed households and no published studies focus on the psychological
adjustment of gay fathers (Patterson, 2000). Research on the psychological adjust-
ment of lesbian mothers stems largely from questions raised in child custody disputes
and is not generalizable to the larger population of lesbian parents.

An emerging issue in the study of parenting is the strain that parents experience in
balancing the demands of parenthood while providing care for their own aging
parents. Families of the twenty-first century are becoming more ‘‘vertical,’’ with
smaller generations but more generations alive concurrently (Himes, 2001). Pre-
dominantly middle-aged women caregivers face the challenge of balancing the
competing intergenerational responsibilities of work, elder care, and childrearing
and have been referred to as the ‘‘sandwich generation’’ (Bengtson, Rosenthal, and
Burton, 1996; Himes, 2001). Current studies show that caregiving stress has nega-
tive effects on the well-being of adult daughters who experience incompatible
pressures of these multiple roles (Stephens et al., 2001).
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Parenting: Key Debates

In assessing health and well-being, family researchers sometimes combine all single-
parent families into one category and two-parent families into another. However, this
method tends to obscure variability in resources and outcomes within different family
types (Demo and Cox 2000). Noticeable differences in parenting practices, values,
and situations within and across racial groups and different family structures indicate
that researchers ‘‘need to move beyond a preoccupation with conventional classifica-
tions of family structure to explore the rich variety of family members, kin support
networks, and neighborhood resources’’ (Demo and Cox, 2000: 889) and the impact
of, or interactionwith, these factors and the health andwell-being of familymembers.
Using the two-parent structure as the benchmark against which all other family
arrangements are compared alsomasks the importance of the quality of relationships.

Some family scholars argue that by emphasizing deficiency and deficit in focusing
on the deleterious effects of ‘‘nontraditional’’ parenting, researchers highlight their
own negative stereotypes about these family structures (Smith, 1997; Demo and Cox,
2000). Family researchers are beginning to focus less on comparisons between various
parent-headed households and more on the differences and similarities among
parents. For example, research finds racial differences among single-parent families.
African American nonresident fathers are more involved in their children’s rearing
than white nonresident fathers (Mott, 1990) and African American mothers are less
negatively affected by divorce (Fine et al., 1992) and receive more informal support
following divorce (Friedman, Chiriboga, and Catron, 1991) than white mothers.
Other studies note that social-psychological factors, such as values and normative
orientations, contribute to the quality of parenting and mental health. One explora-
tory study of urban, economically disadvantaged African American mothers finds
that variation in parenting and values regarding children accounts for more than 40
percent of variation in depression among these mothers (Roxburgh et al., 2001).

Longitudinal research on parenting in the last decade has substantially contrib-
uted to an understanding of how the transition to parenthood affects parental health
and well-being by focusing on variation in parents’ adjustment to parenthood and
the factors associated with that variability. In the past, however, family researchers
tended to focus primarily on motherhood, neglecting to examine how men are
changed by becoming parents and how their behaviors and attitudes affect their
families (Demo and Cox, 2000). The efforts of researchers in the 1990s to expand
the area of family study to include fathers have contributed to a growing body of
literature on diverse forms of fatherhood and father involvement (see review in
Marsiglio et al., 2000).

Family Structure: Implications for Child Health

and Well-Being

Over the past several decades, researchers have attempted to identify family environ-
ments that facilitate or impair child development and well-being. However, some
researchers argue that family structure per se illuminates little about children’s
adjustment (Demo and Cox, 2000). For example, examining data from the first
wave of the National Survey of Families and Households, Acock and Demo (1994)
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find few statistical differences in mothers’ reports of children’s well-being across
first-married, divorced, remarried, and continuously single-parent families.

Recent studies highlight the deleterious effects on children’s well-being of multiple
family transitions (Kurdek, Fine, and Sinclair, 1995; Amato and Sobolewski, 2001).
Researchers find that stable dual- and single-parent living arrangements benefit
children’s socioemotional adjustment and global well-being (Acock and Demo,
1994), while children’s psychological well-being declines in relation to the number
of family transitions they experience (Amato and Sobolewski, 2001). Although few
studies to date examine the impact of cohabitation on child health and well-being,
some studies suggest that children in cohabiting households are disadvantaged, and
that this may be partly due to the higher break-up rate among cohabitors in
comparison to the married since this results in multiple family transitions (National
Marriage Project, 2000).

However, marriage does not guarantee stability. It is estimated that one million
children experience their parents’ divorce each year (Hetherington and Stanley-
Hagan, 2000). One of the most often cited findings is that divorce adversely affects
child well-being. Divorce has been linked to teen-age pregnancy, lower levels of
achievement, and poorer life outcomes, including increased health risks and psycho-
logical disorders (McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994; Waite and Gallagher, 2000;
Wallerstein et al., 2000). Yet recent research suggests a much more complex and
less dismal picture. In particular, it seems that family resources, father involvement,
a relatively conflict-free relationship between the parents after divorce, and the
absence of additional transitions (e.g., changing schools and neighborhoods, add-
itional divorces), can all serve to protect child well-being following divorce (Hether-
ington and Kelly, 2002; Seltzer, 1998).

The available evidence suggests that divorce should be conceptualized as a lengthy
sequence involving numerous pre- and post-divorce experiences (Furstenberg and
Kiernan, 2001). The conflict associated with marital distress, rather than the actual
divorce, may be primarily responsible for the problems found in children whose
parents divorce (Forehand et al., 1986; Cherlin, Chase-Lansdale, and McRae, 1998;
Furstenberg and Kiernan, 2001; Sun, 2001). Researchers are only just beginning to
understand the complex ways in which marital conflict and divorce affect children.
For example, in a study using national, longitudinal data, Booth and Amato (2001)
find that the level of marital conflict that precedes divorce moderates the effects of
divorce on child well-being. Their evidence suggests that the dissolution of low-
conflict marriages has a strong negative influence on offspring, whereas divorce
among high-conflict couples has a relatively benign or even beneficial effect.

About half the children whose parents divorce will experience the transition into
stepfamilies within four years of the separation (Hetherington and Stanley-Hagan,
2000). Research suggests that children in stepfamilies, compared to those in first-
married families, are more likely to experience a broad range of adjustment problems
(Acock and Demo, 1994), but that these usually diminish with time (Amato, 2000b;
Hetherington and Stanley-Hagan, 2000).However, remarried couples are statistically
more likely to divorce than first married couples (Hetherington and Stanley-Hagan,
2000). Hence, children in stepfamilies face the risk of multiple family transitions with
little opportunity for stabilization, and this poses challenges for child well-being
(Amato and Sobolewski, 2001).

Very little research evidence exists about the well-being of children living in same-
sex family households compared to other children. In a recent study, Tasker and
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Golombok (1997) analyze longitudinal data to compare children living with lesbian
mothers with children living with heterosexual single mothers. They find little
difference in child development, emotional adjustment, behavioral problems, or
peer relations between these two groups. In order to truly understand the effect, if
any, of same-sex family households on child well-being, more longitudinal studies,
employing rigorous methodologies, are needed.

In sum, research suggests that the quality of the parent–child relationship is a
pivotal aspect of the family environment for children in intact, separated, remarried,
single, and cohabiting heterosexual and same-sex family households. Although
family transitions, such as divorce, remarriage, or separation, may undermine the
skills that parents need to buttress child well-being in the short term (Cherlin et al.,
1991; Cherlin, 1992), studies suggest that children of divorced families fare at least
as well as, if not better than, children raised in conflict-ridden two-parent families.
Recent findings that parental discord and divorce affect children into adulthood
(Amato and Sobolewski, 2001) support the notion that parents and children’s lives
are linked throughout the life course (Elder, 1994) and suggest that child health and
well-being are not predicted by family status alone.

Children in Families: Key Debates

A growing number of family scholars emphasize family diversity and the multiplicity
of children’s responses to family transitions. These researchers question the value of
a deficit-comparison approach and the related concentration on finding differences
in children’s adjustment as a function of parents’ sexual orientation or marital status
(Demo and Cox, 2000). Taken as a whole, the research on children in families shows
that race, class, and ethnicity all affect family formation and functioning. Moreover,
the child’s own age, gender, individual temperament, and interaction with siblings
also play a role in shaping the experience of children in families (Coontz, 1997), as
well as the effects of family experiences on children.

Nevertheless, family researchers continue to disagree about the benefits of the
two-parent structure over other types of family structures for child well-being.
Among certain family scholars in the US, there is a marked ideological divide that
may be loosely described as the ‘‘families in distress’’ theory versus the ‘‘families in
transition’’ argument.

Researchers who favor the ‘‘families in distress’’ argument emphasize that changes
in childhood living arrangements are detrimental to the well-being of children (Pope-
noe, 1993; Waite and Gallagher, 2000; Wallerstein, Lewis, and Blakeslee, 2000).
Sociologist David Popenoe (1988; 1993), a major proponent of this position, argues
that family decline is associated with serious social consequences for child well-being.
In Popenoe’s terminology, family decline refers to the weakening of the family insti-
tution as family systems become more nontraditional. In other words, for Popenoe,
family change represents family decline. Similarly, based on qualitative data collected
over nearly three decades, Wallerstein, Lewis, and Blakeslee (2000) argue that chil-
dren whose parents divorce are unhappier compared to children whose parents
remain married, regardless of the quality of the marriage. And Waite and Gallagher
(2000) cite numerous studies supporting their stance thatmarried parentsmake better
parents. These researchers tend to call for policies that support the ‘‘traditional’’
family, such as a pro-marriage tax (Waite and Gallagher, 2000).
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Others, most prominently Judith Stacey (1996, 1998), make the ‘‘families in
transition’’ argument that embraces changing family patterns because of their impli-
cation for expanding the definition of the family to encompass a diversity of forms
and memberships. This view holds that divorce and other family changes are not
disastrous for children, but rather should be conceptualized as family challenges that
most children adapt to over time. For example, Hetherington and Kelly’s (2002)
recent longitudinal research findings emphasize the resilience of children following
their parents’ divorce. Hetherington and Kelly find that, although children encoun-
ter a number of stressors associated with divorce, most of these children become
happy, competent adults much like their peers who grew up in intact families.

According to Stacey (1996), the process of legitimizing diverse family structures,
coupled with governmental support, demythologizes marriage and the nuclear
family and thus enables children to blossom in a variety of family structures. In
support of this theory, a cross-national study by Houseknecht and Sastry (1996)
compares the well-being of children in four industrialized countries – Sweden, the
US, the former West Germany, and Italy – and finds that a shift toward family
nontraditionalism – or family decline, using Popenoe’s terminology – is not neces-
sarily associated with negative consequences for child well-being.

Houseknecht and Sastry observe that while Sweden has the most nontraditional
family system of the four countries, with the US a close second, Sweden nevertheless
ranks higher on most measures of child well-being. In contrast, the US ranks the
lowest on overall child well-being (Houseknecht and Sastry, 1996). The authors
conclude that societies with nontraditional family structures can positively influence
child well-being through the support of social policies that ‘‘help alleviate the stress
of family nontraditionalism and the social problems that go with it’’ (ibid.: 737).

The scholars involved in these debates typically take an extreme position, yet it is
unlikely that either generalization is completely accurate. Certainly, for example,
divorce is difficult for parents and for children. It is a significant life transition that
involves many changes and, often, some sense of loss. Yet it is also the case that
many factors can serve to ameliorate the impact of this loss (financial support,
continuing father involvement), and recent evidence suggests that the negative
effects of divorce on both adults and children may be transitory (although the
transitional difficulties should not be minimized).

Conclusion

The definition and reality of ‘‘family’’ have changed throughout history (Stacey,
1996, 1998; Coontz, 1997). Yet public debate in the US continues to center
around what ‘‘family’’ means and which ‘‘family’’ is best for adults and for children.
As this chapter has shown, families in the US take many different forms and the
prevalence and dominance of any particular family structure are constantly
changing.

Certainly, involvement in family relationships can have substantial effects on the
physical and psychological well-being of family members. Family relationships have
the potential to offer emotional support and sustenance to individuals and this can
enhance well-being. But as well, family relationships can be stressful and this
can undermine well-being. All family relationships exist in a social context and
this context strongly influences how sustaining or stressful those relationships
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might be. For example, some family forms are more likely than others to be
characterized by financial hardship, and financial strain is difficult for families.
Some family forms are more likely to be protected by law, and this protects the
individuals in those families. Some family forms are more likely to threaten the
existing social order, and this poses challenges for individuals in such families.

Yet the evidence suggests that, within any particular family form, the quality of
the relationships therein determines the value or the risk of that family form for
adults and children. Of course, certain social contexts make it easier to experience
high-quality relationships. For example, financial resources and access to high-
quality and affordable child-care benefit all families in ways that can enhance family
relationships. And some family forms – for example, single-parent families – are
more likely to exist in social contexts that are characterized by stress and hardship.
The challenge then, is to create a social and political context that recognizes,
equalizes, enriches, and supports diverse family forms.
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4
Children, Families, States, and

Changing Citizenship

Hilary Land

There is no trust more sacred than the one the world holds with children. There is
no duty more important than ensuring that their rights are respected, that their
welfare is protected, that their lives are free from fear and want and that they grow
up in peace.

The State of the World’s Children 2000 is a rallying cry to us all. It is a call to
governments, civil society, the private sector and the whole international community
to renew our commitment to children’s rights by advancing a new vision for the 21st
century: a vision in which every infant has a healthy beginning, every child a quality
education and every adolescent the opportunity to develop his or her unique abilities.
It is a call to families and communities – and to children and adolescents themselves –
to make their voices heard in helping translate this lexicon to reality in their daily
lives.

– Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the United Nations, 2000

During the twentieth century, citizenship and the rights arising from citizenship were
not only matters of debate across the world as they had been from the seventeenth
century in Europe, but also had become encoded in both national and international
law. In the aftermath ofWorldWar II the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was
passed by the United Nations. At the same time, in Western industrialized societies,
the rights of citizenship were expanded to include rights to social welfare as well as
political and civil rights. The welfare states which were based on the principles of
universality no longer treated those who relied on state-funded health and welfare
services as dependants and second-class citizens.

This chapter will examine the changing definitions of citizenship both in law and
in practice as they have been broadened to include not only women but also
children. It will explore some of the key challenges which the new international
framework governing children’s rights poses for the private world of families and the
public worlds of civil society and international agencies and corporations in the
twenty-first century. First, the concept of rights will be described, and the particular
issues raised when it is applied to children will be discussed.
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The Language of Rights and Reason

Historically the language of rights or ‘‘justified claims’’ (Ladd, 1996) has been used
to challenge absolute monarchs or undemocratic and oppressive institutions by
appealing directly to the powerless to demand their rights and reject their depend-
ence. As Onora O’Neill says: ‘‘The rhetoric of rights disputes established powers and
their categories and seeks to empower the powerless: it is the rhetoric of those who
lack power but do not accept the status quo’’ (1996: 36)

The treatment of the rights of children compared with other oppressed groups is
different however. As Carolyn Steedman wrote in her biography of Margaret
McMillan, who a hundred years ago campaigned for children to have nurseries,
school meals, and medical services, as well as a healthy and pleasant environment:

Children present a particular problem within the broad humanitarian struggle to make
their groups part of the commonweal, for whilst not everyone has been a slave or a
woman, all people have experienced childhood. Developments in scientific thought in
the nineteenth century showed that childhood was a stage of growth and development
common to all of us, abandoned and left behind, but at the same time a core of the
individual’s psychic life, always immanent, waiting there to be drawn on in various
ways. (1990: 64)

Onora O’Neill argues that although those who denied women, slaves, and other
groups their rights often used familial analogies (monarchs claimed to be acting as
supreme fathers, colonial powers kept their colonies subordinate to ‘‘the mother
country,’’ and women and slaves were described as childlike), the dependency of
children on their families cannot be regarded entirely in the same way. It is not
artificially produced, although it may be prolonged. Moreover, childhood is a stage
of life from which children normally emerge ‘‘and are helped and urged to emerge by
those who have most power over them. Those with power over children’s lives
usually have an interest in ending childish dependence. Oppressors usually have an
interest in maintaining the oppression of social groups’’ (1996: 38).

However, that rather depends on whether children are an economic liability or an
economic asset to their parents. Looking at the treatment of children in Victorian
England, or in some developing countries today, there can be compelling reasons for
parents, particularly if they are very poor, to deny that children have any rights or
interests distinct from their own. Parents may indeed by dependent upon their
children’s services and labor.

Aristotle’s view that ‘‘the slave has absolutely no deliberative faculty; the woman
has but its authority is imperfect, so has the child, but in this case it is immature’’
(quoted in Hughes, 1996: 17), cast a long shadow over ideas about citizenship in
Western countries for centuries. Those who have challenged their oppressors have
demanded recognition of their capacity for rational and independent life. This meant
they were competent to judge for themselves what was in their best interests. In the
seventeenth century, when in Western Europe the idea that monarchs ruled by
Divine Right was seriously challenged, Locke argued that human relations should
be based on consent. Men (sic) were rational beings and the only justifiable authority
was that to which they consented. That, however, only applied in the public world.
Relationships within the private world of the family were different both for women
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and for children because both needed the protection of husbands and fathers in law
and in practice. Women in many countries over the past two hundred years have,
with varying degrees of success, challenged many of the oppressive aspects of the
‘‘protection’’ husbands and fathers purported to offer them but the position of
children remains more firmly embedded within the family.

Locke argued that the authority of parents over children was not based on consent
but on trust in parental responsibility for their children’s welfare. This created a duty
on parents to care for their children and to make sure that they grew up to become
reasonable adults. This required education for, as Mary Wollstonecraft wrote a
century later, ‘‘children cannot be taught too early to submit to reason.’’ She
therefore advocated ‘‘public education of every denomination should be directed
to form citizens’’ (1992: 285). Agreeing with Locke, she wrote: ‘‘A slavish bondage
to parents cramps every faculty of the mind and Mr Locke very judiciously observes
that ‘if the mind be curbed or humbled too much in children; if their spirits be
abused and broken much by too strict a hand over them, they lose all their vigour
and industry’ ’’ (ibid.: 276).

However, unlike the male moral philosophers at the time, she not only argued that
girls as well as boys should be educated but that they should be educated together.
She understood very well, however, that much had to change both within the private
world of the family and the public world of civil society before this could happen.
She continued:

till esteem and love are blended together in the first duty, morality will stumble at the
threshold. But till society is very differently constituted, parents I fear will still insist on
being obeyed, because they will be obeyed, and constantly endeavour to settle that
power on a Divine Right which will not bear the investigation of reason. (ibid.: 278)

The arguments surrounding children’s rights therefore have had to address the
question of how these relate to parental rights and responsibilities. These arguments
have always been gendered and applied differentially on the basis of class, ‘‘race,’’
ethnicity, and religion.

When Wollstonecraft was writing, children had very few rights. From early times
the role of law both in England, governed by Anglo-Saxon law, and in countries
governed by Roman law, was to protect the parent or guardian against the loss of the
property or the services which the minor represented. The parent or guardian in
question was invariably the father, for women as wives and mothers also had few
rights of their own, let alone over their children. Fathers had the right to the custody
of their children, they could inflict reasonable chastisement, and could refuse per-
mission for a minor child to marry. Property was only an issue in a minority of
families, although this minority grew substantially in England with the growth of the
middle classes and professions in the nineteenth century. However, the services
children owed their fathers included the right to the proceeds of their labor. This
became an issue when education became more widespread and was made compul-
sory in 1870. Children’s earnings were necessary to many poor families where the
father did not earn a ‘‘family wage.’’

Although overall the demand for child labor had fallen in the second half of the
century, many employers, particularly in textile and agricultural areas, were reluc-
tant to lose this source of cheap and flexible labor. The compromise was to allow
children to study ‘‘half-time’’ and it was not until after World War I that the meaning
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of working-class childhood changed and the children of the poor were no longer
seen as primarily workers belonging to an adult and dangerous world, but as
children who belonged in school. This change in perception owes as much to the
threat that deformed and diseased working-class children posed to the maintenance
of the British Empire and fears of the lawless children of the ‘‘residuum’’ in the cities
as to changing ideas about the distinct differences between childhood and adulthood
(see Steedman, 1990). The conflicts around child labor are very real in many
countries in the twenty-first century. In the UK it is estimated that in the 1990s
about one and a half million 11–15-year-olds were employed, about three-quarters
of them illegally (Hobbs and McKechnie, 1998: 11). The International Labour
Organization (ILO) estimates that some 50–60 million children between the ages
of 5 and 11 work in hazardous circumstances (Bellamy, 2000: 24).

Children ’s Rights and Adults ’ Obligations

In essence, an assertion of children’s rights changes the child from the subject of policies
directed towards his or her wellbeing, development and protection, to the child as an
active participant in constructing those goals and the means of achieving them. (Funder,
1997: 2)

Children’s rights can take various forms. Welfare rights involve protection from
neglect or abuse by the adults entrusted with their care. Conversely, they may
involve protection from state power, thus reinforcing the authority of parents.
They can include the right to education and to health care, but alongside these
have gone limits on the child’s right, for example, to work, to refuse education, or to
refuse medical care. Freedom rights involve the assertion of a child’s autonomy, i.e.,
acknowledging that a child is competent to judge what is in their own best interests
and, like an adult, should be free to make a mistake. Rights may therefore involve
opposition to the power of the state, opposition to the power of parents, and the
child’s right to choose for themselves. However, as Minow writes: ‘‘State and
parental interests in controlling and guiding children counter or constrict notions
of individual rights for children’’ (1996: 49).

Children’s liberationists (Holt, 1974; Harris, 1982) argue therefore that the only
way forward is to remove these constraints by giving children a broad range of civil
and legal rights, including being able to choose guardians other than their own
family, as well as having the right to vote, manage their own financial affairs, and
direct their education. However, as Hughes points out, adult citizens have rights but
they also have duties and responsibilities: ‘‘He may not exercise his rights or he may
shirk his duties, but he cannot forego them. They are not just available to him, they
are his. That is what being a citizen involves’’ (1996: 20).

Holt, however, would allow the child ‘‘to pick and choose’’ (1974: 16, cited in
Hughes, 1996). Minow proposes a different way forward. Rather than see children’s
rights as caught between the principle of individual rights and the principle of parental
interest in, and indeed obligation to control and guide, children, we should widen our
focus and engage in ‘‘a richer debate over the rights for children – a debate joining
goals of autonomy and goals of affiliation – would challenge social patterns that
permit public neglect, assign private responsibility for children, and also perpetuate
public failure to develop the preconditions for that responsibility’’ (1996: 56) Onora
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O’Neill also believes that a narrow focus on children’s rights is unhelpful: ‘‘Why does
so much current discussion of fundamental ethical issues focus on children’s rights
and not on obligations to children?’’ (1996: 35). Distinguishing between fundamental
rights, which include moral, natural, and human rights, and positive rights, meaning
legal, institutional, and autonomy rights, she argues that: ‘‘Children’s fundamental
rights are best grounded by embedding them in a wider account of fundamental
obligations, which can also be used to justify positive rights and obligations.’’ (ibid.:
29–30). In her view, unless this is done the Declaration of the Rights of the Child will
remain little more than ‘‘manifesto’’ rights which cannot be effectively claimed.
Children’s rights therefore raise questions which go beyond the relationship and
balance between parents’ rights and individual children’s rights. There are public
responsibilities for children because societies have an interest in and responsibility for
their future citizens and workers. On the other hand, it is argued that individual
parents have responsibilities because they choose to have children. Children, however,
do not consent to be born, and neither do they choose their parents.

Childhood and Child Welfare

The concept of children’s rights also has to be understood in the context of beliefs
about the capacity of children to judge what is in their best interests, as well as what
creates responsible and intelligent adults. These have changed over time. Locke
believed children were born tabula rasa, so their development depended entirely on
parents, their experience, and in particular, their education. When he was writing
there was a growing interest in children as objects of scientific enquiry. Sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century Calvinists in Britain argued that childrenwould be sinful and evil
unless controlled strictly by their parents. Pat Thane argues that ‘‘this historically new
conception was important because it introduced the notion that children were psy-
chologically andmorally different from adults’’ (1981: 20).What these differences are
perceived to be, changes over time. For example, Rousseau, writing a little later than
Locke, took the view that children were innocent and innately good but unless
protected would be corrupted by society. Children must therefore be helped to retain
this goodness. Wollstonecraft’s views reflected the eighteenth-century Enlightenment
view that children should not be allowed to remain ignorant but could be educated to
become rational and loving adults. Protestantism in the nineteenth century empha-
sized the importance of control by parents and in school. Later in that century
Darwinism encouraged the perception of children as incomplete and different from
adults: childhood was a distinct stage in human development. Earlier educationalists
like Froebel had based their teaching practices on an elaboration of the stages in the
journey from childhood to adulthood. He linked the growth and activities of the body
with the development of the mind.MargaretMcMillan later drew on his theories and
believed firmly that ‘‘our mental life is conditioned by our physical life’’ (Steedman,
1990: 112). Moreover, unlike many of her contemporaries, who were influenced by
eugenic ideas, she did not believe that the poor working-class child was inherently
inferior to the middle- or upper-class child: ‘‘McMillan was quite clear. . . that child
development followed the same order and sequence in poor children as it did in more
favoured ones. The child in the Deptford slum was certainly cheated out of her rights
as a human being, but was not perceived as inadequate for this reason’’ (ibid.: 208,
emphasis in the original).
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During the twentieth century the emotional development of children became as
much an object of concern as their physical and intellectual development. The new
professionals – child psychologists, psychoanalysts, and psychiatrists – not only
regarded childhood as different from adulthood but also held parents, particularly
mothers, responsible for the physical health and welfare of their children and for
their attainment of maturity as well-adjusted, responsible, and law-abiding adults.
A glance at advice manuals on child-care over the past century in the United States
and Britain illustrates very vividly how opinions on how this is best achieved. They
have been contradictory as well as changing over time (see Ehrenreich and English,
1979). (At the beginning of the century employed mothers in Britain were blamed
for high infant mortality rates. By the middle of the century they were being blamed
for high rates of juvenile delinquency.) The relationship of the young child to his or
her mother was of key concern and this became one of the reasons in the early
decades of the century for beginning to revise the policies for protecting children
from abusive or neglectful parents (Parker, 1988). Rescuing children by removing
them permanently from their parents or from the streets and placing them in insti-
tutions was gradually reconsidered and placements more closely resembling a family
were sought, even if these foster parents were on the other side of the world in
Canada or Australia. Significantly, both these countries were short of labor at this
time. It also altered judges’ views in favor of giving mothers custody of their
children, particularly when very young.

By the end of the nineteenth century fathers’ rights over their children had begun
to be curbed in the name of protecting children. In 1889 a child subjected to cruel
treatment could be committed to the care of a ‘‘fit person.’’ The 1889 Act made
cruelty and neglect of children a criminal offense. This Act was described by a
contemporary as indicating ‘‘The great awakening of the nation to a true and full
recognition of the rights of children, rights as subjects (sic) to the Crown, and as
sentient beings capable of misery and of happiness’’ (Waugh, 1897: Foreword).

The state had started at the beginning of that century by specifying the age at
which children could be employed and by limiting the working hours of orphans in
the care of the Poor Law. In the following decades further restrictions were placed on
children’s and women’s working hours and they were prohibited from working in
certain dangerous occupations. From 1859, magistrates could send children caught
begging to industrial schools. By the middle of the century the Factory Inspectorate
was systematically collecting evidence of the state of a substantial proportion of the
working population. This, together with the regular census and requirements to
register births, marriages, and deaths, meant that both reformers and politicians had
a much clearer picture of the state of the nation. The picture was a disturbing one,
particularly in relation to the children. Compulsory education in 1870 made chil-
dren even more visible. The children of the urban poor who were not in school were
visible on the streets, apparently free from parental control. It was true then as now
that ‘‘Good statistics enable us to look more closely, see more clearly and act more
conscientiously. Improved statistics are vital to changing the world for and with
children’’ (UNICEF, 2001: 1). The moral as well as the social welfare of children had
become an issue and it was no longer believed that the responsibility for either could
be safely left entirely with parents.

In the early years of the twentieth century school meals and medical inspections
were introduced in France, Germany, and Great Britain. In England, the fathers
whose children received them did not have their rights as citizens restricted (at that
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time receipt of assistance from the Poor Law lost a man his right to vote, if he had it).
Politicians on the Left and on the Right of the political spectrum were concerned
about eroding the responsibility of fathers to maintain their children (Bosanquet,
1905). Others argued that school meals should be provided to all children rather
than only to poor children, because children should go to the common table by
virtue of their citizenship, not by virtue of their poverty (see Land, 1975; Steedman,
1990). However, this was a minority view. There were those, too, who argued that
feeding children was as much to do with imperialism as socialism (see Land, 1975).
When in the 1920s children’s rights were codified for the first time by the Save the
Child Fund International Union, the principles were exclusively concerned with the
needs of children for welfare and protection rather than with their rights as citizens.
The first attempt to codify children’s rights, Codifying Children’s Rights, was en-
dorsed by the League of Nations in 1924. The Declaration describes what should be
done for children but children had no rights to any services, although one of its
drafters believed that ‘‘we should claim certain rights for the children and labour for
their universal recognition’’ (the founder of the Save the Children Fund, cited in
Bellamy, 2000: 14).

In 1959 the successor of the League of Nations, the United Nations (UN), adopted
the Declaration on the Rights of the Child. It did contain a commitment to children’s
civil and political rights but only in relation to the right to a home and nationality
from birth. Twenty years later the UN started work on the Convention on the Rights
of the Child, which was adopted by the General Assembly in 1989. This was
significantly different from the earlier Declaration because it not only addressed
children’s need for care, protection, and adequate provision, but also for participa-
tion. Moreover, a Convention, unlike a Declaration, is binding on those states who
ratify it for, under international law, governments are obliged to comply with its
provisions. Governments can enter reservations over particular articles but they
have a duty to ensure its implementation, to make its principles known both to
adults and to children, and to make reports on progress toward implementation
widely available. The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child reviews individual
countries’ progress every five years and publishes a report. All but two countries, the
US and Somalia, had ratified the Convention by the year 2000.

The Convention is wide-ranging and applies to everyone under age 18. It is based
on the general principles of nondiscrimination, the best interests of the child; the right
to life, survival, and development; and respect for the views of the child. Its articles set
out children’s civil rights and freedoms, including the right to a name and nationality;
the preservation of identity and access to appropriate information, freedom of
thought, conscience, and religion; as well as freedom of expression, of association,
and of peaceful assembly; and the right not to be subjected to violence, abuse, neglect,
torture, or cruel and inhuman treatment. Articles concerning children’s family envir-
onment spell out parental responsibilities, the rights of children separated from their
parents and deprived of a family environment, as well as adoption procedures and the
rights to contact with and to be reunified with their families.

Rights to basic health and welfare include the right to access to health care,
including preventative health care: this includes the provision of clean drinking
water and consideration of the issue of environmental pollution. Article 27 asserts
‘‘the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for a child’s physical, mental,
spiritual, moral and social development.’’ In other words, governments have a duty to
tackle poverty not just in terms of a low income but in relation to acceptable standards
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within a particular society. The articles concerning the rights to education, play,
leisure, and cultural activities involve access to education for all on the basis of
equality of opportunity. This includes the rights of disabled children and children
with special needs to education and training. Finally, there are a group of articles
covering children in need of special measures of protection because they are in
situations of emergency, e.g., refugee children and children caught up in armed
conflict. These articles also cover children in situations of exploitation, e.g., economic
exploitation, drug abuse, sexual exploitation and abuse, sale, trafficking and abduc-
tion. The rights of children in conflict with the law are also included and these involve
the administration of justice and the sentencing and treatment of children and
juveniles deprived of their liberty. Article 30 concerns the rights of children
belonging to a minority or indigenous group to respect for their culture, language,
and religion.

This is a formidable list of rights, many of which are ‘‘claims based on ideals
regarding how children should be treated’’ (Fortin, 1998: 14). They also go ‘‘far
beyond the scope of what is recognisable as law’’ (King, 1997: 171). Before looking
at the Convention’s influence and its impact on the key issue or paradox of children’s
need for protection as well as rights, other changes in international law will be
described.

The European Convention on Human Rights

The European Convention on Human Rights, dating from 1951, includes four
articles of particular significance to family law (Eekalaar, 2000). Article 14 requires
that the rights and freedoms of the Convention are based on the principle of
nondiscrimination and Article 6 states that ‘‘everyone is entitled to a fair and public
hearing within a reasonable time by an independent and impartial tribunal estab-
lished by law.’’ Article 8 concerns the right to respect to everyone’s private and
family life, home, and correspondence, and Article 12 concerns the right of men and
women of marriageable age to marry. Eekalaar (2000) gives some examples of the
impact rulings by the European Court of Human Rights have had on English family
law, in particular those concerning the rights of parents and the rights of children
‘‘looked after’’ by local authorities.

Corporal punishment is an interesting example of where different cultures draw
the line between parents’ rights and children’s rights and welfare. Physical punish-
ment of children by parents has been illegal in Sweden for over twenty years and is
now illegal in at least nine countries in Europe. While Scotland is seriously consider-
ing proposals to make it illegal it is widely accepted and practiced in England. Indeed
the Prime Minister and the previous Archbishop of Canterbury recently admitted
using corporal punishment (Boushel, Fawcett, and Selwyn, 2000: 97). The govern-
ment has resisted acting on the views of the European Court, and the latest report
(UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2002) of the Committee monitoring the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child emphasized again that it constitutes
inhumane and degrading treatment. Corporal punishment in state schools was
abolished as a result of the European Court’s ruling on Campbell and Cozens v.
UK in 1989. Ten years later, following further appeals to the European Court, it was
abolished in private schools. However, the government’s response to the European
court’s ruling on a case involving the acquittal in the English courts of a stepfather
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who had severely beaten a 9-year-old child with a garden cane was to produce
Protecting Children, Supporting Parents: A consultation document on the physical
punishment of children (Department of Health, 2000). This only proposed to define
‘‘reasonable chastisement’’ more carefully. Michael Freeman comments: ‘‘The refusal
by the Labour Government even to contemplate making corporal punishment
unlawful is in part recognition that even the ‘‘nanny state’’ has some limits’’ (2000:
470). He does, however, go on to say: ‘‘But we have long accepted that its tentacles
can intrude further into the deviant and the dysfunctional and governments may
push on despite resistance’’ (ibid.).

Certainly, child curfews and imprisoning parents who fail to get their children to
attend school seem rather more intrusive. However, it is interesting to note that at
the same time the government refused to ban childminders from smacking children
(or smoking in front of them) if parents had given permission for them to do so. As
the Minister explained: ‘‘The government should not have to regulate on what
people can and cannot do in their own homes’’ (Department for Education and
Employment, 2000).

Another important case decided by the European courts, Gaskin v. UK (1989),
dealt with the disclosure of confidential records of children in state care. As a result
adults who spent their childhood in care have successfully won compensation for the
ill treatment and abuse they suffered. The immunity from liability in negligence
which local authorities had in relation to their child’s protection policies and
practices can only be granted after an analysis of each case, following the court’s
decision relating to police liability in negligence in 1999. Judith Masson concludes:
‘‘There is a possibility that compensation proceedings will hold local authorities
accountable for the care they provide and systems to ensure adequate care will be
imposed by insurers to minimise the risk of future claims’’ (2000: 579).

Whether ‘‘defensive social work’’ will be in the interests of children’s welfare any
more than defensive medicine is in the interests of patients’ health remains to be seen
– one result is a massive increase in insurance premiums. Accountability to children
is important, but is this the best way forward? Eekalaar believes that the European
Convention will have greater potential for guiding English law than the UN Con-
vention, because the Human Rights Act 1998 incorporated it into domestic law from
October 2000 (2000: 654).

The Hague Conventions

There are three Hague Conventions concerning inter-country administrative and
judicial cooperation on matters involving children. The first, adopted in 1980 and by
2000 ratified by over sixty countries, concerns child abduction. The second concerns
inter-country adoption and arose from worries about the trafficking of children and
the buying of babies. These worries became more widespread and visible after the
fall of the Ceauçescu regime in 1989 when the press was full of stories of children
being offered for cash, not just from Romanian orphanages, but by their parents on
the streets. The third, adopted in 1996, recognizes measures and enforces inter-
national custody decrees across transnational borders. Its primary objective is to
resolve conflicts of jurisdiction. By 2000 only two countries had ratified it and at the
time of writing it is not in force. Nevertheless: ‘‘It symbolises an important inter-
national effort in achieving co-operation among the countries of the world to better
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protect the interests of children everywhere and, it is hoped, will be widely adopted
and used to that end.’’ (Silberman, 2000: 606).

Assessing the value of these three Conventions overall, Linda Silberman concludes
that they have been important in developing norms to be used in resolving child-
centered disputes. Together, she suggests, they signify an internationalization of ‘‘child
law’’ and an attempt to operationalize what she calls ‘‘the aspirational goals’’ of the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (ibid.: 616).

Children ’s Rights and the US Constitution

Although the US has not ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,
children’s rights have changed under the US Constitution during the twentieth
century. The US Supreme Court has played an important part in recognizing children
as persons separate from their parents. Barbara Bennet Woodhouse states that:

The Court’s focus on tradition as the touchstone of rights, and on the individual as the
entity in which rights are vested, tends to cast children’s emerging rights as a contest
between children and parents. Our involvement model of rights . . .makes it difficult to
recognise children’s rights while still protecting children’s relationships within family
systems. (2000: 426)

Nevertheless, there have been some important changes recognizing that children do
have the ‘‘status’’ as constitutional persons. Woodhouse describes the Supreme
Court’s opinion on Brown v. Board of Education in the 1950s, which held that
school segregation on racial lines was indefensible, even if school facilities were of
equal quality. Black children should have equal protection of the laws guaranteed by
the Fourteenth Amendment. ‘‘This case is widely recognised as the most important
American civil rights case of the twentieth century’’ (ibid.: 427). Since the 1960s
there has been a trend toward treating children equally, regardless of their parents’
marital status, as there has been in English law. Giving rights to public education to
children of illegal immigrants is also an example of respecting children’s rights
separately from their parents, although at the time of writing some states are
considering reversing this policy. The principle of the child’s best interest has become
a standard used in most custody cases, although it is not without its critics (ibid.:
33). Children’s voices are heard in courtrooms to an extent unthought-of even
twenty years ago. Woodhouse concludes her review of change over the second half
of the twentieth century in the US as follows: ‘‘The twentieth-century shift that
defines parental powers not as rights in and of themselves, but as a means to
advancing children’s welfare, is consistent with the human rights generally, and
with the children’s rights revolution taking place around the globe’’ (ibid.: 439).

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child:

Ten Years Later

The 1990s was a decade of great promise and modest achievements. – UN Special
Session, 2002
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The first World Summit for Children at the UN took place the year after the
adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Following this summit 155
countries prepared national programs or plans of actions for children. These in-
cluded a number of specific goals to be achieved by the year 2000. Seven were
identified as the most important and included the reduction of mortality and malnu-
trition rates for children under five, reduction of maternal mortality rates and of
adult illiteracy rates, provision of universal access to basic education as well as to
safe drinking water and sanitary conditions, and improved protection of children in
especially difficult circumstances, e.g., in armed conflicts. In 1999 the UN agreed
that progress toward meeting these plans and agreed objectives would be reviewed
in a special session of the UN General Assembly in September 2001. This session was
postponed to May 2002 because of events on September 11. Meanwhile, UNICEF
worked with the preparatory committee evaluating progress both in general and in
particular and identifying the key challenges facing children at the beginning of the
twenty-first century. A brief analysis of the key UN and UNICEF reports of the
Summit reveals how the concept of children’s citizenship has been operationalized in
specific national and international policies and legal frameworks, as well as how
much the context within which children’s rights are now considered and discussed,
has widened – controversially – since the 1990s.

Some progress has been made. First, polio is almost eradicated, death from
measles and neonatal tetanus has been reduced by 85 percent and 25 percent,
respectively, in ten years and 12 million children are now free from the risk of
mental retardation due to iodine deficiency. Blindness from vitamin A deficiency
has been reduced. Seventy-one percent of the world’s population has access to clean
drinking water, up from 61 percent in 1990. Mortality rates among under-5s have
been decreasing since the 1960s, but in many countries the AIDS pandemic is
reversing these trends. There are more children in primary school, as enrolment
rates have increased since 1980 but more than 130 million children of school age in
the developing world still do not have access to basic education. Sixty percent of
those not in school are girls, and in many countries the proportion of girls not in
secondary school is even higher. There are 960 million illiterate people, 700 million
of whom are women.

Second, the rights of children to be protected from dangerous and abusive situ-
ations have been incorporated in other international legal frameworks. In 1999 the
ILO agreed a Convention in the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour.
These include forced recruitment into armed conflict, prostitution, pornography,
and drug trafficking, as well as debt bondage. A supplementary protocol on traffick-
ing in persons, especially women and children, has been included in a draft Conven-
tion against Transnational Organised Crime. An optional protocol, which raises the
minimum age of recruitment into the armed forces from 15 to 18, was adopted at the
World Summit 2002.

Third, the UN and UNICEF reports draw attention to the many different ways in
which children are being seen and heard, both by making room for them in govern-
ment structures and procedures in many countries and by children themselves seizing
initiatives. For example, in Colombia the Children’s Movement for Peace mobilized
a third of those aged between 7 and 18 to vote for the rights to survival, peace,
family, and freedom from abuse.

Fourth, children are also becoming more visible in the statistics. In 1994 and 1998
UNICEF sponsored international meetings to further the development of indicators
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for the global monitoring of children’s rights. Internationally agreed indicators for
monitoring children’s health, nutrition, and schooling have existed for some time.
‘‘The challenge is how to chart practical progress onmany of the newer principles laid
down in the Conventions such as children’s rights to play a full part in the decisions
affecting their lives’’ (UNICEF, 1998: Preface). The World Summit 2002 agreed to
‘‘strengthen our national statistical capacity. . . and support a wide range of child-
focused research’’ (UN Special Session, 2002: 27).

Fifth, most recent reports acknowledge to a far greater extent than earlier reports,
the importance of empowering girls and women: ‘‘The achievement of goals for
children, particularly for girls, will be advanced if women fully enjoy all human
rights and fundamental freedoms, including the right to development, and are
empowered to participate fully and equally in all spheres of society’’ (ibid.: 9).

This has been stimulated in part by thewomen’smovement and othermovements to
end discrimination and to protect other vulnerable groups. It is two hundred years
since Mary Wollstonecraft wrote: ‘‘the weakness of the mother will be visited on the
children.’’ She continued: ‘‘Make women rational creatures and free citizens and they
will quickly become goodwives andmothers – that is ifmen do not neglect their duties
of husbands and fathers’’ (1992 [1792]: 305–6).

The Challenges and Controversies

Chronic poverty remains the single biggest obstacle to meeting the needs, protecting and
promoting the rights of children. – UN Special Session, 2002

The picture of child poverty both within and between countries is a deeply shocking
one. At the end of the 1990s there were 1.2 billion people living on less than $1 a
day, and over half were children. This represents 40 percent of all children in
developing countries. There are big variations between these countries, so high
rates are not necessarily inevitable. However, poverty rates are high in industrialized
countries too. Altogether 10 percent of children in OECD are in poverty – defined as
half average income – but in some countries like the UK and the US it is over 20
percent. In the UK a third of all children were poor in 1999 compared with 10
percent in 1979. Meanwhile, the rich are getting richer. In the 1960s the income of
the richest fifth of the world’s population was 30 times that of the income of the
poorest fifth. By 1997 this had increased to 74 times (Townsend, 2002). Some
developing countries are spending more on debt repayments than on basic education
and health services. Others spend more on arms. ‘‘The world is marked by deepening
poverty and a widening gap between rich and poor. . . Children are hardest hit by
poverty which cannot be measured by economic indicators alone’’ (UNICEF, 2001).

All the reports, including the agreed text of the World Summit, stress the import-
ance of including access to basic health and social services, clean water, and sanita-
tion in any measure of poverty. The World Summit restated a commitment to access
to free basic education for all children but was much more vague about access to free
health and other social services. Inadequate sanitation, unsafe drinking water and
food, and a number of environmental problems were all identified as needing to be
addressed in a sustainable way, but the explicit commitment to the provision of
universal services, found in the first report to the Preparatory Committee two years
earlier, was missing. Indeed, they stated that ‘‘targeted interventions that achieve
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rapid successes need to be pursued.’’ The first report had recognized that ‘‘vertical
approaches and targetted interventions often achieved rapid success, but that sus-
tainability of this success is often more difficult to assure’’ (UN Preparatory Com-
mittee, 2000: 8). They therefore considered ‘‘universal access to basic social services
to be a public sector priority’’ (ibid.). This is an example of the inroads that neo-
liberalism is making into commitments to universal welfare rights. The latest Gen-
eral Agreement on Trade in Services will exacerbate and hasten these trends.

The Preparatory Committee’s report had also drawn attention to the expanding
role of the multinational corporations in global markets and global decision-making
at the same time as the influence of many national governments has weakened (ibid.:
8). Fifty-one of the world’s largest economies are now corporations and the rest
nation-states. One hundred of the largest corporations control about 20 percent of
foreign assets (Townsend, 2002). Onora O’Neill warned that the UN Convention on
the Rights of the Child will remain a manifesto, ‘‘Unless or until practices and
institutions are established that determine against whom claims on behalf of a
particular child may be lodged’’ (1996: 6).

But these corporations are accountable to shareholders rather than to citizens or
even to national governments. The World Summit, however, only ‘‘appealed to the
private sector and corporations to adopt and adhere to practices that demonstrate
social responsibility to provide resources’’ (UN Special Session, 2002: 12, emphasis
added). The Bretton Woods Institutions and other multilateral agencies ‘‘should
be encouraged to collaborate and plan a key role in accelerating and achieving
progress for children’’ (ibid., emphasis added). UNICEF and the nongovernmental
organizations at the World Summit were as disappointed as they were three months
later at the Johannesburg Summit (Bellamy, 2002;NGOHumanRightsWatch, 2002).

Parents ’ Rights and Children’s Rights

The right of children, including adolescents, to express themselves freely must be
respected and promoted and their views taken into account in all matters affecting
them, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and
maturity of the child . . . . Parents, families, legal guardians and other caregivers have the
primary role and responsibility for the wellbeing of children, and must be supported in
the performance of their child-rearing responsibilities’’ (UN Special Session, 2002: 11)

The fundamental tension between children’s and parents’ rights and responsibilities
and the question of how the maturity of a child is assessed and by whom, remains.
This tension was revealed at the World Summit in the controversy over the rights
of adolescents to sexual and reproductive health education, information, and ser-
vices. Despite placing the promotion and protection of this right in the context
of ‘‘the rights, duties and responsibilities of parents and in a manner consistent
with the evolving capacities of the adolescent’’ (UN Preparatory Committee, 2001:
10), theparagraph spellingout these rightswasdeleted.Therewas very strongpressure
from the US, who argued only for teaching girls to say ‘‘no.’’ The US has subsequently
withdrawn funds from overseas organizations providing this information.

There is also a tension between treating children independently of their families
and invoking parental responsibilities. This includes, for example, the possibility of
permanently removing children from poor or inadequate parents, as occurred as a
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result of legislation at the end of the nineteenth century in England, and the more
recent American Adoption and Safe Families Act 1997, instead of ensuring that
parents are adequately supported to provide for their children themselves. As the
principle and practice of universal rights to health, welfare, and basic utilities based
on citizenship are increasingly being challenged and denied by the international
financial institutions and corporations, this is a very important issue. On the other
hand, as Eekalaar (2000) asks, is the emphasis on parental responsibilities a means
of strengthening governance through families and avoiding radical reform of
existing institutions?

There is also the growing problem of children living without or apart from their
parents. In the 1990s 13 million children were orphans as a result of AIDS and 20
million children had been internally displaced or driven from their countries as
refugees. The question of society’s wider responsibility for children is not confined to
individuals and organizations within national boundaries. Children have certainly
become more visible and have moved closer to center stage of national and inter-
national debates on economic and social policies since the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child was agreed. The implications of treating children as citizens with
rights have been clearly spelt out. There has been someprogressmade but there is still a
long way to go before it is fully recognized and accepted that ‘‘Investments in children
are extraordinarily productive if they are sustained over the medium to long term.
Investing in children and respecting their rights lays the foundation for a just society, a
strong economy and a world free of poverty’’ (UN Special Session, 2002: 25).
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5
Families and Local Communities

Graham Crow and Catherine Maclean

Introduction

This chapter explores the interconnections between families and local communities.
In it, we argue that local community context continues to be important for under-
standing how families operate, even though several processes such as globalization
and individualization may be identified as tending to weaken the connection. This is
because these processes are counteracted by the need for connectedness to others
that, we suggest, helps to explain the continuing importance of local community
influences on family life. In the second part, we discuss the significance of local
community context for family relationships, both past and present; ‘‘family commu-
nities’’ and social order are the focus of Section III; and Section IV deals with social
change in family and community life. The penultimate section elaborates on the
theoretical and methodological developments in the field that have underpinned
the advances in understanding that are discussed in the chapter. Throughout the
chapter, we draw on a wide range of research, conducted in various countries, to
examine the themes of each section. We conclude with a summary of key issues and
an assessment of the ongoing relevance for family research of sociological accounts
of community. It is useful for the reader to be aware of several general points about
community studies and the connections between community and family before
engaging with the specifics of each section, so we outline these in the rest of this
introductory section.

It is an established axiom of research into people’s family lives that their relation-
ships with other household members and with wider kin need to be placed in
context. The local setting within which family relationships take place is a crucial
part of this context. Community studies are particularly important in this respect
because they encourage readers ‘‘to think about family relationships in a wider
context of overlapping ties of family, kindred, friends and neighbours’’ (Morgan,
1996: 5). The message of community studies is not that individuals and their families
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are inevitably embedded in dense networks of social support. On the contrary,
numerous studies have shown that the connection between families and local com-
munities varies considerably, both historically and currently. Nevertheless, we are
skeptical of the conventional wisdom that the linkage between families and local
communities is subject to progressive and relentless erosion by the growth of
geographical mobility, the rise of more affluent and individualistic lifestyles, and
the development of new technologies that allow social relationships to be main-
tained from a distance. In developing the argument that community relationships
have been ‘‘liberated’’ from dependence on specific places, writers like Wellman and
his colleagues (1988) have successfully challenged the idea that there is a given, fixed
link between family and local community. It thus becomes an empirical question
precisely how this link is developing. Our view is that place communities continue to
be an important component of what provides many people’s ‘‘sense of security and
belonging’’ (Jasper, 2000: 185), and that this is quite compatible with the high levels
of mobility that characterize the contemporary world.

Several related issues add to the complexity of examining family ties and physical
location. First, the definition of ‘‘community’’ is notoriously problematical and
contested (Hoggett, 1997). It is important to separate out the meaning of community
as ‘‘shared place’’ from the analytically distinct meanings of ‘‘shared interests’’ or
‘‘shared identity,’’ even though in practice these different dimensions overlap more
often than not. The difficulties of defining precisely what constitutes a family
relationship and deciding how far into wider kin networks it is appropriate to extend
one’s focus compound this problem. Secondly, there is the propensity of writers to
operate with distorted perceptions of the past that are deployed in support of
particular interpretations of the present. Difficulties arise from the uncritical use of
romanticized images of former patterns of family and community life that are said to
have subsequently been ‘‘lost.’’ Gender inequality, conflict, diversity and change all
tend to be overlooked in favorable accounts of ‘‘traditional’’ arrangements that
highlight their cohesiveness and supportiveness (Crow and Allan, 1994: ch. 2).
Giddens takes a somewhat different view, contrasting the emergent pattern of ‘‘the
democratic family’’ (1998: 89) with the shortcomings of ‘‘traditional’’ family rela-
tionships that rested on the restriction of individual family members’ rights. Both the
positive and the negative characterizations rely on a picture of the past that is
selective and overgeneralized.

A third issue concerns the causal processes that structure the connections between
family and community. Conventional accounts have tended to be framed in terms of
large-scale trends such as industrialization and urbanization working themselves out
more or less inexorably. The implication of these approaches, that family and
community forms are shaped by macro-level forces beyond the control of their
members, is far from satisfactory. The family is more than ‘‘a dependent variable’’
(Harris, 1980: 402). Both families and communities influence as well as respond to
macro-level changes; for example, through local resistance to globalization (Castells,
1997), and family responses to welfare policies adopted in different states (Duncan
and Edwards, 1997).

Finally, the influence of local context on processes of change raises the issue of the
typicality of locations chosen for research. Certainly, the study of unusual places can
be valuable. For example, Goldthorpe and his colleagues deliberately chose Luton,
an atypical town in southern Britain, for their celebrated study of affluent workers.
They argued that if privatization was not found in the highly favorable conditions of
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Luton, then ‘‘it was unlikely to be occurring to any significant extent within British
society at large’’ (1969: 31). Every location has its unique features and it is possible
to take advantage of these, but it is hazardous to monitor and forecast patterns of
change on the basis of information gleaned from particular people in one particular
place such as Muncie, Indiana, better known as ‘‘Middletown’’ (Caccamo, 2000).
Despite these risks, continuing with community-based research is justified: without
it, theories of family change in an age of globalization and individualization are left
literally ungrounded and speculative.

The Significance of Local Community Context

for Family Relationships

Closer inspection of community networks often reveals them to be composed to a
significant degree of family relationships. Rees’s classic account of community life in
rural Wales in the 1940s found the kinship connections between households in the
parish to be so dense and complex that they resembled ‘‘a pig’s entrails’’ (1951: 74),
in the words of a local saying. Intermarriage among populations characterized by
limited geographical mobility meant that similar patterns emerged in many trad-
itional rural communities, and the bonds of kinship consequently also tied individ-
uals to particular places. An early recognition of this point is captured in Tönnies’s
concept of Gemeinschaft, about which he remarked that communities ‘‘can be
considered as large families’’ (1955 [1887]: 267) because of the way in which kinship
ties were central to them. Tönnies did not regard such extended family networks as
limited to village locations, and subsequent research such as Gans’s (1962) The
Urban Villagers has confirmed the potential that exists for kin-based communities
to thrive in urban as well as rural settings. The Italian Americans living in the West
End of Boston studied by Gans had features of both nuclear and extended family
patterns, and community ties between them were reinforced by the fact that
‘‘[m]arried daughters often retain close ties with their mothers and try to settle
near them’’ (1962: 45). The propensity for urban environments to generate ethnic
enclaves founded on kinship links had also been noted earlier in the twentieth
century, in the writings of the Chicago School, that described in great detail the
settlement of successive waves of immigrants in that city’s various neighborhoods.
The transferability of the cultures that these immigrants brought with them was
illustrated by the area of Chicago known as ‘‘Little Sicily,’’ where migrants originat-
ing from the Palermo district ‘‘seemed to have continued in almost every respect the
mores of the village areas from which they had migrated’ (Madge, 1970: 105).
Contrary to spatially deterministic theories, such cases demonstrated that ‘‘[i]t is
not helpful to identify a particular way of life with a particular ecological space’’
(Bell and Newby, 1971: 100–1) and by doing so caused researchers to look else-
where for the bases of the continued importance of family and kinship ties in modern
communities.

One key reason why family and kinship relationships prove durable in the context
of geographical mobility is that relatives are a useful resource for migrants to draw
upon. During the Industrial Revolution, people migrating from the countryside to
the towns chose destinations where kin could provide them with points of entry into
local housing and labor markets, as Hareven’s research findings about ‘‘kinship
clusters’’ (1982: 90) in the mills of New England revealed. Anderson’s parallel
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finding for nineteenth-century Lancashire, England that ‘‘positive efforts were being
made by migrants to build up and maintain kinship bonds’’ (1971: 152, emphasis in
original) continues to hold true in more established urban and industrial contexts, as
is illustrated by Baumann’s (1996) study of migrants from the New Commonwealth
to the Southall district of London, and Grieco’s (1987) study of Scottish migrants to
Corby in the English Midlands. Baumann’s Southall study demonstrates that migra-
tion across continents is compatible with a situation in which ‘‘[w]hole clusters of
kin may reside in close proximity’’ (1996: 45). Grieco’s findings show that chain
migration is by no means restricted to minority ethnic groups. She makes the further
point that employers’ recruitment practices may actively encourage such migration if
job vacancies are filled through information channels that existing employees are
able to direct toward their kin.

The connection between geographical proximity and common employment among
kinsfolk is a recognized feature of established occupational communities such as
longshoremen (Pilcher, 1972), dockers (Hill, 1976) and steelworkers (Harris, 1987).
It is a cultural norm in such male-dominated occupations for sons to follow fathers
into the job, and forwider networks of relatives towork alongside each other. In other
industries such as textiles or pottery in which women were employed, oral historians
have demonstrated that work was often secured by female relatives ‘‘speaking for’’
individuals seeking positions (Roberts, 1995: 192; Sarsby, 1988: 54). Morris (1990)
suggests that this tradition continues to be important. The link between family and
local residence may survive the demise of the industry on which it was originally
founded, as has happened in dockside communities (Foster, 1999) and former coal-
mining communities (Wight, 1993; Warwick and Littlejohn, 1992). Wight (1993)
argues that finding work through relatives, particularly in the hidden economy, may
even have gained in importance as the labor market has become less formally regu-
lated. Almost a quarter of Warwick and Littlejohn’s Yorkshire respondents indicated
that they would seek help from local relatives when searching for work for themselves
or other family members, and almost half said that they would rely on local relatives
should they need to borrowmoney urgently.Over 80 percent of these respondents had
kin living locally. These findings led the researchers to conclude that ‘‘kinship net-
works continue to be a very strong part of the social structure of our localities’’ (1992:
120), despite the demise of the area’s mining industry.

It is significant that a higher percentage of women than men in Warwick and
Littlejohn’s study reported having relatives living in the same locality. This is
consistent with the common finding that the social support provided by kin comes
predominantly from women. Social support takes various forms, ranging from
undertaking unpaid care to the provision of financial assistance, and from sharing
information to the provision of moral support. Social support does not come exclu-
sively from kin, and friends and neighbors can be important sources of assistance in
people’s everyday lives, but that involving kin tends to have a more enduring quality.
This may be understood in terms of cultural norms, whereby kinship obliges indi-
viduals to participate in relationships even where they are highly unequal, whereas
friendship and neighborliness are more likely to be characterized by balanced
reciprocity and a greater degree of calculation (Crow and Allan, 2000). The assump-
tion that social support is something that works to everyone’s advantage is therefore
questionable, as Oakley has noted: ‘‘[a]lthough we may be tempted to view social
support as universally and intrinsically beneficial, such a definition . . . counters some
of the evidence we already have that support both given and received may be
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experienced as more of a burden than a benefit’’ (1992: 27). Notions of duty and
obligation figure prominently in the history of family support (Roberts, 1995: 180),
and although it can be argued that family responsibilities have become more negoti-
able than they were (Finch and Mason, 1993), the constraining character of social
support involving kin continues to be reported in a number of contexts, for example
in studies of male unemployment in former mining areas (Dicks, Waddington, and
Critcher, 1998) and of lone mothers in London and southern England (Duncan and
Edwards, 1999).

‘‘Family Communities ’’ and Social Order

The appeal of family relationships bears a strong resemblance to the attraction of
community, and it is unsurprising to find close interconnections between the two.
Dempsey’s community study of the Australian settlement of Smalltown includes the
telling observation that many of its residents liken it to ‘‘one big happy family,’’
claiming that it is ‘‘a friendly and caring community where most people can and do
feel at home’’ (1990: 55). What Dempsey found in practice often fell short of the
ideal of a mutually supportive social environment, but there was nevertheless a
strong commitment to the ideology of community members having obligations to
the group that necessarily placed limits on individualistic behavior. The same picture
emerges from several other community studies, including Rayside’s (1991) study of
Alexandria, Ontario in which the dominant culture celebrates harmony, caring, and
cooperation, and Neville’s (1994) research in the Scottish Borders, where the sym-
bolism of the town as the ‘‘mother’’ of its residents again contrasts with the notion of
the independent and self-sufficient individual. Communitarian philosophy also
makes use of what Frazer calls ‘‘the rhetorical and political power of the link
between ‘family’ and ‘community’ ’’ (1999: 150) in its effort to bring together people
who have the potential to be divided along lines of gender, age, social class, and
other sociological variables.

The communitarian project of simultaneously revitalizing families and commu-
nities has been criticized as backward-looking and unworkable, with the implication
that there is no place in modern societies for communities that are based on family
values (e.g., Calhoun, 1995: 228), but it is not only in the realms of communitarian
philosophy that the family–community connection has been pursued. Richards’s
(1990) study of the Melbourne, Australia suburb of Green Views found that people
were attracted there by its promise of ‘‘a family community’’ constructed around
nuclear families but with the potential for wider kinship support networks to be
maintained. The scope for suburbanization to allow the conscious reshaping of family
life has been taken further still in gated communities in which, as Aitken describes
them, ‘‘ ‘family orientation’ and ‘old-style’ community values’’ (1998: 130) are made
positive selling points. Aitken goes on to detail the numerous ways in which the
‘‘fantasies’’ of rich and rewarding family life promised by gated communities contrast
with the more mundane realities of privatized lifestyles in safe but socially truncated
environments. McKenzie argues that the ‘‘homogeneous communities’’ thus created
‘‘deprive people of social resources and thus stultify their lives; promote isolation and
conflict between residents of the community and the rest of society; stunt children’s
ability to relate to people unlike themselves; and leave residents frozen in their present
way of life’’ (1994: 189). Baumgartner’s (1988) description of suburbia as a social
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order in which orderliness is achieved only by the deliberate avoidance of social
relationships that might give rise to conflict suggests that it is not only in gated
communities that idealized visions of family and community life prove elusive.

There is nothing new about the identification of a discrepancy between people’s
idealization of local social life and the more prosaic realities. Vidich and Bensman’s
study of Springdale in upper New York State made much of ‘‘the contrast between
illusion and reality,’’ whereby local people’s beliefs that their town was characterized
by ‘‘friendliness, neighborliness and mutual aid’’ were ‘‘at odds with the institutional
realities of the community’’ (1968: 312, 320). Sennett cites this research as an example
of a more widespread phenomenon, the pursuit of ‘‘the myth of a purified commu-
nity’’ in which ‘‘people feel they belong to each other, and share together, because they
are the same’’ (1971: 39, emphasis in original). He argues that people idealize what
they have in common with other community members and deny their differences in
order to reinforce their shared sense of identity when it comes under threat. In the
process, the distinction with ‘‘outsiders,’’ between ‘‘us’’ and ‘‘them,’’ is heightened.
Elias and Scotson’s study of this process illustrates how local family networks can be
central to the reproduction of this pattern of community. Sensing that the arrival of
migrants from elsewhere in the British Isles threatened their position, the established
residents of the EnglishMidlands suburb ofWinston Parva drew on their membership
of families that had lived in the neighborhood for generations and expressed the belief
‘‘that they belonged there and that the place belonged to them’’ (1994 [1965]: 2). They
also promulgated the ‘‘fantasy’’ that the ‘‘old families’’ were morally superior to
the newcomers. Elias and Scotson account for their respondents’ ability to stigmatize
newcomers in terms of the dense local kinship network that they had and that
the newcomers lacked. This kinship network supported family members provided
that they conformed to the local cultural norms according towhich claims to superior-
ity were made. The newcomers acceded to the inferior position within local commu-
nity relationships assigned to them because they lacked the solidarity as a group that
would have been required to mount an effective challenge.

The situation described by Elias and Scotson is only one ofmany possible scenarios.
In-migrants do not necessarily have to accept the equation of high community status
with the ability to trace back family connections to a place over several generations.
This is shown by Newby’s (1980) account of middle-class ex-urbanites moving to the
English countryside and byWallman’s (1984) research in an ethnically diverse area of
inner London. Newcomers in such contexts are able to contest the association of
prestige with length of residence and family connections to an area by pointing to
other ways inwhich they contribute to community life, particularlywhere they form a
majority. ‘‘Established’’ residents may thereby find themselves marginalized and
retreat into a separate community (Crow, Allan, and Summers, 2001). That hierarch-
ies within communities are subject to change is also illustrated by patterns of social
evolution in new settlements. The planners of the mid-twentieth-century British New
Towns experiment attempted to build communities that would be socially balanced
and bring people from different social class backgrounds together. However, the types
of community relationships that have emerged have tended to be at variance from the
social engineers’ blueprints, not least because patterns of everyday interaction at the
local level have subverted the structures put in place to contain them (Crow andAllan,
1994: ch. 7). Finnegan’s study of one of theseNewTowns,MiltonKeynes, reveals that
informal networks of social relationships have emerged, but they have done so along
‘‘pathways’’ created by residents themselves, in defiance of the planners’ intention that
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people who shared the same space would develop a sense of belonging together.
Finnegan’s findings show the development of local music groups, to which people
were prepared to travel beyond their immediate neighborhoods. Individuals were
frequently introduced to these groups through kinship ties, giving rise to the comment
that ‘‘[t]he local brass bands seemed to be full of relatives’’ (1989: 54). There was an
orderliness to the social organization of these musical ‘‘communities,’’ but it was
something that the members themselves had created rather than being the expression
of successful social engineering.

Families matter to local community hierarchies in other ways besides their pos-
itions in relation to each other as families. Contained within the notion of a ‘‘family
community’’ is a set of ideas about gender relations, and in particular about the place
of women. The social order of Dempsey’s Smalltown (1990) is founded on gender
inequalities that make it A Man’s Town (1992). Local culture discourages women’s
employment by ‘‘making wifehood and motherhood so central that paid work can
only be considered if it is in the interests of husband and children’’ (1992: 5), and
obstacles to women taking jobs are particularly important in the reproduction of
gender inequality. The idea of women’s role as homemakers was also prominent in
the Melbourne suburban housing estate studied by Richards (1990), but here the
economic necessity for more than one income per household meant that there was a
much higher rate of women’s employment. One consequence of this was that it
allowed a more explicit recognition of the contradictions inherent in the ideal of the
‘‘family community’’ as the discrepancies between wives’ and husbands’ perceptions
were revealed: ‘‘Her dream of the home is very different from his, her idea of
community from his, there are different meanings for her and him of privacy,
security, the need for neighbours and their danger’’ (1990: ix). The growth of
women’s employment has been identified by some contemporary social theorists as
a key factor in the decline of ‘‘traditional’’ family and community arrangements.
Greater geographical mobility and globalization, the development of welfare-state
programs, the growth of a more individualistic culture, and the shift away from the
male breadwinner model of the family has meant, according to Beck, that ‘‘the
relationship between community and locality has been transformed’’ (1998: 36) in
an unsettling process of change that is irreversible. We prefer the alternative inter-
pretation of the findings produced by researchers like Richards (1990), that people
respond to the forces of change by regarding community as a potential source of
material and emotional security in an uncertain world, and thereby are led to pursue
involvement in community rather than to abandon it.

Social Change in Family and Community Life

Bulmer (1986) is among a number of authors who have argued that the solidarity of
community life in earlier generations had a forced quality, at least among the poorer
parts of the population. Poverty necessitated the development of arrangements
whereby material assistance from kin and neighbors could be drawn upon in times
of particular hardship. In his discussion of traditional British working-class commu-
nities, Bulmer argues that ‘‘self-help networks at the local level were a realistic
response to low incomes, economic adversity and unpredictable domestic crisis. In
the absence of state support for the relief in the home of illness, old age or unemploy-
ment, the ‘safety net’ for most families was the neighborhood itself.’’ Bulmer’s
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judgment is that such arrangements are ‘‘a thing of the past, rapidly being eliminated
by the forces of social change’’ (1986: 92), and that their disappearance is more of a
matter for celebration than mourning. The development of the welfare state and the
availability of more reliable and better-paid employment opportunities have brought
a corresponding reduction in the degree of dependence on others beyond the house-
hold, and it is against this background that the emergence of ‘‘privatized’’ families is
located. The ideal type of the privatized family was taken by Goldthorpe and his
colleagues (1969) to be geographically and socially mobile. The ability to move
away from wider kin networks was made possible by the availability of better-paid
work. The prospect of affluent lifestyles provided a stronger pull than staying near
kin, albeit that ‘‘[c]ouples had no doubt often approached the move with misgivings
about its effects on their social lives’’ (1969: 97), involving as it often did migration
over considerable distances. Other researchers suggested that people came to prefer
‘‘the mobile society’’ to ‘‘the cohesive society’’ on the grounds that the latter’s
stability and enduring character (that is, its traditions) also meant that it was
experienced as ‘‘the stagnant society’’ (Rosser and Harris, 1965: 299). The embryo
of Beck’s (1992) more recent thesis concerning the impact of individualization
on traditional community patterns and Giddens’s (1991) arguments about the
increasingly ‘‘disembedded’’ character of local activities can be detected in these
ideas.

Another economic force for change has been the restructuring of industries
around which occupational communities grew up. The restructuring of old, heavy
industries in the UK such as coal-mining, steel-making and shipbuilding was par-
ticularly significant in that it dramatically reduced employment levels in the areas in
which they were located. High levels of local unemployment appeared to make out-
migration the most economically rational option for many individuals, but the
actual numbers following this course turned out to be surprisingly small in Harris’s
(1987) study. He attributed this to the strength of the attachment to the area that the
redundant steelworkers exhibited as a result of their long residence and their
movement into the ranks of owner-occupiers, both of which militated against
moving away. A more prominent effect of economic restructuring found by Harris
and by others (Crow and Allan, 1994: ch. 3) was social polarization, the conse-
quence of which was to deepen divisions between different sections of the local
population and increase the reliance on local social networks of the more disadvan-
taged groups. Kin figured prominently in these networks, and Allatt and Yeandle
suggest that the priority given to family members is underpinned by the philosophy
that ‘‘in a poor labour market ‘you first look after your own’’’ (1992: 2). Although
rising living standards tend to loosen people’s ties to local neighborhoods through
the promotion of ‘‘mobility and choice,’’ certain groups (e.g., young mothers and
elderly people without their own transport) remain significantly dependent on local
social support, even in periods of general prosperity (Bulmer, 1986: 95, 99). Studies
of social polarization show that those in marginal labor-market positions have less
mobility and choice than their more affluent counterparts, and may as a result find
themselves leading lives that are ‘‘involuntarily home-centred’’ (Pahl and Wallace,
1985: 224), that is, forced into a rather different sort of privatized lifestyle. Such
polarization has a spatial as well as a social expression, with more and less prosper-
ous households being geographically separated (Byrne, 1999).

The unevenness of the effects of economic change on families and communities is
also a theme in the literature on globalization. The nature of life in ‘‘the global city’’
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(Eade, 1997) varies significantly according to the extent to which people have
choices over where they live. The options open to the cosmopolitan businessperson
whose work involves travel to and residence in various global cities and other parts
of the world are incomparably greater than those of the poor working-class tenant of
an inner-city estate (Fennell, 1997). In contrast to those people who actively choose
to live in the inner city because of the lifestyles that it allows to those with the
resources to engage in them, ‘‘[t]he ‘trapped’ are the people who stay behind . . .
because they cannot afford to move, or are otherwise bound to their present
location. . . .Many of them are old people living out their existence on small pen-
sions’’ (Gans, 1968: 100). Urban life has particular appeal to unmarried, childless
people whose interests do not lie in the development of deep and enduring relation-
ships with their neighbors; they are, as Gans describes them, ‘‘detached from
neighbourhood life’’ (1968: 101). This social environment is one that people tend
to leave in favor of the suburbs when they become parents. Gans’s (1967) investi-
gation of the process of suburbanization in his study of The Levittowners in New
Jersey, USA, supported the general argument that relocation tends not to have the
profoundly disruptive effect on people’s social networks that some of the more
pessimistic predictions of urban redevelopment had suggested.

One of the principal reasons why geographical mobility has not led to the
breakdown of wider kinship networks is that developments in transport and com-
munications allow the maintenance of contact. Wellman and colleagues found in
their study of the East York area of Toronto, Canada, that cars and telephones were
used to maintain active ties with kin, friends, co-workers and other members of
people’s ‘‘personal communities’’ in networks that extended well beyond their
immediate neighborhoods. They found that ‘‘the lives of most are confined to
home and cottage, neighbourhood, kin and work,’’ and the resultant networks
constituted ‘‘multiple, thinly connected circles’’ (Wellman, Carrington, and Hall,
1988: 175, 156) rather than a ‘‘community’’ in the traditional, locality-based sense.
Wellman’s more recent work on internet communities further illustrates the general
point that technology can be used to overcome spatial distance, and the claim is
made that ‘‘strong, intimate ties can be maintained online as well as face-to-face’’
(Wellman and Gulia, 1999: 181). Not all technological developments are interpreted
as having a benign influence on families’ links to wider kin and community. Putnam
has attributed ‘‘reduced contacts with relatives, friends and neighbours’’ at least in
part to the spread of ‘‘TVownership and usage’’ (2000: 234), to cite an example of a
study that is more skeptical of the view that networks of social support are readily
adaptable. On the whole, however, generational change is associated with the
emergence of new opportunities for community building.

Much of the debate about the capacity of families’ relationships with their wider
kin to survive geographical mobility hinges on the meaning that is attached to social
contact. Social contact over geographical distance is less likely to involve the provi-
sion of care than it is to include other elements of social support and interaction.
Finch and Mason found that ‘‘geographical distance is very commonly used to
explain the inability to provide support’’ (1993: 109), and although exceptions
were present among their respondents, the propensity to provide care decreased
with the distance to be traveled. The literature on care in the community supports
Mason’s remark that ‘‘[l]iving near enough to provide . . . help can mean being
expected always to be the first to help’’ (1999: 156), an expectation that applies
particularly to women who are commonly regarded as ‘‘natural’’ carers. The
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migration patterns that produce such outcomes are complex, and include older
people moving in order to be closer to their children and/or siblings (Wenger,
1984), and mothers of dependent children locating themselves within traveling
distance of their mothers (Ribbens, 1994). The role of children themselves in
facilitating community connections, whether by enabling adult family members to
meet other adults locally or by increasing the likelihood of in-migrant families being
accepted as ‘‘belonging,’’ is also worthy of attention (Maclean, 2003). Phillipson and
his colleagues’ finding that the majority of elderly people in their recent British study
lived in the same parish as at least one of their children allowed them to conclude
that ‘‘[k]inship remains . . . central in terms of the ties of our respondents’’ (1999:
245), although the three urban areas studied did exhibit important variations in the
detail of the patterns of contact. Local friends also figured in these older people’s
networks, as did neighbors, to a lesser extent.

The imagery of informal local community networks as ‘‘havens,’’ as refuges and
sources of support for people whose lives are otherwise dominated by large-scale,
impersonal forces is something that is frequently invoked (Castells, 1997: 64; Jan-
kowski, 1991: 193). Wellman and his colleagues report that most of their respond-
ents ‘‘value the pastoral ideal of community: they prefer to be members of densely
knit, local networks, filled with emotionally compatible persons exchanging a wide
range of aid’’ (1988: 172), even though their actual situations fall short of this ideal.
Part of the explanation of the appeal of local communities within which family
relationships figure prominently is their apparent ‘‘naturalness’’ and authenticity
(Bauman, 1990). Harris argues that shared place continues to be important in the
creation of people’s enduring personal relationships, even in an age of historically
high levels of geographical mobility. His reasoning is that ‘‘[w]hile distance need not
be a barrier to the maintenance of a relationship, it remains . . . a barrier to its
establishment, since establishment requires face-to-face interaction, and that in
turn requires proximity, i.e. location in the same place’’ (1990: 78, emphases in
original). Thus although the equation of places with particular types of social
relationships is untenable as a sociological proposition, the location within which
social encounters unfold continues to exert an important influence on how they
unfold. Macro-social forces do not eliminate the significance of where social rela-
tionships take place, and Robertson’s argument about ‘‘glocalization,’’ that is, about
how ‘‘globalization has involved the reconstruction . . . of ‘home’, ‘community’ and
‘locality’ ’’ (1995: 30), is one of a number of ways in which the unevenness of general
trends has been captured. It is particularly instructive from the point of view of the
argument that we are seeking to develop that Robertson refers to the reconstruction
rather than the dissolution of local communities.

Theoretical and Methodological Developments

Recognition of the complexity of the connections between local community and
family relationships has required the development of more sophisticated approaches
than those of community studies whose authors understood their work as an exercise
in description, or who attempted to interpret the phenomena under investigation in
terms of crudely deterministic theories. Elias and Scotson’s contribution to the field
took as its premise that ‘‘the nature of family ties and the structure of families cannot
be understood and explained as if families existed in a communal vacuum or as if the
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structure of families determined by itself that of the communities in which they lived’’
(1994 [1965]: 44). The revitalization of community studies through the adoption of
the more theoretically informed approach that Elias and Scotson called for necessi-
tated a number of things, including an acknowledgment of the great diversity of
family and community forms that exist, and an appreciation of the social, economic,
and political forces that are responsible for this diversity. The essentially dynamic
nature of family and community relationships and their creation and maintenance by
their members has also had to be taken on board. Among the many different ap-
proaches that have incorporated these ideas into research in this field, the work of oral
historians such as Roberts (1995) is particularly instructive for its demonstration of
the enduring nature of gender inequalities in family and community relationships and
of the interconnections between the two. The emphasis on the reproduction over time
of patterns of social inequality and exclusion can also be found in Dempsey’s Small-
town (1990), in which it is argued that the community context may temper pressure
for change.Where people live, work, and play alongside each other, ‘‘a sense of shared
identity and common fate are highly likely to take precedence over class-, age-, or
gender-based rivalries and serve to encourage the disadvantaged as well as the
advantaged . . . to remain’’ (1990: 4). The families and households within which
people live are in turn part of wider configurations of community that can exercise
powerful constraints on their range of options.

One new way in which attempts have been made to understand how families and
communities are linked together is through the related concepts of social capital
(Putnam, 2000) and local cultural capital (Warwick and Littlejohn, 1992). Family
ties are at the heart of local traditions of community participation and mutual aid
independent of the state, and the cause of the variation in the extent to which such
patterns are found in different locations is an issue of obvious political relevance.
Many of the contributors to this debate are critical of the assumption that the
promotion of social capital brings only benefits. In addition to the point noted
earlier about how social support may be experienced as constraining rather than
empowering, there are also concerns about enthusiasm for social capital on the part
of governments ‘‘seeking ways of transferring responsibility for both delivery and
financing of welfare to the market, family, community and individuals’’ (Taylor,
1995: 99). Two things are of particular note about Putnam’s account of social
capital. He argues that what he describes as ‘‘the erosion of traditional family
values’’ and the trend toward ‘‘civic disengagement’’ in recent decades (2000: 279)
are not causes of this decline in social capital, contrary to the arguments made by at
least some communitarians. The other point is that Putnam makes a distinction
between ‘‘bonding social capital’’ and ‘‘bridging social capital’’ (2000: 23), the
former tending to accentuate the exclusivity of different communities while the
latter opens up possibilities for this often problematic exclusivity to be circumvented
through the creation of links between communities. This approach offers a new
angle on an issue that has long been a matter of debate in social network analysis,
concerning the extension of connections beyond the boundaries of local commu-
nities. It also ties in with the greater emphasis on the fluid nature of family and
community relationships in an era of extensive mobility.

The conventional wisdom is that social relationships in families and local com-
munities are becoming ever more open as a result of increased mobility, but the
image of the weakening of boundaries is questionable. The rise of gated commu-
nities is significant here because their rationale is the very opposite of openness. The
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image of community as ‘‘fortress’’ (Davis, 1990: ch. 4) betrays what Aitken refers to
as ‘‘[a]spirations for territorial control and the establishment of real boundaries’’
(1998:167) that are rooted in mistrust of others. This development builds on older
ideas about space in neighborhoods being a resource that can be deployed ‘‘defen-
sively’’ (Amin and Graham, 1999), and it might be imagined that this theme would
also figure prominently in Beck’s (1992) account of living in what he terms ‘‘risk
society.’’ In fact, his argument is that the relationship between families and local
communities highlights how individualization undermines people’s attachments to
others, despite their attempts to avoid the shallowness of fully individualized life-
styles. Taken to its logical extreme, individualization would produce a society
composed of individuals ‘‘ ‘unhindered’ by a relationship, marriage or family’’ who
would also be freed of ties to particular localities as ‘‘community is dissolved in the
acid bath of competition’’ (Beck, 1992: 116, 94). The starkness of this prospect leads
to the recognition that ‘‘individualization also fosters a longing for the opposite
world of intimacy, security and closeness’’ (Beck-Gernsheim, 1998: 67) that bears
more than a passing resemblance to Tönnies’s (1955 [1887])Gemeinschaft, although
there is little optimism about the realization of such aspirations. Our own view is
that local community relationships and the family relationships that are an import-
ant part of their composition are proving themselves to be far more resilient than
Beck and like-minded theorists have predicted.

Conclusion

The anticipation of the declining relevance of local community context for under-
standing family relationships has a long history, but it is a perspective that is
constantly being confounded. The erosion of traditional community relationships
like those of poor working-class communities in an earlier industrial period should
not be equated with a general decline in the influence that local community contexts
have on family life. People are unquestionably more mobile than was the case for
previous generations, but migration strategies have the potential to re-create as well
as to break links with wider kin and with place, as they always have done (Crow and
Maclean, 2000). Furthermore, geographical distance is not necessarily a bar to the
maintenance of supportive family networks, although this is something that varies
with social class and access to the means of communication. It appears in addition to
have different implications for women and men, and also for children, although the
effect on children of movement away from local community networks has not been
researched as fully as it has for adults. The general conclusion to emerge from recent
research is that privatized families can never become wholly independent of their
local surroundings and that, in fact, families do not tend to seek such independence.
Rather, community in its local form continues to be positively valued by people.
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6
Generations, the Life Course,

and Family Change

J . Beth Mabry, Roseann Giarrusso,

and Vern L. Bengtson

The family as the focus for scholarly research, public policy, and social commentary
too often has been limited to the ‘‘nuclear’’ family of people immediately related by
blood and marriage (parents and their children). However, this isolated view neg-
lects intergenerational family ties as well as the recent demographic and historical
trends that have made multigenerational relationships increasingly important. Our
purpose in this chapter is to review evidence about intergenerational relationships in
technologically advanced and developing countries alike. This research supports the
hypothesis that intergenerational family relationships will be increasingly important
in the early twenty-first century, with families functioning as the basic institution of
social life and as the primary source of care, nurturance, and well-being for individ-
uals (Bengtson, 2001).

We begin this chapter with a description of the life-course theoretical perspective
and how it assists our understanding of the ways that macro-level societal conditions
shape contemporary family life. Then we discuss three sets of issues as they relate to
multigenerational families: (1) the historic, economic, demographic, and social
changes that occurred during the twentieth century to shape family lives; (2) the
consequences of these changes for solidarity and conflict in intergenerational fam-
ilies today; and (3) whether these changes have led to a decline in the importance of
families, as has been suggested by many social critics today, particularly with regard
to the care and support of older family members. We conclude by arguing
that, despite the significant historical changes in demography, economy, and family
structure that have occurred over the past century, the intergenerational family will
remain the principal source of support for elderly parents.
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Economic, Demographic, and Social Changes and

the Intergenerational Family

The life-course theoretical perspective

To understand reasons for the increasing importance of intergenerational relation-
ships requires the application of theory. The life-course theoretical perspective, with
its emphasis on multiple temporal and social contexts (Bengtson and Allen 1993;
Elder 1994; Hareven 2001), focuses on the historical and social circumstances in
which families are embedded. Examining families within these contexts suggests that
the nature of intergenerational families, their patterns of interaction, and the quality
of their relationships are closely linked to shifting economic, demographic, and
social conditions that have occurred over time.

Four concepts are central to the life course perspective (Elder 1994). First is the
linkage between individual development and historical times, which highlights both
the impact of social change on the options and constraints people confront, as well
as uniform change across age groups stemming from historical events and circum-
stances. Second, the timing of life events calls our attention to the incidence,
duration, and sequence of roles and their normative or ‘‘off-time’’ social timing –
which is not always in keeping with biological timing, as is the case with early or
delayed marriage and childbearing. The principle of linked lives points to the
importance of interactions in family and other relationships that link our lives and
trajectories to those of others. For instance, whether and when a person becomes a
grandparent depends upon the choices of an adult child, and those choices may be
influenced by larger social forces such as the economy. Finally, the concept of
individual agency suggests that the intentional choices individuals make from their
available options help to shape and direct the course of their lives.

Taken together, the concepts of the life-course perspective illuminate how histor-
ical and social forces impinge upon family roles and relationships over time. We
advocate the life-course perspective as a useful conceptual lens for viewing the
influence of historic, economic, and demographic change, as well as social change,
on families over time and particularly for intergenerational family relationships as
they evidence ‘‘drifting apart and coming together’’ across several decades.

The influence of economic change on intergenerational families

The sources of change in intergenerational families can be linked to processes of
modernization, as argued by Ogburn (1933) and Cowgill (1974). With moderniza-
tion, the economy makes the transition from an agricultural to an industrial base;
fertility declines and longevity increases, leading to an ‘‘aging’’ of the population;
and social values and practices change as the social structures are altered. The
technological process of industrialization, its economic and cultural cousin global-
ization, and the related social processes of modernization profoundly affected inter-
generational family relations; the effect of these transitions are apparent in many
societies around the world.

As a result of worldwide modernization the age structure of societies, and there-
fore intergenerational families, has grown older with fewer children and more
elders; work has shifted from being a family enterprise in the home to an altogether
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separate sphere that often requires younger generations to migrate from rural
homelands into urban areas to seek work; and the values that reinforced traditional
family roles and governed family relationships have changed to accommodate the
new needs of different generations. In many developing nations, industrialization is
more recent, and the transformation of family life began toward the second half of
the twentieth century and continues today. These changes may have altered the
family’s relationship to the economy, as well as social values concerning family
relationships (Bengtson and Putney, 2000).

The influence of demographic change on intergenerational families

One of the most profound alterations of the family has occurred at the demographic
level. Intergenerational family life depends on who is in the family – the family
structure. The structure of a person’s family might include parents, grandparents,
a spouse or partner, siblings, children, grandchildren, other extended kin, step-
relatives, and others. Family structures vary by gender, ethnicity, and social class.
For example, men typically have a spouse throughout their lives because of their
shorter life expectancy and their later average age at marriage compared with
women. And as life expectancy extends to nearly 80 years while fertility hovers at
or below replacement levels in the industrialized world (Eurostat, 2002), these
demographic trends have resulted in increasingly aging populations for nations
where older age groups (rather than children) become the fastest growing segment
of the population and the average age of the society has shifted from early adulthood
to midlife. These population-level patterns are replicated in the composition of
intergenerational families. The shape of the contemporary intergenerational family
looks more like a pillar, whereas it used to look more like a pyramid with many
young members at the bottom and fewer older members at the top. Today’s more
verticalized, or ‘‘beanpole’’ intergenerational family (Bengtson, Rosenthal, and
Burton, 1996) parallels the structure of an aging population resulting from declines
in fertility (fewer members of each generation in a family) and increases in life
expectancy (more generations are alive at the same time).

How fast are populations aging and families verticalizing? Consider for example
the UK, Germany, and Japan. At the end of the twentieth century each of these
countries had similar proportions of older people in their populations (about 16
percent), and the proportion of elderly in the US was only slightly smaller, at
13 percent. At the same time, developing nations like South Korea and China had
smaller proportions of elderly, just 7 percent over age 65 (US Population Reference
Bureau, 1999). Although the proportion of elderly in all nations is expected to
increase in coming decades, the rate of population aging may be more rapid in
Eastern nations than in Western nations because of more recent increases in longev-
ity (Bengtson and Putney, 2000). For example, Japan’s elderly population will
increase from 16 percent to over 27 percent by 2025. According to projections,
population aging around the world will stabilize only after the middle of the twenty-
first century (US Population Reference Bureau, 1999).

A notable exception to the global demographic transition to aging populations is
the case of sub-Saharan Africa. In many African nations, civil wars, famines, the
AIDS epidemic, and persistent poverty have decimated several generations. These
trends, coupled with comparatively high fertility rates (5.5 children per woman
compared to less than 2 children on average for European and North American
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women), suggest that many south and central African nations have relatively young
populations (UN Population Division, 1999).

The verticalization of families and longer years of shared lives for family members
suggest greater opportunities for both intergenerational solidarity and conflict (see
later parts of this chapter). But how is the verticalization of intergenerational
families related to horizontal family relationships, especially with regard to elder
care? Are elderly parents with only one child less likely to receive care than those
with more than one child? In the US, elderly parents of ‘‘only children’’ are less likely
than those with multiple children to receive assistance from a child (Kivett and
Atkinson, 1984). Yet the greatest proportion of sons and daughters involved as
primary caregivers to elderly parents are ‘‘only children’’ (Coward and Dwyer,
1990). Factors such as income, geographic proximity, and parental health are
more important in determining whether ‘‘only children,’’ compared to those with
siblings, care for their elderly parents (Kivett and Atkinson, 1984). In Thailand,
however, recent research suggests only a weak relationship between the number
of children and caregiving for elderly parents. The character of the individual
child is more important in the provision of care than is the number of children
(Knodel, Saengtienchai, and Obiero, 1995). These findings suggest that declines
in fertility in Third World countries will not necessarily result in declines in elder
care.

One way to determine how verticalization of intergenerational families is related
to horizontal family relationships is to use the technique of microsimulation (Laslett,
1988; Wolf, Soldo and Freedman, 1996). Microsimulation uses probabilistic
methods to model kinship structures over time based on assumptions regarding
behaviors such as marriage and childbearing. For example, using the observed
distribution of births by parity and mother’s age in Taiwan in 1985, researchers
(Tu et al., 1993) have projected that continued dependence on children for elder care
in the future will mean a large number of elders will have no source of support and
adult children will have to shoulder a large financial burden. However, not all
projections are negative. Although kin numbers are being reduced over time in
China as a result of the one-child policy, leaving fewer adult children to care for
their elderly parents, this trend is being offset by the increased longevity of elder kin
at horizontal levels, such as spouses and siblings (Yang, 1992).

In addition to longer years of shared lives for family members at horizontal levels,
another consequence of increased longevity is that grandparents can expect to see
their grandchildren grow into adulthood (Uhlenberg, 1996). Today it is more the
rule than the exception for grandparents to have at least one grandchild who has
reached adulthood. In a study of intergenerational family structures in seven
economically developed nations, Farkas and Hogan (1995) find that slightly
more than half the population age 65 and older have a grandchild who is at least
18 years old. This percentage is consistent with a 1990 study of intergenerational
relations conducted in the US, which shows that 56 percent of those 65 years of
age and older have at least one adult grandchild (Bengtson and Harootyan, 1994).
For children, then, it is now common to reach adulthood in families of three or
more generations. Fewer than half of the US adolescents living in 1900 had two
or more grandparents alive, but by 1976 that figure had grown to almost 90
percent (Uhlenberg, 1980). Still, we know relatively little about these increasingly
common adult intergenerational relationships because they were so rare until
recently.
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The influence of social change on intergenerational families

At the close of the twentieth century, changing social norms concerning family roles
and relationships resulted in dramatic shifts in singlehood, cohabitation, divorce, and
childlessness. Lifelong singlehood, which once was rare, is increasingly common
among more recent cohorts of adults. Nearly one in ten Europeans and one in twelve
Americans never marry. Today in the US more than one-quarter of married couples
lived together before marriage (Smith, 1999), and in some European nations cohabit-
ing is evenmore common andmay be a substitute for marriage (Rothenbacher, 1995).
A third of European marriages end in divorce (Rothenbacher, 1995), as do a similar
proportion of American marriages (Smith, 1999), fueling projections of divorce
among ever married people that reach 50 percent (Smith, 1999). An increasing
proportion of households include few or no children. At the same time, the age at
which children leave home is increasing, andmore adult children are returning to their
parents’ homes for a time (Goldscheider andGoldscheider, 1993), or remaining longer
(Schnailberg and Goldenberg, 1989). Thus, the structure and patterns of intergenera-
tional family relations across the life course are changing around the world.

The last half of the twentieth century produced a greater diversity in intergenera-
tional family structures and roles as well (Bengtson, Rosenthal and Burton, 1996).
These new intergenerational structures and roles include: (a) both large and small
age differences between generations, (b) non-marital childbearing, (c) an increase in
step-relations, (d) gay and lesbian families, (e) matriarchal families, (f) differential
acculturation of family generations, and (g) childlessness. Each of these structures
and roles is discussed below. This diversity reveals there is no single type of inter-
generational family.

AGE CONDENSED/GAPPED INTERGENERATIONAL PATTERNS

In a minority of intergenerational families, there has been an increase in age-
condensed intergenerational patterns resulting from ‘‘off-time’’ childbearing. Early
childbearing often occurs across multiple generations which can result in age differ-
ences of just 15–18 years between each of five or six generations. On the other hand,
age-gapped intergenerational patterns have also increased: delayed parenting creates
extensions in the length of time between generations. In European Union nations,
the average age at which women first give birth is now 29 (Eurostat, 2002). In the
US, delayed childbearing is most prevalent among well-educated, professional
women (Boyd and Treas, 1989), sometimes creating an age difference between
generations as wide as 35–40 years. With the development of the science of endo-
crinology and improvements in fertility treatments, this trend may grow.

NONMARITAL CHILDBEARING

Today, fewer people marry before having children. One third of children born in the
US and in many European nations are born to unmarried mothers (Smith, 1999).
While this does not necessarily mean fathers are absent from the lives of their
children, it may make family ties more fluid and more ambiguous. This suggests
that roles and responsibilities for family members across the life course, such as
childrearing and caregiving, may be less clearly defined and more dependent on the
nature and quality of individual relationships than on traditional family roles.
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STEP-PARENTING AND STEP-GRANDPARENTING

In the West, marriage remains popular, though it occurs increasingly later and is not
particularly stable. Divorce rates that climbed in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s have
stabilized, and most divorced people remarry (Bumpass, Sweet, and Martin, 1990).
Of these, one in five will divorce again; many will marry for a third time. This pattern
of serial marriage has important implications for intergenerational family life, includ-
ing (1) greater uncertainty in establishing long-term ties between parents and their
biological and stepchildren, and (2) the declining family role of divorced fathers who
tend to not get custody of their biological children andwho tend to remarry to become
stepfathers to another set of children (Furstenberg and Cherlin, 1991).

GAYAND LESBIAN FAMILIES

A growing literature documents alternative family forms in old age, such as gay and
lesbian couplehood. Though the implications of these family types for aging only
recently have begun to be investigated, it is clear that there will be a growing number
of acknowledged gay and lesbian households (Peplau, 1991; Kimmel, 1992). This is
likely due to increasing acceptance and recognition of these arrangements. The aging
of these partnerships – some with children and most without (Stacey and Biblarz,
2001) – will be a focus for understanding how nontraditional families cope with
intergenerational roles and aging members. However, some evidence suggests that
gay and lesbian individuals develop social networks which produce extended-
family-like structures, or ‘‘fictive kin,’’ that may be quite functional for providing
support and care in later life, whether or not traditional sources of family support
are available (Kimmel 1992).

MATRIARCHAL FAMILIES

Women-headed family patterns are increasingly common, particularly in light of
growing nonmarital childbearing. In some ethnic groups, older women are often
called on by their daughters and granddaughters to serve as surrogate parents for
their offspring (Burton, 1995). When older women share a household with their
daughters and grandchildren, they often assist with childrearing and help to relieve
the economic pressures of single parenthood, thereby placing these older women in
positions of power and responsibility.

ACCULTURATION OF IMMIGRANT FAMILIES

Migrating from traditional, familistic cultures to Western, more individualistic soci-
eties can profoundly influence intergenerational family life. Successivewaves of ethnic
groups arriving in the Europe and in the US over the last century often successfully
adapted to the norms of the dominant culture of their new countries. Newer immi-
grants to North America and Europe, many from Central and South (Latin) America,
theMiddle East, and Northern Africa, as well as Asia, are doing so, as well. However,
acculturation may potentially disrupt intergenerational relations in the immigrant
family byweakening the otherwise strong obligation that familymembers feel toward
each other (Silverstein and Chen, 1999; Giarrusso et al., 2001).
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In cohorts of immigrant families the process of acculturation typically intensifies
with time as succeeding generations are increasingly exposed to and influenced by the
mainstream culture. There are fears that when younger immigrants to Western coun-
tries achieve economic success, they are alsomore likely to adopt themore individual-
istic values of the mainstream culture that clash with the more traditional values of
older generations. Some evidence supports the hypothesis that the offspring of immi-
grants display weaker norms of familism than their immigrant parents who were
foreign-born, raising questions about the viability of family support for elderly family
members in a culture that traditionally values such support. Evidence also suggests that
the slow acquisition of the language of the new host nation may contribute to distress
among older immigrants by increasing their risk of isolation from community
members (Silverstein and Chen, 1999).

CHILDLESSNESS

The most truncated intergenerational family form consists of the childless. Fertility
in most European countries is below replacement level, suggesting that many adults
are choosing to remain childless (Eurostat, 2002). Although childlessness is less
common in the US, it is a growing trend there as well. Childlessness has special
implications for later life. Compared to the old-old (people age 85 and older) and the
middle-old (people age 75–84), the young-old (people age 65–74) tend to have lower
rates of childlessness because they are the parents of the baby-boomers. However,
due to changes in lifestyle choices (especially among women who have unpreced-
ented access to contraception, education, and career opportunities) in the future,
childlessness may increase among the elderly. Perhaps one in five American baby-
boomers will reach old age without children. Since childlessness is a risk factor for
institutionalization, people without children in this cohort will need to develop
alternative family ties or plan and arrange for paid care services, especially in
countries where the state does not provide for long-term care of chronic medical
conditions or cognitive impairments.

‘‘THE FAMILY?,’’ OR ‘‘TYPES OF FAMILIES?’’

As economic, historical, and social changes have profoundly altered the structure of
families, it has become increasingly more difficult to talk about ‘‘the family’’ as
though a singular form and monolithic patterns exist in the family institution. It now
makes sense to talk about ‘‘types of families.’’ What the changes and evidence
highlight is the rapidly increasing diversity of family forms. But how have these
changes affected family relationships over the life course and the ways that families
function in providing nurturance and support for their members?

Intergenerational Family Solidarity and

Conflict

The co-survival of generations

Today’s historically unprecedented situation of many individuals entering old age
with their own parents still alive means that people will spend more years in family
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roles and relationships than ever before. The phenomena of more generations alive
together is called the co-survival of generations.

What do we mean by generations? This term is employed frequently in both
common vernacular (especially in the media) and in scholarly writing. But the
meaning of the term may be unclear, especially if used interchangeably with cohorts.
Sociologists usually reserve the term generations to refer to microsocial relationships
in family lineages and kinship linkages. Cohorts are macrosocial categories based on
year of birth and refer to groups of people who experience the same historical events
and conditions at the same ages. Yet another term, historical generations, is some-
times used by social historians, such as Karl Mannheim, to denote age cohorts who,
typically during their youth, develop distinct self-definitions and become agents of
social change. The distinction between generations and cohorts is further blurred by
political debates in many Western nations about generational equity, concerns
regarding the distribution of resources and power in society among different age
groups (cohorts) to the detriment of another (Bengtson et al., 1991). We use
generations to refer to family relationships, and cohorts to refer to age groups in
discussing the implications of changing demographics.

By 2020, most middle-aged adults will have a surviving parent, compared to less
than one in five in the 1960s (Uhlenberg, 1996). Today, children and parents may
share 50 or more years of life. This means that adults will spend more years as an
adult child of an aging parent than as the parent of children under age 18 (Bengtson,
Rosenthal, and Burton, 1996). In addition, women now at age 70 are twice as likely
to have a husband alive than they would have 100 years ago. Grandparents typically
live to know their grandchildren as adults (Uhlenberg, 1996). So, although child-
rearing remains an important function and focus of families, an increasing propor-
tion of the life course centers on relations among adult family members.

This has led many family researchers to examine the consequences of the co-
survival of generations in terms of intergenerational family solidarity and conflict.
For example, is there greater potential for solidarity across generations because of
‘‘longer years of shared lives,’’ or is there an equal potential for having long-term
conflicted relationships? Research suggests that the answer is not clear-cut. At any
one time, intergenerational family relations typically reflect varying degrees of
solidarity, conflict, and ambivalence (Bengtson et al., 2000).

The solidarity model of intergenerational relations

Assessing the nature of intergenerational relationships to compare the strength of
relationships – over time, across groups, and in relation to life-course events and
transitions – requires a common set of dimensions and measures. The concept of
intergenerational solidarity has become a paradigm for assessing the multifaceted
aspects of family relationships over long periods of time and examining their
consequences for the well-being of family members (Bengtson and Schrader, 1982;
Silverstein and Bengtson, 1997).

Solidarity refers to the multiple dimensions of sentiment, interaction, and cohesion
in intergenerational relations between parents and children or grandparents and
grandchildren (Bengtson, Olander, and Haddad, 1976). The dimensions of solidarity
are: (1) affectual solidarity, the sentiments and emotional evaluations of a relationship
with a parent, child, or grandparent; (2) associational solidarity, the type and fre-
quency of interaction between two family members of different generations; (3)
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consensual solidarity, how closely the generations within a family agree on values,
opinions, and orientations; (4) functional solidarity, the exchange of material and
instrumental support and assistance between generations; (5) normative solidarity,
the shared expectations about intergenerational support and filial obligations; and (6)
structural solidarity, the opportunities the generations have for interaction based on
the number, gender, and geographic proximity of intergenerational family members.

A growing body of research suggests that intergenerational solidarity has positive
consequences for both younger and older generations. Positive memories of early
childhood relationships with their parents are associated with greater concern and
support for aging parents by adult children (Silverstein, Parrott, and Bengtson,
1995). Aging parents’ solidarity with adult children also enhances their well-being
and decreases their mortality risks (Silverstein and Bengtson, 1991; Wang, Silver-
stein, and Bengtson, 1999). In addition, rather than older individuals relying on
younger generations for support, the improved economic security among many of
today’s aging cohorts makes it possible for some older family members to assist
younger family members in need. These new intergenerational links may strengthen
older adults’ roles within the family while bolstering the economic welfare of
younger generation and family cohesion (Kohli, 1999).

Research using the multidimensional solidarity model indicates that, rather than
either being very cohesive or very distant, intergenerational family relationships vary
considerably on this dimension. Silverstein and Bengtson (1997) found five general
types of relationships between adult children and their parents in a nationally
representative sample of Americans: (1) tight-knit, where children engage with
parents on five dimensions of solidarity; (2) sociable, with interaction, proximity,
shared values and closeness, but no exchanges of help and support; (3) obligatory,
including frequent contact, proximity, and exchanges of assistance, but relations lack
closeness and shared values; (4) intimate but distant, characterized by closeness and
shared vales, but without proximity, frequent contact, or exchanges of assistance;
and (5) detached, as children and parents are not engaged on any dimension of
solidarity. In the US, more than half of all adult children have tight-knit or sociable
relationships with their parents. About one in five adults experiences an intimate but
distant or obligatory relationship with their parents. The detached type of relation-
ship is rare between adult children and mothers, but up to 25 percent of adult
children have detached relationships with fathers, usually due to the parents’ divorce.
Of course, family relationships differ tremendously and these categories do not
capture all the variations, but these classifications are helpful in developing typolo-
gies of the complexity and contradictions of family life.

Intergenerational family conflict

Disagreement, competition, and conflict can coexist with order, stability, and cooper-
ation within the family and between generations (Bengtson, Rosenthal, and Burton,
1996). Conflictmay emerge through a collision of individuals’ agendas and interests,
as a result of tactics or responses to the clash of interests, or because of one person’s
hostility toward others (Straus, 1979). Conflict is inherent in family relationships, and
intergenerational families typically embody elements of both solidarity and conflict,
rather than extremes representing either harmony and refuge or anger and abuse.

Research on intergenerational family conflict shows that adult children and their
parents tend to disagree on a variety of issues. Clarke et al. (1999) identified six
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general sources of intergenerational conflict between aging American parents and
their adult children: (1) differences in communication and interaction style; (2)
personal habits and lifestyles; (3) child rearing practices and values, (4) politics,
religion and ideology, (5) work orientations, and (6) household maintenance. These
findings suggest that conflict is an integral part of ongoing intergenerational rela-
tionships, and differences in values, preferences, and attitudes may create friction
between parents and adult children.

Intergenerational relationships involve solidarity and conflict, positive and nega-
tive feelings, tensions, and uncertainties. Some past research and popular portrayals
tend to characterize the family either as harmonious and idyllic or as dysfunctional
and abusive. Such extremes are inaccurate representations that ignore the complex-
ities of families both past and present. Additional concepts have been established to
capture the presence of both solidarity and conflict in intergenerational families;
these include ambivalence and ambiguity.

AMBIVALENCE

Family relationships typically involve both positive and negative sentiments – such as
affection and resentment – as well as conflicts between family roles, such as being the
mother of dependent children and the primary caregiver for aged parents. Luescher
and Pillemer (1998) proposed ‘‘ambivalence’’ as a new perspective in the study of
intergenerational relationships. Intergenerational ambivalence connotes contradic-
tions in relationships both at the psychological level, where people experience con-
tradictory feelings, motivations, and thoughts; and at the sociological level, where
social norms, roles, and statuses come into conflict in intergenerational family rela-
tions. For instance, in rapidly changing Asian cultures, the traditional norm of filial
piety is coming into conflict with opportunities and expectations for women to
participate in the workforce rather than be caregivers to their parents-in-law, creating
ambivalence about obligations to extended family members (Bengtson and Putney,
2000). Ambivalence stems from tensions between autonomy and dependence; con-
flicting norms and values about family, mutual dependency, and obligations; status
transitions and their inherent gains and losses; and ambiguous expectations accom-
panying changes in family structures and roles. However, because ambivalence has
proven difficult to operationalize and measure, research evidence in this area has as
yet been limited. As a result, little is known about the extent of ambivalence in
intergenerational relations, its causes and consequences, or how it differs from such
constructs as role conflict and dimensions of solidarity (Bengtson et al., 2002).

AMBIGUITY

Changes in intergenerational family structures and cultural norms surrounding family
life also contribute to greater ambiguity in intergenerational relations. ‘‘Ambiguity’’ is
reflected in undefined roles and uncertainty over expectations for relationships, such
as contemporary stepparent–stepchildren relations. Given the increasing structural
diversity of families today, new conceptual approaches to understanding intergenera-
tional relations are needed. Pauline Boss (1999) explores the boundary ambiguity
in intergenerational relations that also can occur when family members are physic-
ally present but psychologically absent (as in the case of family members with
severe Alzheimer’s disease), or when family members are physically absent but
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psychologically present (as in the case of some noncustodial divorced fathers living
apart from their minor age children). The growing body of evidence about ambiguity
and its consequences in families suggests that this will become a useful perspective in
understanding intergenerational relationships as they are affected by trends in non-
marital childbearing, divorce, cohabitation, and remarriage.

Parents and adult children

Despite persistent portrayals of the elderly as abandoned by their families, adult
children and their parents demonstrate considerable solidarity (Bengtson and Har-
ootyan, 1994). In addition, the parent–child tie appears to be increasingly important
with the growing number of years of life the two generations share – currently,
upwards of five decades. Parents and their adult children typically feel a great deal of
affection for each other (Lye, 1996).

However, parents of all ages express greater affection toward their children than
their children express toward them. This generational asymmetry in affection, called
the intergenerational stake phenomenon, was originally attributed to the need of the
younger generation to establish its independence and the need of the older gener-
ation for generational continuity and stability (Bengtson and Kuypers, 1971). The
persistence of this pattern across the life course suggests that it may have more to do
with asymmetrical patterns of intergenerational exchange: generations higher in
the intergenerational chain invest more in the relationship than those lower in the
intergenerational chain, leading parents to see the relationship in a more favorable
light than children (Giarrusso, Stallings, and Bengtson, 1995).

Parents and adult children are in contact frequently, in person or by telephone.
Mothers and daughters have more frequent contact than other parent–child pairs,
perhaps reflecting women’s traditional kin-keeping role. Widowed parents have
more contact with their children than married or divorced parents, and unmarried
children are in contact with their parents more often than married children. Euro-
pean and American parents and children usually do not share a household (Bengtson
and Putney, 2000), although after age 75 co-residence with children is not uncom-
mon among some minority ethnic groups in the US (Quadagno, 1999) and in many
southern European nations (Pampel, 1992).

Parents and adult children also exchange various types of assistance. Emotional
support is the type of help most frequently exchanged. However, when it comes to
other types of assistance, each generation tends to provide the other with different
kinds of help (Logan and Spitze, 1996). Parents are more likely to give their adult
children help with child care, financial assistance, and advice than they are to receive
such help. Adult children are more likely to give their parents instrumental assist-
ance with household chores, repairs, and personal care. Parents tend to receive more
help than they give after age 75, but until then they provide more help than they get
from their children. Expectations about caring for older family members, or norms
of filial responsibility, are another aspect of intergenerational solidarity. Although
aging parents in Western societies generally do not expect their adult children to take
care of them, most adult children today feel a high degree of filial responsibility
(Bengtson and Harootyan, 1994).

Changes in living arrangements typically accompany population aging and
changed family structures. The elderly in traditional, familistic societies are far
more likely to live with their children, while elders in the modern, individualistic
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societies more commonly live alone or with a spouse only (Bengtson and Putney,
2000). However, industrialization often produces migration from rural communities
to urban areas. For instance, although a traditional, familistic society, Korea has a
large proportion of young people who have moved into cities, leaving many aging
parents behind in rural areas. Co-residence is declining in Korea, China, and Japan
contributing to an increase in the number of elderly living with spouse only or alone
(Bengtson and Putney, 2000; Chen and Silverstein, 2000; Ujimoto, 1999). The
traditional residence patterns of the elderly in Eastern and Western nations are
different, but becoming more similar.

Household sizes have declined over the last several decades in Western nations,
and more elderly live alone. Longevity, widowhood and divorce, and non-marriage
among very elderly women contribute to the growth in the elderly living alone.
However, this trend is mostly due to the preference of older individuals to remain
independent and their ability to do so with the aid of public and private pensions
(McGarry and Schoeni, 1995).

Grandparents and grandchildren

The tie between grandparents and grandchildren appears to be meaningful to both
generations, representing family continuity and linking the past with the future.
Uhlenberg (1996) has pointed out that grandparent availability increased dramatic-
ally over the last century: only 24 percent of the 1900 birth cohort were born with all
four of their grandparents alive, as contrasted with 68 percent today. As a result,
grandparents represent a newly available resource for the family to rely upon in the
event of a crisis or ongoing strains (Bengtson, 2001).

The grandparent role may take several forms, depending in part on the age and
health of the grandparent, their geographic proximity to the grandchildren, and the
grandparents’ relationships with the grandchildren’s parents (Bengtson, 1985). The
solidarity model of intergenerational relationships also has been used to examine the
quality of grandparent–grandchild relations. Although both grandparents and adult
grandchildren report feeling close to one another, grandparents report a greater
degree of closeness than do adult grandchildren (Bengtson et al., 2000). And,
although affectual solidarity between grandparents and young grandchildren is
influenced by the middle generation (Cherlin and Furstenberg, 1986), adult grand-
children feel close to grandparents after they leave their parental house (Kennedy,
1992). Further, young adult grandchildren report that close relationships with
grandparents remain even when there is a divorce in the parental generation (Coo-
ney and Smith, 1996).

Similarity in beliefs and values, or consensual solidarity, between grandparents
and grandchildren is generally taken as evidence of successful socialization to the
social structure of adult life (Troll and Bengtson, 1979). Grandparents in particular
are considered as ‘‘wardens of culture’’ guarding against deculturation (Gutmann,
1975).

The grandparent–grandchild relationship is also influenced by structural solidar-
ity: not only a variety of demographic and personal characteristics, such as the
number of grandchildren in the family, the age, gender, and health of the grandpar-
ents (Bengtson, 1985), but also by how geographically close the grandparents are to
the grandchildren’s parents, and whether the grandchildren’s parents are divorced
(Cherlin and Furstenberg, 1986).
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Regarding associational solidarity, grandparents and grandchildren do stay in
regular contact (Kivett, 1985), at least when this is not impeded by the divorce of
the parents. Divorce has a particularly harsh effect on the relationship between
grandparents and grandchildren whose parents have not been given custody –
usually the father.

Scholarly interest in grandparenting has grown in recent years, prompted by
recognition of the valued role that grandparents, particularly grandmothers, play in
caring for their grandchildren. Such care ranges from babysitting, allowing both
parents to work, to being a full-time guardian for the grandchild when the parents
are no longer willing or able to fulfill their parenting duties. Most striking is the steep
increase in the percentage of American grandparents who are raising a grandchild. As
many as one in ten American grandparents may care for a grandchild for at least six
months at some time in their lives. While some of the extraordinary contribution by
grandparents is involuntary (due to dysfunctions in the middle generation, such as
drug addiction, unemployment, incarceration, and divorce), much of the supportive
activities represent the fulfillment of a fundamental family obligation felt by grand-
parents toward their children and grandchildren (Giarrusso et al., 2001).

There is general consensus in the field of sociology that family disruptions, most
significantly parental divorce, place many adolescents and young adults at risk of
psychological, social, and economic distress (Amato and Booth, 1997; Furstenberg
and Cherlin, 1991). Grandparents, especially grandmothers, can (and often do)
provide resources that may serve to offset, or buffer, the negative consequences of
divorce on their grandchildren. To the extent that single mothers and other
distressed parents experience strains from both family and work obligations
following divorce, the amount of time they have to spend with children will de-
crease. However, if grandparent involvement with children increases as parents’ time
with children declines, this may help to compensate for declines in parents’ time with
their children and may reduce the risk of negative outcomes for children in disrupted
families (Bengtson, 2001).

Much of the research on grandparents has tended to categorize styles of grand-
parenting into a set of distinct types. Although these studies use different sampling
frames, focus ondifferent aspects of the relationship, and consider different family life-
stages, they all point to substantial heterogeneity in theway that grandparent styles are
adopted. In the most seminal of these studies, Cherlin and Furstenberg (1986) classi-
fied relationship styles between grandparents and their adolescent grandchildren into
five types: (1) detached, (2) passive, (3) influential, (4) supportive, and (5) authorita-
tive. Interestingly, they found that no one type of style constituted a clearmajority. The
absence of amodal type of grandparent style implies substantial variability in theways
that grandparents enact their roles, and suggests that there are few universal
elements in this role. Indeed, there is evidence as well that grandparent roles have
become more diverse over historical time; however, they will be no less important.

The Debate about Families

Changing family roles in caregiving

The demographic changes which have led to the co-survival of generations have
implications for solidarity and conflict in intergenerational family relations over the
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life course. ‘‘Longer years of shared lives’’ may mean that adult children could spend
more years caring for elderly parents than they spend in raising their own children
(Bengtson, Rosenthal, and Burton, 1996). Will caregiving to older parents extend
into the later life of the adult child? If so, how will that affect the quality of life of the
elderly child in terms of retirement and financial planning? Will the empty-nest
phase of life fade into the caregiving phase? Will retirement, as we have recently
come to know it as a leisure-oriented time of life (Blaikie, 1999), become a time to
care for very old parents?

In developed and developing countries, it is argued, there are now four phases of
life: (1) childhood; (2) independence, responsibility, and earning; (3) retirement; and
(4) dependence and death (Laslett, 1987). The third phase of life, which Laslett has
termed the ‘‘Third Age,’’ should be a time when individuals realize life goals. That is,
retirement should not be a time of leisure but rather an time for older adults to be
actively pursuing second careers, volunteering for social causes, continuing their
education, and so on. Will caregiving responsibilities interfere with this Third Age
freedom, and consequently diminish the quality of intergenerational family rela-
tions? Might adult children abandon their care of elderly parents?

Is the family in decline?

In the West, population aging, delayed marriage and parenthood, divorce and
remarriage, childbearing outside of marriage, and same-sex relationships produce
an array of family forms and living arrangements. In the US, some social critics take
these changes as indications of the declining importance of the family and its failure
to perform its traditional functions of rearing children and caring for the elderly. In
regard to older individuals, many believe that elderly Americans are isolated or
abandoned by their families (Bengtson, Rosenthal and Burton, 1995). But other
scholars contend that the evidence suggests that contemporary families have not
declined in their importance or in valuing the roles and responsibilities that their
members play in each other’s lives. Although other social institutions, such as the
state and formal education, have supplanted some traditional family functions
typical in the early twentieth century, a growing body of research suggests that
intergenerational family members are not isolated from one another, but maintain
strong supportive bonds and provide emotional and instrumental support when
needed (Bengtson, 2001). This support does not depend on co-residence or even
residential proximity (Silverstein and Bengtson, 1997).

Much recent debate in family studies and family sociology has revolved around the
issue of whether or not families are in decline as a central institution in social life, and
thus the source of many societal ills such as the isolation of the elderly from their
families (Bengtson, 2001). Much of the family decline thesis stems from the theoret-
ical orientations deriving from the same stream of ideas that created disengagement
theory (Cummings and Henry, 1961), which proposed that it was necessary for older
people to be ‘‘left behind’’ for the younger generation of adults to achieve its greatest
success. This position was held by sociologist Talcott Parsons (1949), who viewed the
elderly as slowing economic progress because families were more adaptable and
mobile when they were smaller. Goode (1970) noted that economic development of
a nationwas usually associatedwith the nuclearization of family structure, the change
from households that were extended (that is, multiple adult generations and children)
to families that were nuclear (only parents and their dependent children).
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Most recently, the debate about family decline moved to moral and political terms
as neo-conservatives, especially in the US, have used the term ‘‘declining family
values’’ to capture what they see as the erosion of family life. They claim that the
family is no longer equipped to nurture its members and care for their old. Propon-
ents of the ‘‘family decline’’ hypothesis, such as conservative sociologist David
Popenoe (1993), emphasize the negative consequences of changing family structure
resulting from divorce and single-parenting for the well-being of dependent children
and older adults.

Is the family declining in importance? Is this a useful and productive avenue of
debate about the changes in contemporary family life? Proponents of the ‘‘family
decline’’ thesis maintain that social norms legitimating the pursuit of individual
over collective goals and the availability of alternative social groups for the satisfac-
tion of basic human needs have fatally weakened the family as a source of nurtur-
ance for young and old alike (Bengtson, 2001). Earlier social theorists such as
Ernest Burgess (1928) and William Ogburn (1933) noted that families in modern,
urban societies were more reliant on public institutions, such as schools, hospitals,
and transportation, to satisfy basic human needs. As a result, the family was
reduced to fulfilling just two functions: emotional intimacy and procreation
(Burgess, 1960).

With regard to the multigenerational family, decline proponents rely on several
trends to portray a shift away from kinship as an important social institution for the
aged. One focus is the residential independence of elderly parents from their adult
children as a sign that the family has lost its earlier function of serving the needs of
older, dependent members. According to the family decline thesis, the trend away
from intergenerational co-residence and the tendency of children to live at far
distances from their parents signal decline in the function of the family as a source
of support and security for elders. But research shows that most elderly individuals
remain in regular contact with their children, whether or not they live nearby (Lye,
1996).

A second social trend cited as eroding the family’s role in caring for its older
members is the increase in women’s paid employment. Dual-earner families, in
conjunction with expanded education and occupational opportunities for women,
substantially increased the labor-force participation of women. While much evi-
dence suggests that working mothers do no harm and may benefit children (Mena-
ghan and Parcel 1990; Perry-Jenkins, Repetti, and Crouter, 2000), women’s labor-
force participation may strain the capacity of the family to provide for older
generations, a stressor often added to existing child-caring responsibilities. The
small percentage of women who provide care for both younger dependent children
and older parents at the same time are known as ‘‘the sandwiched generation’’ of
those squeezed between two generations of dependent family members. This trend is
more common among professional women who tend to delay childbearing, and
therefore are the most likely to have school-age children in the household when their
parents are approaching an age that puts them at risk for physical impairments.

Some scholars also interpret the large geographic distances between adult gener-
ations in the family as evidence that the intergenerational family is in decline. The
demands of long-distance caregiving to older parents is a growing multigenerational
family issue in a geographically mobile society. With mobility increasing in develop-
ing nations, and members of younger generations leaving home for work in the
industrialized cities, older individuals may be left without family to provide care – an
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especially dire circumstance in developing countries where formal (paid) care ser-
vices to fill the gap are rare (Bengtson and Putney, 2000). Still, much research shows
that regardless of distance, older parents and their adult children have regular
contact and exchange social support (Lye, 1996). Further, in Western Europe and
the US, more than half of adult children live within a one-hour drive of their parents
(Kohli, 1999; Lawton, Silverstein, and Bengtson, 1994).

A third social trend that family decline proponents point to is a relative weakening
of attitudes regarding responsibility to family that serve as the basis for maintaining
strong intergenerational commitment. Some scholars have noted a slight decline in
the strength of filial obligation since the 1970s in both the more individualistic
Western societies and the more familistic and collective societies of the East (Bengt-
son and Putney, 2000). However, the sense of responsibility for the care of aged
family members remains strong (Rossi and Rossi, 1990).

Finally, increases in the use of group living quarters and formal care, particularly
long-term care services, are cited by some social critics as a sign that families have
abandoned their responsibility for the elderly. In the US, rates of institutionalization
of the elderly nearly doubled in the 30 years following the institution of limited
government funding for nursing-home care in 1974. However, today less than 5
percent of US elderly are institutionalized (Maddox, 2001), and families in industrial-
ized nations still provide more than 90 percent of needed care to the elderly (Rein and
Saltzman, 1995). Around the world, families still provide most of their elderly
members’ long-term care needs. It does not appear that government policies under-
mine family care, as some conservative scholars suggest. Instead, perhaps formal care
services and institutions fill existing needs of families who require alternative means
for providing chronic care to older members that they are unable to supply.

Resilience and adaptation in contemporary families

While the family decline debate has generated much heat, especially in the often
oversimplified terms of political discourse, it has shed little light. The more import-
ant issue is not whether families are changing, but how they are changing in the
context of profound economic, social, and technological shifts. By examining inter-
generational family life along a number of dimensions, it becomes clear that families
remain the central source of nurturance and support for young and old members
alike.

INTERGENERATIONAL CONTACT

Contemporary research documents that the extended family maintains cross-gener-
ational cohesion through modern communication and transportation technologies
that allow contact in spite of social forces that distance family members. Studies of
intergenerational family relations revealed that parents and adult children are not
isolated but frequently interact even when separated by large geographic distances
(Lye, 1996). One feature of the ‘‘modified-extended’’ family is the capacity to
respond to the needs of its members despite geographic distance. This is exemplified
in the ‘‘latent kin matrix’’ suggested by Riley and Riley (1993), with its emphasis on
contingent family relationships which remain latent when not needed for support,
and become quickly activated when required to provide help in a crisis involving a
family member.
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NORMS OF FAMILISM

The strength of obligation and positive regard across generations is little diminished
by geographic separation suggesting a pattern characterized as ‘‘intimacy-at-a-
distance’’ (Rosenmayer and Kockeis, 1963). American and European surveys show
that the strength of intergenerational responsibility for older parents, or norms of
filial obligation, appears to be quite strong even among adult children who live at
great distances from their aging parents (Silverstein et al., 1998; Kohli, 1999).

Norms of familism also govern the provision of care and support among family
members as a central tenet of many traditional cultures around the world. The
Confucian ethic of ‘‘filial piety’’ in Asian cultures requires respect and care for family
elders and helps to maintain family order by promoting interdependence, responsi-
bility, sacrifice, and harmony; and viewing oneself and others in relation to the family
(Bengtson and Putney, 2000). Familism and its emphasis on the collective contrasts
withWestern individualism and its emphasis on independence, self-reliance, and self-
fulfillment (Sung, 2000). Despite advancing industrialization, extended family pat-
terns in Japan, Korea, and China remain more traditional and familistic than most
Western industrialized societies (Kojima, 2000). Familism also is central to interge-
nerational relationships in Central and South America, where multigenerational
households are more common than in North America and Europe (Cherlin, 1999).

Still, norms of familism and filial piety are changing in many traditional societies
due to greater industrialization and urbanization (modernization) of these soci-
eties. In Korea and China, extensive migration patterns recently have made filial
piety through co-residence more difficult; older parents expect to rely on their
children less, and many now prefer to live separately from adult children (Yoon,
Eun, and Park, 2000). In some rapidly aging societies, policies that promote respect
for the elderly and preserve of traditional family care of the elderly reflect social
concern over changes in filial piety and the impending cost of caring for an aging
population (Bengtson and Putney, 2000; Sung, 2000). However, Chow (1999)
predicts that long-held values of filial piety will govern behavior in Chinese families
as long as the family remains the fundamental unit in society.

INTERGENERATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS AND ECONOMIC
WELL-BEING

The advent of pensions and state old-age support programs have endowed today’s
older cohorts with resources that make new exchanges between generations possible
(Kohli, 1999). Adults now reach old age with different levels of personal and family
resources than their parents and grandparents did. Economic solidarity between
generations is strong, with the net transfers going down the generational ladder,
from older to younger family members. Data from economically developed coun-
tries such as France and Germany (Kohli, 1999) and the US (McGarry and Schoeni
1995) demonstrate that the elderly have become net providers to, rather than
depending upon, younger generations.

HEALTH IMPROVEMENTS AND FAMILY SUPPORT

Recent studies indicate that health is improving among the elderly in many nations,
resulting in a compression of morbidity into fewer years, at the very end of life.
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Improvements in health habits and technological developments in health care have
produced the healthiest older population in human history. This raises the possibility
that, in the early twenty-first century, less family support for the aged will be
required as the result of improved health and wealth in subsequent cohorts of elderly
family members.

KINSHIP EXPANSION AND THE INCREASING IMPORTANCE OF
MULTIGENERATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS

Although nuclear families have been getting smaller in recent decades, Bengtson
(2001) has proposed the hypothesis that in the twenty-first century multigenera-
tional relationships will become increasingly important for the well-being of family
members, for both younger and older generations. Testing the validity of this
hypothesis will, of course, require data collected over the next several decades.
The basis for the hypothesis is the increase in ‘‘shared lives’’ or co-survival of
generations over time, such that (1) the increase in the number of generations alive
at the same time potentially increases the amount of time generations will have to
interact and exchange with others. In addition, (2) trends in divorce and remarriage
will increase the sheer number of kin who feel a sense of responsibility to provide
support for those identified as ‘‘family members.’’ Consequently, (3) family relation-
ships and the sense of responsibility to and rewards from them will increasingly
depend on social, not biological, definitions of ‘‘family ties.’’

Conclusion

Providing care and support to the elderly is a common concern for multigenerational
families in nations around the world. Where government funding traditionally has
provided high levels of support to elders, such as in the Scandinavian countries,
today’s aging populations are making it increasingly difficult to fund generous state
welfare benefits (Pampel, 1998). In countries where elders traditionally have relied
almost exclusively on their families to meet their financial and personal care needs,
factors such as migration, geographic mobility, and more individualistic values mean
that older people may not be able to depend solely on their families for their care.
Nonetheless, around the world, families still provide most of the support that is
required by their elders.

Thus, while the structure and interactions of intergenerational families have
changed significantly in the last century, they remain important to their members,
both young and old, and to society. Families continue to serve as the principal site of
socialization and rearing of children and of support and care for the aged. The
intergenerational family provides individuals with a sense of security, continuity, and
identity. Social change greatly affected family life across the twentieth century. Yet
the intergenerational family, in its increasingly diverse forms, appears to be a
remarkably adaptive social institution that will remain crucial to the well-being of
individuals and societies in the twenty-first century.
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7
Children’s Families

Jacqueline Scott

The focus of this chapter is on children’s families in the context of rapid social change.
In the literature, terms like ‘‘modern childhood’’ and ‘‘children of postmodernity’’ are
used. The societal changes that have altered the shape of adult lives – secularization,
urbanization, industrialization, individualization, and the like – also affect the lives of
children. For children, many of the effects of social changes are played out in the
context of family life. Families themselves have, as this volume shows, changed
markedly in the modern era. The greater diversity of families associated with the
increases in childbirth outside of marriage and the high rates of divorce are well
known. Changes in maternal work patterns and the changing work–family balance
havehad consequences for the cultureof care, inwhich childrenareboth recipients and
providers. Falling birthrates have resulted in smaller families with fewer siblings.
Increased longevity has changed intergenerational relations in ways that are little
short of revolutionary. All these changes to the structure of family life have important
implications forwhat, from the child’s point of view, is his or her ownparticular family.

We all tend to take our families for granted while, at the same time, regarding
them as unique. When we fall in love, have kids, get divorced, we are bowled over by
experiences that are intensely personal. Yet, as sociologists, we are all too aware of
how even something as private as having a baby is a highly structured experience.
The declining rate of childbirth in Europe, in one sense, is the sum of many individ-
ual choices. However, those choices are made in the context of socioeconomic
opportunities and constraints which have led to the postponement and reduction
of childbirth. Similarly, children’s lives are structured in ways that reflect socio-
economic events and changes. Many of these changes are mediated through families
because children’s lives are codependent on parents and other family members. Yet
children’s own preferences and actions are also crucial. The study of children’s
families involves understanding the structure of childhood, the experiences and
agency of children, and the dynamic processes that are associated with children’s
unfolding lives across time and place.

The Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Families 
Edited by Jacqueline Scott, Judith Treas, Martin Richards 

Copyright © 2004 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd



It is now taken as a given that ‘‘childhood’’ is a social construction. In 1960, the
now classic book by Philippe Ariès, Centuries of Childhood, set the tone for the new
sociological interest in children and childhood. The questions he addressed revolved
around the origin of modern ideas about the family and about childhood. Ariès
argued that before the seventeenth century a child was regarded as a small and
inadequate adult; the concept of ‘‘the childish’’ as something distinct from adults is a
creation of the modern world. The change involved far-reaching implications for the
family, for education and for children themselves. ‘‘The concept of the family. . . is
inseparable from the concept of childhood. The interest taken in childhood . . .
is only one form, one particular expression of this more general concept – that of
family’’ (1962 [1960]: 353). Ariès’s work has had many critics but, for our purposes,
it does not matter whether his historical interpretation is right or wrong. What Ariès
succeeded in, beyond doubt, was demonstrating that childhood and family are social
constructs that are rooted in time and place.

In nineteenth-century America, the increasing differentiation between economic
production and the home transformed the basis of family cohesion. According to
Zelizer (1985), between the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century there
emerged the ‘‘economically worthless’’ but ‘‘emotionally priceless’’ child. Children
are expensive and contribute relatively little to the household income or even to
household chores. From the hard-nosed perspective of rational choice: ‘‘As soon as
men and women . . . acquire the habit of weighing the individual advantages and
disadvantages of any prospective course of action, they cannot fail to become
aware of the heavy personal sacrifices that family ties and especially parenthood
entails under modern conditions’’ (Schumpeter, 1988 [1942]: 501–2). The below-
replacement population levels of fertility in many Western societies suggest that the
wish for parenthood may indeed erode further under the pressures of competing
opportunities for men and women.

However, the relationship between price and value is far from straightforward as
Zelizer shows. There is a curious paradox in that the market price of an economic-
ally useless child far exceeds the money value of a nineteenth-century ‘‘useful’’ child.
The very notion of a market price is an uncomfortable one when applied to children.
But people pay huge sums for black-market babies. And childless women (and their
partners) expend enormous amounts of money, time, and suffering in new fertility
treatments to assuage their mounting ‘‘baby hunger’’ as the biological clock ticks by
(Hewlitt, 2002). The value of children is not something that can be inferred, simply,
from economic and demographic trends. If the value of children is hard to assess, so
is any assessment of their instrumental worth.

Zelizer expressed great frustration at the limited knowledge about children. She
writes:

The information is amazingly limited, we simply don’t know much about what children
do. Feminist research on the relationship between women’s housework andmarket work
deals primarily with gender inequality within the family and the lack of public childcare
facilities. Children remain spectators of an adult struggle, seldom considered as possible
contributors to a solution. While there has been much concern to liberate boys and girls
from traditional sex stereotypes, age stereotypes have seldom been examined. The
limited available evidence suggests, however, that children of working mothers follow
their father’s reluctant footsteps into productive domesticity, increasing only slightly or
not at all their participation in household chores. (1985: 225)
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Zelizer was not the only one to note the surprising absence of knowledge about
children in sociological research. In the 1980s a variety of authors began to bemoan
the lack of research on children. Ambert (1986), for example, identified a near-
absence of children in North American sociological research, and argued that this
reflected the continuing influence of founding theorists whose preoccupations were
shaped by the patriarchal values of the societies in which they lived (and hence paid
little attention to children), and the nature of rewards in a discipline which favors
research on ‘‘big issues’’ such as class, bureaucracies, or the political system. Feminist
work challenging such patriarchal preconceptions was well under way when Thorne
(1987) raised the question ‘‘Where are the children?’’ The notion that children or
childhood should be accorded the same conceptual autonomy as other groups in
society was novel. As Qvortrup notes: ‘‘Children are ‘human beings’, not only
‘human becomings’, they have not only needs, a fact which is recognized, they
also have interests, that may or may not be compatible with the interests of other
social groups or categories’’ (1994: 4).

Every parent knows that children are willful human beings who, from a very early
age, play an active role in shaping their family environment. However, this view of the
active child was not acknowledged by Durkheim, one of the founding fathers of
sociology. In 1911, Durkheim wrote: ‘‘[Childhood is] a period of growth, that is to
say, the period in which the individual, in both the physical and moral sense, does not
yet exist, the period in which he is made, develops and is formed’’ (1979 [1911]: 150).
This is quite a contrast to the way children are characterized in a text written 80 years
later: ‘‘Children can be viewed as fully social beings, capable of acting in the social
world and of creating and sustaining their own culture. . . . If we see children as
actors . . . we can ask how their actions, constrain, facilitate and encourage and in a
myriad of ways have implications for others, adults in particular’’ (Waksler, 1991).
This amounts to nothing less than a transformation in sociological thinking about
children and family life (Smart, Neale, and Wade, 2001). A similar transformation
was seen with the rapid growth of a sociologically informed psychology of social
development of children in the late 1960s and 1970s (Richards, 1974).

The emergence of new sociological thinking about childhood and children has
gone hand in hand with new political and policy concerns about children’s rights and
well-being. Policy interests inevitably help shape research agendas – if only because
the public purse is an important funder of social research. There are several major
inter-related public concerns about children and families, at national and inter-
national levels (Brannen, 1999). The first theme relates to concerns about the
‘‘break-up’’ of the family life, parental responsibilities when marriage and childbirth
are separated, and how children fare in the face of marital instability and family
change. A second theme relates to concerns about growing levels of child poverty
and its consequences. Other concerns involve children’s rights and how they should
be translated in law and practice; changing ‘‘work–life balance’’ that has put a time
squeeze on families and has led to increasing pressures on family care; and demo-
graphic shifts that have changed the balance of generations and the ratio of children
to elderly, with all that entails for the future of welfare.

These areas of policy concern are all bound up with the changing context of
children’s family lives. Childhood experience is inextricably linked to changes in the
lives of women and the shifting boundaries of the public and private spheres. In the
early twentieth century, the creation of a ‘‘family wage’’ cemented the notion of
women and children as dependents. The traditional gender division of labor was
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taken as a given. ‘‘Family’’ meant a male breadwinner and a female carer who would
look after the household needs and be responsible for the care of the children.

How times have changed. As Jensen (1994) argues, the shift to a ‘‘feminisation of
childhood’’ has had dramatic consequences. The claim is that, as children have
become increasingly economically useless, the incentive for men tomarry and legalize
their claim to children has been eroded. Whether the causal attribution that this
implies is justified or not, the feminization of childhood is indisputable. There is a
worldwide increase in the number of children living with single mothers. Single-
mother families are disproportionately represented in lower-income households.
The ‘‘feminisation of poverty’’ (Garfinkel and McLanahan, 1985) is therefore some-
thing of a misnomer. The women who are overrepresented among the poor are
women with children. Feminization and pauperization of childhood go hand in hand.

Another change is the increasing diversity among children’s families. In the US, as
we enter the twenty-first century, even for the white middle class, family structure
has become quite diverse. Not only is Mom more likely to be employed outside the
home, but among married couples, dual-earner couples are now the modal family
type. Families with same-sex parents have become more visible. One in three
children born in the late 1990s have mothers who were not married at the time of
their birth (US Bureau of the Census, 1998). While the majority of children currently
live with married parents (including stepparents), divorce and single parenthood
have changed the family experiences of many children. Children also experience
family diversity from a very different vantage point from that of their parents.

In this chapter, we review some of the findings of the new sociological approach to
children, that takes the viewpoint of the child. We also examine studies that use the
life-course perspective to investigate how children’s experiences are shaped by histor-
ical time and place and how childhood experience, in turn, shapes their various
pathways through to adult life. One of the central arguments that we make is that
the two perspectives are both needed. It is not a case of either approaching children as
‘‘beings’’ or approaching children as ‘‘becoming.’’ It must be both.

In the next section we examine the new sociological perspective which views
children as social actors. We show how social constructions of childhood have helped
render aspects of children’s activities invisible. One example concerns the ‘‘time-bind
syndrome’’ (Hochschild, 1997), where the long work-hours culture changes chil-
dren’s experiences of family time and family care. Another example which, in some
instances, may be a consequence of the time bind is ‘‘children’s work.’’ In the indus-
trial West, the domestic work and informal labor of children has been ignored
because work has been defined as ‘‘paid work.’’ The subsequent section explores the
implications of childhood as a ‘‘social category’’. Following Qvortrup (1990), we
show why it is so important to make children visible, rather than being subsumed as
part of the family or household, as is often the case. We examine what is known and
what is lacking in current knowledge about the social economic conditions of ‘‘child-
hood’’ in general and children’s families in particular. This ‘‘structural’’ approach to
childhood is illustrated by reference to both family structure and child poverty, in the
UK and the US.

The final section reviews what the life-course perspective has revealed about
children and families in time and place. The life-course perspective is concerned
with the way societal change impinges on individual lives. It also offers a dynamic
view of how the codependencies of children and family members are changing in a
rapidly changing world. In the conclusion we suggest that the sociological under-
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standing of children and families has made rapid progress in the past few decades,
but there are some glaring deficiencies in our knowledge. These reflect not only
conceptual limitations in our understanding of children’s families, but also ongoing
divisions of methodologies. In addition, we suggest that research on children’s
families is hindered by the ideological baggage associated with ‘‘ideals’’ of childhood
and family and value judgments concerning ‘‘family change’’ and ‘‘family decline.’’

Children as Social Actors

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989)
has had a wide-ranging impact on the way children are treated by the state, and their
entitlement to representation in the judicial and administrative procedures that
affect their lives. This includes their family relationships in the wake of divorce.
The interest in children’s rights has provided a receptive climate for social research
that considers children the central focus. The emerging new sociological perspective
on children takes seriously the notion that childhood and children’s social relation-
ships and cultures are worthy of study in their own right, and not just in respect to
their social construction by adults. This new paradigm asserts that children should
be seen as actively involved in the construction of their own social lives, the lives of
those around them and the societies in which they live.

There has been a wealth of research in the last decade that belongs to this
emerging paradigm. Strangely, there was some initial reluctance to study children
in the context of family lives. For example, James and Prout (1996) recount how
researchers working toward establishing the independent intellectual integrity of
a sociology of childhood have wanted to wrestle the study of children out of
the familial context of socialization, where it was traditionally located. This was
because while children were seen within family sociology under headings such as
child-rearing and other adult-centric activities, children were certainly not heard.
Just as women had to be liberated from their families (conceptually speaking) in
order to be seen and heard, this same consideration applied to children (Oakley,
1994). But the position that studying children in their family settings is inappropri-
ate was clearly untenable. Families are the key context in which children’s identities
are formed. Moreover, changes that affect the life-world of parents, such as the long
work-hours culture, have far-reaching implications for the experience of the child.

Children’s take on the time bind

How do children view the complex ‘‘culture of care’’ that is necessitated when parents
work long hours? Even when only four years old, children can learn a great deal
through eavesdropping on parental conversations. Hothschild (2001) points to how
two children have very different ‘‘takes’’ on their care situations. One child clearly
resented the parents’ absence andwas angry and difficult at dinnertime, whichmade it
all the harder for the parents to come home (the time-bind syndrome). The other child
didn’t seem to feel any resentment, had ceased to look to the parents as exclusive
caregivers, and made it less hard for the parents to reenter family life.

What explains the difference? Hothschild suggests that children are themselves
sophisticated observers of their social worlds. They pick up on what their parents
never say to them directly. From overheard conversations, they learn about the
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‘‘problems’’ parents experience in finding care, the conflicts that result from different
expectations of care, and whether the carers are doing the work for love, for money,
or both. Children know the difference between care by Granny and the paid care
worker. They know, in other words, if the care culture is one that draws on an
integrated community of neighbors and kin who are involved in the child’s life, or
whether it draws on a market economy, where carers are ‘‘good with children,’’ but
in relation to any child. The former, Hothschild suggests, is getting rarer, but may
work better from the child’s point of view.

There is an ongoing and highly charged debate about the consequences of maternal
employment for children. Recent studies have claimed that there has been surprising
continuity in the amount of time children spend with their mothers, despite the
dramatic changes in mothers’ labor-market commitment (Bianchi, 2000). Yet,
although mothers may be quite successful at juggling time to ensure that children’s
well-being is not adversely affected, children from a very young age are exposed to
diverse forms of care that may be more or less beneficial, in terms of child outcomes.

The point is worth reiterating that what is ‘‘good care’’ from the adult perspective
may not appear the same to the eyes of a child. Children’s interests, mother’s
interests, and societal interests do not necessarily coincide. The change in maternal
labor-force participation and the long work-hours culture is one example of the
relation between social change and family life. Since family is not a monolith, it is
necessary to differentiate between the different family members, whose acceptance,
responses, and contributions to change will vary. Children’s perspectives and contri-
butions to family life are beginning to be taken seriously, but the long tradition of
pervasive adultcentric bias in sociology means that there is a long way to go.

Children’s work

Childhood research has traditionally been located in sociology of family. By con-
trast, studies of ‘‘work’’ and children, until quite recently, focused almost exclusively
on the impact of children on the labor-force participation of adults, mothers in
particular. Of course, many children do work – in formal part-time employment, in
casual informal work, in their family businesses, and in domestic labor. Yet chil-
dren’s labor outside of school in contemporary Western societies has been rendered
relatively invisible by conceptions of children as dependent and nonproductive
(Morrow, 1996). On both sides of the Atlantic there is mounting evidence that
children do contribute to household labor in the form of routine daily tasks and
child-care. The characterization of children as ‘‘priceless but useless’’ may understate
their continuing contributions to the domestic economy, the division of labor, and
family care. It may be the case that, because of exposure to family disruption
and family diversity, children perform more emotional labor – for instance, in
supportive roles such as parental confidante – at quite young ages. Certainly, the
children of immigrants are often called on, in both routine and emergency situations,
to act as ‘‘language brokers,’’ on their parents’ behalf.

In the US, nearly all adolescents do paid work at some point during high school
and, perhaps for that reason, there has been a longer tradition of US research on
adolescents’ work than in the UK. An interesting study that contrasts the family and
work relations of youth in a rural and urban community found that young people in
rural communities are more likely than their urban counterparts to suggest that
parents construe their work as ‘‘adultlike’’ (Shanahan et al., 1996). The researchers
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suggest that the rural–urban difference is because urban work opportunities are
highly variable, whereas much of the available work in the rural community is
integral to the shared agricultural way of life. These findings echo a study of the
involvement of Norwegian children in the fishing industry, where children worked
alongside adults in baiting fishing lines (Solberg, 1994). Children’s temporary pos-
ition as workers meant that restrictions associated with the status of ‘‘child’’ were
frequently overridden.

Similarly, in a study of ‘‘homestaying’’ children in Norway (children who spend a
good deal of time at home, unsupervised, while parents are at work), Solberg (1990)
notes how by ‘‘looking after themselves’’ and by contributing to ‘‘homecare,’’ chil-
dren are able to negotiate an enhanced ‘‘social age.’’ Solberg puts a positive spin on
children spending more time by themselves, suggesting that children can benefit
from parental acknowledgment of their autonomy. Hochschild, in her study of the
time bind of work and family in corporate America, sees ‘‘home-alone’’ children in a
less positive light. She suggests that rationalizing parental absence in the name of
children’s ‘‘independence’’ is yet another twist on the varied ways of evading the
‘‘time bind’’. Children, in this instance, are being asked in essence to ‘‘save time’’ by
growing up fast (Hochschild, 1997: 229).

The child-focused research, described in this section looks at children as ‘‘beings-
in the present.’’ Viewing children as prospective adults – the workers, parents,
citizens, or dropouts of the future – can inadvertently diminish the importance of
children as children. Yet, rejecting ‘‘developmental’’ perspectives on childhood
makes no sense, given that children’s actions, family life, and the social and eco-
nomic processes which are integral to family structure and change unfold over time.
This is why the study of children’s families also requires a life-course approach.
Before examining the insights that can be gained from adopting a life-course per-
spective, we first consider what it means to examine childhood as a social category
and why an understanding of children’s families is not the same as the study of
families with children.

The Social Structure of Childhood

There is a case for arguing that childhood is a structural concept that is a permanent
form, even if its members change continuously, and even if it varies considerably
across historical time and place. This assumption is necessary for a comparative
framework that examines conditions of childhood (e.g., poverty rates of ‘‘dependent
children’’) across different societies, across different groups within societies, and
across time. In this section, we examine how childhood has been affected by the
revolutionary demographic shifts in family life in the West, in the latter part of the
twentieth century, using examples from the US and the UK. One of the consequences
of these changes is the increase in single-parent families, the vast majority being
headed by women, and the related increase in child poverty.

Children’s family structures

Changes in demographic behavior have been so dramatic that they have been termed
by some the ‘‘second demographic transition’’ (Lesthaeghe, 1995). This term con-
trasts the changes that have occurred since 1960 with those in the first half of the
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century. Underlying the more recent demographic shifts is an increased value placed
on individual autonomy and the associated shifts in ideas concerning gender equal-
ity. These changes have been the subject of heated debate, with traditionalists
believing that the family is collapsing, while modernists welcome the new opportun-
ities for women and the wider choices for both sexes. However, among both camps,
there are those who suggest that the greater choice for parents and equality gains for
women may be at the expense of their children (Clarke, 1996). Whatever the truth in
the judgments about the relative benefits for adults and children, these changes are
unlikely to be reversed.

Patterns of family formation and dissolution have become markedly more fre-
quent, less strictly patterned, and more complex since the 1960s. But, to a great
extent, it is adults not children, who trigger these family changes. The evidence is
beginning to be assembled on the relative (in)stability of different household forms,
the frequency of household compositional change, and the amount of time, contact,
and resources that flow between different family members, as they form, leave, and
reform household groups (see Pryor and Trinder, chapter 19, this volume). But what
has happened to the children?

Most data are analyzed and collected in relation to adult circumstances and are
not focused on children. It is hard to get information from the official publications of
the UK Office of National Statistics (ONS), for example, on children of different
ages with working mothers. The information is, normally, the other way around,
with the focus being on mother’s employment status, by age of youngest child.
Similarly, family-level statistics are rarely expressed in terms that take the child as
the unit of analysis. For example, we may be told how many families have one, two,
three, or more dependent children; but this does not tell us how many children have
none, one, two, or more siblings. The percentage of dependent children having no
siblings is usually far less than the percentage of families with only one child.

What difference does it make that the unit of observation is family and not child?
Qvortrup (1990) is surely right when he claims that the obscuration of children in
family or household statistics contributes to children’s marginalization. Any recent
textbook on sociology of families will contain numerous entries to the lone-parent
family. Yet few have entries on the one- or two-child family. The adult-centric bias
of family texts is striking. Children are often portrayed in terms of their conse-
quences for parental earnings, time, satisfaction, etc. When siblings do figure, it is
more from the perspective of parental resource allocation than from the perspective
of children’s family experience. Yet, as psychologists have shown, children can have
very different experiences within the same family. Children notice and respond to
differences in the way they are treated relative to their siblings. It has even been
suggested that differential treatment by parents is more influential for children’s
development than the common characteristics of the family environment (Dunn and
Plomin, 1990). Yet despite the glaring holes in what we know about children’s
family composition and experiences within families, statistical access is improving
in both the UK and the US.

In the UK, there has been a marked decrease in the proportion of children under 16
living with both natural parents who are married to each other (from 83 percent of
all children in 1979, to only 68 percent in 1991). In the same period, the proportion
of children living with lone mothers doubled from 9 to 17 percent and those living
with mother and ‘‘stepfather’’ from 5 to 10 percent (Clarke, 1996). There has been
little change in the last decade and, in 2001, 18 percent of children lived in lone-
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parent households (UK Office of National Statistics (ONS), 2002b). Twelve percent
of children were from a minority ethnic group in 2001–2, of which 6 percent were
Asian or Asian British and 3 percent black (UK Office of National Statistics, 2002a).
Unfortunately, even in the ONS’s Social Focus: Children 2002, while the breakdown
of couple and lone-parent families by ethnic group is presented, the proportion of
children, by ethnic group, living with different family structures is not. In the US,
there has been a similar decrease in the proportion of children living with two
parents, although the shift toward other family structures began somewhat earlier
than in the UK. In 1970, for example, 85 percent of American children were living
with two parents. This dropped to 77 percent in 1980, and 68 percent in 1998
(Casper and Bianchi, 2002: 214). However, the living arrangements of children
varies enormously by race and Hispanic origin. In 2000, 64 percent of children
were white non-Hispanic; 16 percent were Hispanic, and 15 percent were black
non-Hispanic. In 1998, whereas 74 percent of white children lived with two parents
(married or cohabiting), the equivalent figures for Hispanics and blacks were 64
percent and 32 percent, respectively. In all race and ethnic groups the proportion of
children in a father-only household was small (around 4 percent). However, lone-
mother households varied from 18 percent of whites, to 51 percent of blacks and 27
percent of Hispanics (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics,
2002). Increasingly, children are also living in other non-nuclear family structures,
including households of grandparents (Casper and Bryson, 1998) and lesbians or
gays (see Treas, chapter 23, this volume).

Recent changes in patterns of family formation and dissolution have not only led
to changes in the composition of children’s families, but also to children’s likely
transit from one form of family to another, during their childhood years. One
estimate suggests that, in Britain, the proportion of children born of married parents
and staying with the same parents through childhood could be as low as 50 percent
(Clarke, 1992). A rather different way of viewing the same issue leads American
researchers to estimate that, on average, the American child will only spend 71
percent of his or her childhood years with both parents (Bumpass and Lu, 2000).
Again, this varies hugely by race and ethnicity, with the most recent estimates (based
on 1990s data) showing whites at 80 percent, blacks at 16 percent, and Hispanics at
67 percent of childhood years.

Does it matter that an increasing proportion of children experience a variety of
family settings as they pass through childhood and adolescence? Current consensus is
that it does (see also Pryor and Trinder, chapter 19, this volume). As we shall see, the
evidence is more complex to evaluate than the media headlines acknowledge. To
understand the very different experiences of children as they negotiate the complex
family settings that can follow family disruption, qualitative methods can be invalu-
able. However, large-scale, longitudinal surveys are also crucial for following the lives
of children over time, and unpacking the complex relationship between family struc-
ture and process and between the antecedents and consequences of children’s attri-
butes and actions. We review some of the survey findings in the section on the life-
course perspective.

Child poverty

The size and structure of children’s families are important in determining child
poverty. In the UK, despite a fall in the number of families with children and
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declining family size, the number of children living in households with below half
the average income has risen rapidly in recent decades. By the end of the 1990s about
one-fifth of all children were living in such households, representing a threefold
increase over just two decades between 1979 and 1999. The rise in child poverty is
closely linked to a growth in the number of children living in families without work.
Sixty-one percent of all poor children live in a household where no one is in
employment. Half of all poor children live in a lone-parent household. Three-
quarters of poor children are white, but the risk of child poverty is higher in all
minority ethnic groups, especially households of Bangladeshi or Pakistani origin
(Bradshaw, 2002).

Poverty thresholds are a nightmare for the uninitiated (see alsoWalker and Collins,
chapter 12, this volume). The definition of poverty as ‘‘households below median
income’’ can be described as a measure of inequality, which conceptualizes poverty as
relative. The US threshold is an absolute, specifying in dollars the annual income
required to purchase the range of goods and services seen as constituting an accept-
able way of life in America. On the relative measure, the UK and the US both have the
shameful record of being among the worst four out of the twenty-nine OECD
countries, for proportion of children in poverty (UNICEF, 2000). To show the scope
of national variation, it is worth noting some of the relevant figures. For the UK, child
poverty is 20 percent and for the US 22 percent, whereas in Germany child poverty
stands at 11 percent, in Denmark 5 percent, and in Sweden 3 percent. Using the US
absolute threshold the UK fares only marginally better in its standing relative to other
OECD countries, while the US child climbs to midway in the league table with a child
poverty level of 16 percent (figure for 2000) which is the lowest since 1979 (Federal
Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2002). The decrease in ‘‘absolute
poverty’’ in the US was especially marked for black children in female-householder
families, which dropped, for the first time, to fewer than half living in poverty in 2000
(ibid.).

In both the US and the UK, there has been an extraordinary output of work on the
causes and consequences of child poverty. While much of the research is directly
relevant to policy interventions and is couched in terms of ‘‘What works for chil-
dren?’’ (e.g., Chase-Lansdale and Brooks-Gunn, 1995), it must be recognized that
children’s interests, family interests and societal interests, may well be different
(Glass, 2001). For example, policies aimed to reduce poverty by raising family
income through paid work may not necessarily be consistent with the desire to
strengthen family ties or to prioritize parental care of young children. While socio-
logical research can usefully inform policy initiatives, the role of sociology is not in
constructing societal engineering blueprints. Rather, it consists of ‘‘careful analyses
of social processes, awareness of their concealed and unintended manifestations, and
sustained efforts to understand the participants’ own reactions to their situation’’
(Portes, 2000).

There has been a great deal of work analyzing the complexity of social processes
involved in ‘‘growing up poor.’’ As family structure, parental characteristics, and
household poverty are so interlinked, sorting out what is causing what, and with
what consequences, is no easy task (Duncan et al., 1998). There has been much less
work devoted to understanding children’s own reactions to their family’s poverty.
Children’s poverty is measured in terms of household income, but we know from a
number of influential feminist studies that the household allocation of resources is
often structured on gender and generational lines. The ‘‘black box’’ of household
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finances is very difficult to prize open. One of the few studies to look at household
income from the child’s perspective suggests that children, as young as seven are good
tacticians in persuading parents to buy them the things they want. Nevertheless,
although parents are often willing to make financial sacrifices to protect children
from some of the more visible aspects of poverty, children, like adults, suffer from
relative deprivation. Children’s consumption ideas are shaped by affluent images
portrayed in the media and comparisons with more fortunate peers (Middelton,
Ashworth, and Walker, 1994).

Children ’s Families: A Life-Course Perspective

One thing life-course research has demonstrated convincingly is that children’s lives
are not determined by historical circumstances, economic change, or family struc-
tures. Nevertheless, some children grow up in much more disadvantaged circum-
stances than others, which has clear knock-on effects for children’s subsequent
behaviors and achievements. A great deal of research has been devoted to under-
standing why some children’s life courses are blighted by disadvantage; while others
‘‘beat the odds’’ and make a success of their lives, despite the risks. Fundamental to
the idea of risk is the predictability of life chances from earlier circumstances
(Bynner, 2001). There are clear patterns and associations between earlier circum-
stances and later outcomes. For example, persistent child poverty has a well-known
detrimental effect on educational attainment. However, there is also considerable
individual variation in children’s developmental pathways. To understand children’s
life chances, we need to take seriously the way children act to select, shape, and
respond to the great number of choices available in contemporary societies.

Studying children’s lives in times of extreme social, economic or cultural upheaval
can be a useful way of revealing the processes by which an external risk affects the
vulnerability and resilience of children. It can also help identify factors that minimize
or accentuate the risk. Children of the Great Depression was one of the first of this
mould (Elder, 1999 [1974]). The study examined archival data on children born in
Oakland, California in 1920–1. It showed that the impact of economic deprivation
during the Depression was felt mainly through children’s changing family experi-
ences, including altered family relationships, different division of labor, and en-
hanced social strain.

Elder also undertook a comparison study, using a group of children from Berkeley,
born just eight years later in 1928–9. This showed marked differences between the
way economic deprivation affected the children of the two birth cohorts. The
Oakland children encountered the Depression hardships after a relatively secure
phase of early childhood in the 1920s. By contrast, the Berkeley group spent their
early childhood years in families which were under extraordinary stress and instabil-
ity. The adverse effects of the Depression were far more severe for the Berkeley
group, particularly the boys. The Oakland cohort were old enough to take on jobs
outside the home and, as we saw in the last section, children, by working, can
enhance their status within families. This would have been particularly true under
conditions of economic hardship, when children’s earning money could be vital to
their families’ welfare.

The study underlines the need to recognize children as agents of their own family
experience and to take account of the multiple relationships which define patterns of
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family adaptation in hard times. Such insights have helped shape the four principles
that underpin the life-course perspective (Elder, 2001). First, the historical time and
place of childhood leaves a lasting imprint on people’s lives. Second, the timing of
events, life transitions, and behavioral choices are critically important. Third, indi-
vidual lives are inseparably linked to the lives of significant others, especially family
members. Fourth human agency, including children’s agency, must be recognized.
We illustrate, in turn, how these insights have contributed to more recent studies of
the interrelation of social change, families, and children’s lives.

THE IMPRINT OF CHANGING HISTORICAL TIME

One way of looking at the imprint of historical time on children’s lives is to compare
children’s experiences across different societies or different socio-historical contexts
(Wadsworth, 1991; Elder, Modell and Parke, 1993). With the increasing availability
of longitudinal samples, it is possible to compare the diverse pathways from child-
hood to early adulthood, of children born at different points in time. One such study,
comparing children born in 1958 and 1970 in Britain, found that the material
circumstances of families had improved for the more recent cohort. The study also
found that the accumulative disadvantages associated with children’s socioeconomic
background has become more marked over time (Schoon et al., forthcoming). This
result brings little comfort to politicians who hope that, by raising the standard of
living, without tackling inequality, they will improve children’s life chances. Subject-
ive assessments of economic well-being are not usually based on comparisons with
the past, but on existing expectations for life. Children whose families are left behind
in the overall improvement of standards of living continue to be at a disadvantage.

THE TIMING OF EVENTS AND INTERLINKED LIVES

Research in both UK and the US has shown that family economic conditions in early
childhood are more important than those of later childhood for predicting children’s
cognitive ability and educational achievement (Schoon et al., forthcoming; Duncan
and Brooks-Gunn, 1997). It is also worth noting that family economic resources
seem to matter far more than family structure in terms of children’s cognitive
development (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Joshi et al., 1999). Still, most
research to date suggests that children experiencing lone parenthood or family
disruption or both have, on average, tougher lives, more limited options and less
desirable outcomes than those who don’t (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998; McCulloch et
al., 2000).

From the same 1958 British birth cohort study (the National Child Development
Study), we know that girls who experienced family disruption between ages 7 and
16, are more likely than girls from intact families to experience ‘‘bad’’ outcomes
(Bhrolcháin et al., 2000). These involve a range of premature transitions that can
stifle young people’s opportunities, including early school-leaving, leaving home
early, teenage first partnership, early entry into parenthood, and extramarital child-
birth. For these outcomes, for boys, family disruption only makes a difference in
terms of forming a teenage partnership and leaving home before their eighteenth
birthday.

Of these particular outcomes, leaving home early is the one most strongly associ-
ated with childhood family disruption. Yet even here, the large majority of children,
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regardless of family composition, had not left home by age 18. The risks were higher
for those from disrupted homes: 19 percent of boys and 27 percent percent of girls
had left compared with 10 percent of boys and 12 percent of girls from intact
families. There are clear disparities in overall outcomes between children from
two-parent intact families and those from other family types, including lone-parent
or reconstituted families. Yet, it is far from clear that the differences are due to
family structure or disruption per se (Furstenberg and Kiernan, 2001). Recent
research has stressed the importance of the preceding family circumstances, par-
ticularly family conflict. It may be that families where there is a lot of conflict are
more prone to disruption and more prone to unhappy outcomes for children. Even if
family disruption itself causes adverse outcomes for children, it could be for a variety
of different reasons. Disruption involves much more than a family composition
change. What matters for children? Is it a fall in economic status? A loss of a father
figure? An erosion of social contacts? A reduction in parental care? Do all of them
matter? And is what matters different for different children?

We can glean some evidence from studies that go into greater detail about the
context of childhood experiences and the process through to later outcomes. How-
ever, national longitudinal studies inevitably have to make trade-offs that sacrifice
depth for breadth. In particular, they tend to have limited information about chil-
dren’s own actions, perspectives, and choices.

Until quite recently survey researchers, when investigating aspects of childhood,
have preferred to ask adult respondents such as parents or teachers to report on
children’s lives, rather than to ask children themselves. In part this has been because
of concerns about the cognitive ability of children to process and respond to
structured questions about behavior, perceptions, opinions, and beliefs. Yet by
including children as respondents in longitudinal surveys, social scientists can
improve the theoretical understanding and empirical knowledge of the dynamics
of social inclusion and exclusion as they affect childhood experiences and children’s
life-course trajectories.

Interviewing children does pose distinctive methodological problems that could
impinge on the quality of data (Scott, 2000). In particular, survey techniques might
not be appropriate for younger children because of cognitive and language limita-
tions. However, by preadolescence (as young as 10), children are quite capable of
providing meaningful and insightful information. Research on children as respond-
ents lags behind research on adult respondents. Although child respondents do pose
some special concerns (e.g., issues of power and ethics), when children are asked
questions they are able and willing to answer, young age is no barrier to data quality.

CHILDREN’S AGENCY

Children have an active role in shaping their own life course. Of course many
childhood experiences, including poverty and family disruption, are not in the child’s
control. However, the process that links childhood experience and adult outcomes
involves many chains of action that the child, himself or herself, initiates.

One chain of links was traced in a British study that followed a group of young
people from age 10, through to their choice of first partner. The study demonstrated
that childhood behavioral problems exacerbated the risk of young people choosing a
first partner who was ‘‘deviant,’’ in terms of antisocial behavior, persistent drug or
alcohol misuse, or marked problems in interpersonal relations (Rutter et al., 1995).
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Women were much more likely to have a deviant partner than were men. However,
the things that helped reduce the risk were similar for both girls and boys. Children
who showed forethought in planning life choices were at less risk; and those who
had a nondelinquent peer group were less likely to form a ‘‘problem’’ partnership.
A harmonious family environment also helped.

Children make choices among options that become building blocks of their
evolving life courses. Often choices amplify tendencies already present. Problem
peer groups enhance the chances of a child with deviant leanings going off the rails;
whereas high achieving friends further motivate children’s efforts to succeed. There
is considerable individual variation in outcomes. Although family advantage, adver-
sity, genes, and environment all tilt the odds, children’s lives are their own and, to a
great degree, are of their own making.

Children and Families: Looking Back and

Looking Forward

In this chapter we have taken it as a given that childhood, like family, is a social
construct. The way childhood is conceived, in a particular time and place, frames
our knowledge and understanding. In sociology, until quite recently, children were
subsumed under family and households and not considered as actors in their own
right. The new sociology of childhood rightly emphasizes that children are agents.
Children are not passive victims of circumstance, they act and exert influence on the
lives of others around them and they make choices, within the opportunities and
constraints that contemporary life brings. Those opportunities and constraints are
closely bound with the social positions that are reproduced and transmitted from
one generation, to the next, within the family context. Yet children’s fates are in no
way determined. There is great variation in outcomes, with some children beating
the odds and thriving despite childhood adversities, including poverty and family
disruption.

We have insisted that family context is crucial for understanding children’s con-
temporary well-being and future pathways. Children are agents, but agency is not
individual, it is relational. Children’s actions and choices are codependent on the
lives of others, particularly their family members. Parents’ lives are also codependent
on the lives of their children. There are, of course, important power differences that
age statuses bestow. However, as we saw both from examples of children’s work and
from children’s responses to the time-bind syndrome, children, from a very early age,
actively shape their family environment.

The study of children’s families crosses the disciplinary divides and necessitates
different methodologies for different purposes. In an early statement about ‘‘a new
paradigm for the sociology of childhood,’’ it was asserted that there was a need to
break with the traditions of developmental psychology (Prout and James, 1990). It
was also stated that ethnography is a particularly useful methodology for the study
of childhood. Both claims are unfortunate. There is an ongoing divide between the
mainly quantitative studies of children’s families that use the developmentally
informed life-course perspective, on the one hand; and the mainly qualitative
research exploring children’s perspectives, on the other. This divide needs to be
broken down. It is not a matter of understanding children as beings or as becomings.
We need both.
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We have insisted that children must not be marginalized through seeing them only
in terms of their family or household. This obscures the position of children. By
making children visible in statistics, it becomes evident that children’s interests can
differ from those of women, parents, or other groups in society. The potential
interest clash between children and other societal groups is clear when there are
scarce resources to be distributed (e.g., in the case of child poverty). There may also
be a clash between children’s need for family stability and adults’ desire for greater
individual freedom and family choice.

The thorny issue of family change or family decline poses a particular challenge to
the future study of children’s families. Research on effects for children of family
disruption, family diversity, changing work–family balance, and different care cul-
tures, is often contentious. Ideology frequently colors interpretations and claims far
exceed knowledge. Examples of ideology masking interpretation come from both
liberal and conservative viewpoints. To use currently fashionable jargon, we need to
‘‘deconstruct’’ the literature on children’s families to examine how ideals of child-
hood and family not only shape what questions are asked but also what answers are
found.
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8
Aging and the Life Course

Chris Phillipson and Graham Allan

Introduction: The Changing Life Course

Contemporary theorizing about late modernity highlights the degree to which
different spheres of social and economic activity have become more fragmented
and diversified than they were a generation ago. Frequently the changes in question
are understood as having particularly profound consequences for younger cohorts
who are usually perceived as being at the forefront of the emergent new order. In
contrast, older cohorts brought up under the relatively stable social and economic
conditions now seen as typifying the mid-twentieth century, are generally considered
to be less influenced by and more resistant to the structures of late modernity. Such a
view is, of course, open to considerable criticism. To begin with, the twentieth
century can hardly be characterized as a period of economic, social or political
stability. The lives the majority of people led at the beginning of the century were
markedly different from those being led by its end, even though a sense of coherent
transition, encapsulated by ideas of economic and social progress, dominated much
of this period (Clarke, 1996; Thompson, Itzin, and Abendstern, 1990). But second,
it is simply wrong to assume that social and economic developments in late modern-
ity have had little impact on the experiences and lifestyles of older cohorts. Any
significant transformations in the structuring of social and economic relationships
are inevitably going to have consequences, albeit experienced differentially, across
all segments of society (Riley and Riley, 1993).

This chapter focuses on some of the key changes affecting later life since the
1970s. Somewhat arbitrarily, we will concentrate principally on a particular cohort,
broadly speaking those born between the late 1920s and the early 1950s. At times,
we will refer to other ages, but our main concern will be with people aged between
50 and 75. In particular, we will explore how the family circumstances of this cohort
have been altering over time, both as a consequence of their own aging and as a result
of more wide-ranging changes in the ordering of social and economic relationships.
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The term ‘‘family’’ is interpreted here in a broad sense to mean marital/partner ties as
well as relationships across different generations (Allan and Crow, 2001). We will be
particularly interested in the ways in which recent shifts in family and household
formation and dissolution have had an impact on the family experiences of later-life
cohorts. Throughout the chapter we will be drawing on data from Britain but with
references as well to literature from the US. The circumstances of later life in other
countries will inevitably vary from this, but given that the changes we are discussing
are, to differing extents, affecting all Western countries, there will be commonalities
across societies.

The Life Course:

Mid-Twentieth-Century Changes

The experience of aging has inevitably been influenced by shifts in the patterning
of the life course during the twentieth century. Changes in the demography of
aging and in patterns of work and retirement have been particularly important
in shaping contemporary experiences of later life (Pillemer et al., 2001). On the
first of these, improvements in life expectancy over the past 100 years have been
crucial in routinizing both ‘‘middle’’ and ‘‘old’’ age as significant phases in the
life course. In 1900 life expectancy at birth was around 44 years (for men) and
48 years (for women), with many people dying before they reached what would
now be recognized as old age. With life expectancy at birth currently around 75
years for men and 80 years for women, survival past middle age is normal, even
if frequently accompanied by a heightened awareness of the aging process and
of future mortality (Warnes, 1996; National Statistics, 2002). This and other
demographic shifts have also generated changes in familial responsibilities over
the life course. For example, current cohorts of older people are experiencing far
longer periods of ‘‘post-parental’’ life than earlier cohorts did. In 1900, women
were likely to be in their mid-fifties/sixties when their last child married. Conse-
quently, given lower life expectancy at this time, many women could expect to
be widowed before their last child left home. With increased life expectancy,
smaller family size and closer spacing of children, the average couple can now
expect to live for some 20 years after the last child has moved out (Phillipson et
al., 2001).

Moreover, despite the increasing propensity for divorce, the number of marriages
lasting 20 or more years is far higher than in previous times. American research in
the 1970s suggested that one marriage in five could expect to see its fiftieth anniver-
sary. This contrasts sharply with the situation at the turn of the century, when most
marriages were terminated during middle age by the death of a spouse (Sporakowski
and Axelson, 1989). The significance of these changes is reinforced by earlier
retirement (see below) and by changes in household composition. The former has
meant an increase in the amount of time couples can choose to spend with each
other, ahead of some of the health changes associated with late old age (Szinovacz,
Ekerdt, and Vinick, 1992; Szinovacz, 2000). The latter has involved a decline of
co-residence between elderly parents and their adult children, a change which
gathered momentum in most Western countries from the late 1950s onward (Wall,
1992; Phillipson et al., 2001). Taken together, these changes have had quite pro-
found implications for later life relationships and activities.
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Changes in the organization of work have also been consequential in reshaping the
life course. In general terms the period from 1945 to the mid-1970s confirmed
the emergence of a ‘‘standardized’’ life course built around what Best (1980) termed
the ‘‘three boxes’’ of education, work, and leisure. This period is associated with the
creation of retirement as a major social institution, with the growth of entitlements to
pensions and the gradual acceptance of an extended period of leisure following the
ending of full-time work. Kohli and Rein summarize this development as follows:

By the 1960s, retirement for men had become a normal feature of the life course, a taken-
for-granted part of one’s biography. The modern tripartition of the life course into a
period of preparation, and one of ‘‘active’’ work, and one of retirement had become
firmly established. Old age had become synonymous with the period of retirement: a life
phase structurally set apart from ‘‘active’’ work life and with a relatively uniform
beginning defined by the retirement age limit as set by the public-old age pension system.
With the increasing labor-force participation of women, they too have increasingly been
incorporated into this life-course regime. (1991: 21)

In fact, what Mayer and Muller (1986) refer to as the ‘‘institutionalisation of the life
course’’ lasted a relatively short span of time in historical terms, with the period from
1945 to 1975 defining its outer limits. After the mid-1970s a number of changes can
be identified arising from the development of more flexible patterns of work and the
impact of high levels of unemployment. These produced what may be termed the
reconstruction ofmiddle and old age,with the identification of a ‘‘third age’’ in between
the period of work and employment (‘‘the second age’’) and that of a period of mental
and physical decline (‘‘the fourth age’’). A characteristic feature of this newperiod of life
is the ambiguity and flexibility of its boundaries, at both the lower and upper ends. Both
these boundaries now involve complex periods of transition, with greater ambiguity
associatedwith themove away from employment, andwith the blurring of dependence
and independence with physical and mental deterioration (Phillipson, 2002).

Thus, formen andwomen entering their fifties, in Britain the period since the 1970s
has seenmajor changes in patterns of employment. Since that time, the number ofmen
who were working fell from 93 percent in 1975 to around 77 percent at the end of the
1990s. For women, the percentage in work increased marginally from around 56
percent in 1996 to about 60 percent in 2000. In the case of the retirement transition,
the template of previous generations – long work, short retirement – has undergone
substantial alteration (Schuller, 1989). For many (mostly male) workers, the predict-
ability of continuous employment is being replaced by insecurity in middle and late
working life – an experience shared with the majority of female workers (Itzin and
Phillipson, 1993). The retirement transition itself has become elongated and of
greater complexity with the emergence of different pathways (e.g., unemployment,
long-term sickness, redundancy, disability, part-time employment, self-employment)
which people follow before they describe themselves or are defined within the social
security system as ‘‘wholly retired’’ (Phillipson, 1998).

The Life Course:

Late Twentieth-Century Changes

The fragmentation of the life course, following the period of institutionalization
between 1945 and 1975, has also seen significant transformations in family and
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household demography, particularly with regard to family constitution. Within
Britain, as in many other countries in the Western world, increasing divorce rates
were the first indicator of this development. In turn, and fueled further by births
outside of marriage, the numbers of lone-parent households also rose. More
recently, there has been a rapid decline in marriage rates, along with markedly
higher levels of cohabitation and an increasing incidence of lone-person and non-
familial households among the young (Allan and Crow, 2001). It seems unlikely that
these shifts in patterns of family constitution will be reversed in the coming years. In
large part, this is because they are rooted in the wider societal changes characteristic
of late modernity, as theorists like Beck (1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995) and
Giddens (1992) have suggested (see also Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, chapter 28, this
volume). Put simply, emerging economic, technological, and social developments
have fostered a process of individualization and an emphasis on rights of citizenship.
These have had a particularly profound impact on women’s lives, resulting in their
having a good deal more freedom and choice than previous cohorts had. As a result,
women are less dependent on men and are more able to challenge patriarchal forms
of family and domestic control. Against this background, traditional modes of
family living based around the close association of sex, marriage, and childbearing
have lost their dominance, with previously standard practices now becoming
matters of lifestyle choice rather than moral imperative.

While, given current child-care assumptions and continuing gender divisions in
employment, it is easy to overemphasize the extent to which women really have
become free of structural constraint inside and outside of the home (Jamieson, 1998,
1999; Smart and Neale, 1999), the changes there have been, especially in partner-
ship and childbearing patterns, have nonetheless had a pervasive impact on people’s
experiences and expectations of family life. Two issues stand out. First, individuals
now have far less certainty about the outcomes and future pathways of their own
family lives than they did. Whereas previously most people had a clear and generally
warranted vision of how their family and domestic life would be ordered, the
sequencing of family life is now much more diverse and less predictable than once
was the case. There is less uniformity about the timing and mode of partnership
formation; even apparently stable relationships are liable to be dissolved; many will
experience lone-parent and/or stepfamily living, as adults or children or both.
Second, even those people whose own marital and childbearing experiences take a
‘‘traditional’’ form will be affected by ‘‘nontraditional’’ events and relationships in
other people’s lives. Thus parents whose own marriage continues intact may well
have one or more children whose marriages end in divorce or who have children
outside of marriage; increasing numbers of people have close relatives who are – or
have been – involved in lone-parent families; and equally, a significant number now
have direct or indirect experience of stepfamily relationships.

Most analyses of the impact of late modernity have concentrated on young people
and those in early middle age. The consequences of these changes for the experiences
of older people have received far less attention. However, the types of change
discussed above have generated considerable diversity in the second half of the life
course. At the lower levels of our age range, a once socially homogeneous fifties age
group has become fragmented into various groupings reflecting different work,
familial, and social experiences (Scales and Scase, 2001). At the upper end, there is
increasingly a blurring of middle and old age, with gender, social class, and ethnicity
important variables influencing the transition from one to the other (Phillipson,
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2002). Here we seek to redress the dominant emphasis on youth a little and examine
how the transformations of late modernity are altering the experiences of aging,
particularly with regard to the character of family commitments and solidarities in
later life. In the remaining sections of the chapter we explore these matters in greater
depth, examining three main areas: the nature of partnerships and domestic organ-
ization; generational ties; and relationships beyond the immediate family.

Partnerships and Domestic Organization

In Britain, the cohort we are considering – roughly those born between 1925 and
1950 – was one in which early marriage and childbearing were common. For
example, between 1950 and 1975 – the primary years in which this cohort were
marrying – average age at first marriage ranged between 26.5 and 24.4 for men and
24.2 and 22.4 for women. This compares with 30.1 and 28.0, respectively, for those
marrying currently (Marriage and Divorce Statistics, 1976; Marriage, Divorce
and Adoption Statistics, 1999). Similarly average age at first birth for married
women was 25.8 in 1950, falling to 24.7 in 1975. In 1999, this was 29.3 (Birth
Statistics, 1976, 1999). Moreover significantly less than 10 percent of children
were born to unmarried women in this period, compared to nearly 40 percent in
1999. Furthermore, these marriages tended to last, though there were differences
between those born earlier and later in the period. Thus, Haskey (1996) has esti-
mated that some 7 percent of those marrying in 1951 had divorced by 1971, whereas
27 percent of those marrying in 1971 were divorced 20 years later. However, it is
also clear that over time the propensity of each age group to divorce had itself
increased. In other words, while those born before the 1940s were less likely to
divorce than those born after this date, over time increasing numbers from both
groups did so.

With hindsight, it can be recognized that significant shifts in understandings of
marital commitment were being forged by the cohort born between 1925 and 1950.
These changes have of course continued, as discussed earlier. But this cohort was in
the vanguard of change, in which social understandings of marriage were developing
from a view of marriage as a public institution, albeit based on companionate love
(Finch and Summerfield, 1991), to a perspective in which personal happiness was
prioritized. In Britain, this was encapsulated clearly in the Divorce Reform Act of
1967 – a time when the cohort we are examining was in young adulthood and early
middle age – which for the first time placed relationship quality at the center of
divorce proceedings rather than contractual rights (Gibson, 1994). At the same time,
there were concomitant shifts in understandings of the impact of marital tension on
children. Whereas up until the late 1960s, there had been an emphasis on the
importance of sustaining marriage ‘‘for the sake of the children,’’ this was gradually
replaced by a different wisdom which emphasized the emotional damage children
suffered when there was continual conflict between parents. One very important
repercussion of this was a significant rise in the number of lone-parent families, in
Britain, from 570,000 in 1971 to 1,600,000 in 1996.

Women’s increased participation in employment, together with changing housing
circumstances, also shaped the domestic experiences of this cohort. In 1951, only
some 22 percent of married women were in any form of employment; by 1971 this
had risen to 42 percent, of whom approximately half were in part-time employment
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(Allan, 1985). Increasingly during this period there was an expectation that living
standards required two incomes, albeit one generally markedly higher than the
other. So too, post-1950 urban reconstruction, together with changing patterns of
housing tenure, encouraged dual rather than single earning within marriage. In
particular, the rapid rise of owner-occupation as the dominant form of housing
often meant that a wife’s income represented far more than ‘‘pin money’’ to the
household. The desire for home improvement, itself fostered by the growth of
owner-occupation, also played a part here.

As a result, women’s experiences within the home and local community changed.
Over time, far fewer were involved in the types of neighborhood relationships
reported in ‘‘traditional’’ communities (Young and Willmott, 1957; Rosser and
Harris, 1965; see Crow and Allan, 1994). However, the changes rarely resulted in
any major restructuring of domestic relationships. Despite marital inequality
becoming a highly contested issue within the feminist-inspired politics of domesti-
city, the underlying structure of the domestic division of labor appeared to change
very little. In particular, notwithstanding the increased significance of wives’ earn-
ings for living standards, their employment was often defined as secondary. Their
primary responsibility still lay within the domestic sphere, managing domestic
organization and family relationships (Hunt, 1978; Allan, 1985). While rhetoric
sometimes suggested otherwise, relatively few husbands actually participated
equally in household or child-care tasks, though there was some movement in the
overall balance of activities (Sullivan, 2000).

For many couples in the cohort we are considering, especially those who have
remained married to each other since young adulthood, the patterns set in earlier life
phases continue to frame later domestic organization. Research in this area has
identified a number of important issues affecting the domestic lives of older couples.
American research suggests that gender differentiation may diminish after retire-
ment, with greater participation by husbands in traditionally ‘‘feminine’’ tasks such
as cleaning and shopping (Sporakowski and Axelson, 1989). Such participation,
however, is usually defined as ‘‘helping’’ wives and does not challenge the basic
division of household tasks. Szinovacz (2000), for example, found little support for
the common expectation that retired husbands take over a significant amount of
household tasks. She concluded that: ‘‘They may help more [in the home] so as long
as their wives are still employed, but they retrench from such help once their wives
retire as well’’ (Szinovacz, 2000: 90).

British research by Mason (1987) reported very similar findings, arguing that
retired couples had little incentive to renegotiate domestic relations in later life. If
relatively successful – or at least acceptable – systems of household management
have been established over time, why disrupt them in later life? Gender identities are
also involved in this, with modes and divisions of paid and unpaid work established
over the life course being key elements in individuals’ definitions of masculinity and
femininity. Mason also found that the men in her sample tended to encroach on their
wives’ personal time and space in the home, in the process creating additional forms
of domestic work. In Britain, the impact of dual, as distinct from single, retirement
on marriage has not yet received much research attention, though as Szinovacz,
Ekerdt, and Vinick’s (1992) research in the US has shown, the timing of a husband’s
and wife’s retirement has consequences for marital relationships. Increasingly it will
be important to examine couples retiring, rather than the return of a dominant
breadwinner into the home – the overriding concern of existing research in this area.
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The issue of the impact of early retirement on marital relationships is another area
warranting further investigation (Cliff, 1989).

The changes there have been in women’s employment also have the potential to
alter material standards in retirement because of the possibility of ‘‘double’’ pen-
sions. In reality, in Britain this is very much age- and class-linked. Because of the
character of their occupational histories – typically involving low-paid, part-time,
and fragmented employment – most women in the cohort under consideration have
few pension entitlements. Only those who have been employed in professional
occupations for significant periods of their adult life – and they are located mainly
at the younger end of the 50–75 cohort – are likely to have acquired significant
pension rights (Ginn, Street, and Arber, 2001). This has particular consequences for
unpartnered women in retirement, many of whom will experience poverty in old
age. The inadequacies of pension provision for both single women and widows has
been a significant element in the growing feminization of poverty. Increases in levels
of divorce among the 50–75 cohort will also play a part here, especially for divorces
in Britain occurring prior to new legislation governing the division of pension rights.
As table 8.1 indicates, the majority of women in this cohort are married but a
significant minority are not. Some will repartner, though historically this has been
far more likely for women under 40 than for women aged 50–75.

Generational Relationships

The impact of changing family practices is not restricted to domestic or household
matters. Relationships within and across generations are also responsive to social
and economic change. On the one hand, much research evidence from different
countries has shown that generational ties continue to be important across the life
course. On the other, the growth of individualism, as identified by Beck (1992),
Giddens (1992), and others, has almost certainly loosened some kinship ties, whilst
making some other non-kin relationships more central, for older as well as younger
people. What evidence can be cited to illustrate these changes, and what do they tell
us about the nature of family life for middle-aged and older people? In the first place,
research from a wide range of countries has demonstrated the significance of inter-
generational ties in the family life of older people (Arber and Attias-Donfut, 2000;
Bengston and Achenbaum, 1993; Finch and Mason, 1993; Phillipson et al., 2001).
Attias-Donfut and Wolff’s (2000) research in France is particularly relevant here for

Table 8.1 Marital status of men and women aged 50–75, Great Britain, 2000 (%)

Marital status Men Women

55–64 65–74 55–64 65–74

Single 8 8 5 5

Married 75 76 69 56

Cohabiting 3 1 2 1

Divorced/separated 10 5 12 7

Widowed 3 9 11 31

Source: General Household Survey (2001).

132 chris phillipson and graham allan



highlighting the role of the ‘‘pivot’’ (middle-age) generation in providing economic
support to young people on the threshold of adulthood, as well as in providing
flexible forms of care for the older generation as need arises. Importantly, these
researchers also demonstrated the way in which public transfers have reinforced
rather than weakened family solidarities. They present this interweaving of the
public and the private as follows:

Within the life course, individuals begin by receiving support from their mid-life parents
which they in turn indirectly repay in their economically active years through their
provision of pensions. During this period they also provide support to their adult
children and receive private transfers from their elderly parents who in turn benefit
from care as they enter later life. (Attias-Donfut and Wolff, 2000: 65)

The generations also continue to provide emotional support for one another. Longi-
tudinal research reported by Bengston et al. (2000) tracked feelings of emotional
closeness and support across generations. They found that emotional closeness
stayed stable over a period of nearly two decades, with the maintenance of strong
levels of affectual solidarity across generations. This is also reflected in intergenera-
tional support, with adult children providing help to both mothers and fathers,
although with the interesting finding that ‘‘The amount of support provided to
mothers and fathers by adult children is higher when intergenerational affect is
high. Further the amount of support provided to mothers is highest when mothers
have greater need due to health problems’’ (Bengston et al., 2000: 6).

For the cohort we are focusing on in this chapter – those aged 50–75 – grandpar-
ent roles have also been refashioned, at least in part as a result of the demographic
and other shifts discussed earlier. Thompson views grandparenting as a distinctively
modern experience: ‘‘In the past, because they died earlier, two-thirds of children
grew up without any significant memory of a grandparent’’ (1999: 476). Contrast
this with the findings of the French study by Attias-Donfut and Wolff, where
amongst the middle ‘‘pivot’’ generation: ‘‘Two out of three give care [i.e., spend
time with their grandchildren in the absence of the parents] whether on a regular
basis or occasionally during the entire year and also often during vacations’’ (2000:
35). Dench and Ogg’s (2002) research, drawn from questions asked in the 1998
British Social Attitudes (BSA) Survey, confirmed the important role which grandpar-
ents continue to play in family life – particularly in relation to child-care and
financial support. Minkler’s (1999) research in the US has also highlighted the
dramatic rise in grandparenting care through the 1980s and 1990s, with more
than one in ten grandparents having primary responsibility for raising a grandchild
at some point, with this care often lasting for several years.

These findings reflect the shift in the resources and prospects of the different
generations. Bengston et al. (2000: 9) express the view that increasingly older people
are the ‘‘donors, not the net recipients’’ of generational support. Furthermore,
Kunemund and Rein have made the important observation that providing public
resources to older people may assist in raising levels of emotional support within the
family. They conclude that: ‘‘When elderly people have sufficient resources of their
own, they are not forced by necessity to rely upon their families. Therefore inter-
actions focused on intimacy and closeness have the potential to develop’’ (1999: 97).
More generally, Bengston has proposed that given an increase in longevity, multi-
generational ties have assumed greater importance within Western societies. He
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argues from this that: ‘‘for many Americans, multigenerational bonds are becoming
more important than nuclear family ties for well-being and support over the course
of their lives’’ (2001: 14).

At the same time, the diversity of family ties in the middle and later phases of the
life course must also be acknowledged. Generational relationships remain important
in anchoring people at different points of the life course; however, not everyone is
involved to the same degree in these relationships. The extent to which people are
depends on their individual circumstances, as well as those of the others in their
kinship network. Moreover, each individual’s personal network involves non-kin as
well as kin. As we shall discuss more fully below, some of the social and economic
changes that are currently occurring may well increase the significance of non-kin in
people’s lives. Irrespective of this, the kinship system itself is now more complex
than it was for much of the twentieth century, as we indicated earlier. Riley and Riley
(1993: 169) develop these points in producing their model of a latent matrix of
relationships, which reflects the increasingly ‘‘fuzzy’’ edges and less distinct bound-
aries of contemporary kinship. The authors argue:

the emerging boundaries of the kin network may become more influenced by gender or
even by race and ethnicity, than by age or generation. Instead, the boundaries of the kin
network have been widened to encompass many diverse relationships, including several
degrees of stepkin and in-laws, single-parent families, adopted and other ‘‘relatives’’
chosen from outside the family, and many others . . . . (1993: 174).

The possibility of open or porous kinship boundaries is well established in the
research literature. Stack’s (1974) classic study of a black urban community in the
US demonstrated how standard definitions of nuclear or extended families often
failed to capture the complex way in which people lived their lives. Added to this are
the demographic changes noted earlier, such as later age of marriage, delayed
childbirth, cohabitation, and stepfamilies, all of which underline the significance
of the view that there can be: ‘‘little doubt that the network of potentially significant
relationships is becoming enlarged’’ (Riley and Riley, 1993: 187).

The growth of divorce, remarriage, and stepfamily formation provides a good
illustration of how older people’s kinship networks are becoming more complex and
‘‘fuzzy,’’ sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly. Parental divorce, for example, can
have a significant impact on relationships between the nonresidential parent and
(usually) his child(ren) beyond childhood. Where a nonresidential parent has little
consequent contact with a child, the relationship is unlikely to become particularly
close in emotional or exchange terms as the parent enters later life. Similarly, it is
unlikely that significant grandparental relationships will develop with any children
the adult child may have. Divorce in later life, which, as noted above, is becoming
more common, may not have the same impact as parental divorce in childhood, but
depending on its circumstances and ‘‘natural history,’’ can at times also lead to
relationship tension and rifts between the generations, especially if one parent is
judged to have treated the other unfairly. More obviously, an (adult) child’s divorce
often has repercussions on the parental generation, in particular with regard to
relationships with grandchildren. While current policies encouraging continued
parental involvement after separation are likely to alter this somewhat, divorce
can often render relationships with grandchildren problematic. Interestingly, there
is some evidence that nonresidential fathers are encouraged by their parents to
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sustain their relationships with their children, and in turn use their mothers espe-
cially (i.e., the child’s grandmother) as a resource for managing contact periods
(Burgoyne and Clark, 1984; Allan, Hawker, and Crow, 2001).

The increasing numbers of stepfamilies also has consequences for the cohort now
aged 50–75, again particularly with respect to grandchild ties. The key issue here is
the extent to which step-grandchildren – whether these be the children of stepchil-
dren or the stepchildren of children – are seen as kin and regarded as part of ‘‘the
family.’’ There is a good deal of variation in the relationships people develop with
step-grandchildren (Allan, Hawker, and Crow, 2001), in large part mediated
through the tie developed and sustained between the stepchild and the stepparent.
It is more likely that step-grandparents will treat a step-grandchild ‘‘grandparen-
tally’’ where the stepchild lives with stepparent (i.e., the step-grandparents’ son or
daughter) and has some form of parental relationship with them. Further complex-
ities are added, though, when there are natural as well as step-grandchildren living in
the household, where the stepchild has active relationships with their natural grand-
parents on the nonresidential parents’ side, and where the step-grandchildren are
older rather than younger when the stepfamily is formed.

Personal Communities

As we have indicated above, as well as having an impact on family and kinship
structures, individualization and the other transformations associated with late
modernity are also influencing the patterning of non-family ties to which individuals
are party. Indeed increasingly an argument can be made that family and non-family
ties need to be examined together; treating them in isolation may well result in the
real processes and dynamics of family and community change being misrepresented.
The concept of ‘‘personal communities’’ – the world of friends, neighbors, leisure
associates, as well as family and kin – is particularly helpful here for capturing the
interplay of the different kinds of social ties affecting people at various points of the
life course. Wellman and Wortley define a ‘‘personal community network’’ as:

a person’s set of active community ties, [which] is usually socially diverse, spatially
dispersed, and sparsely knit . . . . Its ties vary in characteristics and in the kinds of
support they provide. Until now, community (and kinship) analysts have concentrated
on documenting the persistence, composition, and structure of these networks in order
to show that community has not been lost in contemporary societies. They have paid
less attention to evaluating how characteristics of community ties and networks affect
access to the supportive resources that flow through them. (1990: 560)

Placing people within the context of ‘‘personal communities’’ also bears upon an
important sociological argument, namely, the development of a more ‘‘voluntaristic’’
element in personal relations. Instead of people locked into family groups, they may
be more accurately perceived as ‘‘managing’’ a wide spread of relationships, with
friends, kin, neighbors, and other supporters, exchanging and receiving help at
different points of the life course (Pahl, 2000). Viewing people as ‘‘managers’’ of a
network of relationships offers a different perspective to that commonly adopted
within gerontology. Here, the traditional focus has been upon a preordained
sequence starting with the family first, and leading outwards toward other sets of
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relationships (Shanas, 1979). However, an alternative approach is to view older
people as active network participants, adopting a range of ‘‘strategies’’ in maintain-
ing social ties.

Many of the changes we have been discussing clearly encourage such active
participation in the construction of personal life, including in this the construction
of personal communities. In comparison to the past when, as we have been arguing,
people’s experiences were more liable to be ordered in relatively ‘‘preordained’’ and
standard fashions, there is now a greater sense of choice and ‘‘fluidity’’ over the
manner in which they make lifestyle decisions. People’s options in this are not as
constrained as they previously were. This can be seen both in the demographic
decisions which are altering the typical life course, especially those involving part-
nership formation and dissolution, and in the degree to which the exchange of
resources between kinship generations is now understood as more a matter of give
and take, where, in Segalen’s terms, ‘‘the precondition of obedience has given way to
a complex set of negotiations’’ (1997: 9).

Equally here different individuals – whether young or old – construct their
personal networks in different ways. For the vast majority, family and kinship
remain important, as Attias-Donfut and Wolff’s discussion of the ‘‘pivot’’ generation
clearly indicates. But equally non-kin relationships will be fostered to different
degrees and be drawn on in different ways. Indeed, increasingly, friendships and
other such ties may come to play a key role in people’s social identity and their sense
of who they are (Allan, 2001). In particular, for many of the cohort we have been
concentrating on in this chapter, those currently aged 50–75, earlier retirement,
together with a greater degree of economic security through occupational pension
rights and owner-occupation, offers fresh possibilities for developing lifestyles in
which friendships, leisure, and sociability are quite pivotal. Such possibilities were
largely absent for previous cohorts of this age group.

While there is not space in this chapter to consider these issues fully, it is worth
focusing briefly on one topic which highlights the relevance of analyzing both the
operation of, and changes in, personal networks: the process of migration. This was
the subject of a classic study by Karn (1977), who examined the movement of older
people to the English ‘‘retirement resorts’’ of Bexhill and Clacton-on-Sea. Her
research demonstrated a number of important changes affecting personal networks
arising from migration. For example, contact with children tended to be reduced
over time (although the proportion of migrants with no surviving children was
higher than the national average). On the other hand, contact with siblings did not
weaken as much as it did with children, and contacts with friends tended to be least
adversely affected by the move. Marital status was, however, an important variable
influencing social ties, with widows and widowers reporting the greatest difficulty in
sustaining friendships. In this research, migration combined with the experience of
living alone had the most impact on social networks in old age. Overall, however,
the picture presented was one of positive adaptation to migration, an impression
reinforced in a later study by King, Warnes, and Williams (2000) of British retire-
ment migration to Mediterranean coastal resorts.

Studies such as these suggest that migration does not always lead to older people
becoming more isolated from kin. Frequently, in later life people move to be closer to
particular relatives, adopting a form of ‘‘chain migration’’ – a pattern whereby over
time partial kin networks rather than just individuals relocate near one another
(Ballard, 2001). Once the first migrants have ‘‘settled’’ into a new location, others in
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their kin network follow, either to be with them or to benefit from the relative
advantages the ‘‘host’’ society offers. Such patterns are not restricted to ‘‘within-
country’’ migration. Globalization processes have fostered high levels of inter-
national migration. While those who migrate typically tend to be from younger
cohorts, such migration can result in some older people becoming marginalized from
wider networks of support. In Britain, for example, Phillipson, Ahmed, and Latimer
(2003) explored the experiences of women who had migrated from Bangladesh to
the London borough of Tower Hamlets. The research documented tensions sur-
rounding adaptation to life in an inner-city borough. On the one hand, most of the
women had ‘‘chain-migrated’’ into well-established social networks built around
common geographical locations. For example, of the 100 women interviewed close
to two-thirds (60 per cent) could name a relative such as a sister, cousin, or niece
within the borough. Neighborhood relationships in this context overlapped with
kinship ties, a continuation of a longstanding tradition within the East End as
reported by Ross (1983) and Young and Willmott (1957), amongst others. Virtually
all the women interviewed reported having friends in their neighborhood, with most
of these drawn from within the Bangladeshi community itself. However, 17 percent
reported having friends from a variety of ethnic groups, these having been formed
through contacts at school, work, education classes, and their own children (Phillip-
son, Ahmed, and Latimer, 2002). These networks provided support for immediate
housing needs and in securing help with financial problems.

On the other hand, the women were often isolated from wider systems of support,
notably in relation to public welfare and health services. The impact of racism in the
immediate locality also reinforced the way in which first-generation migrant women
were often divided about the benefits that migration had brought to their lives. For
them it involved some degree of separation from close family (most had mothers, for
example, still living in Bangladesh), but it represented opportunities as well – not
least for their own children.

Overall, the globalization of family life is creating a major new research agenda in
terms of tracking how generational and network-based ties are sustained across
different nation states (Levitt, 2001). Some of the key questions that need to be
considered include: are new means of contact and communication being developed
to sustain traditional ties within families? What are the contrasting ways in which
men and women respond to the pressures of migration? What are the distinctive
types of reciprocity that might develop amongst families separated through time and
space? What is the differential role of family and friends in providing help and
support through the main stages of the life course, especially that of later life?
The last question is a reminder that older migrants may have experienced a
radically different life course in comparison to the majority, white population,
with vastly different experiences and attitudes toward old age itself.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored the complex relationship between aging, family relation-
ships, and the life course. Aging, in its biological and physiological manifestation,
has increased in importance given the impact of the growth in the number and
proportion of elderly people in Western societies. But the extension of lives is also
being changed by the reshaping of the life course, with the emergence of what
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Gilleard and Higgs refer to as ‘‘the development of new later life identities’’ (2000:
29). One consequence of this is that the pathways into aging, followed by fresh
cohorts of people entering their fifties and sixties, will almost certainly be less rigidly
defined than was the case with their predecessors. Such pathways are likely to have a
number of features in terms of the relationship between older people and their
families. Social and demographic changes will almost certainly lead to the increased
salience of multigenerational ties. Indeed, generally, there is likely to be a widening
of the range of significant relationships upon which people draw for aid and support
in times of crisis and need (Riley and Riley, 1993). Bonds of friendship may not
replace kin ties, but they will almost certainly influence the range of help and
support available (Pahl, 2000).

Thus, clusters of friends and neighbors may ‘‘crowd in’’ or ‘‘crowd out’’ family
support (using the terminology of Kunemund and Rein, 1999), with the possibility
of substitution and/or withdrawal of different types of help. Moreover, a broad
range of social ties may well be required to cope with the pressures and conflicts
affecting family relationships. Global changes associated with migration and in-
creased mobility represent one important element in this. Of additional importance
is the tension between work relations on the one side, and family support on the
other. Richard Sennett (1998), for example, has argued that the new flexibility and
mobility associated with paid work may have a corrosive effect on long-term ties to
friends and family. His analysis suggests that family relationships may be comprom-
ised by the insecurities affecting people in employment (see also Taylor, 2002). This
raises the important question of the extent to which the social environment appro-
priate for an aging society may conflict with the economic goals of global capitalism.
Family groups and personal communities, as argued in this chapter, are traditionally
associated with high levels of support to older people. However, this may be
disrupted through work ties that encourage short-term forms of association rather
the long-term connections characteristic of family ties.

The role of the family relationships within the life course is therefore likely to
undergo modification, as new cohorts bring different experiences to the process of
social aging. At the same time, the place of older people within the life course as a
whole will develop in new ways as traditional sequences of work and family
responsibilities are reorganized as a consequence of individual and structural change
(Settersten, 2003). The key point to stress, however, is the dynamic process whereby
older people both influence the shape of the life course, whilst themselves being
affected by changes operating at an institutional level. Families, with their connect-
ing intergenerational bonds, will remain at the center of this process, and will
themselves contribute to what is likely be a major area for sociological research in
the years ahead.
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9
Parenting Practices

Duane F. Alwin

Parenthood is both a biological and social status. Viewed within a biological life-
cycle framework, parenthood can be seen as a natural outcome of reproduction and
regeneration. Viewed from a social and cultural perspective, the situation of parent-
hood conveys certain rights, responsibilities, obligations, and associated expect-
ations regarding the care and nurture of children. While the role of parenthood
viewed biologically has important consequences for children – particularly in the
transmission of genetic information and predispositions that may have developmen-
tal consequences – our focus here is primarily on parenthood as a social and cultural
phenomenon.

Parenting practices is a very broad term that includes the totality of attitudes,
values, beliefs, and behaviors that parents bring to settings in which they interact
with their child or children. While we recognize there may be some universal
consequences that derive from the parent–child relationship, we must also indicate
at the outset that the meaning of parenthood is quite diverse even within the same
historical period and in the same society. The rights and obligations of parenthood
depend on a host of parental and child characteristics. For example, what it means to
be amother versus what it means to be a father are generally quite different things in
virtually all cultural settings. Also, what parents may try to achieve in parenting a
newborn infant is something quite different from what they may aspire to in
parenting an adolescent. The demands arising both from the parent–child relation-
ship and from the social context in which the parental role is enacted are quite
different across these life stages.

A central theme of this chapter is that what parents want for their children,
and what they believe is the best approach to achieving their goals through
their parenting practices will depend not only upon a host of parental and child
characteristics but upon a number of historical, economic, demographic, cultural,
ecological, and structural variables that shape parental approaches to child
rearing.
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Social and Historical Perspectives

There has been quite a lot written in recent years about changes in the European and
American family going back over the past three or four centuries. While many of the
family’s institutional functions have remained the same over such lengthy spans of
time – e.g., the family has continued to be the primary agent for the care and nurture
of children – the nature of parent–child relationships have experienced some signifi-
cant changes (Greven, 1970; Vinovskis, 1987; French, 2002).

One does not have to look very far into the past to see some of the consequences of
these changes for parental orientations to children. The recognition of this fact
should help signify that the potential for change in parental practices over long
spans of time can be great. Wrigley (1989) performed a content analysis of child-
rearing manuals published in America over the twentieth century and found that the
professional advice of child experts has changed from a preoccupation with such
things as nutrition and toilet-training toward a greater emphasis on the need for
cognitive development. These results are complemented by Alwin’s (1996a) use of
several different sources of survey data over the twentieth century that show signifi-
cant changes have occurred in Western countries in the values parents emphasize in
raising their children. There is a fairly clear pattern of increasing preferences for an
emphasis that stresses the autonomy of children and a decline in the valuation of
obedience. Over the periods and settings studied parental orientations to children
had changed from a concentration on fitting children into society to one of providing
for children in a way that would enhance their development.

Looking back even farther, the historical literature has suggested that there have
been major changes in parental approaches to the socialization of children from
medieval times onward. In one of the most highly cited works on the history of
childhood Ariès (1962) [1960] argued that during the medieval period the boundar-
ies between the household and the rest of society were relatively less rigidly defined
than they are in their modern Western counterparts and that this had major impli-
cations for the parental responsibility in the socialization of children. Relationships
within the nuclear family were not necessarily closer than those outside, and there
was greater reliance on neighbors, relatives, and friends in the monitoring of chil-
dren’s behavior (see also Stone, 1977; Vinovskis, 1987). This may have been a
consequence of the lack of privacy as much as anything else.

One needs to exact a certain degree of care in approaching the historical literature
on the nature of the family and parent–child interactions, as historians often lack a
direct empirical portal into the past. History is always written from the point of view
of the present and of the writer. There is often a tendency to perceive different
periods of time in terms of an evolution of stages, whereas in fact the temporal
continuities and discontinuities may not be driven by any such evolutionary
mechanisms.

Parenting practices depend (among other things) upon beliefs about the nature of
children, and historians of childhood have debated the extent to which the nature
of childhood itself may have undergone dramatic change over long periods of
history. Ariès (1962) [1960] argued that in the Middle Ages, due in part to high
rates of infant mortality, mothers were indifferent to their infants and did not display
a great deal of grief if they died. He argued, additionally, that the discipline of
children was often harsh and that this lack of affection for children continued until
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the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
according to Ariès (1962) [1960], there emerged the development of the idea of the
individuality of children, the acceptance of their inherent worth, and an awareness of
the innocence and purity of childhood. Not everyone agrees with the Ariès thesis (see
Cunningham, 1991). For example, Pollock’s (1983) examination of diaries among the
educated classes of England across the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries casts
considerable doubt on the assumption ofmaternal indifference to children during that
period. Others (e.g., Shorter, 1975) have argued that the harsh treatment of children
persisted into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries among all social classes in
Western Europe, and the harsh treatment of children continues to be associated
with certain religious groups (see Greven, 1977; Ellison and Sherkat, 1993).

Without relying on interpretations of what parenting practices were likely to have
prevailed in earlier historical periods, there are a number of important documented
historical changes in Western society over the past two centuries that have produced
concrete changes in the social and cultural conditions that affect parenting practices.
Limitations of space prevent extensive discussion of these developments, but we can
mention these briefly here.

First, there have been major cultural changes that have affected the ways in which
parents interact with their children. Lesthaeghe (1983, 1995) points to the Enlight-
enment near the end of the eighteenth century, which he refers to as one of the most
important ideational legacies of Western history, as redefining the position of the
individual relative to society, ‘‘legitimizing the principle of individual freedom of
choice’’ (p. 413). These changes have had a significant impact on parental orienta-
tions to children (see Alwin, 1988, 1996a; Zelizer, 1985).

Second, some of the historic change in parenting practices is linked to demo-
graphic change, given massive fertility declines have occurred throughout the West-
ern world over the past two centuries (Davis, 1986; Alwin, 1996b). It has long been
recognized that levels of fertility are relevant to parental orientations to children in
several ways (Caldwell, 1976, 1982). One can view these demographic changes
against the economic, cultural, and political changes mentioned earlier. Not only is
declining fertility a reflection of the greater emphasis on individualism, but other
changes in the family (e.g., the legitimation of non-marital cohabitation, rising ages
of first marriage, voluntary childlessness, sexual freedom, rises in divorce, and the
demand for abortion) can be seen as part of the larger picture of social change in the
direction of religious secularization and the rise of individualism (Lesthaeghe and
Meekers, 1986; Lesthaeghe and Surkyn, 1988; Westoff, 1986).

Third, changes in social and economic organization that accompanied the Indus-
trial Revolution and the movement from a largely agrarian mode of production to an
industrial one have led to important changes in the conditions under which children
are raised (see Hernandez, 1993). Coleman (1990), for example, argued that the
movement from forms of authority in which one person has authority over and
responsibility for another toward organizations in which authority is delegated to
specific realms or to the individual is one of the critical consequences of these
massive technological transformations. This is a shift that clearly parallels the
changes in parent–child relations, and Coleman (1990: 660) cites the evidence on
changes in parental values as indicative of evidence in support of his argument (see
Alwin, 1988).

Fourth, the Industrial Revolution also brought with it the separation of work and
the family. In pre-industrial society both men and women worked near hearth and
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home, and both played an important role in the socialization of children. Given the
nature of subsistence and agricultural modes of production, both men’s and women’s
work was integrated into family activities and parental and child labor contributed
to the economic well-being of the family. The economy and the home were essen-
tially inseparable. The changing locus of economic production from the family to the
factory eventually resulted in the ‘‘domestication’’ of women and the emergence of
the role of ‘‘housewife’’ or ‘‘homemaker’’ (Lupri, 1983: 4). As a result of industri-
alization we have witnessed the rise of the traditional nuclear non-farm familywhich
grew dramatically throughWorld War II. In 1960 the non-farm ‘‘father breadwinner,
mother homemaker’’ family was the dominant form experienced by children –
nearly 60 percent – in American society (Hernandez, 1993, Figure 4.1: 103).
Comparable figures in other Western democracies for this period are as high or
higher.

Fifth, in the post-World War II period, due largely to increases in women’s labor-
force participation, the traditional non-farm ‘‘father breadwinner–mother home-
maker’’ family form has declined dramatically, and we have seen the increase in
the two-earner and single-parent families. Together these latter two types of families
make up the vast majority of the families inhabited by children in American society
today – upwards of 70 percent (ibid.). High rates of marital dissolution, the prolifer-
ation of nonmarital childbearing, and increases in women’s labor-force participation
have all contributed to this trend.

Sixth, the net result of all of these social forces means that more and more children
are inhabiting what Furstenberg (1992) called the neo-traditional family – ‘‘a reno-
vated model of the gender-based division of labor when women share a greater
measure of economic responsibility and men may assume a greater share of domestic
chores than was deemed appropriate in previous times.’’ Employment in the paid
labor force of women, especially those with young children, has been steadily increas-
ing in virtually every country in Europe, aswell asNorthAmerica, although in Europe
the changes are mainly seen in part-time work (see Hoffman, 1979, 1989; Rosenfeld
and Birkelund, 1995; Rosenfeld, 1996; Dex, chapter 25, this volume). This shift
toward more egalitarian sex roles has had major impacts on parenting practices,
particularly sex-linked orientations of parents. Hoffman points toward research
findings that daughters of working women are behaviorally more autonomous than
those of nonworking women, and she speculates that fathers’ increased participation
in child rearing will facilitate the ‘‘development of independence and achievement in
girls as well as boys, possibly lessening the sex differences that still seem to exist’’
(1977: 654). She argues further that the husbands of working women are less trad-
itional than those whose wives do not work (see Alwin, Scott, and Braun, 1992) and
the combined experiences of greater participation in childrearing and living with a
working wife may ‘‘affect the father’s childrearing behavior and his assumptions of
what the adult roles are forwhich he is socializing his children’’ (Hoffman, 1977: 655).

Seventh, not only do these changes reflect the growing economic independence of
women, they also suggest changes in the contexts of child-rearing which reflect
growing demands for the autonomy of children (Alwin, 2001). With these post-
World War II changes, along with the development of compulsory schooling in the
early twentieth century in Western societies, some would argue that the responsi-
bility for ‘‘parenting’’ has again shifted, or it at least is in flux. Children are now
much more likely to spend time in institutions outside the family or on their own (see
Hofferth and Sandberg, 2001).
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Social Class Differences

Life in an industrialized society was very difficult for children of the working classes,
given their likely involvement in the labor force. By contrast, the lives of children of
the elite classes were comfortable and relatively isolated from the ravages of
working-class life. Some of these class differences can also be followed into the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Zelizer (1985), for example, has argued that the
‘‘economically useful’’ child of nineteenth-century industrialized society was eventu-
ally replaced by the ‘‘economically worthless,’’ but ‘‘emotionally priceless’’ child of
the twentieth century. She contrasts these two views of childhood, as expressed in a
variety of historical public documents in American society (child labor legislation,
life insurance for children, compensation for the death of children, and patterns of
adoption and foster care). The value conflicts inherent in the portraits Zelizer (1985)
presents reflect important class differences. Working-class children were those
exploited by the industrial economy and to some extent by the circumstances of
their own families. But middle-class reforms against child labor eventually denied
them access to income from jobs in factories and stores. The children of the elite and
business classes were rarely involved in paid labor and were removed from public
environments of day-to-day life. The promulgation of the ‘‘sentimentalized’’ view of
children by middle-class reformers thus conflicted with working-class strategies to
obtain optimal economic well-being for the family through the labor-force involve-
ment of their children (see Alwin, 1996a).

It is important to stress that variation in parenting practices is often rooted in the
material foundations linked to class formation, and any analysis of child-rearing that
doesnot take into account differences among social classes is likely to drawan inaccur-
ate picture of the tendencies of parenting practices in a particular society at any given
time. Stone’s (1977) vivid historical account of class differences in child-rearing during
the seventeenthandeighteenthcenturies inEnglandandAmericapresentsa convincing
case for this viewpoint. Among the upper classes during this period, he argued, a
number of dramatic changes came about in child-rearing practices, indicating a more
child-centered developmental orientation. But this change toward a ‘‘maternal, child-
oriented, affectionate and permissive’’ mode did not occur in all social classes, and the
working classes were less likely to adopt such a stance toward child rearing, if at all.
A similar set of observationson class differences in child-rearingapproaches during the
same period in Germany were made by Schlumbohm (1980). Certainly with regard to
thepost-WorldWar II period inAmerican society, there is vast support for the view that
socioeconomic factors have a profound effect on parental beliefs and behavior about
optimal child-rearing approaches (see review by Alwin, 2001).

Research on Parenting Practices

Despite its ubiquity, parenting as a focus of research is a relatively new activity
among developmental scientists. It is becoming an established subfield that crosses
several disciplinary traditions. There are several reasons why research on parenting
practices is gaining momentum on the contemporary American scene (Zigler, 2002).
First, it has had a nascent status in early scholarly concerns focusing on child and
adolescent development, in that the (often unstated) assumptions of environmentalist
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approaches to development were that parents played an active role in child develop-
ment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Second, post-World War II changes in the family have
created a greater variety of family forms, and pervasive social concerns about the
effects of family change on children’s development has sparked greater interest in
knowledge about the effects of such diverse environments and in providing social
supports to parents. Third, although there has been governmental concern with child-
rearing (as evidenced in the development of the US Children’s Bureau in the early
twentieth century), recent professional interest in parenting was spurred by the report
of a committee of the National Research Council of the US Academy of Sciences that
reinforced the view of the importance of early experiences for all types of develop-
ment (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000). Fourth, the federal statistical establishment has
never in its history been better equipped to monitor the well-being of children, and
although the development of indicators of child well-being may have been erratic in
the past, there is now renewed interest among many social scientists in assessing the
circumstances in which children are growing up (see Scott, chapter 7 this volume).

Do Parents Affect How Their Children

Turn Out?

It is important to stress the fact that the idea that parental inputs to early childhood
experiences are important to later development is not new. It has long been held that
the early years of a child’s development are the most important, laying the ground-
work for later experiences, and that effective parenting is an important component
of those critical experiences.

Despite these widely shared views there have been some recent critics of the thesis
that parents are consequential to the processes contributing to the children’s devel-
opment. In a recent popular book, The Nurture Assumption: Why Children Turn
Out the Way They Do, Judith Harris (1998) argued that ‘‘very, very bad parents can
cause irremediable harm to their children’’ (p. 390), but in the main how parents
raise their children – their child-rearing practices – have little, if any, effect on how
their children turn out. She bases her argument on a number of powerful pieces of
evidence, including a famous review of the parental socialization literature from the
early 1980s by Maccoby and Martin (1983) that reviewed intrafamilial correlations
in personality characteristics among both biologically related and unrelated siblings.
Their conclusion was that parental behaviors on the whole had no bearing on child
characteristics (see also Maccoby, 1992; Scarr, 1992, 1995; Harris, 1995; Rowe,
1994; Loehlin, 1997; Pinker, 2002).

Opportunities for Development

We should point out that Harris is not arguing that environment is unimportant to
children’s development. She has no evidence of that. Her argument is solely about
that part of the family environment, which we here call parenting practices, that is,
differences in the ways people raise their children, which she claims are unimport-
ant. Some clarification of this may be useful. There are three broad categories of
possible ways that differences among families – or ‘‘between-family’’ differences –
can produce individual differences in child outcomes. By child outcomes I refer to
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any differences in well-being, personality, values, preferences, interests, skills, accom-
plishments, ways of behaving, and the like. These explanations are: (1) families can
differ in the opportunities for development of particular outcomes; (2) families
can differ in genetic endowments that contribute to the development of particular
outcomes; or (3) families can differ in the way in which they nurture or socialize their
children (Scarr, 1995). These three explanations do not address the possibility that
there are ‘‘within-family’’ differences in parenting practices that contribute to child
outcomes, a topic to which we return in the section on child effects on parenting,
below.

The first explanation of ‘‘between family’’ differences is the standard sociological
explanation for why some children do better in school, or achieve more socio-
economic status, than others – their families provide them with specific advantages
or different opportunities for learning or success. The playing field is clearly not
level, and children from different families turn out differently as a consequence of
differential advantage/disadvantage (Sewell and Hauser, 1975; Jencks et al., 1979).
Harris is presumably not disputing that such inequalities in opportunity exist,
although some of her text could be mistakenly interpreted this way, e.g., when she
says things like: ‘‘the evidence indicates that differences between one home and
another, between one set of parents and another, do not have long-term effects
on the children who grow up in those homes’’ (1998: 391), this gives the impres-
sion that she is including any and all differences among families and not just those
having to do with socialization practices. There are a number of other examples,
besides those having to do with educational and socioeconomic outcomes, which
can be given for differential opportunities and child outcomes.

The problem with sorting out these various explanations is that the key explana-
tory factors highlighted by each category are correlated with one another. If genetic
differences occur between families that have educational and socioeconomic conse-
quences for children, then they are likely to be related, for example, to the factors
that shape differential opportunity structures. Or, as we shall see below, parental
socialization practices are linked to family differences in opportunities. They may
not be adding anything independent to the explanation of individual differences in
developmental outcomes, but their role may be one of mediating the effects of other
(genetic and environmental) differences among families. We cannot resolve the
intricacies for sorting out the truth or falsity of these various explanations here,
but suffice it to say that the complexity of the issues should not prevent us from
confronting them head-on.

Behavioral Genetic Approaches

The field of behavioral genetics, which attempts to account for individual differences
in terms of genetic variation, has recently gained considerable legitimacy among
social and behavioral scientists (see Plomin, 1994, 1999; Rowe, 1994; Rowe and
Teachman, 2001; Scarr, 1995; Shanahan, Hofer, and Shanahan, 2003). The claim is
that individual differences in developmental outcomes arise, not from family differ-
ences in access to opportunities, nor from differences in socialization approaches,
but from genetically variable attributes of families. The behavior genetic approach
attempts to draw conclusions about the relative influences of genetic and environ-
mental differences for specific traits in specific populations from genetically informed
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research designs (Scarr, 1995). Studies use multiple observations of individuals of
specifiable degrees of biological relationship to draw inferences about genetic and
environmental sources of variation. The classic example of such genetically
informed designs involves the comparison of identical twins from the same home
with identical twins raised in different homes, but there is a range of different
possible comparisons. Adopted and biologically related siblings, identical and fra-
ternal twins, reared in the same and different homes, and stepfamilies with full,
half-, and unrelated siblings can be studied (see Reisset al., 2000). Genetically
informed designs tackle a wide range of behaviors, including intelligence (Rowe,
1994; Scarr, 1995), personality (Plomin, 1994; Loehlin, 1997), physical attractive-
ness (Rowe, 1994), perceptions of parenting (Rowe, 1983, 1994), and delinquency
(DiLalla and Gottesman, 1989), among other things.

There is still a great deal of controversy surrounding behavioral genetic ap-
proaches, due either to the belief that any such attempts to separate the influences
of genes and environment are futile, or because of the view that the complexities of
doing so outweigh the ability of our present scientific knowledge. Kagan suggests
that the idea that such genetic and environmental influences can be separated is due
to the ‘‘unprofitable and misleading dichotomy between biology and experience’’
(1984: 10). He argues that ‘‘we must never treat the biological and the experiential
as separate, independent forces.’’ It would be impossible, he suggests, to separate
the independent influences of premature birth status and social class in the cogni-
tive development of children. He uses the metaphor of water freezing in a pond and
the futility of trying to explain the formation of ice by partitioning the causes of the
event into one set of factors having to do with the inherent properties of water and
another set of factors associated with the change in temperature.

The controversial features of the nature–nurture debates have forced behavioral
geneticists to spell out the theoretical complexities of the ways in which genes and
environmental contexts are correlated and interact to produce behaviors (see Sha-
nahan, Hofer, and Shanahan, 2003). Genetic interpretations are routinely vulnerable
to ‘‘selection bias’’ issues in that shared genes are often confounded with shared
environments, even in studies of monozygotic twins reared apart. Also, given the
possibility of gene–environment interactions – the unique expression of genotypic
variation in behavior depends on the nature of the environmental context – the
traditional meaning of heritability as a summary measure of the relative influence of
genes and environment is no longer applicable in many cases (see Bronfenbrenner
and Ceci, 1994). This has led to considerable elaboration of the ways in which
environmental contexts and opportunity structures can moderate the influences of
genetic potential on behaviors (Shanahan, Hofer and Shanahan, 2003).

In order to understand developmental outcomes in children it is no longer possible
to phrase the question as an either–or question. The question is not one of nature vs.
nurture, but one of how genes and environment interact to shape development – one
of nature and nurture. Environments are essential for development to take place –
genes cannot find their phenotypic expression without ecological or environmental
settings within which to do so., and environments cannot function as facilitators of
human behavior without the genetic potential to work with. In a variety of behav-
ioral domains research on nature (genes) and nurture (environments) is converging
(see, e.g., Mazur and Booth, 1998; Booth and Dabbs, 1993; Booth, Carver, and
Granger, 2000; Booth, Johnson, and Granger, 1999; Booth and Osgood, 1993;
Caspi et al., 2002; Udry, 1988, 1990, 1996, 2000; Plomin, 1994, 1999).
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Parenting Styles

A third explanation of family differences is found in socialization theories that
propose that differences in child outcomes stem, not from family differences in
opportunities afforded by favorable environments or genes, but from differences
in parenting practices. For example, in one of the most persuasive efforts to specify
relevant parenting practices Diana Baumrind (1989, 1991a, 1991b) contrasts par-
ental behavior that is ‘‘authoritarian’’ (behavior that is demanding and directive, but
not responsive, stressing obedience and respect for authority) with that which is
‘‘authoritative’’ (behavior that is both demanding and responsive, assertive, but not
intrusive or restrictive). Baumrind (1989, 1991a, 1991b) defines several pure types
of parental behavior in a fourfold classification based on the dimensions of parental
demandingness and parental responsiveness, as follows:

Authoritative – Parents who are both demanding and responsive. They impart clear
standards for their children’s conduct. They are assertive, but not intrusive or restrict-
ive. Their disciplinary methods are supportive rather than punitive. They want their
children to be assertive as well as socially responsible, and self-regulated as well as
cooperative.

Authoritarian – Parents who are demanding and directive, but not responsive. They are
obedience and status-oriented, expecting their orders to be obeyed without explanation.
They provide an orderly environment and a clear set of regulations, monitoring their
children’s activities carefully.

Permissive – Nondirective parents, who are more responsive than they are demanding.
They are lenient, do not require mature behavior, allow considerable self-regulation,
and avoid confrontation.

Rejecting-neglecting – Disengaged parents who are neither demanding, nor responsive.
They do not structure and monitor their children’s behavior, and are not supportive.
They may be actively rejecting or neglect their child-rearing responsibilities altogether.

Although this scheme is intended to have broad applicability to the description of
parents’ behavior, Baumrind indicates that the ‘‘operational definitions of these four
prototypes – authoritative, authoritarian, permissive, and rejecting–neglecting –
differ somewhat depending on social context, developmental period, and method
of assessment, but share certain essential features’’ (1991b: 62). One of the main
contrasts in Baumrind’s work in describing parenting behavior, which is of particular
interest here is the contrast in the behavior of the authoritative vs. authoritarian
parenting style. The former are more likely to instill autonomy, as an aspect of
competence, in children. Her study of adolescent outcomes (Baumrind, 1991b)
indicates that more than any other type, ‘‘the success of authoritative parents in
protecting their adolescents from problem drug use and in generating competence
should be emphasized’’ (p. 91). She suggests that ‘‘authoritative upbringing’’ consist-
ently generates adolescent competence and deters problem behavior in both boys
and girls at all developmental stages. Other researchers have reinforced this conclu-
sion (see, e.g., Darling and Steinberg, 1993; Steinberg et al., 1995; Steinberg and
Silk, 2002).
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Parental Control

Changes in the family, coupled with trend data on the declining well-being of
children, have caused some observers to characterize the current state of family
life as lacking in commitment on the part of parents to the parental role (Uhlenberg
and Eggebeen, 1986). Others have gone even farther to argue essentially that the
traditional family as we know it has lost its power to socialize children. Popenoe has,
for example, argued that ‘‘family groups are becoming internally deinstitutionalized,
that is, their individual members are more autonomous and less bound by the
group . . . , and (among other things) family decline is occurring in the sense that
familism as a cultural value is weakening in favor of such values as self-fulfillment
and egalitarianism’’ (1988:8–9). He points to fertility declines, increasing rates of
divorce, maternal employment, and the sexual revolution as strong indications that
the traditional social control and socialization functions of the family are increas-
ingly being given over to other social institutions.

It is true that over time in Western societies parental control over children has
diminished (Vinovskis, 1987: 306–8). Whereas in earlier centuries parents exercised
substantial control over children’s lives – through the arrangement of marriages, the
choice of careers and apprenticeships, and through the inheritance of land (see
Greven, 1970) – in the modern era parents may sometimes wonder whether they
have any control. Whether we should characterize this in terms of a reduced
commitment on the part of parents to the parental role or in terms of the recognition
of greater independence of children and youth is an open question. What is interest-
ing in this regard is an emergence of research in the past several decades on
variations in parental monitoring of children’s behavior as a component of child
development (Crouter and Head, 2002).

The assumption appears to be that parents can exercise a greater measure of
control over their children’s behavior if they know what they are doing. The key
finding in what is a growing literature is that low levels of parental monitoring are
linked to high levels of problem behavior. Parental monitoring in this literature is
often indicated by parental knowledge of children’s activities and whereabouts, and
such knowledge ‘‘develops in the context of a trusting parent–child relationship and
has more to do with the child’s willingness to confide in the parent than in the
parent’s ability to track and monitor the child’’ (Crouter and Head, 2002: 461).
Whatever the conceptual limitations of past research and the methodological prob-
lems attendant to the issue of ‘‘what parental monitoring is really about,’’ the fact
that there is a research literature on this topic is testimony to the fact that in modern
society parental control and the monitoring of children’s behavior are important
issues of concern for the future.

Child Effects on Parenting

A factor that is crucial but often missing from discussion of parenting is the role of
the child in the way parents enact their role. Any parent who has had more than one
child is likely to be aware of the subtle and sometimes striking differences among
their offspring in the responses they call out in the parent. One of the recent trends in
the parenting literature – the ‘‘child effects’’ movement – has rallied around the early
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observation made by R.Q. Bell (1968) that too often our unidirectional models of
socialization – where the influence is assumed to run from parent to child – are
overdrawn. Early work on child rearing (Sears, Maccoby, and Levin, 1957: 454-5)
suggested there may be individual differences among children (they used the term
constitutional factors) that affect parental behavior, but it has only been within the
past few decades that researchers have taken up the challenge of isolating the nature
and extent of child effects.

The sex of the child is an example of one obvious biological attribute that calls up a
different response on the part of parents and society. The practice of swaddling
newborns in blue vs. pink blankets is a practice that still has not gone out of style in
many parts of North America, despite the ‘‘consciousness raising’’ that supposedly
happened as a result of the feminist movement. There are many examples from the
literature on gender socialization that attest to the differential treatment of children by
parents andmembers of societyon thebasis of their sex. In addition, other physical and
psychological attributes of children – their size (both weight and height), (right/left)
handedness, skin color/complexion, abilities, disabilities, temperament, andpersonal-
ity – are all factors that are potentially relevant to howparents react to them. There are
other differences among children that have to do with their social position and/or
acquired characteristics – e.g., birth order, race, achievements, and interests – that
producedifferences inhowtheyare treatedbytheirparentsandmembersof society,but
the child effects literature emphasizes their biological and personality differences.

One literature on individual differences among very young children that has
established a strong record for the consideration of child effects is research on
temperament, although ideas about the phenomenon go back to ancient times.
Recent research on temperament was stimulated by the early work of Thomas and
Chess (1977), who argued that some aspects of human functioning may be quite
stable from early childhood and that behavioral individuality, or the uniqueness of
children’s response to their environment, is a strong component of how parents
respond. Models on which current research are based assume that child tempera-
ment and parenting are associated in part because child temperament influences
parenting and in part because parenting influences the child.

An example of research that investigated the existence of such effects focused on
how infant difficulty affected maternal caregiving behavior. The ‘‘difficult’’ child was
one exhibiting such characteristics as ‘‘negative mood, withdrawal, low adaptability,
high intensity and low rhythmicity,’’ although the concept is sometimes defined
differently (see Putnam, Sanson, and Rothbart, 2002: 256). A child who cries exces-
sively is an example of such a child, and the original assumption of this literature was
that child difficulty would be aversive to caregivers. Any parent who has experienced
a child with colic (paroxysmal pain in the lower abdomen) can relate to this example.
As Crockenberg’s (1986) review of research indicated, however, the results were
mixed. Some studies revealed the expected pattern, but other studies showed that
highly irritable children often brought out increased sensitivity and understanding on
the part of mothers (Crockenberg and Leerkes, 2001). She suggested that when
mothers were at risk for less than optimal parenting (because of their own attributes
or of the family environment in which she lived), the child’s irritability would more
frequently lead to maternal withdrawal, but when there were no such risk factors
present, mothers of irritable infants reactedmore positively (Crockenberg, 1986). She
proposed that the relationship between child temperament and parenting therefore
needs to be viewed within the framework of the family environment and an under-
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standing of the relationship between children’s temperament and parenting behavior
must be sought in the context of other moderating factors.

Parent–Child Relations Across the Life Span

By necessity we have emphasized discussions of parenting practices that are relevant
to those stages of life in which parents have some direct responsibility for their
children (see Mabry, Giarrusso, and Bengtson, chapter 6, this volume). But even
here, it is not always easy to decide when parents and their children reach that
stage. Zarit and Eggebeen (2002) discuss several critical issues in the study of
parent–child relationships across the adult years, including both the assistance
parents give their adult children and the reverse. In our discussion of declining fertility
earlier we noted Caldwell’s (1976, 1982) work on parental orientations to children.
He posited a ‘‘theory of wealth flows’’ in which he argued that the fundamental issue
in the transition from high-fertility to low-fertility regimes is ‘‘the direction and
magnitude of intergenerational wealth flows or the balance of the two flows – one
from parents to children and the other from children to parents – over the period from
when people become parents until they die’’ (1976: 344; italics in original). In low-
fertility societies there may be little of the latter, although there is much cultural
variation in beliefs about whose responsibility it is to care for elderly family members.
As Zarit and Eggebeen (2002: 145–52) point out, in American society parents are
vastly more likely to give than to receive assistance from their children. It is only a
minority of older parents that receive any routine assistance from their children, and
while there are clear patterns of caregiving assistance provided by a minority of
children, mostly daughters, the trends in modern society are clearly in the direction
of increasing non-family supports for aging parents. With the present trend toward
population aging (seeHayward andZhang, 2001) and the rising affluence of the older
population, these patterns are unlikely to reverse themselves anytime soon. These are
issues that must be addressed by future research.

Conclusions

In this chapter I have presented a brief introduction to the history and current status
of the topic of parenting practices. A central idea is that parenting among humans
occurs in a historical, demographic, cultural, and social organizational context.
These forces help shape beliefs about children and constrain the nature of the
parental role. I argue that except at a very abstract level it is not possible to discuss
human parenting in universal terms that apply to all societies at all times, or even to
all subcultures or social classes within a given society at a given time. An appreci-
ation of the variation in the nature and meaning of parenting is a key to understand-
ing the subject of parenting practices in contemporary society.

Even if it is ultimately established that parenting practices do not have any
independent effects on child development, or even if their major role is determined
to be one of mediating and moderating the effects of other differences in family
environments (opportunities) or genetic differences among families, this does not
render them uninteresting. Parenting practices are social behaviors that vary across
societies, across time, and within societies in a given place and time, and are of
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interest in their own right, regardless of their direct consequences for their children’s
lives. The differences in the way parents rear their children is a key to understanding
aspects of culture, social structure, and social change.
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Time, Through the Life Course,

in the Family

Jonathan Gershuny

Time and the Accumulation

of ‘‘Capitals ’’

How we spend our time – our ‘‘time budget’’ – is a crucial determinant of our
position in the social structure. This chapter discusses the way that individuals’ time
budgets are in turn influenced by changes in their family status and circumstances. It
relies on data from a nationally sampled time-diary study and from a national
household panel study. It uses a simple ‘‘data fusion’’ technique to combine these.
And it uses the combined data set to show how time use is affected by changes in
family statuses through the life course.

Time, as we know from sociologists from Adam (1990) to Zerubavel (1981), is
made, a social product. All of human life relates itself to rhythms derived from more
or less regular ‘‘time-givers.’’ There are both natural and artificial time-givers:
constellations, the sun and moon, church clocks, factory whistles, television pro-
grams, family rituals. The different time-givers are embodied in different structures
of authority, domination, or reciprocation, producing a mixture of different time
structures through which each individual must navigate during the day. And each
person experiences the passage of time differentially according to context and
circumstances, whether with an employer or with a lover, in flight from a predator,
or in a complex collaboration with a co-worker. But notwithstanding the multipli-
city of social times, and the complexity of individuals’ experiences of them, it would
be absurd to deny the existence of a single physicist’s time, counted as, for example,
oscillations of a pendulum or of a caesium crystal. Time of this sort is very strongly
socially sanctioned, in the sense that any observer denying the regularity of the
pendulum would be, in effect, also denying the whole of that body of scientific
knowledge that underlies the last 300 years of world economic development. It
would be perverse to consider this clock time as anything other than ‘‘objective
time.’’
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This chapter is not, however, about ‘‘objective time’’ itself but about the durations
of various activities measured against its passage. We spend just so much time in
work, in play, asleep, eating – what follows concerns how these activities vary
through the life-course, and the consequences of this variation for people’s acquisi-
tion of social positional characteristics.

The macro-sociological view summarized above sees time as produced by soci-
eties. But in this chapter we reverse the causal direction. In a micro-sociological
context, individuals can be seen, in a recursive manner, as being produced by their
own time allocation. We now (following the discussions in Bourdieu’s Distinction)
think of societies as structured by the distribution of different sorts of embodied
‘‘capitals’’ (the metaphor is perhaps inappropriate, we shall return to this in a
moment) – in effect, aggregated past time devoted to particular sorts of activity,
congealed or cumulated experience – to constitute various sorts of skills or
capabilities.

The sociological legacy of nineteenth-century political economy is a view of
society as structured by relationships of individuals and households to physical or
financial capital. The time of individuals was located partly in the sphere of produc-
tion (i.e., waged work) in which this capital operated directly, and partly in the
sphere of reproduction (all other sorts of time). The patterns of domination associ-
ated with the ownership of capital in the production sphere were considered to carry
over into consumption, particularly through the differentiation of gender roles, with
men located mainly in the production sector interacting in a primary way with the
structures of capital, and women located mainly in the reproductive sphere interact-
ing with capital only indirectly through their family relationships with men.

Some remnant of this view remains, but in general the approach now seems
inappropriate. We now have an alternative, fitting better what we know of the
twenty-first century, across much of the richest parts of the world. Just as the old
view took social structuration as a product of a single sort of resource, we may now
think, in a Bourdovian manner, of multiple sorts of resource which in different
combinations give different levels and qualities of access to the various institutions –
and hence the different sorts of experience – afforded by our societies.We have various
skills in different sorts of consumption and organizational participation – we play
football, we arrange social events for the synagogue, church, ormosque,we cook food
and give dinner parties, we listen to music. All of these activities give us different sorts
of satisfaction, and different degrees of social status, depending on how fully and
effectively we are able to participate in them. And in turn the effectiveness of these
sorts of participation, and the extent of our engagement within the relevant insti-
tutions, depends in large part on the context, frequency, and duration of our previous
engagement in these activities. Our past experiences – or at least some of them (since
others simply evaporate, and have no further significance) – progressively congeal or
cumulate to form personal resources, or capabilities. These congealed capabilities, all
outcomes of our past time-budgets, are what Bourdieu called embodied ‘‘capitals.’’

‘‘Capitals’’ in this sense fall into a wide range of different categories, classified
both by their origin – e.g., deriving from the formal educational system, or infor-
mally from the practices of the individual’s household-of-origin – or by their appli-
cation – social, cultural or whatever. Indeed, it is the indefinite range and wide
variety of these that makes the term ‘‘capitals’’ less than optimally useful for
sociological purposes. But the key insight from this line of argument is that access
to life-experiences is gained by combining various of these capabilities with each
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other, and with a distinct form of capability that goes under the misleadingly
general-sounding category of ‘‘human capital’’1 – which describes the set of very
specific skills which may be deployed within the labor market to obtain paid work
and earn money. Human capital derives partly from experiences gained in the
household of origin, partly from participation in the educational system, and finally
from previous participation in paid work activities. Having a particular family and
educational background, we acquire our first jobs, or arrange self-employment;
subsequently, our record of performance in the labor-market context enables
advancement (or otherwise) which in turn adds to our work record. Potential
employers have requirements, which may be at one extreme strictly functional –
evidence of diligence, skill, and specific knowledge – or at the other merely symbolic
and related to abstract principles – such as a requirement for fairness – applied to the
selection process. ‘‘Human capital’’ is the market valuation that emerges in the
narrowly economic context of the distribution of these employer requirements, set
against the distribution of relevant characteristics across the labor force.

Most social experiences require the combination of other embodied capitals, other
personal resources of specific capabilities, with money payments which derive from
human capital (or from wealth in the form of pensions, income from investments,
and transfer payment rights, which in turn often derive from the deployment of
human capital). To this extent – only – our twenty-first-century account corresponds
to its nineteenth-century precursor. Labor income (now just one, though still an
important one, of the elements in the money budgets of the general population) is a
partial determinant – alongside the other sorts of capabilities – of the extent of
participation in each of the activities of the society. But whereas the other capabil-
ities are relatively specific to particular activities (i.e., sporting skills to the sports
participation, cookery skills to the dinner parties, and so on), human capital
deployed to produce money income has a direct or indirect influence on every one
of these activities. So the old ‘‘dominance of the sphere of production’’ corresponds
to the crucially important impact of this narrow category of human capital on life-
chances.

Time allocation is thus central to the processes of social structuration. Differenti-
ation of life chances is a function of the various accumulated capabilities that give
access to various leisure, consumption, and sociable experiences. And our access to all
or most of these different sorts of experiences has a common link to the accumulation
of one specific class of capability, economically salient human capital. So, to under-
stand differentiation of life-chances, it is necessary to investigate the processes
through which time-allocation patterns are determined, and to be particularly con-
cerned with those processes through which human capital accumulates. There is very
little existing literature on this topic and this chapter, rather than providing an
overview of an existing body of research, is setting out an agenda for the future.

The coverage of this chapter is limited. In what follows there is no discussion of
processes of intergenerational inheritance and childhood socialization. There is no
discussion of the accumulation of specific forms of cultural capacity through partici-
pation in particular leisure activities, no discussion of the formation of networks of
acquaintance, familiarity, and obligation that is the subject of social capital. Instead,
the focus is on empirical evidence of the operation of the single crucial impact of
family processes through the adult life course, in differentiating individuals’ access
to the opportunities for accumulating labor market-related ‘‘human capital’’ – and
hence determining future life-chances – between men and women.
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What we do determines who we become. There are regularities, in the allocation
of time between various broad categories of time use – paid work, unpaid work,
sleep, and consumption time2 – that are clearly related to current family circum-
stances, and to what we might think of as distinct stages in various cycles of family
life. Differential specialization of individuals at one life-stage, in one or other of the
tasks, has implications for their future options for participation in all of them. And
in particular: differential levels of specialization in the different sorts of work (paid
and unpaid) within households implies also differential rates of accumulation of
human capital, and hence – of particular importance in a society in which household
fission is the norm rather than the exception – differentiation in life chances. This
chapter, therefore, focuses on the evidence of the relationship between family
circumstances, and the allocation of time among the general categories of time use
within the household.

The Problem: Longitudinal Evidence

The conventional approach to studying time use through the life course considers
time use by age. Figures 10.1 and 10.2 are drawn from a large time-diary study
(sometimes alternatively described as a ‘‘time-budget’’ survey). In such a survey a
large random sample of people are asked to complete a special questionnaire, and
then to keep a diary detailing the continuous sequence of all activities, including
their start and finish times, normally for a single day, but in the case of various
British studies, including the Home-on-Line study (‘‘HoL’’; see Anderson and Tracey,
2001) used here, seven consecutive days. The approximately 1,400 diary weeks from
two waves of the HoL study form the basis for the time-use estimates in this chapter
(more about the HoL survey can be found in Appendix 10.1).

Clear, smooth, regular patterns of change in time-use through the life course are
what emerge from these two figures. Paid work diminishes for women pretty
continuously from youth to old age, increasing at first for men then again declining
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Figure 10.2 Men’s time use by age, UK, 1999–2000

from their mid-thirties. Housework and other unpaid domestic work increase
sharply to a maximum for women between the ages of 25 and 35; the increases
are more gradual for men but continue throughout most of the life course. Leisure/
consumption time reaches a minimum for both sexes in their mid-thirties, and for
both, increases steadily thereafter.

Or at least, these changes are what seem to emerge from the pictures. But if we
think more carefully about them, we come to a rather different conclusion. They are
drawn on the basis of a national survey conducted during 1999 and 2000. And they
do not, in fact, tell us anything about change at all. They just tell us about difference
between people of different ages. What we have presented here are ‘‘cross-sectional’’
data which allow us to compare different sorts of people, but never to detect change.
In her conclusion to what is perhaps the only international comparative study of
women’s and men’s time use over the life cycle, Lingsom wrote:

in my opinion, the most serious shortcoming of the currently available data is that we
cannot study transitions in the family cycle directly. . . . the stage reached in the family
cycle is more important than age for understanding women’s time use. This implies that
our interest should be in the longitudinal analysis of the family cycle. (1995: 71)

There are two distinct issues of principle. First, people of different ages have lived
through different historical eras, and have had different life experiences: people aged
30 in 2000 are, as a result, in some specific ways essentially different from people who
were aged 50 in 2000, whose thirtieth year was in 1980. The cross-sectional approach
ignores this. The second point is that age-change itself may not be the operative
element: in fact, when we control for other circumstances, it appears that across a
wide age range, even apparently physiologically limited activities are not strongly
related to age (so, for example, Fisher (2002) shows that Britons in their sixties devote
more time to sports participation and walking than do those in their twenties). In the
case of figures 10.1 and 10.2, the age variablemaymerely act as a proxy for other sorts
of changes associated with age. The most important of these prior causal elements
associated with age is family status. What we see, in the first two figures may be, in
fact, not the effect of people’s ages, but of their family stages.
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The first of the two principled objections to longitudinal interpretations from
cross-sectional evidence is undoubtedly important. The correct response to it is the
application of ‘‘pseudo-cohort analysis,’’ in which cross-sectional studies from suc-
cessive historical eras are compared, following the same birth cohorts. Thus, a group
aged 10–20 in the 1960 survey would be 20–30 in the 1970 survey and 30–40 in that
of 1980. Following the same group through successive surveys gives a genuine
picture of life-course change. There is in fact time-diary data that would allow
that sort of analysis in many countries – evidence of this sort from the US, Canada,
the Netherlands, and Finland, among others, is discussed in Gershuny (2000) – but
historical data was not collected on a very regular basis and the available evidence
(with the exception of that for the Netherlands) is not entirely satisfactory for the
purpose of this sort of analysis.

In this chapter, however, I shall simply ignore what is the evident fact that societies
change, put the first objection aside, and take cross-sectional differences as a proxy
for historical ones, in what Joshi and Davies (2002) call a ‘‘time warp.’’ The focus
will be on the second: on the effects of family status, and particularly on what
Lingsom termed ‘‘transitions in the family cycle’’ – observations of what happens
when particular individuals change from one family status to another. It is, after all,
only by observing what happens to someone’s time use when family circumstances
change, that we can be sure that the shifts in time use relate specifically to the change
in family circumstance, and not to some other characteristic of that same individual
(such as the nature of her/his job, or ethnicity, or a response to a current fashion).

For this sort of analysis we need genuinely longitudinal data, repeated measure-
ments of the same variables for the same respondent. The HoLTime Use study itself
is a panel study with three annual waves of interviews and diary collection (for
reasons explained in a moment, we do not, however, use it as a panel). In this
chapter I use, as the basis for the exploration of family transitions, the much larger
British Household Panel Study (Taylor et al., 2002) which involved interviews with
all members of an initial 5000 households, and currently provides 10 annual waves
of data (the BHPS is introduced in little more detail in Appendix 10.1).

The focus on the family-related changes in time use produces a major statistical
problem: the interesting family transitions for the purpose of studying the relation-
ship of family conditions to individuals’ time use are also rare ones. Consider just the
four distinct family statuses in table 10.1.

This is a ‘‘balanced sample’’ in which the same individuals appear in each of the
waves (we start with wave 4 because some of the required variables were not
collected in earlier waves). Over the seven years we observe them, the BHPS
respondents get, of course, seven years older, and their family status changes accord-
ingly. Fewer are partnered at the beginning of the period than at the end,

Table 10.1 Family status distributions, BHPS adults, 1994–2000 (balanced sample waves
4–10, %)

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

No partner, no co-resident child 32.3 31.2 30.6 30.2 29.8 29.6 29.6

Partner, no co-resident child 41.6 42.8 43.7 44.2 44.8 45.6 45.5

Partner, co-resident child(ren) 23.0 22.7 22.7 22.3 22.4 21.8 21.9

No partner, co-resident child(ren) 3.1 3.3 3.0 3.2 3.0 2.9 3.0
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fewer co-reside with their own child at the end than at the beginning of the period.
Notice here that the changes are small. It is important to remember that these are
‘‘net’’ changes (i.e., change at aggregate, not individual, level). Part of the reason that
in net terms fewer than 3 percent of the respondents move away from the ‘‘no partner
no child’’ status is that, as well as gaining partners and children, people also fre-
quently lose partners through divorce or death, and their children leave home. But it
is also the case that not many of these transitions actually happen in any given year.

To investigate the rate at which these events occur in the population, we must use
the panel as a panel. There are, including the 4 no-change ‘‘major diagonals’’, 16
possible transitions among these four states.

So as to get sufficiently large numbers, we adopt the frequently used panel analysis
technique of ‘‘pooling’’ pairs of successive years – adding pairs of years from the
same person into the same file – so that in the resulting ‘‘pooled file’’ seven successive
observations of the same respondent will appear as six separate pair-of-year cases.
This technique allows us to work as if we are using much bigger cross-sectional data
sets. Table 10.2 and most of what follows is based on a file of just over 40,000
pooled cases. We see that, from one year to the next, only 10 percent of the younger,
6 percent of middle-age-group, and 2 percent of older people have any changes
between the four broad family statuses. Despite the prevalence of family fission,
most of these changes are on the what we might think of as the ‘‘main line’’ of stable
partnership formation, followed by first child born within that partnership. Of the
10 percent of younger respondents who have one of these family changes over any

Table 10.2 Year-on-year occurrence of family transitions in BHPS, 1994–2000 (% of
all pairs of years, pooled pairs of waves, balanced sample waves 4–10, n of pairs ¼ 42931)

Men Women

20–40 41–60 >60 N 20–40 41–60 >60 N

Joined partner 3 1 324 3 1 325

Single->partner þ kid 1 87 18

Keep partner, have kid 3 1 252 2 249

Have kid, no partner 6 27

Lose partner, keep kid 22 2 184

Keep partner, lose kid 1 3 283 1 3 308

Lose partner, no kid 1 1 2 176 1 1 2 252

Lose kid and partner 1 87 14

Keep kid, gain partner 8 1 149

Single parent!no kid 17 1 57

Total, any change 10 6 2 1262 10 6 2 1583

Stay single 33 12 22 4204 19 15 53 5651

Stay partner/no kid 19 63 75 8429 16 57 45 8086

Stay partnered þ kid 38 18 1 4214 46 18 5583

Stay single parent 1 75 8 3 988

Other 2 9

100 100 100 99 99 100 N

7849 6544 3793 18186 9283 7503 5114 21900
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pair of years, more than half – 3 percent from single to partner, 3 percent having
children in partnerships – lie on this main line. Among the middle-age group, around
half of all the family transitions consist of grown-up children leaving home, again an
event on the ‘‘main line.’’ Among the older, virtually all of the events are the loss of a
partner. The prevalence of main-line events means that some transitions are just too
rare to study in general-purpose samples. So, for example, fewer than half of one
percent of younger women move in successive years from having no partner to single
parenthood – producing a barely viable cell-size for analysis even in a sample of over
9,000 young women. Very large data sets are clearly needed even to study the effects
of even the least infrequent family transitions.

But the time-diary studies that provide the good time-use evidence are very
expensive for researchers and onerous for respondents. It is difficult to produce
time-diary data within a panel-study framework, since the diary-keeping activity is
so burdensome, and we suspect that only rather special sorts of people might
maintain this activity over extended periods of time. In fact the HoL study has a
strong panel element, with around 1,200 pairs of diaries kept in successive years. But
this is designed for a different purpose – estimation of time-use elasticities, exploring
for example the time-use consequences of increased time devoted to Internet use, a
relatively widespread phenomenon – and HoL’s small scale means that it is not, in
itself, appropriate for investigating the rare family transition events. Hence we have
a requirement for data fusion: finding a way of attaching the evidence from the HoL
diary study to the BHPS.

Time-Use Consequences of Status Transitions

Data fusion

Data fusion comes perilously close to getting something for nothing – without ever
overstepping the boundary of good research practice. The regression approach to
data fusion relies on identifying, in two separate surveys, identical good predictors
of some variable or variables that occur in only one of the surveys. Regression
coefficients derived from the ‘‘donor’’ survey with both the predictor and the target
variables can be combined with the predictor variables in the ‘‘recipient’’ survey to
estimate the target variable.

The HoL diary panel study was in fact designed by the same research team as is
responsible for the BHPS, with exactly such a data-fusion exercise in mind. The
BHPS carries (from wave 4, in 1994) a number of potential predictors of time use.
There are ‘‘stylized-estimate’’ questions about normal weekly hours of paid and
domestic work, and questions about participation in, and the distribution of, various
unpaid work tasks within the household.3 The HoL study also carried these vari-
ables, in most cases using the same question wording (the exception is that BHPS
questions on paid work are more detailed). The imputed time-use values in the
BHPS produced by fusion correspond well to the diary data in the HoL study (see
Appendix 10.1). It is these imputed time-use estimates that we use in what follows.

Activities by age by family transition – the ‘‘main line’’

In figures 10.1 and 10.2 we looked just at age. But if we are to tell the whole story,
we need to find some method of combining age with the family transition variables
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to show the sequence of time-use patterns that are experienced through the life
course . . . without drowning in an uninterpretable sea of numbers! One way of doing
this is to consider, for men and for women in separate age groups, changing patterns
of time use on the ‘‘main line’’ through the traditional family formation sequence.
Then (in the following section) we can turn to consider some of the alternative
turnings off the main drag.

Table 10.3 shows the evolution of paid work through the traditional family
formation stage. The table shows the mean time use in each of the separate pairs
of years for each of the transitions. Where there is no change, both the first and the
second years are included, to indicate the degree of annual change in time use that is
associated with remaining in a given family situation. Where there is a family status
transition, we have the patterns of time use in the year before, and in the year after,
to indicate the change in time use that may be attributed to it.

So, in the case of paid work we see, for younger people who remain single, a small,
questionably significant, annual increase in work time for both sexes, and not much
difference between the sexes; there are similar small declines in work time for the
two older groups. Young people acquiring partners reduce their paid work time, as
do middle-aged women, though not middle-aged men. Young people who remain in
partnerships do not change their paid work time in any consistent way. We might
note, however, that these small changes do add up to what looks like a progressive
change (or selection process), such that those young women in partnerships who
then choose to have children (looking at the ‘‘before acquiring a child’’ column) do
seem to have substantially less paid work than young single women, while younger
men in partnerships who are just about to acquire a child seem to have substantially
more paid work than young single men.

The big break, however, occurs at the acquisition of a child. Among the youngest
group, both the new fathers and the new mothers reduce their work time. But the
mothers’ reduction is more than three times as large as the fathers’. And the mothers’
reduction continues, as they remain with their partners and children (partly as a

Table 10.3 Paid work (mins. per day)

Stay single Acquire partner Stay

partnered

With

partner,

acquire

child

Stay

partner

þ child

Stay

partnered,

child

leaves

Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After

20–40

Women 365 374 382 370 367 363 354 289 261 264 286 292

Men 377 383 405 392 398 397 400 380 388 389 399 380

41–60

Women 249 242 266 240 216 208 206 200 255 251 262 239

Men 300 295 318 317 303 293 330 324 370 364 353 342

60þ
Women 40 35 63 55 56 49 71 65 86 102

Men 61 56 65 52 86 76 73 71 150 143
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result of acquiring further children), while by contrast, the fathers’ paid work time
returns, in subsequent years, to something like its pre-birth level. Even after the
children leave home, even among the youngest group of women, paid work time
hardly increases. At the start of the ‘‘main sequence’’ for young people, paid work
time differed between men and women by hardly 3 percent; by the end of this phase,
women do 30 percent less paid work. For middle-age-group men with partners and
co-resident children, paid work time declines by around five minutes per day each
year, and women continue to have just over two-thirds of men’s total of paid work.

Note that the annual time-use changes for those in static family circumstances are
generally small (though of course, a regular decline of only three minutes per day per
year, cumulates to an hour’s reduction if maintained continuously over two decades).
And by contrast, the single-year working-time changes associated with the family
status transitions are generally much more substantial, at least for women. There
are, plainly, age effects, as we see by comparing the 20–40 age group single women
with single women in the 41–60 age group. But much of this age-related difference in
fact reflects change in the middle-age-group women’s lives that occurred during
previous family states, in partnerships which are now ended, and with children
who have left home.

Patterns of change in routine housework mirror those in paid work (table 10.4).
Again, we see periods of relative stability in time-use patterns while in an unchanging
household, punctuated by rapid time-use changes associated with family events.
Again we see young single men and women starting with not dissimilar levels, but
with the small year-on-year increase for women that may reflect an age effect or
alternatively, the consequence of previous partnerships. There is no substantial differ-
ence between the housework of young single people in general and that special group
who are just about to form partnerships. Both young men and young women increase
their housework at the time of partnering, butwomen increase it somewhatmore than
men, and a continuing three minutes per year increase during the partner-no children
period means that in young couples just before acquiring a first child, men do

Table 10.4 Cooking and cleaning (mins. per day)

Stay single Acquire partner Stay

partnered

With

partner,

acquire

child

Stay

partner

þ child

Stay

partnered,

child

leaves

Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After

20–40

Women 34 37 38 64 79 82 80 97 123 125 133 128

Men 26 26 28 45 48 48 47 53 58 58 56 60

41–60

Women 103 104 102 122 146 147 141 144 149 149 145 145

Men 44 45 47 62 68 69 65 69 67 67 68 69

60þ
Women 123 121 131 140 165 164 161 157 141 127

Men 79 79 93 85 93 94 97 95 75 82
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approaching 60 percent as much housework as their partners, just after the child
they do 55 percent, and in stable partnerships with children they do 46 percent.
Middle-age-group single men and women have housework totals similar to those of
younger people in partnerships – reflecting the fact that many of this group were
previously partnered. The major family impact for this group is with the acquisition
of a partner: as with the younger group, both show some increase in housework, but
the woman’s increase is larger than the man’s, and continues to increase through the
partnership period, with men’s unpaid work at approximately 45 percent of
women’s. The older group shows even higher totals of paid work (though smaller
differences associated with partnership formation). We should remember our earlier
discussion of the ‘‘time-warp’’; this group did acquire its primary socialization
around or before the 1930s, a time when gender roles were more sharply divided:
all the more striking, then, that this group has a more even gender division of
housework than the younger, with men doing 55–70 percent of their partners’
total – presumably reflecting the changes in paid work shown in table 10.3.

The other unpaid work activities, including child-care, as well as shopping,
gardening, household repairs, and household management, shows quite the most
remarkable pattern (table 10.5). Here again, for the youngest age group, we find the
main changes, as previously, occurring around the points of family transition. But
unlike the previous cases, these transitions are not the emergent points for gender
differences. On the contrary, we see near-equality in the gender balance for persist-
ent partnerships with no children. And though this slips considerably with the
arrival of children, we still find men doing 83 percent of women’s total in the
continuing partnerships with children.

But the real contrast here is seen in the two older groups. Here the men do more
unpaid work than women. The family transitions seem to have little impact and the
totals do seem to increase progressively with age.4 At no point do the higher
proportional contributions of men to this category of unpaid work fully compensate
in time terms for women’s contribution to cooking and cleaning. But for the older

Table 10.5 Other unpaid work (mins. per day)

Stay single Acquire partner Stay

partnered

With

partner,

acquire

child

Stay

partner

þ child

Stay

partnered,

child

leaves

Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After

20–40

Women 57 56 55 65 67 70 80 188 186 180 146 85

Men 45 47 49 60 66 68 73 162 154 151 142 131

41–60

Women 75 76 73 81 91 91 90 95 120 114 102 91

Men 99 100 99 103 108 108 102 113 119 117 113 112

60þ
Women 100 100 101 103 108 108 99 102 102 99

Men 140 140 147 143 138 139 143 143 136 139
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Table 10.6 Consumption (mins. per day)

Stay single Acquire partner Stay

partnered

With

partner,

acquire

child

Stay

partner

þ child

Stay

partnered,

child

leaves

Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After Yr 1 Yr 2 Before After

20–40

Women 385 379 371 354 347 347 345 287 295 296 304 362

Men 411 406 389 378 367 367 360 303 300 301 302 326

41–60

Women 424 428 412 407 404 408 413 413 342 351 357 388

Men 432 434 417 402 402 408 388 380 341 347 359 367

60þ
Women 545 550 524 519 494 499 484 491 491 491

Men 559 564 544 554 522 528 523 528 494 489

age group the totals of the two sorts of unpaid work are at least approaching
equality.

The younger adults’ consumption time is most clearly affected by the acquisition of
a child (table 10.6). Both men and women reduce their time devoted to consumption
activities by just under an hour per day with the arrival of the first child, and their
totals of leisure hardly recover throughout the early years that children are
co-resident. Only when the last child finally leaves home does leisure time increase
again, favoring particularly the youngest women. And as we see from the older age
groups, the total of leisure time gradually increases as the children grow older and
leave the household. It appears that older women have in general somewhat less
leisure thanmen in equivalent family circumstances: this must be set against the totals
of ‘‘sleep and personal care,’’ where women show a reasonably regular excess over
men,which reflects largely differences in personal care time.Women in themiddle-age
group show more leisure time than men, around the time of having a first child. The
reason for this difference is not immediately apparent, but may reflect the gender-
structured age difference between older couples having a first child.

Off the main track

The remaining major transition that affects both sexes and each of the age groups is
loss of a partner from a partnership with no children. This is most frequent for the
oldest group, where the main reason is the death of the partner, but it occurs also
with reasonable frequency among the younger groups, as a result of partnership
dissolution.

Table 10.7 shows the effects for younger people to be, for both men and women, a
small increase in paid work, using time freed as a result of reductions in the various
categories of unpaidwork. For themiddle-age group, paidwork shows small changes,
but leisure time increases. For women in the oldest group, paid work and leisure both
increase, while for older men, changes in each of the categories are relatively small.
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Table 10.7 Time-use effects – lose partner, no kids (mins. per day)

Paid work Housework Other domestic Sleep Consumption

Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After

20–60

Women 371 391 64 41 64 56 585 588 355 364

Men 409 431 41 24 55 49 561 561 374 376

41–60

Women 226 232 131 103 86 77 587 594 410 435

Men 339 332 55 42 97 97 553 557 395 413

61þ
Women 26 40 159 123 111 100 623 632 522 545

Men 57 54 95 85 145 143 598 599 544 559

The final pair of changes is nonsymmetrical, each affecting just the two younger
age groups, and applying to just one gender.

Of these, the first are changes that happen, with very few exceptions, just to
women. The gender differential in expectations of child custody after partnership
dissolution means that virtually all of those who lose a partner but maintain co-
residence with their child are women. In these cases we see in the first panel of
table 10.8, little change in paid work, and, perhaps surprisingly, reductions in

Table 10.8 Time-use effects – dissolution and reformation with and without children
(mins. per day)

Paid work Housework Other domestic Sleep Consumption

Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After

Lose partner,

keep child

Women 20–49 262 279 112 85 193 179 578 581 296 317

Women 41–60 298 298 135 109 106 93 570 577 331 363

Gain partner,

keep child

Women 20–49 281 277 79 100 185 186 583 580 312 297

Women 41–60 274 248 120 139 103 104 579 579 364 369

Lose partner

and child

Men 20–49 384 393 51 30 138 63 546 565 321 389

Men 41–60 380 346 57 43 112 91 545 555 346 405

Gain partner

and child

Gen 20–49 410 386 24 47 64 159 566 546 376 302

Men 41–60 397 385 33 59 85 105 546 543 379 349
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unpaid work coupled with increases in leisure. The same differentials mean that
virtually all cases of repartnering while continuing co-residence with an own child
are also women. The second panel of table 10.8 shows the time-use consequences of
re-partnering in this case to be a reasonably precise mirror-imaging of the first panel:
the women increase their domestic work activities, seemingly, in those cases where
they had a previous partnership, increasing toward the levels of domestic work in
their previous partnerships, and reducing their leisure time to the previous levels.
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Then there are the changes that apply – for just the same reasons – almost exclusively
to men. In the third panel we see small increases in paid work for younger men losing
both partners and children, and a substantial decline in paid work for middle-age-
group men in this position, accompanied by substantial (if unsurprising) reductions
in unpaid work, enabling substantial increases in both sleep and leisure time. And,
just as in the parallel women’s case, those men whose experiences are set out in the
fourth panel of table 10.8, who are gaining both partners and co-resident children
(and who in most cases are in fact again repartnering), pretty much reverse the
pattern of changes in panel 3.

Discussion and Conclusions:

Time Use and Gender Difference

An important part of what has gone before is methodological argument. We have
considered problems with interpreting cross-sectional data as evidence of life-course
change, the desirability in principle of historical data so as to follow cohorts –
advice, in fact, not followed here. And we have in fact used real ‘‘longitudinal’’
evidence – repeated measurement of the same subjects – to observe how time-use
changes with family transitions.

Time-diary data is the technically correct source for this evidence. But it is not
practicable (because of both financial cost and respondent burden) to collect the
large-scale, time-diary materials needed to investigate the effects of family transi-
tions, on a panel survey basis. The alternative is data fusion: since we have time-use
predictor variables in both a donor (HoL time-diary) and a recipient (BHPS) data
set, we use regression of predictors on time-diary evidence in donor data, imputing
time use by multiplying resulting regression coefficients with predictor variables in
the recipient data. What emerge are BHPS time-use estimates that make sense.

These estimates in turn allow us to produce important substantive conclusions.
Lying behind the argument for the use of longitudinal data is in effect the general
hypothesis that age, as used in conventional time diary-based discussions of time and
the life course, is acting as a proxy for family status and family ‘‘events.’’ We can
certainly conclude, from the evidence we have been discussing, that that this
hypothesis is quite strongly supported.

We have constructed a sequence of tables consisting of alternating pairs of
columns, where the first pair represents two successive years in a given family
state, and the second pair represent, respectively, the final year in that state, and
the first year in the next state. Four general observations hold, to varying degrees, for
tables 10.3 to 10.7:

1 Pairs of years in a given family status are relatively similar to each other –
implying slow change in time use in each family state.

2 The average year in a given stable family state tends to show a similar level of
time use to that of the year before a change in family state.

3 The largest changes in time use seem to occur between the two years surrounding
a family transition.

4 The family transition effects are in general larger for younger people than for
older.
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Figure 10.6 Time-use consequences of status transitions, UK, men aged 41–60

In those cases where generalization 1 is strongly supported but 2 is not – as in the
table 10.3 case of young women’s paid work gradually increasing as the children
grow up and leave home – we have in effect evidence of a small but steady time-use
change, within a long-lasting family state. Where 1, 2, and 3 hold – as in table 10.5,
20–40 men and women’s other unpaid work – we have time-use stability punctuated
by brief changes associated with family transitions. And where all four hold, we
have in addition the effect of an interaction of age with the family status and
transition effects.
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What remains is to fit together the various stories about the use of particular
elements of time – paid work, unpaid work, sleep, and leisure – into a narrative
about the effect of the family cycle, on the entire 1,440 minutes of the day; the
impact of family life on time use as a whole. Figures 10.3 to 10.6 put together, for
young and middle age-group women and men, the evidence for the sequence of
family states and events that I have called the ‘‘main track.’’

Put together in this way, we see a dramatic divergence in the patterns of time use
of men and women through this family sequence. They start (looking at the left-hand
sides of figures 10.3 and 10.4) with relatively small differences, men doing just a
little more paid work than women, women doing just a little more unpaid work than
men. Progressively, through the successive family status changes, and as they get
older, these two differentials become more and more pronounced. This effect could
be explained by, for example, the differential impact of general social norms on
particular family circumstances – e.g., ‘‘women should reduce their paid work to
care for children’’ would have just this effect.

But equally, even if this norm were completely absent, the effect would emerge as a
result of a combination of rational choices within family groups, and the process of
accumulation of social-structural characteristics described in the first section of this
chapter. The initial very small differentials in work time, with men having just slightly
more paid work thanwomen,may give theman a small excess of accumulated human
capital (or alternatively, there may be a residual of workplace discrimination leading
to somewhat lower women’s wage rates). New couples, considering divisions of work
responsibility when setting up house together, therefore decide that it is marginally
advantageous (in total income terms) that the female partner specialize slightly in
housework while the male works some overtime. As a result the proportions of paid
and unpaid work diverge, and human capital is accumulated at an increasingly
differentiated rate between the sexes, so that, at the point of the next increase in
unpaid work needs, the birth of the first child, it would be simply irrational for the by-
now-much-higher-human-capital male to take time out from his paid job. This is a
recursive process: men’s extra daily time in paid work adds differentially to their
human capital, which in turn makes it rational for couples to decide to increase the
degree of gender specialization in the different sorts of work.

Now in reality, both the norm-driven and the rationality-driven process work in
parallel. We cannot really distinguish between these two. But it is important to
remember that both operate together – because they are mutually reinforcing.
Norms are, ultimately, what is perceived to be normal. So sometimes a rational
process may result in a norm. But perhaps the more important effect is in the
opposite direction. Over recent decades, expressed norms about women’s special
domestic responsibilities have been changing dramatically. Few British adults will
now accede to the sorts of ‘‘women’s place in the home’’ sentiments that were
commonplace sixty years ago.5 Yet, as we see from the final four figures, and despite
the historical changes documented in Gershuny 2000, the gender differentials in
paid and unpaid work remain dramatic. The norms have changed. But the rational
process of recursive determination described above nevertheless provides an inertial
effect that preserves the previous behavior.

Why is this important? Does it matter that men do less unpaid work and more
paid work? In terms of the narrow time-use concerns of this chapter, it probably
does not lead to any inequity, insofar as men’s and women’s totals of paid and
unpaid work balance reasonably well, leading in turn to a quite equal overall
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balance of consumption time. But now consider what happens if the partnership
dissolves. They have shared the income. He has built up the ‘‘human capital,’’ she the
domestic work skills and the stronger relationship with the children. Now they no
longer share the income. He has the income from his high human capital, she has all
that she can extract from her low human capital, constrained by the fact that she
must also care for the children. Marketable work skills earn the income that gives
the life chances. He wins, she loses.

Notes

1 Economists led the discussion of these issues. Becker (1993) [1964] and Mincer and
Polachek (1974) used the term ‘‘human capital’’ with this specific reference to the labor
market. The same term is sometimes used in casual sociological discussions of what is
referred to here as ‘‘embodied capital.’’ It seems appropriate to follow Coleman (1988)
here, who used the term in the economists’ sense, but we may hope that a more satisfactory
terminology emerges.

2 This corresponds precisely to Dagfin Aas’s (1978) classification of four distinct time-use
categories: contracted (paid work), committed (unpaid work), necessary (sleep and per-
sonal care), and discretionary.

3 Hoffman (1981) and Niemi (1983) argue that these stylized estimates are subject to
systematic biases (though Jacobs, 1998 disagrees); the regression-based imputation will
have the effect of reducing biases.

4 This unfamiliar result is not at all an artifact of the imputation methodology: just the same
age/gender effect emerges from direct analysis of the HoL dataset:

Other unpaid work: child-care, shopping, gardening, other domestic, UK, 1999—2000 (HoL diary
study waves 1 and 2)

Mins./day No.

Women Men Women Men

All 120 107 726 632

Aged 20–40 152 92 290 251

Aged 41–60 96 104 291 246

Aged 60þ 105 141 145 135

5 Dex (1988: 24) reports mid-1940s data showing in excess of 54 percent opposing married
women’s employment (except in wartime). BHPS in 1991 shows 27 percent of British
adults agreeing with the proposition: ‘‘A husband’s job is to earn money; a wife’s job is to
look after the home and family.’’ By 1999, agreement with this proposition had fallen to
20 percent (BHPS Documentation Vol. 2; frequency distributions for variables aopfamf
and iopfamf (Taylor et al., 2002.)
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APPENDIX 10.1 TWO PANEL DATASETS

British Household Panel Study (BHPS)

Initial (1991) 5,000-household national random sample; all adults in household interviewed
annually.
Questions on:

. work history, employment since last survey

. earnings, benefits, etc., since last survey

. family circumstances and history

. social attitudes, etc., etc.

. initial sample þ descendants þ current co-residents.

Wave 1 response rate 70%þ, wave-on-wave >96%.
Additional samples selected in Scotland and Wales in 2000 and Northern Ireland in 2001:

now 9,000 households, 16,000 respondents annually. Full documentation available online at
www.iser.essex.ac.uk/bhps/index.php

Home-on-Line (‘‘HoL’’)

A three-wave time-diary panel study, funded by British Telecom during 1999–2001, based at
the Institute for Economic and Social Research (ISER), University of Essex, UK. 1,000
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households, national random sample, with over-sample for computer-owning households.
First-wave personal interview for all adult members, leave-behind seven-day self-completion
light diary for all aged 10þ. First wave 60%þ questionnaire response rate, 50%-diary
response. Specimen results available online at www.iser.essex.ac.uk/pubs/workpaps/2002-
01.php
Diaries kept for 7 sequential days, with 15-minute recording period, and 35 fixed-activity

categories.
HoL contains, inter alia, various BHPS-derived activity/participation questions:

. stylized estimate (’’How much time . . . ?) questions:

. paid work

. housework

. ‘‘who does . . . ?

Shopping, cooking, cleaning, and clothes washing, used in fusion exercise.
DIY and child-care, not used in fusion.
Participation frequency on 10 leisure categories, not used in fusion.
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11
Inequality and the Family

Philip N. Cohen and Danielle MacCartney

Inequality is related to families and family structure in complicated ways. Family
forms may be cause, or consequence, of various forms of inequality. In hard times,
families may provide comfort or serve as resource pools to protect against scarcity.
For the privileged, families are conduits for the intergenerational transmission of
wealth and status. For others, the burden of caring for family members sometimes
imposes impediments to economic mobility.

In this chapter, we describe four forms that the relationship between families and
inequality may take. First, families reflect inequalities, because the unequal distribu-
tion of various resources – economic, social, and political – affects the availability or
accessibility of some family forms. For example, low incomes increase the likelihood
that poor people will find themselves living in extended families even when they
would prefer the privacy of a smaller, nuclear family.

Even as inequality affects the forms that families take, however, it is also the case
that unequal outcomes result from different families and family forms. This is the
second relationship we discuss. This dynamic has both proximate and intergenera-
tional components. A common example of the proximate effects is the dispropor-
tionate odds of poverty experienced by single mothers and their children. In terms of
intergenerational effects, families remain perhaps the most important mechanism for
the transmission of unequal life chances.

But families are not unitary subjects, experiencing the same consequences or
impacts of the wider social world. Thus, our third observation is that families
contain and reproduce inequalities, both personally intimate and economically
pivotal. For example, the division of labor and resources within families usually
privileges men, with women dominating unpaid housework and child-care while
men hold privileged positions in the paid labor market. Further, children are subject
to the often unchecked authority of their parents.

Thus, inequalities impose constraints on family forms, and the weight of each
generation’s troubles often falls on the shoulders of their children. And beyond these
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dynamics, the family is a cauldron of inequality in some ways all its own. However,
we must not exclude the paradoxical reality that family relationships offer responses
to inequality and hardship – our fourth dynamic. Without the cooperation and
mutual support of individuals within families, survival itself would be compromised,
at least for the poorest people. We address each of these relationships in turn.

Families as Unequal Outcomes

In the modern era, it has been suggested, people use families for their personal
instrumental, rather than collective, purposes. However, not everyone has equal
access to the growing range of options regarding family forms. Unequal access to
family forms is an expression of inequality that is often invisible, confounded by our
belief that decisions about whom to marry, how many children to have, and with
whom to live are deeply personal and individual. But these personal decisions are
made in very unequal contexts.

Family formation

One prominent explanation for the higher rate of single motherhood among African
Americans in the US is that inner-city black women face a shortage of ‘‘marriage-
able’’ men (Wilson, 1987). Specifically, the combined effects of higher black mortal-
ity, incarceration, and chronic unemployment – all of which are concentrated in
American inner cities – have greatly reduced the likelihood that a given Black
woman will be able to find a man, or at least a man she wants to marry. In addition,
Black couples are more likely to cohabit instead of marry than are white couples,
which may reflect their decisions to postpone or forgo marriage under conditions of
economic uncertainty (Raley, 1996). A shortage of available mates – for demo-
graphic, economic, or other reasons – can also run against men’s odds of marriage.
In China, for example, the historical practice of female infanticide, coupled with
polygamy on the part of richer men, led to a shortage of available women, keeping
many men, especially poor men, from ever marrying (Lee and Feng, 1999).

If a shortage of mates prevents the formation of some nuclear families, a lack of
financial or other resources often leads to the growth of extended families. Asians,
Latinos, and blacks in the US are all more likely to live in multigenerational
households than are whites. Although culture and tradition play a role in these
differences, it appears that such arrangements are more generally the result of
economic or health conditions leading people to choose arrangements that run
against their preference for more private family lives (Cohen and Casper, 2002).
Low earnings, job insecurity, child-care expenses, health problems, and high housing
costs may all contribute to the likelihood of living in extended households.

The poor are more likely to live in extended households, but extended family
arrangements also reflect complicated patterns of intergenerational support. Older
Americans are much more likely to have younger relatives move in with them than
they are to move into the homes of others. To some degree, this reflects generational
inequalities. Because of government support for middle-class homebuying after
World War II, and partly because of Social Security support and other savings,
older Americans are more likely to own homes than are their younger relatives. In
a pinch, then, the younger generation may show up on the doorstep of their parents’
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or in-laws’ homes. Additionally, difficulties finding jobs, connecting with marriage
partners, and paying for college have led increasing numbers of young adults to
delay forming their own households (Treas and Torrecilha, 1995). Multigenera-
tional arrangements also reflect gendered patterns, as men are more likely than
women are to live with their mothers (Cohen and Casper, 2002).

Legal and social restrictions

The legally recognized formation of families also requires rights that not all enjoy.
Family life therefore may be conditioned on inequalities in political power. Gay and
lesbian couples, for example, have had to struggle for the right to have or adopt
children and, in most places, are still prevented from legally marrying. Even the right
to maintain familial relationships – such as visiting loved ones in hospital, making
medical decisions for spouses, and passing on custody of children or property upon
death – is often contested for gay and lesbian couples. On the other hand, the
religious practice of polygamy among Mormons in the US has been legally curtailed
as well. In these and other ways, state practices directly or indirectly affect the kind
of families that may be formed or legally recognized. This is the case even though
state affirmation is rarely visible to those making more mainstream family
choices; married couples rarely, if ever, are asked to produce legal proof of their
marriage.

Beyond the effects of state policy, there are strong social norms and taboos that
support some family forms while condemning others to marginality or disparage-
ment. These have been eroded in recent years, especially in some places – such as San
Francisco, California – where advocates have been able to affect local policies and
practices to explicitly protect unmarried couples. Nevertheless, informal enforce-
ment of social expectations with regard to families remains quite strong, even
though it may be subtle, as in the practice of paying married men higher wages or
promoting them faster than single men.

Pierre Bourdieu writes:

the family in its legitimate definition is a privilege instituted into a universal
norm . . . Those who have the privilege of having a ‘‘normal’’ family are able to demand
the same of everyone without having to raise the question of the conditions (a
certain income, living space, etc.) of universal access to what they demand universally.
(1998: 69)

Thus, the ‘‘normal’’ family is not accessible to everyone, for various reasons, but it is
almost universally expected. And despite formidable barriers to this normalcy, those
who fail to conform are generally considered to have made personal choices that
cement their outsider status.

Families Transmitting Inequality

As we have seen, there are many factors that determine what kind of family people
are born into or live in. Equally important, however, are the effects that families and
family forms have on their members, in the short run as well as intergenerationally.
Family structure, background, and the resources available to children, including
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financial resources and education at home and in school, can affect children’s lives
and their future as adults.

Family structure

Some kinds of families are at higher risk of poverty and other economic disadvan-
tages, especially those headed by single women. In Britain, four out of five single-
parent families qualify for poverty-level public assistance (Allan and Crow, 2001); in
the US, about 40 percent of single-mother families live below the official poverty line
(Casper and Bianchi, 2002). This is primarily because single women are often
compelled to maintain families with one (woman’s) earnings (Thomson et al.,
1994). The increase in single-parent households in the US has been pronounced,
and remains much higher for black families; only a third of African American
children lived in two-parent families by the late 1990s, a decrease from two-thirds
in 1960 (Sandefur et al., 2001). During that time, out-of-wedlock birth replaced
divorce and widowhood as the predominant entry into single parenthood for women
(Bianchi, 1995). Like other single mothers, never-married mothers have no male
income to rely on. But divorced women have less difficulty obtaining child support
because divorce procedures involve some court intervention (although many still do
not receive adequate payments). Also, never-married mothers have lower average
levels of education and are less often fully employed than divorced mothers, increas-
ing the likelihood that they will have lower incomes and higher levels of poverty.

With at least 20 percent of all single-parent families headed by fathers, the
implications of single-father families for children have also come under scrutiny.
Single fathers usually have higher incomes and more material resources than single
mothers, which allow the children of single-father families to gain some of the
benefits accruing to the affluent. However, single fathers have fewer social resources
and more difficulty with the parenting role than single mothers (Griffiths, 1999).

The conditions of life for poor families can have a significant immediate effect on
children. Although conditions have improved among the poor in the US in recent
decades, many still live in dilapidated homes, where walls, floors, and ceilings have
open cracks or holes, and leaky roofs, exposed wires, and rodents, which all present
health hazards (Mayer, 1997). Poor children are on average less healthy than other
children, with higher rates of infant, child, or adolescent mortality and increased risk
of infectious diseases. In addition to direct economic mechanisms, however, Guo and
Harris (2000) found that some family-related factors, including cognitive stimula-
tion and parenting style – along with physical environment and health at birth –
contribute to developmental problems for poor children.

Class mobility

Adherents of the benefits of modernity believe that with the spread of industrializa-
tion, and the bureaucratization that accompanies it, the effects of family background
on children’s futures should be gradually reduced as individual effort and natural
ability are increasingly rewarded by the meritocratic system. Although there was
evidence of declining father influence on sons’ occupational standing in the 1960s and
1970s, more recent research shows a persistent and possibly increasing tendency for
fathers to pass on their occupational standing to their sons. As Steven Rytina writes,
‘‘the apple lands as near the tree as it ever did, if not a little closer’’ (2000: 1270).
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Most social scientists are not persuaded by the evidence for inherited intelligence
as a powerful determinant of economic success later in life. But we know that
families do affect their children’s futures in many ways. Depending on the circum-
stances and measures used, it has been shown that the parental education and family
income experienced as a child affect the odds of poverty as an adult. According to a
multivariate analysis by Fischer et al. (1996), parents’ income is the most important
factor (although in the case of African Americans, parental education also plays an
important role).

In general, families at the top and bottom of the economic hierarchy are most likely
to produce children who replicate their families’ social position. That is because the
very rich have the most opportunity to advance their children’s prospects, and the
very poor have the least access to the kind of resources necessary to propel their
children into a higher social position. There is considerably more fluidity in the
middle of the economic distribution, which is more consistent with assumptions
about modernity (Kerbo, 2000). So, although individual factors are clearly import-
ant, the reproduction of inequality takes place at least in part within families, and
parental characteristics are among the most important predictors of adult outcomes.

The transmission of life chances from parents to children is complex, taking many
forms. Outcomes for children of single-parent families, for example, are affected not
justby income,but alsoby time spentwithparents, parentalhelpwith schoolwork, and
parental supervision (McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994). Themechanisms bywhich the
children of single parents pay an economic penalty as adults are still contested. But it is
safe to say that, at least for children of single mothers, lower income is probably the
most important factor leading to poorer outcomes (Amato andKeith, 1991), including
lower standardized test scores, lower levels of education, and lower income as adults
(Downey, 1994). On the other hand, at least one major study has found that children
from single-father families also grow up to attain lower socioeconomic status than
children frommarried-couple families (Biblarz and Raftery, 1999).

Some family determinants of children’s outcomes do not depend directly on the
families’ income, or on behaviors within families, but rather result from the areas or
neighborhoods in which they live. Mary Corcoran suggests that the mechanisms by
which neighborhood effects operate include a combination of ‘‘neighborhood pov-
erty, neighborhood welfare use, an inadequate tax base, poor public services, neigh-
borhood family structure, absence of middle class role models, or a host of other
possibilities’’ (1995: 258), which may include local criminal activity and peer-group
activities.

Certainly, where families live contributes to one major stratifying force for chil-
dren: schooling. According to Alan Kerckhoff, ‘‘Especially in secondary school,
there is an association between family social status and student access to favored
educational locations – better schools, more academically challenging courses, and
classes taught by the ‘better’ teachers’’ (1995: 328). Schools in more affluent areas
have more resources, including more contemporary books, computer resources, or
better staff, as well as advanced placement and honors courses. These advantages
allow children from affluent families to have greater access to higher education and
ultimately higher earnings. This may be one reason why children raised in poverty
have lower incomes and lower educational attainment as adults – including a higher
risk of dropping out of high school and a lower likelihood of attending college.

Less complicated, but no less important, is family transmission of wealth the old-
fashioned way: inheritance. Affluent parents are able to leave wealth behind for their
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children when they die. They also pass on large sums of money at key life-course
milestones, especially marriage and buying a home. These one-time investments
in the next generation turn out to have important implications for future develop-
ment. For example, in the US, these transfers play a very significant role in the
widely divergent asset portfolios of whites and blacks with similar earned incomes
(Oliver and Shapiro, 1995). In this way, family background can mean the difference
between security and insecurity in early adulthood, influencing decisions about
education, the accumulation of assets early in adulthood, and investments in
children – which in turn affect the security of retirements and inheritances for future
generations.

Children of affluent families also inherit less measurable but no less important
assets from the formal and informal networks of their parents. Private schools and
universities, for example, may give preferential admissions status to the children of
alumni. Family connections among the wealthy also provide many opportunities for
children. Because friendship networks among the wealthy are concentrated at the
upper end of the class hierarchy, the casual intervention or assistance of friends is
also highly stratified. Many young adults have a family friend help them get a
summer job, for example, but who their parents are will affect the nature of those
jobs. Family social networks, especially among the rich, also often bring young
adults together in marriage (Domhoff, 2002).

Inequality within Families

In some respects it is tempting to discuss families as functional units. By working
together families increase efficiency; money and other resources are often shared,
and decisions about how to deploy them often are made jointly. But as the age at
marriage has increased, along with divorce rates, and more parents are raising
children either alone or with unmarried partners, it has become increasingly obvious
that people do not relinquish their individual interests when they cross the threshold
of the family home. Like workplaces or other social arenas, families are themselves
sites of negotiation and exchange, power and conflict, and inequality.

Divisions of labor

In the majority of American married couples, both husband and wife are now in the
labor force. Nevertheless, men still devote more time to paid work while women do
more housework and child-care. As with any division of labor, whether mutual or
coercive, the division of labor within couples – and the dynamic it sets in motion –
have implications for inequality.

According to the US Census Bureau, the wife was the only spouse in the labor
force in just 6 percent of all married couples in 2000. Among couples with children,
that number fell to 3 percent of couples. On the other hand, 22 percent of couples
send only the husband into the labor force, which rises to 28 percent in couples with
children. Thus, in most couples, even most couples with children, both spouses are in
the labor force. But the ‘‘traditional’’ breadwinner role is much more likely to be
filled by the husband. Even without gender inequality in the labor market, then, we
would expect husbands to earn more money than their wives. In fact, 59 percent of
husbands have earnings $5,000 or more over their wives’, compared to the mere 15
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percent of wives who earn $5,000 more than their husbands. That gap is also wider
in couples with children.

Despite substantial narrowing over the last several decades, the housework im-
balance persists as well. In 1965, US married women spent 33.9 hours per week on
all housework tasks, compared to 4.7 hours per week performed by husbands, a
ratio of more than 7 to 1. By 1995, the ratio was below 2 to 1, as wives cut their
hours down to 19.4, and husbands increased theirs to 10.4. However, there was little
change in the 10 years after 1985, indicating that the convergence may be leveling
off (Bianchi et al., 2000).

Female dominance of housework is by no means restricted to the US. An analysis
of data collected in 22 industrialized countries in 1994 showed that no country
approached equality in the division of housework between husbands and wives. The
most egalitarian were the socially liberal countries – Norway, the US, Sweden, and
Canada. The socially conservative and Catholic countries – Austria, Ireland, Italy,
and Japan – had the most unequal divisions of labor. Great Britain, New Zealand,
and Australia fell into the middle range (Batalova and Cohen, 2002).

A number of explanations have been offered for the persistence of the housework
gap between husbands and wives (South and Spitze, 1994). The simplest is that
wives do more housework because they have more time for housework, as the labor
force consumes husbands’ time. This explanation is problematic, however, because
labor-force commitments have changed more rapidly than the division of housework
has. This lends support to the second explanation, which is that the imbalance favors
men because men bring greater resources – especially their incomes – to the family
negotiation over housework. Housework is considered drudgery, so men use their
stronger bargaining position to get out of it. Finally, it is clear that childhood
socialization plays a role in the expectations that both men and women bring to
marriages. Therefore, any change in the division of housework is likely to lag behind
changes in the economy or other influences, as adults model behaviors they experi-
enced decades earlier in their own families.

Even if the division of labor within couples were mutually agreeable – represent-
ing joint investment in the family unit – it would have consequences for inequality in
cases where the marriage ends in divorce or widowhood. The time women spend out
of the labor force takes a toll on their future earnings if they later choose, or need, to
find full-time employment. However, even when work experience is taken into
account, women who have had children suffer a wage penalty (Budig and England,
2001). It is possible that employers discriminate against mothers in hiring, or fail to
promote them to positions with higher pay, because they believe mothers will be less
reliable or committed to their jobs. That would fit with the considerable evidence
that married men earn more than single men – even when differences in education,
skill level, and experience are taken into account – perhaps because employers
believe married men are more responsible, or will devote themselves more fully to
their jobs (Cohen, 2002a). Thus, social norms and expectations about family life
may magnify the effects of the gender division of labor within families, enhancing
men’s privilege and increasing women’s dependence on men’s earnings.

Power, violence, and authority

Partly as a result of economic inequalities, the hierarchy within families generally
ranks men at the top, followed by women and then children. Among children, there
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may be an additional hierarchy by age and gender, depending on the cultural and
economic context. Thus, inequalities outside the family permeate families as well,
contributing in turn to the reproduction of inequality in the wider social world.

Inequalities work through family relations to create hierarchies, partly through
differential power among family members. Consider the role of children. They
depend on parental support, supervision, and other resources in order to thrive.
For example, in the US, children with more than one sibling on average attain lower
levels of education than those with fewer siblings, presumably because of lower
parental investments per child (Hauser and Kuo, 1998). The affect of parental
decision-making is even more pronounced in many parts of Eastern and Southern
Asia, where parents exhibit a strong preference for sons. This leads to sons getting
more food and better health care at young ages. Also, if parents with a strong son
preference stop having children only when they have reached the desired number of
sons, girls on average will grow up in larger families, which itself is a disadvantage.
Paradoxically, this also means that daughters will be more likely to live in families
with a strong son preference, where they will be still further disadvantaged (Clark,
2000).

Despite its traditional overtones, however, the preference for sons is not just a
fading feudal practice. Parents’ preference for sons may be more common in soci-
eties with a dowry system, but son preference also results from calculation of the
relative economic potential of boys versus girls, and thus reflects contemporary
gender inequalities, regardless of their origins. And traditional son preferences
interact with evolving state policy as well. Evidence from China suggests that girls
living in communities that strictly enforce the government’s one-child policy receive
less parental care than girls living in other communities (Short et al., 2001).

Perhaps the clearest example of power relations within families, however, con-
cerns sex and violence. The US Bureau of Justice Statistics, from data collected in the
1990s, reports that three-quarters of sexual assaults against children occur in a
residence. The perpetrators of sexual assault against victims under 6 were family
members in half the cases. The likelihood that a sexual assault will be perpetrated by
family members decreases as children grow older and interact more outside the
family, but even among children age 12 and over, 24 percent of sexual assaults are
committed by family members. As with adults, girls are more likely to be sexually
assaulted than boys, but at the youngest ages about 1 in 3 victims is a boy. Other
violence within families usually but not exclusively targets women. In 1998, women
comprised 72 percent of people killed by spouses and other intimates, and 85
percent of the victims in nonlethal, intimate violence. Sadly, for some, the family is
a source of violence, degradation, and even death.

The patterns of family violence help illustrate the underlying power relationships,
and how they interact with the hierarchies of the wider social world (Andersen,
2000). Despite difficulties in reporting, for example, it is clear that family violence
extends up and down the economic spectrum and racial–ethnic hierarchy. However,
stresses related to economic inequality, including unemployment, do contribute to
incidences of family violence (Kimmel, 2000). Although both men and women may
perpetrate family violence, there is some evidence that violence plays a different role
for each. In keeping with men’s more powerful positions, some research has shown
that men’s violence tends to be more instrumental, that is, men tend to use violence
to gain obedience or acceptance of their dominant position within the household.
Women, on the other hand, tend either to react defensively or to express immediate
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frustration or anger. Among same-sex couples – who overall experience similar
levels of family violence as opposite-sex couples – violence may also be exacerbated
by internalized homophobia, which provides a source of displaced anger, feelings of
despair, or loss of control (Andersen, 2000).

Families Resisting Inequality

For every story of hierarchy and domination within families, there is another that
tells of families pulling together to make ends meet, support each other, and soldier
on to produce the next generation in even the toughest of times. The centrality of the
family as a social institution emerges when one observes that the family is so crucial
both to the reproduction of inequality on the one hand, and to the resistance to
inequality and hardship on the other. In this last section we outline some of the ways
the family plays this latter role.

In recent years, careful longitudinal studies have been able to confirm some
assumptions about the positive role that families can play, especially for children
facing economic, health, or emotional hardship. For example, on the Hawaiian
island of Kauai, a long-term study of vulnerable children showed that emotional
support from family members, including extended family members, was an import-
ant factor in surviving and thriving into adulthood (Werner and Smith, 2001). For
adolescents in American rural areas facing economic hard times, close relationships
with grandparents and other extended family members provide an important source
of support when parents cannot fulfill their protective roles, with positive effects on
children’s academic success and emotional well-being (Elder and Conger, 2000).

Similarly, the challenges single-mother families face, and the disadvantages in
childhood that result, do not necessarily lead to reports of lower psychological
well-being (Hilton, Desrochers, and Devall, 2001). Single parents do raise successful
children, often by assuming both male and female role responsibilities, establishing
extended care networks, serving as teachers, confidants, and role models for their
children, and finding sources of income other than wages (Persaud, Gray, and Hunt,
1999; Tsushima and Gecas, 2001). Much of this activity escaped the attention of
researchers, especially the use of informal networks to raise alternative sources of
income (Edin and Lein, 1997).

Beyond support behaviors within families, two other strategies stand out as
individual and adaptive responses to poverty and inequality. The first uses the family
to go outside the family and household, building networks of support to create a
social safety net, especially in the absence of adequate welfare support. New studies
show that family networks – including related and nonrelated members – often
contribute vitally to the educational success of children (Rosier, 2000). The second
involves the actual form that families take. For example, with the onset of welfare
reform in the US, new research has focused on the role of extended families in
supporting the employment of single mothers, showing that those single mothers
who live in extended households are more likely to be employed (Cohen, 2002b).
One role for extended family members is taking care of children, especially since
access to affordable day care is central to maintaining employment for single
mothers (Manning and Smock, 1997).

Much of this research is part of a long history of interest in the central role played
by family-support networks among African Americans (Stack, 1974). But recent

inequality and the family 189



scholarship emphasizes several limitations to this approach. First, one should not
exaggerate the lifesaving capacity of kin networks. In fact, one of the vexing
problems of inner-city decline for Black families has been the faltering of their
networks – which remain only as strong as their members (Roschelle, 1997). Second,
partly because family networks among the poor are so important for survival,
reliance on such relationships is not always voluntary or even welcome. Katherine
Newman has shown that, in the absence of sufficient earnings, social networks for
the working poor preserve ‘‘a form of social capital that has all but disappeared in
many an American suburb’’ (1999: 194). But while the middle class might regret the
loss of such connections, these networks ‘‘remain tight, even oppressive at times, in
poor communities.’’

Conclusion

Families are formed and develop in a social context rife with inequality along many
dimensions. We have seen the impact of these inequalities on the formation of
families, but also how families are actors in the systems of inequality, transmitting
inequalities to subsequent generations, reproducing inequalities within the confines
of the family home and the networks of its members, but also resisting the effects of
inequality and hardship. Like any major social institution, then, families are thor-
oughly intertwined with larger, structural forces in the cultural, economic, and
political arenas. By examining the dynamics of families, we are able to learn not
only some of the ways that inequality works its way into and through our lives, but
also how inequality shapes our family environments, and how individual interaction
both reflects and contributes to the inequalities we face.
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12
Families of the Poor

Robert Walker and Claire Collins

To be poor in the post-industrial age is not simply to be without the resources
necessary to meet social expectations. Being poor typically means active exclusion
from the personal benefits of social integration and community. It means being
denied access to public and privately provided institutions that create social and
economic opportunity: good health care, education, insurance, credit, and transport.
The effects of such exclusion can be long-term, scarring the aspirations and potential
of young people and fostering destitution in old age.

Poverty frequently inhibits access to employment and with it a route to self-
sufficiency and social standing. It limits participation as a consumer of choice in the
marketplace and prevents people rejoicing in the tribalism of fashion and conspicuous
consumption that has come to define identity in the modern world. The stigma that so
often accompanies such curtailed autonomy is real, regardless of whether it is simply
imagined or positively experienced. People in poverty often believe themselves to be
failures in an achievement-orientated world, and are frequently perceived to be so by
more affluent citizens and commentators who are apt to use the undifferentiated term
‘‘the poor’’ to label them.

In reality, people who are poor are extraordinarily heterogeneous in their circum-
stances and experience. Nor is their status immutably ascribed. Most spells of
poverty are not permanent and, while very few poor people go on to enjoy real
prosperity, enough do so to make real possibilities out of an optimistic myth.
Likewise, of course, it is not unknown for the affluent to become poor. Both the
twin engines of capitalism – fear of penury and greed for financial success – are
fueled by real-world experience: the poor do change places with the non-poor. While
this means that more people are cursed by poverty than simple, cross-sectional
poverty statistics would suggest, it also demonstrates that society is not permanently
divided into the same ‘‘haves’’ and ‘‘have-nots,’’ and teaches that the life of the poor
individual need not be without hope or purpose.
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It follows that poverty is better conceptualized as a set of social processes rather
than simply as a status or social state. Poverty is the experience lived out by families
who are poor, one that they also help to shape. While the leverage that people in
poverty can exert on their circumstances and life-chances is severely constrained –
the power of social and economic forces seemingly stacked against them can be truly
awesome, and to ignore the agency of people who are poor erodes their dignity, adds
to their exclusion, and leads the observer to lose sight of the varied experience of
being poor. Indeed, so different are the experiences of people in poverty that it may
be apposite to talk of ‘‘poverties’’ rather than poverty, each, perhaps, with a different
etiology and varying consequences.

The aim in this chapter is to integrate the rhetoric of this opening section, which
by implication calls for a reconceptualization of poverty and policies designed to
combat it, with recent empirical evidence drawn from advanced industrial societies.
It moves from the more familiar measures of the incidence of poverty based on
income shortfall, through evidence on dynamics that points out the differing experi-
ences of poor people, to the least familiar, the worlds described and experienced by
poor people themselves.

The State of Poverty

While it is self-evident that poverty still exists in advanced industrial societies,
consensus is lacking as to what poverty is. Some say that poverty can be defined
behaviorally, arguing that people retreat from social participation once income falls
below a particular threshold (Gordon and Townsend, 2000; Townsend, 1979).
Others propose that poverty is no more than the bottom extreme of the income
distribution, arbitrarily defined (LIS, 2001). Yet others suggest that poverty is
primarily a rhetorical device; use of the term poverty is predicated on the assump-
tion that something has to be done about it (Piachaud, 1983; Walker and Park,
1998).

Definitions

Definitions are important. Ignoring them creates myth, fuels political rhetoric and
distorts reality. Baulch’s (1996) pyramid1 (figure 12.1) links the conceptualization of
poverty to both measurement and usage. At the top of the pyramid, poverty is
portrayed in terms of a univariate concept of disadvantage: personal consumption,
defined as expenditure plus home-produced products and services. In international
comparative studies consumption is frequently measured indirectly via income, since
information is easier to come by and money income is comparatively simple to
measure in a standardized fashion.2 This is the case in figures 12.2 to 12.7, discussed
below.

Multidimensional conceptions of poverty of increasing complexity are found
toward the base of the Baulch pyramid. These take account of the claims that people
may or may not have on individual, communal, and government assets and services
and take account of the loss of autonomy and dignity so frequently experienced by
people when poor. It may be, certainly it is a testable hypothesis, that definitions
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Figure 12.1 Pyramid of Poverty Concepts

Source: Adapted from Baulch (1996).

closer to the base of the pyramid better approximate to the self-realization of people
who would define themselves to be poor. Likewise, the challenges confronted by
policymakers increase lower down the pyramid. If a lack of income is the root cause
of poverty, then it can presumably be resolved by policies that make cash available to
the poor. If poverty is multidimensional, policies need to be more creative and
comprehensive.

Moreover, to the extent that Baulch’s pyramid defines dimensions of poverty that
are in varying degrees independent of each other, the implication is that theremaywell
be many different kinds of poverty with different characteristics, etiologies, and
solutions. The poverty suffered by some ‘‘asset-rich, income-poor’’ older householders
could, for example, be contrasted with the situation of women with no independent
access to resources living in ostensibly high-income families (Walker and Park, 1998).

Returning to the apex of Baulch’s pyramid, the choice of income threshold
below which people are counted as poor is essentially arbitrary.3 Most international
studies treat poverty as a relative rather than an absolute concept, with basic
needs being defined in relation to the living standards currently prevailing in a
society (e.g., OECD, 2001; Bradbury, Jenkins, and Micklewright, 2001; Goodin et
al., 1999). This contrasts markedly with US domestic debates that use an absolute
measure that ignores rising living standards.4 By convention, the threshold for
relative poverty is typically set as a percentage of median average income, often 50
percent, as in this chapter. This means that, in societies that experience prolonged
economic growth, each generation of people in poverty will ‘‘enjoy’’ a higher
standard of living than the preceding one. Relative measures also mean that the
living standards of people who are defined as poor will differ from one country to
another due to variations in national wealth, and hence in average per capita
income.

Income is assessed for the household or family unit in which an individual resides,
and the reference threshold, median household income, correspondingly takes
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account of differences in family size and needs by means of the application of
equivalence scales (OECD, 2001).5 Assessing poverty in this way presumes a degree
of income-sharing within the family unit that may not always occur. This
may mask real poverty as when, for example, women forgo expenditure on them-
selves to protect the living standards of their menfolk and children, but avoids the
problem of children appearing to be destitute while their parents enjoy undue
prosperity.

Income poverty

Figure 12.2 reveals that the incidence of income poverty, both relative and absolute,
varies markedly even among advanced industrial societies. It tends to be higher in
Anglo-Saxon countries such as the US than in continental Europe or Scandinavia.
So, for example, the US poverty rate in 1997, defined as household income of less
than half the median when adjusted to take account of household size,6 was 17.8
percent compared with 13.2 percent in the UK, 7.5 percent in Germany, and 5.5
percent in Finland. While these precise relativities vary over time according to the
prevailing state of national economies, the rank order of countries is surprisingly
constant (LIS, 2001).

Substantial international variation is also evident if a fixed poverty standard is
used. The point estimates in figure 12.2 take the US Census Bureau definition and
adjust it to take account of international variations in prices by using OECD
purchasing-power parities. Data relate to 1994, the most recent year for which
statistics are available, and record 13.6 percent of Americans as poor compared
with 7.3 percent of Germans, 4.8 percent of Finns, and just 0.3 percent of people in
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Luxembourg. The fact that poverty defined in this way was higher in Australia and
the UK than in the US (the reverse was true using the relative measure) reflects the
higher per capita incomes and the lower cost of living enjoyed by the average
American.

At the turn of the nineteenth century, before the creation of the welfare state, a
British social reformer, Seebohm Rowntree, observed that the incidence of poverty
closely followed the life course (Rowntree, 1901). The risk of poverty was highest
during childhood and child rearing, times when many mouths had to be fed but
few family members were available to work, and in old age, when paid employ-
ment was no longer possible. Brief periods of comparative prosperity were
enjoyed in youth and later in life after children had left home but before earning
power was curtailed by poor health. This pattern is still evident in the UK and US
but not in other developed countries, where the links between poverty and
childhood and old age have been broken (figure 12.37). In European and Scandi-
navian countries characterized by generally low rates of poverty, the risk of
poverty in childhood is below average, often the result of universal income
maintenance payments to children and plentiful, subsidized child-care. Rates of
poverty among elderly persons, on the other hand, are comparatively high – the
result of the failure of earnings-related social insurance schemes to protect those
with a history of low wages or intermittent work.8 In countries where poverty is
much more prevalent even among people of working age, such as the US and UK,
children tend to be disproportionately at risk of poverty (although this is not true
in Australia).
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Simple ‘‘headcount’’ measures of poverty provide no indication of the severity of
poverty experienced by those who are poor. A measure that does is the mean
poverty gap: the poverty gap is the amount by which a poor individual’s income
falls short of the poverty threshold expressed as a percentage of the threshold
(figure 12.29). In the mid-1990s, the average poor person in the US had an income
that was 36 percent less than the poverty threshold, but the most severe poverty, as
revealed by the poverty gap, was in the Netherlands, where the average poor
person had an income that was 76 percent less than the poverty threshold. There
is no evidence that poverty is particularly severe in countries like the US, where
poverty rates are high (indeed, the Netherlands has only a moderate headcount
poverty rate, while the statistical correlation between the poverty gap and
the poverty rate is only 0.14). In the mid-1990s, the severity of poverty was also
marked in Sweden, Belgium, and Denmark, which at the time had low poverty
rates, and in Australia, which had a high poverty rate comparable with that of the
US.

Of course, relative measures of poverty closely reflect the nature and degree of
income inequality in a society and this, in turn, is likely to reflect the priority that
countries give to reducing inequality and alleviating poverty.10 The US and other
Anglo-Saxon countries are often characterized as laissez-faire in terms of their
response to these issues, relying heavily on the labor and capital markets to deter-
mine the resources available to individual families. In contrast, Scandinavian coun-
tries impose more progressive tax regimes to ensure more equitable disposable
incomes, while countries in the Bismarckian tradition, such as Germany, seek to
influence market incomes through national and sector-wide collective wage bargain-
ing (Esping-Andersen, 1999; Walker, 2004).

Partial insight into the varying impact of these regimes is possible by compar-
ing incomes before and after direct taxation and benefit transfers (figure 12.411).
Insight is partial because market incomes, that is, before tax and benefits, are
themselves likely to reflect existing tax and benefit policies – employers in high-
tax regimes may be tempted to pay higher salaries to boost the disposable incomes
of their personnel.12 In fact, it is not easy to account for the pattern of poverty
based on market incomes. In the mid-1990s it was particularly high in Sweden,
Denmark, Italy, and the UK but low in Luxembourg, Canada, and Finland. But
what is clear is that poverty rates were much lower when based on incomes
after tax and benefits than when based on market incomes; that is the impact
of government transfer policies is to reduce poverty rates. However, it is also
evident that the tax and benefit policies implemented by Anglo-Saxon countries,
especially the US, and poorer southern European countries were much less
effective in reducing poverty than those in northern continental Europe and
Scandinavia. US tax and benefit polices succeeded in cutting the headcount rate by
only 42 percent, compared with 79 percent in Germany and 88 percent in Luxem-
bourg.

It is apparent, therefore, that while income poverty still exists on a large scale in
several advanced industrial countries, notably Anglo-Saxon ones such as the US,
others have succeeded in substantially reducing poverty levels, and most have
eradicated the traditional association between poverty and childhood and old
age.
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Poverty Dynamics

Static counts of the numbers of people who are poor reveal little about the nature
and diversity of the poverty experienced by individuals and families (OECD, 1998;
Oxley et al., 1997, 2000). Studies that expand the window of observation to take
account of changes in people’s circumstances are much more insightful. They show
that more individuals suffer poverty than indicated by cross-sectional studies but
that their experiences differ greatly. Most people are not poor for long, although
many undergo repeated spells of poverty and a few endure poverty for considerable
periods.

Take first the US and the period 1985–92 (OECD, 2001). Thirty-four percent of
Americans were poor in at least three of these years, using equivalized household
income of less than 50 per cent of the median as the measure of poverty. This figure
is twice the prevailing annual poverty rate measured in the same way. Forty-seven
percent of all spells of poverty lasted for less than a year but 52 percent of individ-
uals who left poverty went on to experience another spell of hardship within six
years. Indeed, 37 percent of all the people who were poor at any time between 1985
and 1992 – that is, 12.5 percent of all Americans – averaged incomes that fell short
of half the median measured over the entire period (this index is called the perman-
ent income ratio). Even so, ‘‘only’’ 4.5 percent of individuals were poor continuously
throughout the eight-year period.

So Americans who live below the poverty line for long periods – a necessary
but insufficient condition for the formation of an underclass13 – constitute only
a small minority even of the people who are ever poor. There is a much larger
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group of Americans who suffer repeated spells of poverty and who fail to acquire
an income that is sufficient to lift them out of poverty in the longer term. However,
the population of people who are poor at any one time is characterized by
disproportionately high numbers of people suffering long or repeated spells of
poverty.14

National similarities and differences

This differentiated picture of transient, recurrent, and permanent poverty is repeated
in all countries for which adequate data are available (OECD, 2001). But the
balance between the types of poverty reflects national characteristics, including
different policies and policy agendas (Goodin et al., 1999).

The way that poverty is distributed over time determines its distribution within
the population and vice versa (Walker with Ashworth, 1994). If poverty is generally
long-term, it will be visited on fewer people than if the same volume of poverty was
experienced as predominately short spells. If the same people repeatedly suffer spells
of poverty, an intermediate proportion of the population will ever experience
poverty.

A simple index of the relative duration of poverty is provided by the ratio of the
annual poverty rate to that observed over a longer time period. The lower the value,
the greater the average duration. For the years 1993–5 this ratio (expressed as a
percentage) was 47 percent for the US, which means that the number of people who
experienced poverty increased by 47 percent as the window of observation was
expanded from one year to three. Corresponding values for other countries were 59
per cent for Germany, 61 per cent for the UK, 73 percent for France, and 93 percent
for Denmark (figure 12.5). These comparisons reveal the unusual permanence of
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poverty in the US relative to that found in Europe. Canada also appears to differ
from Europe in terms of the types of poverty that are most prevalent. Large numbers
of Canadians experience very short spells; many – though less than in the US – suffer
long spells but comparatively few are poor repeatedly or for intermediate periods of
time.

The unique pattern of poverties seen in the US is further emphasized by the fact
that 62 percent of Americans who were poor at some time between 1993 and 1995
failed to accumulate sufficient resources to offset the shortfall in their income by the
end of the three years (see the permanent income ratio in figure 12.5). This compares
with a figure of 41 percent for Europe as a whole which, in turn, suggests that
individuals who become poor in the US find it more difficult to earn or in other ways
resource themselves out of poverty.

It would seem, then, that most spells of poverty are comparatively short but that
in the same way that the poverty count varies by country, so some countries –
notably the US and to a lesser extent the UK and Germany – exhibit a higher
proportion of more persistent poverty. In proportional terms the burden of poverty
in these countries is concentrated among fewer families than elsewhere, raising the
prospect that they experience greater social exclusion.

Demographic characteristics of poor families

Different families experience varying kinds of poverty and the relative risk of
poverty faced by different types of family varies between one country and another.
This international variation in the distribution or ‘‘shape’’ of poverty is captured in
figure 12.6. The radar plots show the characteristics of individuals who experienced
different kinds of poverty in the mid-1990s compared with individuals who were not
poor (and who would, if plotted, have scored 1 on each radial axis). The larger the
polygon, the greater the difference between the characteristics of poor and not-poor
people; the more irregular the polygon, the more homogenous is the poverty popula-
tion.

Families headed by women are more prone to poverty than those headed by men
(figure 12.6).15 In the US and continental Europe,16 families that experienced
poverty in the early 1990s were almost twice as likely to have female head of
household than those that did not (in the UK the differential was marginally greater).
The reasons for this are complex but include lower wage rates and job security for
women, greater longevity – meaning women are more likely to live alone in old age,
and lone parenthood – in most countries over 95 percent of lone-parent families are
headed by a woman.

Lone-parent families are particularly exposed to poverty because of the necessary
trade-off between earning and child-care. However, while lone parents in continen-
tal Europe were more likely to experience poverty in the mid-1990s than other
families, they were only marginally more exposed to the risk of long-term poverty.
This is in marked contrast to the US, where between 1993 and 1995 continuously
poor families were 4.5 times more likely than non-poor ones to be headed by a lone
parent. More needs to be known about the dynamics of lone parenthood, particu-
larly the rate of repartnering in different countries, and about the pattern of benefit
and child-care provision before these international differences can be adequately
explained. But the evidence clearly shows that lone parenthood need not lead
immutably to long-term poverty. While lone parents accounted for 30 percent of
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Axes on the radar plots show the ratio of the prevalence of the named characteristic found within each poverty group
to that in the non-poor population.
A score of 1 indicates equivalence between the poverty group and the non-poor population.
A score of 2 indicates that the characteristic is twice as common in the poverty group as in the non-poor population.
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Figure 12.6 The different shape of poverty

Source: Calculated from OECD (2001).

American families that were poor continuously between 1993 and 1995, they
comprised only 15 percent in the UK and 9 percent in Europe as a whole (OECD,
2001).

Single adult households are also more prone to poverty than other types of family.
This was most noticeable in the mid-1990s in the US and the UK, where people in
poverty were twice as likely as more affluent ones to live alone. However, in the US,
single adults who experienced poverty were, in marked contrast to lone parents,
not greatly more at risk of suffering long-term poverty than other poor house-
holds. Individuals who live by themselves constitute a very diverse group, embrac-
ing, for example, young aspiring professionals, social outsiders, and housebound
elders.

Whereas across much of Europe generous social insurance has broken the
link between old age and poverty, this is not true in the UK or, in a different
sense, in the US. In the UK in the mid-1990s, families headed by someone over 65
were both more likely than other families to suffer poverty and to remain poor for at
least three years; most retired people without occupational pensions were reliant on
social assistance. In the US, social insurance pensions generally succeeded in pre-
venting retired households from slipping into poverty but, where this was not the
case, poverty was likely to be long-term: 18 percent of spells lasted for six years or
more compared with 7 percent in Germany and 8 percent in the UK (OECD,
2001).17

There is good reason to suspect that children are more at risk of poverty than
adults, partly for reasons that Rowntree elucidated a century ago but also as a
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consequence of the growth of divorce. Measures of child poverty, however, are
particularly sensitive to the choice of equivalence scale and inherent assumptions
about the cost of children. Recent analyses, using equivalence scales that assume
children have lower needs than adults, indicate that poverty rates are higher
for children than adults in most OECD countries (OECD, 2001). However, figure
12.3, which applies an equivalence scale to Luxembourg Income Study data that
does not directly distinguish children from adults, suggests that poverty rates for
children are higher than for adults in countries, including the US and the UK, where
overall poverty is high. A particular feature of childhood poverty is its potential
long-term effect on individual development and well-being (Hills, 1999; Hill and
Yeung, 2000).

While it is very difficult succinctly to summarize the demographic characteristics
of poor families, figure 12.6 reveals that poor families differ markedly from other
families in terms of age, family type, education, and employment and that those that
suffer long-term poverty differ even more (i.e., the relevant polygons are larger). The
distinctive and comparatively homogeneous characteristics of poor families in the
US are also apparent.

Triggers and causes of poverty

People become poor for a complex mix of structural and individualistic reasons.
National poverty rates are statistically related to variations in income inequality and
to differences in the level of public social expenditure and in the generosity of
benefits.18 The same is true of the duration of poverty. However, neither the poverty
rate nor average duration is related to differences in national unemployment or
employment rates or to variations in the dependency ratio or per capita GDP. This
suggests that the redistribution policies adopted by governments are more important
than either economic wealth or labor demand as structural determinants of the level
and type of poverty found in a country.

Structural factors, be they targeted policies or features of a country’s social and
economic environment, can affect the likelihood of people experiencing events and
circumstances that are prone to trigger poverty. They can also mediate the impact of
such triggers by providing greater or lesser degrees of financial security. Therefore,
while the absence of paid work is a factor associated with poverty in all advanced
industrial countries, it is less important as a trigger of poverty in the US than in
Europe. Indeed, in the US it is a less important cause of poverty than lone parent-
hood or poor education (figure 12.6). The reason is that relatively low wage rates in
the US mean that employment provides less protection against poverty than
in Europe, especially for those with limited education, while higher social benefits in
Europe help more lone parents to escape poverty than in the US. The higher and
more comprehensive unemployment benefits found in much of Europe – the UK is
in this case an exception – also mean that the absence of paid work does not
guarantee that families will be forced into long-term poverty, as it frequently does
in the US.

An indication of the relative importance of family and employment events in
triggering spells of poverty is given in figure 12.7. These two kinds of trigger are
often closely intertwined, as when divorce or separation removes the principal
breadwinner from a family. Therefore in the analysis reported in figure 12.7 changes
in family structure are identified first and job-related events counted only for
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those families that remained unchanged prior to a spell of poverty. This approach
provides an upper limit to the number of spells of poverty triggered by family events
between 1993 and 1995: 38 percent in the US and just 25 percent for Europe as a
whole (OECD, 2001). Twenty percent of poverty spells in the US appear to have been
caused by the break-up of a marriage or cohabiting relationship compared with less
than 11 percent in Europe. And 9 percent were precipitated by the birth of a child –
sometimes causing themother to give up paidwork – comparedwith only 3 percent in
European countries. Again, the main reason for these differences is likely to be the
more highly developed benefit systems found in Europe that are designed specifically
to help with the cost of children.19

Twenty-eight percent of poverty spells in the US were caused by a fall in earnings,
sometimes as the result of a decline in the number of hours worked, and 15 percent
by people ceasing paid work due to unemployment and other reasons. In the mid-
1990s unemployment was a much more important cause of poverty in some Euro-
pean counties, notably in Spain and Portugal, where unemployment insurance was
not well developed and where unemployment triggered between 30 percent and 36
percent of all new spells of poverty. Across Europe as a whole, however, falls in
earnings were marginally more important than unemployment as an immediate
cause of poverty (linked to 22 percent and 18 percent of spells, respectively); this
is because benefit replacement rates are typically high.

A notable irony is that well-developed social security systems can appear to be a
direct cause of poverty: in Europe 26 percent of all spells of poverty were associated
with a reduction in benefit income compared with just 3 percent of those in the US. It
is likely that in most cases these movements into poverty were the result of a person
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exhausting their entitlement to social insurance benefits and transferring to social
assistance, although in a few cases people may have experienced a fall in income on
leaving benefits to take up low-waged work. In the US, most benefits are too low to
hold families above the poverty line so that falls in benefit income take them deeper
into poverty rather than being a prime cause of new spells (Dickens and Ellwood,
2003).

Routes out of poverty mirror the routes in. Thus, in Europe, receipt of benefit,
increased earnings, and family members finding work are the three most important
reasons why people escape poverty and together account for 78 percent of spells that
end. In the US, increased earnings and changes in the family, notably people leaving
home and remarriage, are the main factors.

Few studies have yet examined the etiology of different kinds of poverty. One that
has (Walker with Ashworth, 1994) has considered the poverty experienced by chil-
dren growing up in the US in the 1970s and 1980s. It showed that children who
remained poor throughout childhood lived overwhelmingly in the rural South, were
typically African American and lived mostly with one parent who had very limited
earning power. Children who were repeatedly poor generally lived with two parents,
although one-quarter to a third of these children spent timewith only one adult. Their
experience of povertywas shaped predominantly by lowwages and, to a lesser extent,
by unemployment. Children who were only briefly poor had more in common with
never-poor children than they did with children who were poor for longer.

Poverty, then, is shaped by its distribution over time to such an extent that it may
be best to think of different kinds of poverty defined in terms of the number,
duration, and timing of spells.20 This patterning reflects the distribution of pov-
erty-inducing and poverty-ending events and the probability that the occurrence of
such events will result in the beginning or ending of a spell of poverty. The risks and
probabilities are much determined by structural factors, including welfare regimes
and labor demand, but it is also important to take account of the agency of families
themselves.

Families Shaping Poverty

There is much still to be written on the balance between institutional factors
and individual agency in determining the risk and distribution of poverty. However,
for reasons of space the focus here is on how families cope with poverty when it
occurs, mediate its worst effects and where possible, seek ways of boosting income.

Coping strategies

The art of survival is to maximize the probability of having sufficient resources when
needed.21 This may involve attempts to increase the total resources available. It most
certainly entails rationing demands on existing resources and shifting demand and
resources over time by both deferring consumption and engaging in whatever means
of saving and borrowing are possible. Poverty ratchets up the personal and social
skills required successfully to undertake the basic tasks of domestic financial man-
agement.

Low income means that families have little choice but to plan budgets meticu-
lously: setting priorities, hiding money for later, making lists even before benefits or
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wages are collected, tallying up the bill while in the store, and shopping frequently to
avoid supplies at home being raided prematurely (Duerr Berrick, 1995, Kempson et
al., 1994). Women usually take on these tasks, as Rowntree noted over a century ago
(Rowntree, 1901; Pahl, 1989). They cut back first on luxuries and leisure, shop in
discount stores, visit markets for end-of-the-day sell-offs, scour the neighborhood
for bargains, and negotiate the trade-off between price and quality, especially in the
case of clothing. Budgeting takes time, know-how, and patience. Food, though a
priority expenditure, is often used to manage cash flows: food purchases are reduced
to facilitate payment of important bills, notably the rent, electricity, and water.
Women will go short of food better to feed their menfolk and children, and pay
more to cater for individual tastes to ensure food is eaten rather than wasted.
Cigarettes are knowingly used as hunger suppressants as well as rewards and as a
means to lessen stress (Dobson et al., 1995). The elderly cut down on food and other
expenditures to ensure that they protect their limited lifetime savings (Boaz, Hayden,
and Bernard, 1999).

Budgeting strategies are universal but the pattern and harshness of the choices are
influenced by welfare regimes. In Britain, mothers use the Child Benefit payments
that they receive as a form of saving by not immediately cashing or claiming them;
often they set them aside for future child-related expenditure, but such saving
becomes impossible when financial pressures are extreme (Walker, Middleton, and
Thomas, 1994). In the US, Food Stamps are sometimes traded to fund general
expenditure but seldom remain unused, while Earned Income Tax Credit, paid
annually, is reputedly frequently used to pay off credit-card debts (Duerr Berrick,
1995; Liebman, 1998).22 Family budgeting in Britain is shaped by the two-week
payment cycle for social assistance benefits, with expenditures being concentrated in
the first week and food being eked out in the second. In Germany, monthly pay-
ments, together with more generous benefits, create a four-week cycle when
resources are scarce in one week in four rather one week in two. Despite higher
incomes, benefit recipients in Sweden and Germany still find saving difficult and
confront hard choices. However, in these countries, they need to cut down on the
length and number of holidays, for example, rather than foregoing them altogether,
as in Britain and the US (Clasen, Gould, and Vincent, 1998).

Budgeting also involves managing demands on household resources from partners
and children. Women typically accord their partners a disproportionate share of
resources but couples still break up or fail to marry because of disputes over money
(Kempson and Whyley, 1999; Edin, 2001). As far as children are concerned, parents
typically give priority to expenditure connected with education. They are also often
concerned to avoid their children being singled out as different by peers, especially in
terms of clothing (Middleton, Ashworth, and Walker with Ashworth, 1994). Chil-
dren themselves seem to share a common culture of acquisition, at least in the UK,
irrespective of parental income, although those frompoorer homes learn to limit, or at
least to suppress, their economic demands (Middleton and Shropshire, 1999). Even
so, they continue to use a repertoire of techniques to coerce expenditures from their
parents, and there is some evidence that theymaymore often resort to confrontational
techniques such as anger tantrums (Walker et al., 1994; McNeal, 1992). This may, in
turn, reflect the fact that parents in poor families are, because of fluctuations in
household finances, less able to give consistent responses to the demands of their
offspring. The consequences of poverty can be particularly acute when a parent
cannot afford to say ‘‘yes’’ to a child who refuses to take ‘‘no’’ for an answer.
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An important additional strategy is to increase resources coming into the family.
Nonmonetary exchanges between households are frequent, including informal as-
sistance, bartering, gifts, discounted produce, second-hand clothes, and childmind-
ing. One constraint on informal exchange of this kind is that it often carries unstated
and unpredictable obligations and expectations of reciprocity that may not be able
to be met. Another is that certain kinds of exchange are limited to neighborhoods
where home production is possible or where significant numbers of people have jobs
(Nelson and Smith, 1999; Pahl, 1984). Cash normally exchanges hands only
between relatives and even then, such is the sensitivity and similarity to charity,
that they may only take the form of interest-free loans (Clasen, Gould, and Vincent,
1998). Charity itself is widely despised, perhaps especially in Europe, where the
welfare state was initially created as a comprehensive alternative to charitable
support, but necessarily used when more acceptable sources of support are not
available.

A more dramatic strategy is to increase income or gain economies of scale through
changing household composition. As noted above, this is a statistically significant
factor in bringing spells of poverty to a close, especially in the US. There is evidence of
young people returning to or not leaving home when out of work. Likewise, older
people moving in with children frequently raises the living standard of the older
person but the motivation is usually ill health rather than poverty per se (Burkhauser,
Holden, and Myers, 1988). Likewise, although marriage or cohabiting can reduce
poverty, financial need is rarely the trigger (Edin, 2001).

For lone parents extracting child support from former partners may be a more
important, if sometimes very difficult, means of boosting income (McLanahan and
Sandefur, 1994; Edin and Lein, 1997b; Marsh and Rowlingson, 2002). In a number
of countries statutory agencies have been established to help recover child support,
although the extent to which parents directly benefit financially from this assistance
varies between jurisdictions. Seeking child support can be fraught with difficulties,
especially where relationships were abusive or where matters of child access and
custody are involved.

Welfare benefits are a major source of income. Indeed, some commentators have
argued that people who are poor adapt their behavior in order to maximize their
benefit income by, for example, reducing their paid employment and/or failing to
report earnings; this, it is opined, creates a culture of dependency (Deacon, 2002;
Field, 1995; Murray, 1984; Mead, 1993). However, the evidence that this happens
on a large scale is limited and contested (Walker, 2001). In fact, there are significant
costs attached to receiving welfare including, for example, stigma.

The extent to which benefit receipt adds to the stigma of poverty varies between
countries and benefits. In the US, many welfare recipients accept the dominant
ideology that work is good and welfare is bad but are forced to confront the
dilemma that taking work (frequently merely to supplement welfare) might restrict
their ability to live up to their ideal of good parenting (Scott et al., 2000; Duerr
Berrick, 1995). Claimants in Germany and Sweden distinguish between insurance-
based benefits, with entitlement linked to and legitimated by contributions, and
locally based, means-tested assistance with eligibility determined on the basis of an
intrusive assessment of need. Shame invoked by the latter causes some people not to
claim benefit and others to keep their receipt a tight secret (Clasen, Gould, and
Vincent, 1998). In Britain, too, the stigma attached to means testing has long been
one factor associated with low benefit take-up (Craig, 1991).
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Employment is a preferred strategy by which poor families seek to boost income.
In countries such as Germany it also means access to insurance benefits and pen-
sions, and hence the prospect of avoiding poverty and stigma in the future. However,
employment is not without its risks, and people in poverty typically strive to reduce
uncertainty as much as possible. The time to the first wage check has to be bridged
and net take-home pay may be difficult to calculate in advance (Shaw, Kellard, and
Walker, 1996). Work can mean the end of health coverage, as in the US, while
uncertainty can be increased if eligibility for in-work benefits is unclear. Moreover,
employment provides no guarantee against poverty: in the US 82 percent of people
who suffer poverty work, as do 57 percent of those in Europe (OECD, 2001). Quite
often people boost their incomes by working in a number of low-paying jobs, but
while some people who gain a foothold in work progress rapidly, low-paid work
typically offers little security and few prospects (Dickens, 2000; Holtzer and
LaLonde, 2000; Holtzer, Stoll, and Wissoker, 2001). Indeed, it is likely that the
pattern of recurrent spells of poverty is often shaped by a life spent on the margins of
work (Walker with Ashworth, 1994).

But employment is not always possible. Loss of employment due to unemploy-
ment or sickness is, of course, an immediate cause of much poverty and long-term
sickness, and disability, combined with slack labor demand, perpetuate it. Moreover,
some lone mothers, when given a choice, prioritize personally caring for young
children over paid work or at least wish to balance the roles of carer and worker
more evenly than full-time employment allows.

Also, receipt of certain benefits, such as disability benefits and, in Britain, social
assistance, is conditional on recipients not working. In other cases the rate of
withdrawal of benefits with rising earnings may be so high as to discourage working
creating a major conundrum. Claimants work but are penalized by high benefit
withdrawal rates, or they work and do not report their earnings and so are crimin-
alized. Or, else, they do not work, thereby confirming to themselves and others that
they have joined the dependency culture (Mead, 1993).

The extent to which poor families and benefit recipients are engaged in illicit
coping strategies is contested in most societies. That some are is indisputable. The
need to support a family leads some people not to declare income to tax or welfare
authorities, or to engage in other illegal means of raising income: theft, peddling
drugs, prostitution, and robbery (Edin et al., 2000; Kempson, 1996). Crime tends to
be concentrated in the poorest neighborhoods, although people in poverty are more
often the victims rather than the perpetrators of such crime (Kling, Liebman, and
Katz, 2001).

In some cases illicit activity is a symptom of the failure to cope. People who are
financially desperate may be more vulnerable than most to swindles and fraud or to
being drawn into criminal activity. Also, a proportion will be further burdened by
illiteracy, disability, mental illness, and/or substance abuse and become trapped in a
vicious cycle that demands ever-greater coping expertise from people who are the
least able to cope (Ramey and Keltner, 2002; Kempson, 1996).

Dignity

Even families that do not resort to antisocial behavior often experience poverty as
personal failure in societies that rate success in terms of conspicuous consumption.
People with low income are not only denied access to the purchases, possessions, and
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involvement that serve to define those who belong to the socially acceptable main-
stream, they frequently live with shame or embarrassment (Beresford et al., 1999;
Schwartz, 1997; Edin et al., 2000; Clasen, Gould, and Vincent, 1998). The American
ideal is that the opportunity of success exists for all individuals of strong characterwho
are prepared to work hard and persevere; therefore the demonstrable failure that
poverty is widely perceived to be smacks of weakness and laziness. Even in Europe,
where commitment to the work ethic is more muted, identity is very often defined in
termsof occupation (Clasen,Gould, andVincent, 1998). Feelings ofworthlessness can
be reinforced by the sense, real or imaginary, that other people, especially those in
authority who act as gatekeepers, such as social workers, welfare officials, and em-
ployers, view people who are poor as feckless, scroungers, or dishonest. Only close
relatives and true friends offer succor in times of financial adversity but even this may
difficult to accept, being tempered by a sense of having failed one’s nearest and dearest
(Edin and Lein, 1997a; Edin et al. 2000; Middleton, Ashworth, andWalker, 1994).

Feelings of failure and rejection may be worst shortly after people experience a
drop in income (Dobson et al., 1995). It takes time to learn how to accommodate to
straitened circumstances, and early on some people are tempted to judge their new
circumstances against their previous reference groups and lifestyle. They also carry
forward the financial commitments incurred when finances were less restrictive.
Moreover, as noted above, poverty is likely to be triggered by other life-wrenching
events such as relationship breakdown, the birth of a child, or unemployment, that
also have to be managed emotionally and socially (Leeming, Unell, and Walker,
1994; Duerr Berrick, 1995). It is during the early months of poverty, too, that former
friends begin to drop away owing to embarrassment or in response to an inevitable
lack of reciprocity. With growing experience many people acquire the skills with
which to cope, possibly lower financial expectations, and find that their financial
circumstances become more predictable and possibly more stable (Kempson, 1996;
Leisering and Leibfried, 2000; Nelson and Smith, 1999).

Little research has yet been done on the social and psychological consequences of
different forms of poverty. However, it is self-evident that poverty that lasts for a
long time, and which is often also severe in terms of shortfall in income, drastically
limits choice and opportunity. Analysis based on the US Panel Study of Income
Dynamics over the period 1968–87 identified one million children who spent their
entire childhood in families with income of less than one-third of the US poverty
standard – such children experienced living standards little above those of not very
prosperous families in the Third World (Ashworth, Hill, and Walker, 1994). Argu-
ably their sense of relative deprivation, living in one of the richest of all nations,
would have been extreme.

However, there is also a sense in which the very longevity of poverty may make life
easier on a day-to-day basis, despite depleted savings and the depreciation of
consumer durables, because of the acquisition of budgeting skills and experience.
Indeed, it is at least possible that the experience of families subject to repeated spells
of poverty is equally or even more traumatic because of the frustrated hopes and
expectations that it entails and the need repeatedly to readjust to limited income.
Even transient poverty, frequently dismissed by commentators as being inconse-
quential, may have profound consequences for those concerned. While some people,
students, for example, may factor a temporary spell of poverty into a successful
career plan with few ill effects (Buhr andWeber, 1998), the transitory nature of some
poverty will only become apparent with hindsight. In the meantime, families will
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have to adjust to a fall in living standards and to the heightened uncertainty that
characterizes life on a limited budget.

The experience of poverty is mediated by local environment. Living in a low-
income neighborhood can help to ameliorate the individual trauma of long-term
poverty. Networks of positive support and exchange may exist, based on the reci-
procity of common circumstances that may not be available to these living in
predominately prosperous areas (Kempson, 1996; Holman, 1998). Alternatively,
concentrations of people living permanently in, or on the margins of, poverty may
foster circumstances conducive to the development of an underclass (Katz, 1992;
Wilson, 1997). Those residents who can tend to migrate out, and when this happens
the individual interests and community norms of those left behind become detached
from those of the wider society, with a significant minority adopting criminal
activities as a means of funding and expressing their lifestyle.

When criminality is high in a low-income neighborhood, the threat and conse-
quences of crime can be very real for residents, not only as direct victims but also in
terms of the requirement psychologically and practically to defend homes and families
from becoming directly affected by crime. Studies in high-poverty, inner-city neigh-
borhoods in the US reveal – to a degree not yet reported in European cities – that
parents spend inordinate amounts of time protecting their children from crime and
danger andmaydo soat the cost of inhibiting their ownadvancement (Kling, Liebman,
and Katz, 2000; Power and Tunstall, 1995; Kling, Katz, and Liebman, 2001).

Deprived communities where crime is rife acquire reputations as ghettos that serve
to increase the stigma felt and experienced by law-abiding inhabitants (Wilson,
1997). Indeed, neighborhoods can acquire negative labels even in the absence of
crime merely on account of the fact that they house disproportionate numbers
of low-income families (Power and Tunstall, 1995). This may precipitate a spiral
of disinvestment, causing retailers and employers to leave, thereby increasing local
retail prices, reducing jobs, and eroding infrastructure and land values. Opportun-
ities for advancement are curtailed and financial precariousness increased, in part
because insurance and loan companies discriminate on the basis of address. This
financial exclusion is growing in significance as society becomes increasingly ‘‘cash-
less’’ (Kempson and Whyley, 1999).

The psychological pressures imposed by poverty may be most severe for people
of working age, particularly if they have children. Society expects people of ‘‘prime
working age’’ to work and, through doing so, to provide adequately for their
families, just as most people in poverty would like to do. Financial demands made
by children can be relentless, even if these are tempered by an awareness of their
family’s financial circumstances (Walker, Middleton, and Thomas, 1994; Middleton
and Shropshire, 1999). Many poor parents are hurt by their inability to provide and
to exhibit model behaviors to their children (Edin et al., 2000). Lone parents
additionally can carry the guilt of separation or premarital motherhood and feel
the need to compensate their children for the loss of a parent (Leeming, Unell, and
Walker, 1994). But elders are not immune to feelings of failure (Boaz, Hayden, and
Bernard, 1999). Indeed, whereas younger people can grasp the hope that things may
get better, such hope is denied to those beyond retirement age. In the evening of their
lives they may contemplate a final failure, the equivalent of a pauper’s funeral, and
no inheritance to pass on.

Despair is not an inevitable consequence of poverty. Some people become resigned
to their apparent fate, others rage in frustration against their situation (Duerr
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Berrick, 1995). Most, though, actively try to make the best of life and to better
themselves financially. Work for those who can offers the prospect of money, status,
routine, and autonomy, although not necessarily an end to poverty. Those trapped in
poverty by age, lack of skills, limited work experience, and health problems adopt
other survival strategies.

Agency and its consequences

The evidence assembled reveals neither the passivity nor the willfulness sometimes
thought by the non-poor to characterize the behavior and attitudes of people in
poverty. Since poverties are multifaceted and people who are poor are heterogeneous
in their responses, it follows that some people in poverty will exhibit stereotypical
characteristics. But merely to survive on a poverty-level income requires the individ-
ual ingenuity and agency documented by so many qualitative studies. Moreover, the
existence of food cooperatives, credit unions, community banking, and community
development initiatives demonstrates that collective agency can emerge spontan-
eously or be kindled in poor neighborhoods (Holman, 1998).

Some people in poverty who adopt antisocial coping strategies may well have
negotiated a trajectory from income poverty toward social exclusion with increas-
ingly high scores on a number of Baulch’s dimensions of poverty, serving to constrain
the options available. Perhaps, for example, unemployment reduces a person’s
income and lack of skills and slack labor demand make the objective chances of
finding work remote. This may reduce morale, curtailing the search for work and
increasing stress and depression, which adds impetus to a contraction of social
networks that could have provided support. Continued lack of income may trigger
creditors to repossess goods and the landlord to threaten eviction. Theft becomes an
option but spells disaster if the person is caught. But even before this point, social
welfare agencies may well have moved to more coercive, though not necessarily
effective, policies and mainstream employers will have been deterred by inadequate
personal references. The process toward exclusion will have become very hard to
reverse.

Kempson, Bryson, and Rowlingson (1994) found that 12 out of 28 low-income
families in Britain followed a downward trajectory over a two-year period. Like-
wise, Ludwig (1996) in Germany and Duerr Berrick (1995), Newman (1999), and
Edin et al. (2000) in the US provide harrowing accounts of families caught in a
socioeconomic downdraft. But, equally, all these authors tell of families who coped
with chronic or recurrent bouts of poverty, variously helped and frustrated by
welfare systems that were not necessarily well attuned to their varying circum-
stances, and of others who successfully negotiated a route out of poverty. The fact
that 34 percent of Americans, 31 percent of Britons, and 17 percent of Germans
experienced poverty between 1990 and 1997 without substantial social upheaval is
testament to the ability of most poor families to keep their lives together – although
at what long-term cost to their well-being is uncertain. It also reflects the effective-
ness of welfare systems in holding most families’ incomes at or above basic
subsistence (although not, of course, above relative poverty thresholds). That so
many poor families do cope may partly explain why societies continue to be
content to let so many people suffer periods of poverty. To paraphrase Martin
Rein, poverty exists politically only to the extent that it creates problems for the
non-poor.
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Conclusion

Sociologically poverty is best conceptualized as the experience of living on a low
income. So diverse is this experience that it is better to think of different types of
poverty that are multidimensional by nature, forged by their incidence in time and
shaped by institutions and through the agency of poor families themselves.

Mapping of the different kinds of poverty is still in its infancy. Most quantitative
research focuses exclusively on income poverty23 and only recently, with the arrival
of panel data, have distinctions been drawn between transient, long-term, and
recurrent kinds of poverty. These show that the extent and severity of relative
poverty vary markedly between countries, that families headed by women, lone-
parent families, and single-person households are particularly prone to poverty, but
that in most continental European countries the historic links between poverty and
old age and childhood have been severed. Most poverty is experienced in short
spells, but repeated periods of poverty are very common and small numbers of
families remain in poverty for long periods. Long-term poverty is particularly
prevalent in the US, which also exhibits a higher incidence of poverty than most
other advanced, postindustrial societies.24

Qualitative studies briefly reviewed in this chapter indicate that families with
low incomes share common pressures and experiences irrespective of the country in
which they live, but that these are molded by local institutions. They show, too, that
dimensions other than income and time, notably those located at the base of the
Baulch pyramid (figure 12.1), are important in shaping experiences of poverty. These
include loss of dignity, choice, and control; limited access to social capital and to
assets of other kinds; poor health; few opportunities; and an uncertain future.

Poverties are caused by the interaction of macro-structures and micro-processes.
Structures help to determine the incidence and distribution of events that are likely
to trigger the loss of income or perpetuate low income. Welfare systems, in particu-
lar, also influence the probability that such events will result in the occurrence of
poverty. Micro-processes, behavioral choices made by individuals and families,
affect the chances that particular individuals and families will be affected by a
poverty-triggering event. Similar processes also help to determine whether the
event will cause individuals and families to suffer poverty, whether the poverty
will be prolonged, severe, and result in social exclusion.

But it is politics that labels periods of low income and social deprivation as
‘‘poverty’’ by defining the variables to be measured and the bifurcation thresholds
to be set. Politics with a lower-case ‘‘p’’ comprises the research community that
supplies theories, measures and sometimes, advice. The upper-case ‘‘P’’ in the polit-
ical process determines the policy response, and sets the threshold and an agenda for
action or inactivity.

Notes

1 An iceberg is an alternative metaphor, suggested by figure 12.1. Traditional income-based
measures reveal only a small part of the structure of poverty.

2 Use of income to define poverty as a surrogate for consumption can create distortion. The
consumption of families often exceeds income as they draw down savings or supplement
income by borrowing or home production (McGregor and Borooah, 1992). Equally,
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though,peoplemaychoose a frugal lifestyleby spending little, inwhich casemeasuresbased
on income may overstate consumption. Indeed, for this latter reason some have suggested
that income is in fact a preferable index; available income provides a measure of the
opportunities open to a person and is less sensitive than expenditure to the ramifications
of individual choice (Atkinson et al., 2001; Atkinson, 1995; Citro and Michael, 1995).
Annual incomeprobably provides a closer approximation to consumption thanmonthly or
weekly, since it is closer to the economist’s ideal of ‘‘permanent’’ rather thancurrent income.

3 Townsend (1979) and Gordon and Pantazis (1997) would dispute this, arguing that a
step change in behavior coincident with a particular level of income can be identified and
that this specifies the poverty between the poor and the non-poor.

4 Many US studies refer to variants of the official Census definition of poverty, which is
derived from a basket of goods compiled in the 1960s that has subsequently been indexed
to prices and not to rising average incomes (US Committee on Ways and Means, 2000;
Rank and Hirschl, 2001).

5 The literature on deriving equivalence scales to adjust for the differing needs of men,
women, and children is both large and technical (OECD, 1982; Hagenaars de Vos and
Zaida, 1994; Sutherland, 1997; Triest, 1998). While the various approaches yield varying
scales and the scales themselves need to be sensitive to cultural differences, the principal
lesson is that like should be compared with like.

6 The equivalence scale used in this analysis is based solely on household size. Equivalized
income (EI) is equal to unadjusted income (UI) divided by household size (S) raised to the
exponential value (e), where e¼ 0.5, EI¼ UI/Se.

7 See note 6 for a definition of the equivalence scale used.
8 An exception to this pattern is Sweden, where poverty rates for children and elderly

people are both below average.
9 Poverty is defined as 50 percent median equivalized income, and the OECD equivalence

scale is used, giving a weight of 1 for the head of household, 0.5 for additional adults, and
0.3 for children.

10 Eighty-one percent of the country-by-country variation in relative poverty (figure 12.2) is
explicable in terms of income inequality (as indexed by the Gini coefficient).

11 See note 9 for a definition of the equivalence scale used.
12 See Goodin et al. (1999) for a thorough investigation of the impact of national policies on

poverty rates.
13 For a further discussion of the underclass see below, Katz, 1992 and Wilson, 1997.
14 It turns out that the population of people who are poor at any one time contains a

disproportionate number who are in the midst of a long spell of poverty (Walker with
Ashworth, 1994). Drawing a cross-sectional sample, the poor people in the US at any
time from 1985 to 1992 would have revealed about 36 percent in an episode of poverty
that would last for seven years or more.

15 There is evidence that the extent of female poverty is understated in studies based on
families or households, reflecting unequal allocation of resources between men and
women within households (Sweating, 1998; Rodgers, 1995).

16 Countries belonging to the European Community Household Panel, namely Belgium,
Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Por-
tugal, Spain, and the UK. All Europe-wide analysis reported in this chapter relates to
these 12 countries.

17 The long-term nature of poverty experienced by older Americans helps to explain why
cross-sectional poverty rates are still higher among the elderly in America than among
those aged below 65 (figure 12.3).

18 The independent effect of these factors is further supported by analysis of residuals from
econometric analyses based on cross-national household surveys that take into account
the individual level associations noted above, such as with youth and retirement age,
worklessness, and family structure (OECD, 2001).
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19 The pattern is maintained even in those European countries with divorce rates similar to
those of the US.

20 A training as a geographer reminds one that poverty is also shaped by space. The space–
time nexus that is poverty is discussed in Walker and Park (1998).

21 This section relies heavily on qualitative research conducted in Britain, the US, Germany,
and Sweden. A systematic review of this material is in a preliminary stage.

22 In Britain, commercial considerations deny poor people access to credit cards and they
are forced to rely on even more expensive forms of casual credit.

23 It is important to register that as part of the open method of coordination on social
inclusion the European Commission has approved a set of over 30 indicators that will be
compiled for each member state (Atkinson et al., 2001).

24 Poverty in the US has fallen markedly since the mid-1990s but there have also been falls
in a number of other countries (Corbett, 2003).
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13
Social Capital and the Family

Frank F. Furstenberg and Sarah B. Kaplan

Introduction

While the term social capital has become fashionable only during the past decade or
so, the concept is at the core of two strands of classical sociological thinking.
Throughout his writings, Emile Durkheim (1951, 1961) observes that a cohesive
social system, characterized by normative consensus, connectedness, and social
control, promotes the welfare of its members. Durkheim argued that social life,
itself, was a fundamental element that could not be reduced to its individual-level
constituents. Alexis de Tocqueville (1945), the great political and social theorist, also
recognized that vibrant social communities create a virtuous cycle of social life by
generating trust that in turn promotes civic involvement and a commitment to the
common good.

These attributes of normative consensus, social connectedness, trust, and a sense
of the common good are popularly believed to be atrophying in contemporary
society (Smith, 2002). Whether true or not, this perception helps to explain why
the notion of social capital, a term that embodies in one form or another all of these
elements, would command interest among social scientists, policymakers, and even
the wider public. The pervasive concern that civic involvement is being eroded
directs attention to the missing elements of social life. How have they been dissi-
pated, and what would it take to recapture them, are questions that resonate in the
social sciences as well as in political discourse.

Now it must be noted that the perception that vital social institutions – the family,
the neighborhood, religion, and the polity – are in decline is hardly a novel one. Social
theorists since Durkheim and de Tocqueville have worried about the weakening of
social bonds, and they were not the first observers to have these apprehensions. Yet,
whether justified or not, the fear of growing social disintegration is rampant, espe-
cially in the US but also throughout the Western world. Many observers believe
the elementary forms of social life are dissolving, leaving in their wake unbridled
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individualism, low social and political trust, and weak, informal social controls – a
formula that followers of Durkheim see as engendering malaise and misanthropy and
followers of de Tocqueville fear may invite greater state control.

This chapter addresses a particular part of this broad concern with social disinte-
gration. We focus almost exclusively on the institution of the family, which has long
been an important source of social capital and, by many accounts, is becoming less
cohesive, less embedded in the community, and hence less able to provide the neces-
sary connections, normative control, and civic training that is required to prepare
children for productive adult roles as workers, family members, and citizens.We need
to examine closely the presumption that bonds are weakening within the family and
parents are less connected to community institutions than they oncewere: that family-
based social capital is less available to today’s children than in the past. This set
of suppositions poses a whole series of conceptual and methodological issues that
expose some of the strengths and weaknesses of the concept of social capital. In
addressing some of these problems, we will raise cautions about the empirical basis
for more sweeping conclusions about the decline of social capital in the US.

Simply put, our argument is that the idea of social capital, while attractive, is
being used so promiscuously that it is on the verge of becoming quite useless in
empirical research. Unlike its conceptual cousin, human capital, social capital has
achieved no common definition, much less a common measurement. In order to
rescue this concept and ensure a meaningful long-term survival, we must rein in its
uses and develop a reasonable way of measuring it empirically. Based on the record
to date, we are not terribly sanguine about doing so. Nonetheless, our chapter is
devoted to a discussion of what might be involved in studying family-based social
capital more rigorously.

The initial section is devoted to examining the construct of family-based social
capital. Doing so involves understanding the ways that social capital has been
generated and deployed by families, and more broadly within kinship systems. We
then review some of the extensive research on the consequences of mobilizing social
capital by families for the welfare of children. This leads directly to the next part of
the chapter – what has not been learned and needs to be investigated. This critical
assessment suggests where researchers, particularly those interested in the role of
family-based social capital in promoting success in later life, might profitably direct
their attention in the future.

Family-Based Social Capital: What Is It?

The theoretical traditions of Durkheim and Tocqueville have produced somewhat
variant notions of social capital. James Coleman (1988), who was initially respon-
sible for promoting the term in sociology, rooted his ideas in Durkheim’s theory of
social integration. (Coleman, in turn, borrows the term, itself, from Glen Loury,
1977.) Individuals, exposed to a normatively coherent system, receive the benefits of
social control, connections, and sponsorship that can lead to more concerted efforts
and greater compliance to social standards. The value of social capital is embedded
in relations between actors and is defined by its function. As Coleman puts it: ‘‘the
function identified by the concept of ‘social capital’ is the value of these aspects of
the social structure to actors as resources that they can use to achieve their interests’’
(1988: S101).
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Robert Putnam (1995, 1996), who has widely popularized the concept of social
capital, draws more on the ideas of Tocqueville, who observed that social insti-
tutions play a critical role in generating the trust and civic involvement necessary to
make democracy work. Consequently, Putnam is more concerned with the ways that
association and social contact generate common civic values and emphasize the
potential collective social benefits. He defines social capital as ‘‘features of social
organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination
and cooperation for mutual benefit’’ (1995: 67).1

Obviously, these two ways of thinking about social capital have some overlap,
but, as Portes (2000) observes in a review of the construct of social capital, Coleman
sees it more as a property of groups or institutions to which individuals have access,
while for Putnam it is an attribute that pervades the culture of political systems and
even entire nations. In that respect, Coleman adheres more strictly to the concept of
human capital. Much like financial or human capital, ongoing investments in social
relationships can build a stock of resources upon which individuals may later draw
to achieve their aims. According to this view, the advantages an individual gains
from having greater amounts of social capital are inherently the result of interactions
with other people. Or, within kinship systems, individuals may transfer these re-
sources to other family members, especially as parents transfer to their children.
Although its existence is acknowledged, Putnam provides no detail or explanation
of an analogous notion of family-based social capital. To Putnam, the importance of
social capital lies in the fact that it resides within societies and can be accessed by all
citizens alike.

Yet a third notion of social capital has been referred to by Pierre Bourdieu (1973),
who uses the term in conjunction with his theory of social reproduction. Along with
material capital, Bourdieu refers to two other forms of capital: cultural capital is
symbolic knowledge useful in understanding how the social world works, that can
be passed on within families. Social capital, for Bourdieu, refers to the ability of
families to manage successfully the material and symbolic resources that they
possess for the benefit of its membership. Emphasizing the importance of the cultural
capital necessary to activate social capital, Bourdieu suggests that how the social
networks are used may be as valuable as (or even more valuable than) the existence
of social networks themselves.

Bourdieu views the family as a ‘‘collective subject’’ – not a ‘‘simple aggregate of
individuals’’ – that makes its members ‘‘feel required to act as a united body.’’
Accordingly, the family makes choices that reflect ‘‘a solidarity of interests.’’ He
notes that the state reinforces, through the legal system and its policies, the social
category of the family and its special rights and obligations to act on behalf of its
members. The family is entitled to accumulate and allocate economic, cultural, and
symbolic privileges. How effectively families exercise these privileges (whether it be
in the choice of a home or a decision of where to send their children to school)
reflects or reveals the amount of social capital that they possess. To Bourdieu, a
family’s possession of social capital is central to their activation of cultural capital
and may subsequently influence a family member’s success.

Bourdieu’s notion of social capital subsumes many of the elements that Coleman
identifies. The family’s ability to mobilize on behalf of its members depends on: (1)
its degree of solidarity (cohesiveness and mutuality of interests), (2) its resources
(material and knowledge of the world), and (3) the reach of its connections or
alliances with outside parties. However, Bourdieu establishes a virtual tautology:
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families that succeed in mobilizing social capital are more successful (Bourdieu,
1986; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). Portes (2000) observes a similar problem in
Putnam’s notion that societies with more social capital have greater trust and civic
involvement. In order to avoid this sort of tautology, Portes suggests that it is
necessary to differentiate between the possessor’s social capital, the sources of social
capital, and the resources attributed to social capital. Thus, it makes more sense to
view the generation and accumulation of social capital, its deployment, and its
consequences as a set of distinct processes linked together, but not isomorphic.

Viewed this way, Bourdieu’s theory of social capital poses an interesting set of
empirical questions:

1 How is social capital generated and accumulated within families?
2 How do families possessing the elements of family-based social capital mobilize

it in everyday life, that is, how is capital wisely or foolishly invested?
3 What are the consequences of the possession of family-based social capital for

the long-term welfare of children as they grow up?
4 Why and how does social capital lead to certain forms of success?

As we shall see in the following sections, very little is known about these questions.
Pieces of the theory of social capital have been tested, but the measurement issues
often preclude drawing any firm conclusions about the validity of the theory. And
the measurement issue requires some professional agreement on the construct of
social capital itself.

For the purposes of this discussion, we regard social capital as the stock of
social good will created through shared norms and a sense of common membership
upon which individuals may draw in their efforts to achieve collective or personal
objectives. How do we know whether social systems, whether they be families,
communities, or larger social units, have high or low social capital? A system
that has high social capital is one in which its members believe that they are indebted
or obligated to respond to the needs of other members. In such a system members
may feel entitled to draw upon the good will of others, but they are also
equally compelled to respond to the requests for information, assistance, help,
sponsorship, and the like. In a system with high social capital, most members are
likely to feel that others contribute more than they do; and, conversely, members of
a system with low social capital create the perception that others take more than
they give. Social capital should not be confused with social solidarity, which empha-
sizes the importance of the larger collective rather than ongoing relationships
operating among individuals within a social system that establishes claims and
obligations.

Before moving to a review of the literature on family-based social capital, we must
mention one issue lurking in the background of social capital theory. With few
exceptions the studies carried out examine the success of families in achieving
socially desirable goals consistent with normative expectations. However, clearly
this need not be the case. The Cosa Nostra, the network of organized crime families,
is a singularly apt example of a set of interlinked families with high social capital,
though their greater objectives are not considered laudable. Thus, we must take care
that we do not regard outcomes of success as if they were universally shared. If the
theory of social capital has validity, it should operate equally well, regardless of the
content or purpose of the objectives.
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The Generation of Family-Based Social Capital

How social capital is produced within families is a question that has been more
assumed than examined by researchers. Following our discussion above, we must
ask how a stock of good will is accumulated both within the family and within the
communities in which families are embedded. Neither of these issues has been the
subject ofmuch research in studies that explicitly employ the concept of social capital,
but researchers concerned with the question of the marital quality and the strength of
family bonds have certainly concerned themselves with the sources of marital har-
mony, or the conditions that produce strong ties across the generations or between
siblings. Similarly, family sociologists as well as community researchers have studied
the strength of family ties to the community and the reciprocity established by
families, within what Elizabeth Bott (1971) many years ago described as neighbor-
hoods with densely and loosely constructed social networks. What follows is less a
review than a distillation of some of the ideas that might be applied to the question of
how families generate social capital both internally and within the larger community.

The literature on the sources of marital solidarity is vast and extends well beyond
the borders of sociology into clinical psychology and psychiatry, economics, and
anthropology. Followers of Durkheim have referred to the process of marriage as a
‘‘nomos-building’’ activity in which the couple constructs a common reality of rules
and expectations and rituals andmemories that bind the partners into a union (Berger
and Berger, 1983; Furstenberg and Spanier, 1984; Vaughn, 1986). These shared
understandings accumulate over time – sometimes hard earned through conflict and
dissent – as the couple creates a tiny subculture. Marriages, and increasingly stable
cohabitations, are the smallest unit in which social capital is generated.

Researchers in a wide range of fields have conducted numerous studies on how
couples establish strong marital bonds, and many of the elements that produce
common expectations and trust among the partners are well known. Sociologists
have long recognized that a good many of the interactions leading to a building of
trust and shared expectations occur in the courtship process, or what economists
have dubbed a successful ‘‘search.’’ Homophonous characteristics produce a higher
likelihood of consensus because individuals enter the union with common construc-
tions of the world. And the time shared before and during marriage leads to common
‘‘definitions of the situation.’’ Skills related to human and cultural capital are also
likened to the acquisition of social capital within unions such as communication
skills, flexibility, and responsiveness. Thus, when individuals import high levels of
human, cultural, and even psychological capital into the relationship, they are likely
to foster consensus and trust. In a metaphorical sense, these personal attributes
promote the efficient production of social capital within conjugal unions, contrib-
uting both to the stability of unions, and the benefits these unions confer in the forms
of health and well-being. Social capital is a positive product of stable unions and
presumably sets the stage for effective child rearing (Waite and Gallagher, 2000).

Children are incorporated into this subculture as if it were a natural entity and, if
parents are successful in extending their shared understanding to their progeny, the
children enter into the subcultural world of their parents. There is a remarkable
paucity of information on the instantiation of family culture, considering how
much research exists in developmental psychology and family sociology on patterns
of parental socialization. The ‘‘nomos-building’’ process within family is, in fact,
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a study of the production of social capital. All too little ethnographic work exists on
the ways that parents create family worlds: rules, rituals, and routines that regulate
children’s everyday behaviors and impart a sense of what is normal (see, for example,
the classic studies by Bossard and Boll (1956), Hess and Handel (1959), and Gans
(1962) on this topic, as well as the more recent work by Annette Lareau (2001)).
Despite the increasing prevalence of alternative family forms, unfortunately, current
research has not helped to expand the concept of social capital beyond the emphasized
nuclear family norm. Interestingly, researchers have probably given more attention to
discovering how families’ worlds are shattered by marital dissolution and re-created
when stepfamilies are formed than they have to the creation and maintenance of
stable families (Furstenberg and Cherlin, 1994; Riessman, 1990).

A line of research, some of it quite old by now, has investigated the substantial
differences in family cultures that occur across social classes (Bott, 1971; Hollings-
head, 1949; Komarovsky, 1987). It is well established that pronounced social class
differences exist in the ways that parents relate to their children regarding such
matters as expectations of obedience and the questioning of authority, restrictive
versus more liberal monitoring practices, and ways of expressing warmth and
support (Alwin, 1996). It is an open question, however, whether these child-rearing
practices have implications for the building of social capital within families. Do
these practices, for example, create different levels of obligations or entitlements
within families? Is there any reason to suspect that the generation of family-based
social capital differs by social class? The answers to these questions depend on
gaining better information on what goes on inside the family, a topic that requires
close inspection of the daily life of parents and children, as well as how parents
manage the interaction of the family with the world beyond the household.

Research examining social capital among families of different classes and cultures
has also been limited. Yet given how characteristics such as race or class influence
other types of social resources, it seems likely that access to and activation of social
capital, too, varies by social location.

A burgeoning literature does exist on the family patterns of new immigrants. These
groups increasingly have commanded the attention of social scientists in many West-
ern nations, where the diversity of the population has grown rapidly over the past
several decades (Portes, 1996; Rumbaut, 1996; Waters, 1996). It is widely believed
that some immigrant groups have greater social capital both within the family and the
community than others. However, it is less clear what specifically transpires within
families to generate larger or lesser amounts of social capital. Part of the explanation
may reside in the role of the extended kin and family systems beyond the immediate
household, as well as the social organization of communities in which immigrant
groups reside. Immigrants may feel that their new life is uncertain and therefore invest
more in creating trusting relationships in their created communities (Loizos, 2000).
Because a large proportion of the more recent immigrants do not come fromWestern
societies, these different cultural traditions could contribute to the disparate amounts
of social capital among various immigrant groups.

In Western societies, the nuclear family is widely regarded as the natural unit of
society (Schneider, 1968). In fact, the parents and children are part of a larger system
of kinship that differs in its cultural salience depending on the nation and social
location of the family within nations. Even in many Anglophone countries that may
downplay the extended family compared to Southern European nations, solidarity
across generations is highly valued. Accordingly, nuclear units are embedded in
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larger kinship systems that share values and expectations and therefore may be
sources of social capital. Social exchange across generations is surely one of the
richest sources of social capital in Western society (Bott, 1971). Curiously, we know
relatively little about the operation of the broader kinship system in the West. For
example, we have few studies of exchanges among cousins or in-laws, not to
mention relations between sets of in-laws, divorce and remarriage chains, and
more distal sets of kin (Johnson 1988).

The relationship of families to their surrounding communities is one of the most
promising areas for understanding the transactions that create social capital both
within families and within communities. A family’s integration or isolation from the
neighborhood or broader community is perhaps the most central predictor of its
ability to command social capital. However, we are just beginning to study the
processes that lead to social isolation or integration. No doubt residential stability is
among the most important of these: families that remain in place are more likely to
acquire knowledge of community resources, be connected to other families through
formal and informal associations, and have nearby kin who extend their outreach to
neighbors and contacts in the wider world. At the same time, we know that upwardly
mobile familieswho have the resourceswill strategically relocate in order tomaximize
opportunities for schooling or the acquisition of cultural capital through friends and
neighbors. Observing how families acquire social capital through social mobility is a
promising area for understanding how social capital is built outside of the household.
How do parents invest in schools and communities that entitle them tomake effective
claims on their ownor their children’s behalf? And, howdo children become incorpor-
ated in community-based institutions such as the school, church, or neighborhood so
that they can gain the benefits of their parents’ or their own investments?

Similarly, we need more research on the growing connections between families
and the workplace. Growing maternal employment has been viewed by many as a
source of erosion of women’s commitment to the family by reducing their involve-
ment in children directly and the community indirectly. In fact, it is not clear that
either of these claims is true. Moreover, the connections of women to the workplace
may confer benefits for children. As women increase their associations outside of
their family, neighborhood, and immediate social circle, they may be able to increase
their knowledge and draw on new information, useful to fostering their children’s
life chances. Whether we should refer to such information as social capital is
questionable according to the definition that we proposed earlier. Portes (2000)
has described such knowledge and contacts as ‘‘bridging social capital.’’ We prefer
to think of this greater access to information as ‘‘cultural capital,’’ knowledge about
the way that the world works.

Nonetheless, it is clear that contacts parents make in the workplace are an
essential source for importing new information into the family. Although some
sociologists suggest that women’s participation in the paid labor market decreases
the social capital available to their families (see Coleman, 1990), more recent
arguments suggest that there are a number of reasons women’s participation may
actually bring relatively greater resources to the nuclear family unit, particularly
numerous contributions compared to similar participation by men. Through work-
place contacts, parents may expand their social networks and gain access to poten-
tially valuable sponsors for their children, and mothers may be more likely than
fathers to use these resources to benefit their children (Büchel and Duncan, 1998).
Expanding social networks also provide emotional or instrumental support for
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mothers themselves, which will, in turn, benefit their children. Social resources
gained through employment contacts may provide parents with role models, as
well as positive and negative feedback regarding parenting practices (Cochran, et
al., 1990). (But as Büchel and Duncan (1998) point out, increasing social contacts,
as gained through the workforce, could have liabilities as well. The actual building
of social capital is a time-consuming process which parents may undertake for their
own enjoyment rather than for the benefit of their children.

Parents may also gain access to other forms of social capital because they work
outside of the home. Although this point has yet to be fully explored, mothers’
employment may also create new opportunities for building social capital through
child-care arrangements. Depending on the individual situation, caregivers may
provide both parents and children with additional information and social contacts,
particularly valuable to those parents with fewer resources. Given the prevalence of
mothers in the paid labor market, it is both timely and relevant to examine how the
accrual of social capital at work affects the family. The trading of information and
sponsorship is an important area to be studied in the growing area of family/
workplace interchange.

In conclusion, researchers have only begun to scratch the surface in addressing how
social capital is produced within families, themselves, and accessed by families within
the communities in which they reside. Clearly, consensus or cohesion within the
household and the broader community contribute to the generation of social capital
by creating mechanisms that foster expectations, monitor and regulate behavior,
establish obligations, and provide opportunities for sponsorship and patronage. We
have argued that these processes occur within households, across households con-
nected by kinship and friendship, andwithin broader communities sharing values and
social connections. Children are born into families, kinship systems, and communities
that contain varying levels of these resources. As a general proposition, the greater the
social capital towhich the child has access, themorebenefits provided for the child. But
access to social capital in resource-rich systems cannotbe taken for granted, nor should
we suppose that children in low-capital systems are necessarily shut out of the benefits
of social capital. In part, access to social capital will vary by the skills of parents and
children. It is important to give some attention to how parents and children ‘‘work the
system,’’ and activate those resources to which they might have access.

The Management of Social Capital

Residing in a household with high social capital has been generally considered
tantamount to possession of social capital and thereby its benefits for family members
(a similar assumption is made about the residents of neighborhoods in which there is
high social capital). Whether residing in a system with high social capital – be it a
family, neighborhood, or nation – confers advantages to all members of the system in
equal measure is an unexplored question. However, there is good reason to suspect
that the individual benefits of social capital are not evenly distributed within families.

A number of conditions may influence the accessibility of social capital within
social units. One of the most important of these is a member’s ability to utilize the
resources it possesses. There is a likely association between a family’s ability to
produce social capital and its ability to manage and deploy it: individuals who have
more resources are more likely to spend them. Still, it is easy to see how some
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members in high social capital systems may not use what they have (misers); others
may be profligate spenders and use up what they have (spendthrifts); and in systems
with low social capital, individuals may be resourceful at making do with very little
(thrifty managers). Wise use of social capital is not a topic that has been extensively
investigated.

Little is known to our knowledge about the mismanagement of social capital that
occurs through hoarding these resources. Surely, though, it is rather plausible that
individuals build obligations without drawing upon them either because of a sense of
virtue or because of the fear of incurring obligations to others. Consider the parent
who refuses to ask for help from kin for a child in need of special assistance or even
refuses aid when it is offered, feeling that the burden of reciprocal obligations will be
too great. A failure to lay claim on available resources under-utilizes social capital,
undercutting its potential benefits for members of a social system. Yet a person’s
ability to garner social capital is not invariably related to his or her social milieu.
Individuals differently positioned in a high social capital system may also be more or
less able to realize their natural advantages. Thus, while a kinship systemmay possess
high social capital, some members may be more centrally located while others are
more on the periphery. Therefore demographic or personal characteristics of individ-
uals may influence their access to social capital within social systems. For example, an
attractive or bright child may be more likely to derive benefit from a family, school
system, or community than one who is less endowed by brains or appearance.

In a study of parents’ management of social capital, the senior author of this
chapter was able to show that parents possessed different levels of skills in deploying
social capital for their children’s behalf (Furstenberg et al., 1999). Parents displayed
different levels of energy and determination in seeking out resources in systems with
low social capital, that is, some parents were simply better managers than others or
were less reserved about calling in their chips, or even in assuming that they
possessed chips, what might be called the ‘‘chutzpah factor.’’ In general, we found
that more educated parents possessed skills that were better for accessing available
resources. It is also important that these parents felt more entitled to employ these
resources, so that a sense of entitlement can be influential in the accessing and
activation of social capital. It seems that some of the same qualities that make
individuals adept managers of money and time may also be related to the ways
that individuals handle social resources.

Similarly, those who already have access to greater financial and social resources
will get the most out of their activation of social capital. For example,McNeal (1999)
finds that the presumed positive benefits of social capital on children’s academic
achievement and behavioral outcomes are greatest for those students from tradition-
ally advantaged backgrounds, those who live with two parents, are white, and of
middle to upper SES. Hofferth, Boisjoly, and Duncan (1998) find that the effects of
social capital depend on a family’s income – children from high-income families
benefit from their parents’ access to time and monetary assistance, whereas children
from low-income families do not. The authors suggest that the networks in which
low-income people participate may represent economic necessity and these cannot
provide the rich resources that high-income networks do. In this respect, social capital
may not compensate for a lack of income, but rather it may allowwealthier families to
make better use of their incomes. In sum, a theory of social capital must allow for the
possibility that personal and demographic qualities interact with properties of social
systems to the benefit of some more than others.

226 frank f. furstenberg and sarah b. kaplan



It is also easy to see how poor managers of social capital may be cast either in the
role of ‘‘spendthrifts’’ or ‘‘exploiters,’’ as individuals who take advantage of the good
will of others. In Carol Stack’s (1974) classic work, All Our Kin, she describes how
some members of the low-income community that she studied several decades ago
violated the ‘‘norm of reciprocity’’ and became known as individuals who took far
more than they gave. Such persons, Stack observed, burnt out their social systems by
putting too heavy a load on their friends and neighbors for too long a period of time.
In such situations, possession of social capital may become a burden to those who
might have extensive kin obligations or for those who indulge others’ exploitation of
their generosity. The idea of social capital ‘‘exploiters’’ assumes a violation of obliga-
tional norms for a more egocentric purpose, but social capital can be asymmetrical
such that exceptional situations (such as prolonged illness or unemployment) may tip
the reciprocal balance of social capital for an extended period of time without
avaricious intentions. Extrapolating from Stack’s observations, it is easy to imagine
how demanding children or highly dependent adolescents and young adults may
exceed their families’ or friends’ capacity to offer assistance. The claims of such
individualsmay be rejected if individuals are unable to replenish the stock of resources
drawn upon. Parents who are exploiters may exhaust the goodwill of their families or
communities in ways that disadvantage their offspring.

In order to advance our understanding of how individuals manage family-based
social capital, we need much more detailed studies of (1) how individuals in both
capital-rich and capital-poor systems perceive their own level of capital possession.
Individuals may feel poorer or richer in capital than they are perceived by others.
(2) how individuals actually go about deploying capital – when and why they do
make claims on others and how they go about doing it. Just as we pointed out that
we know little about how family members generate capital, we also have all too little
information on how and for what they spend their capital, both in terms of families
and kin and within their immediate social settings. (3) Finally, we need to learn more
about the repayment or regeneration of social capital within families and commu-
nities. Just as economists examine patterns of economic consumption, sociologists
need to attend more to the ways that social capital is invested, consumed, and
replenished in social systems.

The Consequences of Social Capital for the

Welfare of Family Members

The vast majority of studies that have examined features of family-based social
capital have focused on the consequences of possessing varying levels of capital. In
one way or another, researchers have examined the general proposition that children
benefit when their families have high social capital or reside in a community with
high social capital and are deprived of important social resources when they do not.
As we said at the outset of this overview, the evidence in support of this theoretical
assumption is mixed. However, since researchers have used such a wide variety of
indicators to measure the construct of social capital and a range of different out-
comes to measure the consequences, it is difficult to draw any firm conclusions about
the impact of social capital on the welfare of family members.

In some respects, the methodological problems began with Coleman’s initial
article (1988), in which he used very crude indicators of social capital to test his
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theory. Coleman said that families had high social capital if they were intact (as
opposed to headed by a single parent), held high educational expectations
(as reported by one parent), had geographical stability, and if the child’s parent
knew the name of his or her friends. In later work, Coleman argued that students in
parochial schools had higher social capital because parents possessed greater know-
ledge of the school community and shared a common belief system.

Coleman intended for social capital to be viewed as a resource residing in
the connection between people that can be used to achieve a particular interest
and can be accumulated and drawn upon when necessary. As this original definition
concentrated on relationships, the indicators that other researchers have used
have been especially creative or promiscuous. Teachman and his colleagues (1996,
1997) added communication between the family and school to Coleman’s indica-
tors. Others have used parent/child communication and quality of parent/child
relationships (Pryor, 1999), monitoring children’s behavior (Parcel and Menaghan,
1993), parental involvement in schoolwork (Parcel and Dufur, 2001), time spent
with children (Bianchi and Robinson, 1997), size of the social network and the
knowledge of other children’s parents (Carbonaro, 1998), community involvement
(Büchel and Duncan, 1998), involvement in the school (McNeal, 1999), perceived
access to social aid from relatives and friends (Hofferth, Boisjoly, and Duncan,
1998), among other indicators, to tap the parents’ level of social capital. And the
list goes on to include the child’s participation in classes outside of school, howmuch
the child reads, and computer ownership (Powell and Parcel, 1999). Social capital’s
popularity extends to the field of medicine, where its measures include having only
one or two children in a family and regular church attendance (Runyan et al., 1998).

Clearly, some of these indicators come closer than others to measuring the original
intended construct of social capital (and some may even be considered cultural
capital), but they all focus on the parent–child dyad without examining the greater
interactions of a family unit. From the relationships with their parents, children gain
knowledge, values, and skills, which according to Coleman, are all forms of social
capital, resources which may help children to successfully navigate their life outside
of the family. In Coleman’s view, social capital within the family exists as the
relationship between adults and children and is based on the time spent together,
such that the absence of an adult ‘‘may be described as a structural deficiency in
family social capital’’ (1988: S110). For instance, following Coleman’s initial ideas,
those families with one parent or two employed parents lack (to some extent) social
capital specifically because these parents do not (in theory) have the same amount of
time to spend with children as parents in traditional nuclear families.

Using presence of parents in the household as a measure of family-based social
capital may also be problematic because it fails to take the quality of time that
parents and children spend together into consideration, nor does it account for other
familiar relationships, the influence of grandparents, aunts and uncles, or siblings.
Few indicators of previous studies measure normative consensus within the family or
the alignment of family and community expectations – the essential ingredients of
any theory of family-based social capital. Instead, the indicators, at best, nibble at
the edges of the theory without directly measuring the level of social capital, a task
which requires measures of multiple members of the family unit, and/or the commu-
nity in which the family resides.

In addition, the very indicators used as measures of social capital may themselves
be very vague or value-laden. These indicators of social capital may lack the breadth
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and depth of what they were originally intended to measure and may often rely on
undefined notions of quality or unrealistic standards of quantity. For example, most
studies are based on large data sets which have preset questions that may not have
been intended to measure social capital. Given that social capital can be seen as
resources gained from social relationships, it would seem difficult to ascertain an
accurate assessment of social capital’s influence without greater understanding of the
quality or nature of the relevant relationships. Because, at best, researchers
have relied on indirect measures of social capital, it is impossible to tell whether or
not the theory is being tested when positive or negative results are discovered.
Positive results could be spurious or might be explained by numerous other theories.
For example, it is not clear that the presence of two parents necessarily implies
greater social capital in the family, especially if the parents do not share common
expectations for their children. In any event, there are many other theories besides
social capital that can explain how children might do better if they reside with both
their parents. Similarly, high educational expectations, knowledge of a child’s
friends, involvement in the school, and most of the other indicators that have been
employed to measure the level of social capital have long been used as indicators for
various theories of educational attainment.

Educational attainment has been the outcome most extensively examined in
empirical studies of family-based social capital, in part because of Coleman’s interest
and in part because of the accessibility of this quantifiable outcome in extant
longitudinal data sets. Most researchers’ emphasis on high school completion
ignores some of the greater issues that social capital can affect leading to this
outcome, such as rates of truancy and academic grades. The literature that does
not look specifically at educational outcomes still uses various (and often nebulous)
measures of children’s development and behavior.

However, theories of social capital should be equally applicable to other positive
outcomes such as employment, civic involvement, and perhaps marriage and marital
stability as well as the absence of negative outcomes such as mental health problems
or incarceration. As yet, there is not a large literature on these various measures of
children’s long-term welfare. Although there are a number of longitudinal data sets
which may include the more standard and appropriate measures of social capital,
they have not, as of yet, been used to explore these other immediate and long-term
arenas of welfare.

Another limitation of the literature on the outcomes of varying levels of family-
based social capital is that virtually all studies have focused on its impact on children’s
welfare, neglecting both the potential effects of other familymembers on children and
possibly the influences of adult relatives on each other. This child-centered focus can
be traced to Coleman’s original statement of the theory. It is also possible that the
concentration of social capital literature on child outcomes represents the theory’s
emphasis on the importance of the breadwinner father-homemaker wife family. We
are unaware of any studies that examine how levels of capital within kinship systems
affect marital stability, the strength of intergenerational ties among adults, relations
among siblings, the benefits flowing to distant relations, or a range of other issues that
go beyond children’s developmental trajectories. Perhaps the lack of attention to these
questions reflects the general indifference of sociologists to the operation of the family
as a social system apart from its function as socializing agency for children. If common
expectations and connections involving trust, obligations, and entitlements are the
essential ingredients of social capital, then we might expect that families that possess
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high amounts of it establish different patterns of exchange, caregiving, sponsorship,
outreach, and the like that could result in greater physical and mental health, for
example, among the elderly or within marriages.Wemight suppose that social capital
affects patterns of geographical mobility (as well as being affected by geographical
mobility). And, we would expect that families with high amounts of social capital
have a much broader pattern of exchange with kin beyond the immediate household.
These topics invite further empirical investigation.

Conclusions

This chapter has explored the notion of social capital within families with the aim of
clarifying the construct and the theoretical assumptions that gave rise to it.We are not
yet convinced, on the basis of the literature to date, that it will survive empirical
scrutiny or endure over time. In order to do so, it must be applied more carefully,
measured more precisely, and examined less mechanically. Specifically, most studies
have employed a ‘‘states and rates’’ approach to social capital, that is, more of it
produces better outcomes. We have argued that if the theory of social capital is to be
developed and tested, it must be treated as a social process that occurs within families
andmore broadly within kinship systems as influenced by their greater social context.

We have raised a series of questions about how family-based social capital must be
examined along certain theoretical dimensions. If by social capital we mean that
family members are embedded in households and kinship systems that may be
characterized by common expectations, claims and obligations, trust, and connect-
edness, then we should be looking at the ways that these features of families are
produced and maintained, as well as how they become instantiated in everyday life.
Of course, this examination involves closer scrutiny of how families and their
members are connected to broader social communities and linked to institutions
that foster and sustain social capital within families.

The assumption that the benefits of social capital are evenly distributed within
families is a dubious one, in our view. Rather, we speculated that the skill of family
members to garner and deploy social capital is likely to vary most by individuals’
possessions of cultural capital. Consequently, we need to address the issue of how
individuals manage social capital and deploy it to their advantage or the advantage
of other family members. There is very little empirical work on this question.

Finally, we raised a series of issues regarding the likely consequences of social
capital for family members. How social capital translates into social advantage, if it
actually does, is not well understood. Moreover, the literature focuses exclusively on
a narrow range of outcomes, particularly its effects on the educational attainment of
children. If social capital is to remain a meaningful construct, it should be expanded
to observe how families function to create and maintain advantage for their
members. So, researchers should be considering how the creation and deployment
of capital affects kin more broadly throughout the life cycle: in childhood, family
formation, middle age, and into old age.

We believe that social capital theory has great potential for helping us to under-
stand how the kinship system functions to reproduce social advantage and disadvan-
tage. To realize that potential, however, requires a much more sophisticated
approach to studying social capital’s production, distribution, and effects both
within the family and the surrounding community.
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Note

1 The definition is taken from Putnam (1995). In his book Bowling Alone, Putnam defines
social capital as ‘‘connections among individuals, social networks and the norms of
reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them’’ (2000: 19).
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Family, the State, and
Health Care: Changing

Roles in the New Century

Ronald J. Angel and Jacqueline L. Angel

Introduction

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, the nations of the developed world have
achieved the longest life expectancies at birth in human history. For a period after the
introduction of vaccines and antibiotics it was even possible to imagine that humanity
might eventually defeat infectious disease completely, leavingmedical science only the
chronic diseases of old age with which to contend. Yet even in what must seem like
health-care utopias from the perspective of the most impoverished nations, differ-
ences in health and access to health care persist. Those differences are often linked to
race and ethnicity, and to other social factors that define citizenship. If the plagues of
previous centuries that decimated entire nations are a distant memory, a plague of
another sort is upon us. In both the developing and developed worlds, violence and
social disruption blight the lives of millions of people and cause the death of countless
others. Additionally, for poor nations, in which infectious disease continues to exact a
high toll, aging populations bring the added burden of caring for the infirm old. If the
nineteenth century ended with an exaggerated faith in the power of science and
industry to cure human ills, the twentieth century ends on a more somber note, and
with the realization that science cannot by itself eliminate pain and suffering. At the
end of a violent century it is clear that the social problems that undermine the health of
populations are immensely complicated and increasingly global.

For the majority of human history, the maintenance of health and the treatment of
disease have been the responsibility of the family and the local healer. Even today,
informal treatment and self-care are basic human activities. Most individuals engage
in personal rituals, including exercise, diet, and the use of supplements to remain
healthy or get well when they fall ill, and most turn to family members for help at
such times. Anthropologists have documented the importance of the ‘‘lay referral
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network’’ in health care (Kleinman, 1986). This term refers to one’s immediate social
environment that consists of the strong interpersonal ties of spouse, children, and
other family members. It extends out to the local community as well, but does not
include formal institutions. Prior to the fairly recent domination of health care by
modern scientific medicine, this lay network formed the core of the health-care
system upon which most people relied and continue to rely today, especially in the
developing world. The historical centrality of the lay network to the maintenance of
health underscores the close tie between health and local social institutions, the most
important of which is the family.

In most of the world today, though, traditional family forms and functions are
changing rapidly. The increasing labor-force participation of women, international
migration and internal displacement, lower fertility, and family disruption mean that
the family units that provided care to their members in earlier eras are for many
individuals no longer available. Today, older persons often have no family members
who can provide emotional or instrumental support in the event of ill health. Children
cannot count on aunts and other non-nuclear family members to care for them when
their parents cannot. For many children, their biological father is not a part of their
support network. As a result of the weakening of the family’s support capacity, formal
institutions and the state increasingly assumemuch of the responsibility for providing
care to both the young and the old (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 1996, 1999). This shift in
responsibility for vulnerable individuals fromthe family to formalorganizations forces
researchers and policy analysts to begin to document and understand how such formal
structures operate and how they affect different groups of people (Weir, Orloff, and
Skocpol, 1988). Today, health-care researchers examine inequities in the financing of
care, inequalities among groups in access to care, and differences in the quality of care
that individuals from different social groups receive. Changes in family forms, espe-
cially the dramatic rise in single-parent families that we have witnessed in recent
decades, means that many of the institutional arrangements that make up the social
welfare state, including those that finance and provide health care, are presented with
new risk profiles for which they are not optimally designed (Esping-Andersen, 1999).

In this chapter we summarize what is known of the role of family in acute and
long-term care, focusing on children, immigrants, and the aged. We compare the
situations of developed nations to those of the developing world, and focus heavily
on the US which, because it is unique among developed nations in not having
universal publicly funded health care, faces unique problems of access for the most
vulnerable groups. We end with proposals for a research agenda aimed at a better
understanding of the increasing role of the state and formal institutions in providing
care to citizens of all ages.

The New Morbidity

In the developed world today the major threats to health increasingly consist of
external, socially influenced health-risk factors such as violence, substance abuse,
and family disruption, a set of social phenomena that have been labeled ‘‘the new
morbidity’’ (Haggerty, Roghmann, and Pless, 1975). Ironically, the spread of demo-
cratic political practices to many parts of the world has been accompanied by the
weakening of traditional social institutions, such as the family and local community,
which exercised social control in previous eras. Today, problems such as learning
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disabilities, injuries, and emotional and behavioral disturbances associated with
social and family disruption have replaced infectious disease as the major threats
to children’s physical and emotional well-being.

Yet even as diseases such as pertussus, tuberculosis, polio, and smallpox no longer
threaten large numbers of children in the developed nations, they have not been
vanquished. Several potentially dangerous childhood illnesses that are still common
in the developing world and many that have become resistant to conventional drug
therapies are making a comeback in the affluent nations. The fact that infectious
disease remains common in the developing world presents those countries with many
unique problems, including those that result from extreme differences in access to
health care between the rich and the poor. Julio Frenk, former Executive Vice-
President and Director of the Center for Health and the Economy of the Mexican
Health Foundation, summarizes the plight of developing nations. He notes that,

[a]s countries move along the path of transition, health inequalities, particularly those
reflected in child mortality and communicable diseases, become more acute, producing
what we have labeled as the epidemiological polarization. . . . Even though polarization
may be present in all countries that undergo the epidemiological transition, for Latin
America it is likely to be of paramount importance owing to the region’s history of
inequalities in the distribution of wealth. (Frenk, Bobadilla, and Lozano, 1996: 131)

This problem of polarization related to infectious disease in the developing world is
compounded by the additional problem of aging populations. In Mexico, as else-
where, the diseases associated with deep poverty exist in conjunction with growing
numbers of older people who suffer from the diseases of affluence, including diabetes,
heart disease, and cancer (Gwatkin, 2000). For instance, in Russia, heart disease is
one of the leading causes of death and disability. A recent telephone survey of
Muscovites between the ages of 25 and 64 found a high prevalence rate of behavioral
risk factors related to chronic disease that included tobacco use, poor diet, inadequate
physical activity, and excessive alcohol consumption (Zabina et al., 2001). Despite
the urgent need to address these health problems in post-Soviet society, an eroding
public health infrastructure has undermined the capacity of the Russian federation to
care for its youngest and oldest citizens (Fox and Kassalow, 2001). In addition,
developing countries, like those of the developed world, must contend with the
mental, behavioral, and social health problems that are an increasing part of modern
life (Desjarlais et al., 1995). All of these threats to physical and mental health are
increasing in prevalence and severity just at a time when the family is often less able to
carry out its traditional role of caring for its members in times of protracted need.

Changing Family Forms and Children ’s Health

Care in the US

During the last four decades of the twentieth century the developed world witnessed a
dramatic change in the structure of the family. In the US, for example, by 1998 almost
one-third of all children, and nearly two-thirds of black children, were livingwith only
one parent (US Census Bureau, 2000a). In addition, the proportion of children living
with neither biological parent has increased (Bryson and Casper, 1999). Approxi-
mately 1.5 million children in the US are currently in the care of grandparents or
someone other than their biological parents (US Census Bureau, 2000b).
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The causes and consequences of the increase in single parenthood, which almost
always involves a single mother, will be debated for many years. A large fraction of
single mothers in all parts of the world are young and have low levels of education
(Angel and Angel, 1993; Kammerman, 1984; MacLanahan and Sandefur, 1994).
Education itself is often used as an indicator of socioeconomic status and health
knowledge (Bumpass and McLanahan, 1989). Parents with low levels of education
are not only handicapped in their ability to obtain health care for themselves and
their children, but they are less knowledgeable about preventive and curative meas-
ures. Low education is clearly a serious health-risk factor which is associated with
poverty (Pappas et al., 1993). Much of the growth in single parenthood, however,
reflects changing norms regarding marriage and fertility. In the US, Sweden, and the
rest of the developed world a large fraction of all births are to unmarried mothers
(Guyer et al., 1999; Popenoe, Elshtain, and Blankenhorn, 1996). In the past, teenage
pregnancy accounted for the majority of unwed motherhood. Today a large fraction
of unwed mothers are beyond their teenage years. Rather than representing the
carelessness or reproductive ignorance of youth, these trends reflect a shift in
norms and a growing acceptance of fertility outside of marriage. For certain groups,
marriage seems less of an option or even an expectation, and for many the nuclear
family has shrunk in membership to mother and children.

Although single motherhood per se cannot be shown definitively to harm children,
the fact that many of these single-parent households experience serious economic
hardship is indisputable (Angel and Angel, 1993). One of the major health risks
associated with poverty is decreased access to health care. Although many poor
single-parent families have access to Medicaid, many others do not, and both
children and adults in such families often do without needed medical care (Holahan
and Kim, 2000; Moffitt and Slade, 1997).

The poverty and parenting burden that many single parents experience has serious
consequences for the health and morale of both adults and children (Dawson, 1991;
McLeod and Shanahan, 1993; McGauhey and Starfield, 1993; Popenoe, 1988;
Montgomery, Kiely, and Pappas, 1996; Wallerstein, 1991; Zill, Morrison, and
Coiro, 1993). Single mothers who have no other adult present in the household
are more likely than mothers in two-parent families or those in which some other
adult is present to rate their children’s health as poor (Angel and Worobey, 1988;
Worobey, Angel, and Worobey, 1988). Sharing the economic and instrumental
burdens of raising children seems to result in better health for both adults and
children. The data also suggest that children in families in which a mother must
bear the burdens of parenthood alone often experience both physical and emotional
problems simultaneously (Angel and Angel, 1996a). Such findings provide strong
evidence of serious physical and emotional health risks for women and children in
single-parent households. Again, though, those risks are associated with the poverty
in which many such families find themselves, and not to any negative effects of single
parenthood itself (Angel and Angel, 1993).

Citizenship and Health Care:

The Plight of Migrant Families

In most of the developed world, full citizenship includes entitlement to the care
provided by paternalistic states. All highly developed nations, other than the US,
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offer universal health-care coverage to their citizens. In the world today, though, the
movement of people within and between nations gives rise to a new category of
individual and family that do not have full access to the benefits of citizenship.
Refugees, guest workers, illegal immigrants, and in some cases, even legal immi-
grants often do not have access to the full range of social services, including
adequate health care. Families that are forced for economic or political reasons to
migrate within or between nations are frequently torn apart and find that they are
second- or third-class citizens in receiving areas in which they are often unwelcome.

In the US, race and Hispanic ethnicity historically have been associated with
restricted access to many of the benefits of full citizenship. For African Americans
such disadvantages arise from a history of slavery. For Americans of Hispanic origin,
and today for Americans of Asian origin, migration plays an important role. Until
the latter half of the twentieth century, immigration into the US originated primarily
in Europe. Today, immigration streams originate primarily in Asia and Latin Amer-
ica. These new immigrants are an important source of the rapid growth in the
Hispanic and Asian populations of the US and many new immigrants arrive as
entire families.

In the US, as elsewhere, the citizenship status of these new arrivals is often uncertain
or in transition. Although Puerto Ricans are citizens by birth, a large fraction of
Cuban-origin individuals are foreign-born, and many, especially among the old, have
not become citizens. A smaller fraction ofMexican-origin than Cuban-origin individ-
uals are foreign-born, yet a substantial number of older Mexican Americans were
born inMexico. Asians differ greatly as well, not only in nation of origin, but the date
of peak immigration for each group, factors that can affect eligibility for public health
programs. One important aspect of recent immigration is that many of the new
arrivals are undocumented and are in the US illegally (Fix and Tumlin, 1997). Because
of their illegal status these individuals and their families are very wary of authority
and many avoid formal bureaucracies, including those that provide health care.

The health risks and, consequently, the health-care needs of immigrants and their
children are unique, as are the barriers that often keep them from receiving health care.
Immigrants sometimes arrive in the host society with health problems that are rare in
the developed world but more common in developing nations (Schulpen, 1996).
Because of higher rates of infectious disease in the developing world, immigrant
children from poor nations often experience higher morbidity and mortality from
diarrheal diseases and acute respiratory infections, conditions that are exacerbated by
malnutrition (Toole and Waldman, 1993). Because of genetic factors that are more
common in sending areas, these children also suffer disproportionately from inherited
disorders, such as sickle-cell disease and thalassemia major, a genetic disorder that
causes metabolic problems (Rengelink-van Der Lee, Shulpen, and Beemer, 1995).

In addition to physical ailments, migrants to the developed world also experience
serious acculturative stresses that can undermine their social and mental adjustment
(Sam and Berry, 1995). The great social and cultural changes that migrants must
endure, as well as the great physical distances they must often travel, increase the
stresses they experience. Unfortunately, the family is often ill equipped to deal with
mental illness. Conflicts and strife within the family can even be the source of
emotional problems for both adults and children. These can be exacerbated by the
stresses that migrants experience. The majority of adults and children with mental
health problems receive no care at all and if they do, that care is likely to be provided
by a general medical practitioner (Angel and Angel, 1996a). For immigrants who are
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unfamiliar with the mental health-care system of the receiving country, needed
services are even more elusive.

Because they often do not know the language or cultural practices of the host
society, foreign-born individuals are frequently socially isolated, a situation that can
compromise health (Kossoudji, 1989). This isolation from the larger world increases
the dependency of immigrants, and especially older immigrants, on their families.
Both because of economic need and traditional cultural norms, immigrants are more
likely than the native-born to live with family members (Angel et al., 1996, 1999;
Angel, Angel, and Markides, 2000; Lee and Angel, 2002; Wilmoth, 2001; Wilmoth,
DeJong, and Himes, 1997). Migration, therefore, can both undermine health and
increase family dependency. Older foreign-born Mexican origin individuals, for
example, report poorer health than the native born and are more likely to live
with their family (Angel et al., 1996).

An immigrant family’s ability to deal with ill health is directly affected by public
policy (National Research Council, 1995). In the US, recent changes in welfare and
immigration law place the entire burden of caring for a new immigrant on his or her
sponsors, who are usually family members, for a period of five years (Angel et al.,
2000). For an immigrant family struggling to move up the economic ladder in a new
and strange country, such a burden can be onerous and the possibility of having to
shoulder such a burden could discourage some families from bringing older relatives
from the country of origin.

Restrictions in access to publicly funded health care represent a major health
threat to immigrant families. Because of a lack of insurance, adults and children in
these families usually have no regular source of care. For middle-class families with
adequate coverage, a regular source of care increases the use of pediatric care for
children and, in turn, increases the likelihood that they receive the specialist physical
and mental health-care services they might need (Newacheck, Hughes, and
Stoddard, 1996). Health care coverage, therefore, represents a tie to the medical
care establishment that increases the likelihood of good health. Factors that disrupt
this tie, therefore, represent serious health threats.

Voluntary migrants must endure the stresses associated with profound cultural
change and the need to adapt to a new environment. Those forced from their homes
and country of origin by civil war, natural disaster, or political upheaval face even
more serious health threats. Many witness the loss of family members and experi-
ence serious post-traumatic stress disorders. Refugees often experience multiple
forms of trauma as the result of political persecution, war, and detention. Their
sense of safety is often undermined by armed attacks on refugee camps, forced
recruitment of family members into military service, and sexual violence. Under
such conditions, families are often separated and their supportive function under-
mined. Refugees face rejection in both intermediate and destination countries
because of their number and the burden they represent. The human rights abuses
committed against ethnic Albanian refugees from Kosovo in the former Yugoslavia
provide unique testimony to the adverse public health consequences of political and
civil disruption (Iacopino et al., 2001).

In 2001 nearly 22 million refugees had been forced to leave their native countries
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2002). In addition, an additional
20 million individuals were internally displaced (US General Accounting Office,
2001). These populations are in serious need of health care (Toole and Waldman,
1993). Given their irregular status and the often chaotic situations that force them to
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leave their homes, many of these individuals remain invisible or inaccessible to official
international aid organizations. A large fraction of these refugees are children, who
are scarred physically and mentally for life because they are often violently uprooted
from their usual environments and forced to live in poverty and unhealthy conditions
without adequate nutrition or medical care.

Although guest workers have provided labor to the nations ofWestern Europe since
the end of World War II, the rapid increase in their number since the 1980s has led
governments of the host countries to officially discourage new arrivals. The European
Union estimates that over 500,000 illegal immigrants arrived in 2000, up from40,000
in 1993 (Cohen, 2000). The response has been the introduction of restrictions to
reduce what many Europeans perceive to be an excessive number of immigrants.
These restrictions include reduced social benefits, detention of asylum seekers, and the
application of narrow legal interpretations of who qualifies as a refugee. In Bonn,
Germany, applicants receive assistance in kind rather than in cash, and at only 80
percent of the level of needy citizens (Kumin, 1999). Refugees in the Netherlands are
housed in tents and placed on a waiting list for regular accommodation (ibid.). The
physical and administrative barriers erected by host states make it increasingly diffi-
cult for the victims of persecution and violence to gain access to a normal life (United
NationsHighCommission for Refugees, 1997).Many spend years, or entire lifetimes,
in camps and many others are forced back to unsafe homelands.

The Family and the Care of the Elderly

As part of the changes that have affected the family, traditional intergenerational
relationships are eroding. Increasingly, the local family-based social network is
unable to provide basic material and emotional support to those who in the past
were its responsibility. Today, the family is simply too small, the time demands of
work and children too great, and aging parents and their adult children often too far
apart to allow the family to assume the burden. Table 14.1 demonstrates the increas-
ing labor-force involvement of women aged 45 to 64 between 1970 and 1995 in
several countries. Traditionally, women of this age cared for their aging parents and,
although in Japan and Spain many women in this age range are still housewives, in
other countries, including the US and Sweden, the majority are employed outside the
home. Although part-time workmay still leave a woman time to provide care to older
parents, it is clear that the care-giving resource represented by unemployed mature
women is diminishing in large parts of the world.

In contemporary developed social welfare states the young no longer expect to
provide economic support to their parents (Crystal, 1982). The socialization of basic
economic support for the elderly through old-age public pension plans is both a
response to the family’s inability to assume the full responsibility for the elderly, and
an added impetus to a shift in responsibility from the family to the state. One dilemma
for long-term care policy relates to the extent to which the availability of family
caregivers should be taken into account in the allocation of services (Wolf, 2001).
Large families are more likely than smaller ones to be able to spread the burden of
caring for infirm parents amongmanymembers. Older parents with children who live
nearby can call on them more easily than parents whose children have moved far
away. Smaller families are less able to share the care-giving burden, and providing for
children’s material needs and educationmeans that even if theywish to, a family often
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Table 14.1 Labor-force participation by women aged 45–64 by
selected nation, 1970 and 1995 (%)

1970 1995

Australia 33.8 48.8

Canada 36.0 56.5

Finland 74.7 85.5

France 45.1 51.8

Germany 36.8 45.81

Italy 18.0 24.1

Japan 53.9 59.8

Netherlands 18.62 35.3

Norway 48.13 67.8

Portugal 38.24 47.4

Spain 23.9 27.7

Sweden 55.0 78.3

UK 49.3 58.6

US 48.7 61.8

Notes
11991.
21971.
31972.
41974.

Source: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(1996), Table 1.A.7; US Census Bureau (2000d), Table 644.

cannot provide support to aging parents (Peterson 1999). A formal policy of taking
the availability of family caregivers into account could lead to a system that is
stratified on the basis of characteristics related to fertility. Latinos, for example,
have larger families than non-Latinos, and if the availability of potential caregivers
were considered in the allocation of resources, these groups might receive less since
their supposed capacity to care for their own is greater (Mutchler and Angel, 2000).

Although many older individuals, especially recent immigrants and those with low
incomes, live with their children, they do not necessarily do so by choice. In the US, it
is clear that when they can afford it, most older persons prefer to live with a spouse, or
alone once the spouse is gone. Certain studies indicate that even among fairly trad-
itional groups, including some recent immigrants, many older individuals would
prefer not to live with their families (Koh and Bell, 1987). For older immigrants, as
for natives, living with children can result in intergenerational conflict, crowding,
excessive housework, and unwanted child-care responsibilities. It is clear that, despite
the possibility of a more familistic orientation, extended living arrangements are a
necessity brought on by economic need and the inability to deal with a strange and
foreign social environment (Goldscheider and Goldscheider, 1989). These families
face multiple stresses at the same time that their capacities to deal with them are
strained.

The elderly are, of course, at elevated risk of frailty and disability, and they usemore
medical services than younger people. Eventually, physical decline increases the
likelihood that an older person requires long-term care. The family has traditionally
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provided that care, and even in the contemporary US the vast majority of the care
needed by older persons is provided by kin (Angel and Angel, 1997). Yet the family
and its ability to care for dependent elderly members are being undermined by
demographic and economic forces, including migration, that are global in their
nature (Spillman and Pezzin, 2000). The impact is particularly obvious in certain
areas, such as the border region of Mexico and the US. For many Mexicans seeking a
better life, the norm of family and community support for the elderly clashes with a
new economic and demographic reality that forces younger family members to leave
home in order to make a living (Angel and Angel, 1998; Becerra, 1988; Markides,
Martin, and Gomez, 1983).

Lower labor costs in Mexico have attracted many assembly plants, known as
‘‘maquiladoras,’’ to Mexico’s northern states. This economic activity has brought
much-needed income to Mexico and has encouraged migration from the interior to
Mexico’s northern border. Unfortunately, wage rates are too low to provide real
economic security and, although identifiable communities continue to exist on both
sides of the border, many are desperately poor and simply unable to provide support
to the elderly. One serious consequence for Mexico is that many villages in the
interior consist of the old who have been left behind (Soldo and Wong, 2000). In
addition, the maquiladora industry generates a great deal of toxic waste and haz-
ardous materials. The resulting environmental degradation results in air pollution
and a seriously contaminated water supply which threatens human health. In one
recent example of the extent of toxic danger children were intoxicated by toluene at
a dump in Ciudad Juárez (Williams, 1996).

The changing family has created a new health-care environment for both the
young and the old along the US/Mexico border, as it has in other parts of the
world. Ecological areas that were once communities today have changed profoundly
and no longer provide the same social control or support that they did in previous
eras. Specific areas differ in their supportive capacities. For the Mexican-origin
population, the availability of kin and formal community support varies greatly
from the inner city, to more rural areas, to the unincorporated colonias that have
sprung up outside of urban areas and in rural areas along the border (Ward, 1999).

The long-term care dilemmas faced by the US are becoming universal in the
developed world, and increasingly in the developing world. As in the case of general
health services, countries differ in how they deal with the problem. As their ability to
care for the elderly is strained, families increasingly turn to the state for the care of
elderly parents. Institutional care is relatively common in some advanced nations such
as Japan, Canada, and Australia. These nations have extensive hospital systems for
older patients. Conversely, some nations de-emphasize institutional care and strive to
keep the frail and disabled in the community. A commitment to community care is
particularly common in socialized countries such as Sweden, which has an extensive
family income entitlement program (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 1996). The Nordic countries, France, and the UK top the list of nations
in which a large fraction of the population receive long-term care from local author-
ities. InDenmark, inwhich home health care is free to older persons, home health care
use by the elderly is particularly common (Holstein et al., 1991).

The changing role of the family is underscored by the recently expanded role of
the state in providing long-term care for the elderly in Japan, a nation with a strong
Confucian tradition that has had a formal policy of relying on the family. In response
to a rapidly aging population and an increase in the number of very frail older
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persons, Japan has introduced a new mandatory long-term care insurance program
(Campbell and Ikegami, 2000). As part of this program, everyone aged 40–64 pays a
standard premium, and everyone over 65 is eligible to receive community-based care
services. Japan provides the lesson that even in highly traditional and familistic
cultures, the state must eventually assume the role of care insurer and provider for
its most vulnerable citizens. In the US, the recent reauthorization of the Older
Americans Act will for the first time provide critical and much-needed support to
families who are caring for their ill and disabled loved ones. This new program
provides support and respite care to hundreds of thousands of family members who
are struggling to care for their older relatives at home.

Institutional care, and even formal community-based care, are extremely expen-
sive and clearly not realistic options for poorer nations. Even in developed nations,
for the poor and minorities such care is often not an option (Angel and Angel, 1998;
Espino et al., 1988). In all nations, although many older individuals continue to live
with their families, many others do not, and even when they become seriously infirm
many continue to live alone (Angel, 1991; Worobey and Angel, 1990). In the
developed world, an adequate income has made solitary living a possibility for
older people (Myles, 1984). But even in the developing world, in which retirement
incomes are not as secure as in the developed world, many older individuals live
alone.

Table 14.2 presents the proportion of unmarried older population living alone in
selected Latin American countries and the US. These data are extracted from
Palloni’s (2000) recent presentation at the United Nations conference on inter-
national aging. Because of lower retirement incomes, less available housing, and a
more traditional family orientation, Latin Americans are less likely than non-
Hispanic white Americans to live alone. In the more developed nations of Latin
America, including Brazil, Chile, and Argentina, larger numbers of older individuals
are living alone. In the US, older African Americans, Hispanics, and Asians are more
likely than the majority of the population to live with others. Because of a more
recent immigration history or because they continue to experience serious economic
disadvantages, these groups remain more dependent on the family for the care of the
elderly.

Financing Long-Term Care

In the US one group is covered by a universal health-care financing system. Citizens
over the age of 65 qualify for Medicare, a program that pays for hospitalization and
many physician services. Although the program is universal, it is not completely free
and requires that an older individual pay substantial premiums, co-payments, and
deductibles. These can be quite onerous to an older individual on a fixed income. As
citizenship entitlement, Medicare is not means-tested and is open to anyone receiv-
ing Social Security or other Federal cash assistance. Except for some short-term post-
acute care, though, it does not cover the cost of nursing home or other long-term
care. This fact leaves a serious gap in the overall health care safety net for the elderly
that can adversely affect a family’s long-term financial situation (Marmor, 1994).

In the US long-term care is the responsibility of the individual and his or her
family. For those who cannot afford to pay for long-term care the cost is covered by
Medicaid, the health care program for the poor. Unlike Medicare, though, Medicaid
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Table 14.2 Proportion of the older population living alone
in selected nations, 1980–1994 (%)

Latin America

Argentina 7

Brazil 20

Chile 8

Mexico 7

Western Europe

Belgium 85

France 86

Great Britain 87

Italy 66

Luxembourg 73

N. Ireland 68

Netherlands 87

W. Germany 77

North America

USA

White 70

Non-white 49

Nordic countries

Denmark 92

Finland 70

Asia

Japan 35

Taiwan 23

Thailand 8

Source: Palloni (2000).

is means-tested, and requires that an individual have little income and few assets in
order to qualify for long-term care. Although many older individuals qualify on the
basis of little income and few assets initially, others with more assets are often forced
to impoverish themselves before Medicaid takes over. Between 14 and 35 percent of
older persons admitted to nursing homes as private pay patients eventually ‘‘spend
down,’’ a term that refers to the process whereby older persons deplete their assets to
a level at which they qualify for Medicaid (Short et al., 1992). Among those who
enter nursing homes as private pay patients, nearly 70 percent reach the poverty
level after three months and 90 percent do so within one year. Since the income and
asset limits apply to couples as well as individuals, a spouse whose partner must
enter a nursing home can be left with very little to live on.

Although insurance coverage for long-term care is becoming more common and is
offered as an employment benefit by some employers, relatively few individuals own
such plans (Wiener, Illston, and Hanley, 1994). As a result, older individuals are at
high risk of impoverishment in the event of a protracted illness that results in
incapacity. The estimated average nursing home cost in the US is close to $50,000
per year (Health Insurance Association of America, 2000). Such expenditures can
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deplete even a substantial middle-class estate fairly quickly. The lack of long-term
care insurance places the entire family at risk of loss. When a parent’s assets must be
used for long-term care, his or her estate cannot be passed on to children for the
education of future generations or for the improvement of their lives. These families
often find themselves with care giving responsibilities, even when an older parent
finally qualifies for Medicaid.

Barriers to Health Insurance for

Families in the US

For nearly two-thirds of families in the US, employer-financed insurance is the
dominant source of health care coverage (US Census Bureau, 2000c). After World
War II, benefits such as health insurance and generous retirement plans have come to
define what are considered good jobs. Large companies, the Federal and state
governments, and public and private educational institutions offer generous retire-
ment plans and health insurance to their employees. Small firms often do not (US
Census Bureau, 2000c). As a result, nearly 16 percent of the population has no
health insurance (ibid.).

Many families in the US face both financial and non-financial barriers to obtaining
health insurance. These include factors that limit access to private or employer-based
insurance including high costs, family structure, and employment in jobs that do not
offer health insurance or only do so at a prohibitive cost to the employee. They also
include factors that limit access to public insurance, including complicated applica-
tion and renewal procedures, asset tests, and inadequate outreach efforts by agencies
charged with administering health-related programs.

Certain groups face particularly serious financial barriers. In the US, the Mexican-
origin population is seriously underinsured. Almost one-third of Mexican American
women and nearly half of Mexican American men have no health insurance, and
approximately one out of every three Hispanic children is uninsured (Cornelius,
1993; Santos and Seitz, 2000). This lack of insurance represents a clear health-risk
factor for vulnerable individuals (Angel and Angel, 1996b). If health-care coverage
remains elusive for native Mexican Americans, foreign-born Mexican origin indi-
viduals face even greater barriers to adequate health care coverage.

Other groups also face unique hurdles to health care coverage. In the US, with its
focus on means-tested care for the poor, health insurance is often less available to
two-parent families than it is to single-parent families. A poor single mother can
frequently obtain Medicaid coverage for herself during pregnancy and for her
children thereafter. Many two-parent families, though, are members of the working
poor, and few jobs in the service sector, in which most recent employment growth
has occurred, offer health insurance. Even when both parents work, such jobs can
leave a family without enough money to purchase health insurance, and when they
are available, many employer-sponsored policies cover only the employee and
require substantial premiums to cover other family members. For a poor family
struggling to make ends meet, the added expense can easily be prohibitive. Conse-
quently, many families who have the option of employer-based health insurance
often forgo it.

The lack of health insurance coverage places adequate medical care out of reach
for many poor families in the US (O’Brien and Feder, 1998). Children in families that
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do not have employer-sponsored health insurance or Medicaid are less likely to have
a usual source of care than children in families that are covered. On average, these
children see the doctor less often for acute illnesses, and they are less likely to use
prescription drugs than are children with insurance coverage. Although inequities in
access to medical care between the rich and poor have been decreased by Medicaid,
poor children are still far less likely to receive dental care than children in more
affluent families.

Uninsured children are less likely than insured children to be treated for condi-
tions such as asthma and ear infections that can lead to more serious health
problems (Hoffman and Scholobohm, 2000). Uninsured children are also more
likely than those with health coverage to be hospitalized for preventable illnesses
and their consequences. Because they are less likely to have a regular source of care,
uninsured children are more likely than insured children to receive care in emergency
rooms, community and migrant health centers, and other publicly funded health
facilities (Hernández and Charney, 1998). The lack of a usual source of care places
these children at a high risk of undetected symptoms (Families USA, 1997). Routine
care received in emergency rooms is excessively expensive and may be of lower
quality than that received from a physician familiar with a child’s overall health.

The health-care sector has experienced some of the most rapid inflation in costs in
the economy, and employers have little choice but to pass along increases in the cost
of health care to their employees. Employees are consequently forced to pay a larger
share of their health insurance premium. Between 1988 and 1996 premiums for
family coverage rose by 9.8 percent per year, while overall inflation increased by
only 4 percent per year (O’Brien and Feder, 1998). As a result, many employees have
stopped participating in employer-sponsored health insurance plans, and those who
have kept their coverage are paying more for it.

At the same time that access to health insurance has increased for higher-income
employees, those earning more than $15 an hour, it has decreased for workers who
earn less than $7 an hour. Between 1987 and 1996, the proportion of high-paid
workers with health insurance rose from 92 percent to 96 percent, while the
proportion of lower-paid workers with insurance dropped from 60 to 55 percent
(Kenny, Dubay, and Haley, 2000). The self-employed are also less likely than those
who work for large companies or the government to have health insurance. Low-
wage workers, a group commonly referred to as the working poor, present a
particularly serious challenge to our system of health-care financing. The un-
employed and the impoverished often have access to Medicaid, but those families
with incomes too high to qualify for Medicaid often find themselves in a health-care
limbo in which they earn too much for public means-based coverage, but too little to
afford private or employer-sponsored plans. Since the Balanced Budget Act of 1997,
states were allowed to expand financing of health insurance to low-income children
under Title XXI of the Social Security Act (Health Care Financing Administration,
2000).

In the US the Federal government sets basic guidelines for the administration of
most public programs, but US political culture is one that values states’ rights.
States, consequently, retain a great deal of autonomy in establishing eligibility
criteria and coverage levels for programs like Medicaid, which is jointly funded by
the Federal government and the state. The inevitable consequence of maximizing
states’ discretion in setting such criteria is great variation in who is covered, and to
what level. Massachusetts has extended its Medicaid program for children well
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beyond what is required by Federal law and, consequently, that state covers nearly
all eligible children. Texas, on the other hand, offers little beyond what is Federally
mandated. As a consequence, the number of uninsured children in Texas is among
the highest in the nation (Angel et al., 2001).

States differ not only in the extent and amount of coverage they offer. They also have
different application procedures. Many states have traditionally had extremely long
application and renewal forms, as well as stringent asset- and income-verification
requirements for Medicaid and other social welfare programs. Applicants must
provide documentation of income, both present and past, child-care costs, child
support payments, and immigration status. They are usually required to present a
child’s birth certificate or school records and provide proof of residence and the names
of everyone living in the household. They often must also provide an employment
history, and if applicable, proof of any other insurance.

Federal Medicaid eligibility rules require that families have very few assets,
which means that they can own very little in terms of cash, a home, or a car.
A family cannot have an excess of $2,000 in assets, including money in the bank,
savings, land, automobiles, and pension benefits, as well as other assets (exempted
from this is a family home and one automobile). Although such information is
clearly necessary to establish eligibility, this process is time-consuming and oner-
ous. Often the applicant does not have the necessary information and must return
to the welfare office several times. In addition to being onerous, though, the
process is stigmatizing and demeaning. Often the application for Medicaid must
be made at the same office at which one applies for cash assistance. In such a
context, Medicaid is just another component of the welfare package that labels
a family as dependent. Some families may be discouraged from applying because
of a desire to avoid the stigma.

The drop in the Medicaid rolls during the second half of the 1990s was not an
intended consequence of any policy action (Angel et al., 2001). In fact, the Federal
government has attempted to increase eligible children’s and families’ participation
in Medicaid. In order to insure maximum coverage, the major welfare reform
legislation passed in 1996 specifically severed the tie between cash assistance and
Medicaid, which means that eligibility for Medicaid does not depend on the receipt
of cash assistance. Yet the Medicaid rolls continued to drop until 1999 (Pear,
2000). It appears that large numbers of families with eligible children do not
know they qualify for Medicaid. In the absence of effective outreach efforts to
inform families that they qualify for Medicaid, many remain uninformed. Many
former recipients of cash assistance do not know that they are eligible for six
months of transitional coverage, regardless of income, after they leave the wel-
fare.

Those families that leave welfare are more likely than those who remain on
Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) to have unmet medical care needs. Recent
analyses by the Urban Institute suggest that families leaving welfare may be ‘‘unin-
tentionally and inappropriately’’ dropped from the Medicaid program (Garrett and
Holahan, 2000). Federal law requires states to provide up to at least six months of
Medicaid coverage when families leave welfare. States have the option of providing
an additional six months of Medicaid for a total of twelve months of transitional
coverage. The data show, though, that after leaving the welfare rolls, Medicaid
coverage drops and is not compensated for by other forms of insurance (Garrett
and Holahan, 2000; Moffit and Slade, 1997).
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Summary

The international economic crisis, large imbalances in economic growth between
North and South, and large-scale international migration have led to the increasing
globalization of social and health problems. These threaten economic growth and
political stability in large parts of the world, and raise the possibility of the rapid
transmission of disease around the globe (Murray, 1996). Within nations, differences
among groups based on race, ethnicity, and citizenship are associated with inequities
in access to basic social services andhealth care. The research on family andhealth that
we have reviewed here makes it clear that, as yet, we do not fully understand how
families copewith the illness of theirmembers in different cultural, social, andpolitical
contexts. Nor dowe knowhowmuch of a buffer the family represents in protecting its
members, and especially its youngest members, from the health consequences of
negative life events. Research on the family must identify the major threats to its role
in protecting health and explore ways of enhancing its health protecting capacities.

In this chapter we have identified some of the major threats to the family and
health in the world today. It is clear that social, economic, and political instability
are among the major health threats that both adults and children face. Yet the family
can play a protective role. Many immigrant groups enjoy very favorable morbidity
and mortality experiences in their host countries. It appears that various aspects of
their native culture and family support systems protect health even in the new
environment (Angel and Angel, 1993; Bagley et al., 1995; Munroe-Blum et al.,
1989). At the same time that we attempt to understand the health-risk factors
faced by immigrants, it would benefit us all to identify those family factors that
migrants carry with them that are health preserving. Such an understanding might
help us to identify those aspects of community that we have lost that we might
usefully attempt to resurrect.

At the same time that the developed nations must find ways to incorporate immi-
grants, large numbers of displaced families and children present the governments and
health-care delivery systems of many developing nations with unique challenges that
they are often ill prepared to address. In our increasingly globalized world, the health
problems of these populations can quickly become international. The diversity of
migrant populations and the racial and ethnic differenceswithin nations compels us to
increase our store of knowledge of how those differences affect health and access to
health care. The great diversity in cultural beliefs and practices among migrant
populations, differences in their motivations for migration, and the migration experi-
ence itself result in great diversity in the need for mental and physical health care.
Children who migrate from developing nations to the developed world often arrive
developmentally delayed, with inadequate immunization, and suffering from various
infectious diseases. Many of those children may have spent some time as refugees and
many have experienced severe trauma as the result of social and political turmoil.
Researchers, policymakers, and advocates for the familymust begin to understand the
health consequences of early life events and family trauma in order that they may
minimize their impacts. It is also important to understand the operation of barriers to
health care, such as poverty, family structure, and lack of health insurance.

In the twenty-first century the care of the elderly presents the family and the state
with unique challenges. Families will find it increasingly difficult to care for parents
who are living longer and who have more serious health problems, at the same time
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that they provide for children and negotiate the labor market. The health conse-
quences of the care-giving burden on the quality of lives of family members are
potentially enormous, especially for those without extensive social networks. With
the steady increase in both the number and proportion of minority elderly persons
with disabilities in the US, and the soaring costs to both the government and to
family caregivers, understanding the role of culture in health and care giving be-
comes essential.

Perhaps we can best sum up by noting that in the modern world all nations are
faced with providing health care to individuals with different risk profiles than were
typical of more settled times (Esping-Andersen, 1999). As the family finds itself less
able to provide care directly, and where market solutions are not realistic alterna-
tives, the state becomes the insurer of last resort. The poor, the disabled, the infirm
elderly, and single-parent households are among the groups for whom the market
fails (Stone, 2000). For them the paternalistic state is the only option. Each nation
develops its own solutions for financing and distributing health care and other
services based on its unique history and political culture. Yet everywhere the shift
in responsibility to the state has resulted in rapidly increasing costs for social
welfare, at the same time that traditional approaches to providing it have become
increasingly obsolete (Esping-Andersen, 1999). The challenge for the world as a
whole will be to provide health care and other services to ever larger populations of
needy individuals in ways that optimize individual choices while taking advantage of
the family’s ability to protect the health of its members.
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15
Immigrant Families in the US

Karen Pyke

The stream of immigrants to the US since 1965 has contributed to a second great
wave of immigration that continues today. Over 28 million foreign-born individuals
currently reside in the country (Lollock, 2001). Never before has the US received
immigrants from as wide an array of countries and from such differing social,
economic, and cultural backgrounds as it does today. And never before have most
of the arrivals been from non-European nations (Reimers, 1996).

The new immigration is challenging the racial and cultural hegemony of white,
native-born Americans. White Americans now constitute a numeric minority in
California, the gateway of the new immigration, and similar patterns will follow
in other key immigrant states in the near future (Maharidge, 1996; Nelson and
O’Reilly, 2000). Streams of immigrants are also transforming minority America with
Latino Americans soon to replace African Americans as the leading racial minority
(Zinn and Eitzen, 1996). The study of immigrant families is thus not a marginal
concern, but at the very core of our understanding of the demographic and sociocul-
tural dynamics of US society.

This chapter provides an overview of the research on today’s immigrant families in
the US. It begins with a look at their social diversity and follows with a discussion of
the many different forms that immigrant families take, presenting challenges to
popular assumptions of a unitary structure. As old theories of immigrant adaptation
derived from the first wave of European immigrants have little applicability to
today’s immigrant families, this chapter also discusses the new approaches emerging
in the field. Because gender dynamics in families affect patterns of migration and are
also altered by conditions of immigration, this chapter summarizes the large litera-
ture on this topic. While most of the immigration literature focuses on the parental
generation, scholars have recently begun to study the children of today’s immigrants
– the new second generation. Increasing attention is also being paid to family
members at the end of the life course, including those who immigrated in late life
as well as those who arrived earlier and are now growing old in America. This
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chapter describes these new areas of research and concludes with a discussion of the
gaps in the current literature on immigrant families in the US.

The Social Diversity of Today ’s Immigrant

Families

Recent decades have witnessed a dramatic shift in the racial composition of immi-
grants with people of color from Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean dominating
the stream. As recently as the 1950s two-thirds of immigrants to the US came from
Europe and Canada. This trend reversed in the 1960s and by the early 1980s, only 11
percent of immigrants to the US hailed from Europe (Mangiafico, 1988; Portes and
Zhou, 1993). In 2000, 51 percent of the foreign-born population in theUS had arrived
from Latin America, 26 percent from Asia, and 15 percent from Europe (Lollock,
2001). Similar trends mark immigration in Canada (Badets and Chui, 1994).

The new immigration has spawned new ethnic groups in the US, including Korean
Americans, Hmong Americans, and Vietnamese Americans. New immigrant groups,
who do not have the benefit of longstanding ethnic enclaves with firmly established
social networks to assist in successful adaptation, must create from scratch the
meaning of their ethnicity. Unlike their European predecessors who were gradually
incorporated into the stew of white ethnicities, today’s immigrant families, most of
whom come from countries where they were members of the racial/ethnic majority,
must contend for the first time with a racial minority status and the forces of racism.
The legal status of immigrants in the US also impacts their ability to adjust. Those
who arrive without documents, mostly from Mexico and Central America, are
restricted to the most menial types of low wage labor with few opportunities for
upward mobility. Their lack of legal access to government supports and protections
undermines their health and safety, and makes them easy prey for exploitation. The
constant fear of detection and deportation limits their range of movement as they are
forced to hide in the shadows (Chavez, 1991).

While earlier waves of immigrants from Europe were mostly manual laborers,
there is greater diversity in the skill and educational levels among today’s immigrants
to North America, which includes manual laborers, the entrepreneurial middle class,
and highly educated professionals (the latter arriving particularly from China, India,
and the Philippines; Portes and Rumbaut, 1996). While some professionals are able
to apply their skills in the new economy, (as is the case with immigrants from India
and the Philippines who typically arrive knowing English) others find their creden-
tials and work histories are not recognized by North American employers, thus
relegating them to the low-pay service sector and prompting high rates of self-
employment in small family-run businesses, most notably among Korean immi-
grants (Portes and Rumbaut, 1996). Earlier waves of immigrants to the US from
Europe were able to find jobs in an expanding manufacturing economy that needed
the unskilled labor they could provide. Today’s lower skilled immigrants, on the
other hand, find an economy reeling from global restructuring, the rapid decline of
manufacturing jobs, and a growing gap in the wages and benefits of the professional
class and the lower-skilled working class, where immigrants are disproportionately
located (Portes and Zhou, 1993). This raises concern that the upward mobility
enjoyed previously by children of European immigrants will not be replicated
among today’s children of immigrants in the US (Gans, 1992).
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Despite their immense cultural and economic diversity, immigrant families to the
US tend to share strong norms of familism (Fuligni, Tseng, and Lam, 1999) that
contrast with the emphasis on individualism that has been a historically defining
characteristic of American society (Bellah et al., 1985). Familism (also known as
‘‘collectivism’’) refers to a strong commitment and obligation to family over that of
the individual, and is evident by high levels of contact, instrumental exchange, and
geographic propinquity (Zinn and Wells, 2000). As a result family ties and one’s role
within the family shapes individual identity and destiny. Individualism, on the other
hand, refers to an emphasis on individual needs and interests over that of the family
group. It is marked by norms of independence, self-sufficiency, looser family ties,
personal well-being, and the optional association of family members. The contrast-
ing systems of familism and individualism structure other family dynamics as well.
For example, familism tends to be associated with firm hierarchal family arrange-
ments that require the devotion of women and children to men and elders. Individu-
alism, on the other hand, has been associated with greater equality for women and
children. So, despite their cultural diversity, immigrants to the US tend to share a
collectivist family ideology that is in sharp contrast with the values and practices
associated with mainstream US culture. The conflicting cultural systems of familism
and individualism has been a dominant theme in scholarly attempts to explain
immigrant experiences and adaptation outcomes (Zhou and Bankston, 1998).

The Structural Diversity of Today ’s
Immigrant Families

The popular image of the immigrant family in the US is a two- or three-generation unit
held together by impenetrable bonds. In contrast, the families of native-born Ameri-
cans are commonly regarded as diverse and even broken. This imagery distorts the
wide-ranging diversity of immigrant families. Many families do immigrate as intact
units and more do so today than in earlier waves of migration (Rumbaut, 1997b) but
family patterns are often diverse and dynamic in sending societies, thus promoting a
diversity of family structures among immigrants (Foner, 1997). Additionally, several
other factors foster diversity in immigrant family structures and households, including
the demographics of immigration, the criteria for admission, and conditions in both
the home and host countries. For example, the prevalence of female-headed families
in the Caribbean has contributed to an influx from those countries of female-headed
families to the US (Waters, 1997), as well as to Britain where 50 percent of Caribbean
mothers under age 35 are unwed (see Shaw, chapter 16, this volume). Similarly,
political refugees arriving in the US from Indochina in the post-Vietnam era included
high numbers of female-headed families who lost men to war and political prisons.

Economic conditions and processes of migration can generate entirely new family
forms. Transnational families are created when one family member is sent ahead for
thepurposeoffinding employment andhousing to support the eventual arrival of other
familymembers (known as ‘‘chain’’ or ‘‘family-stagemigration’’), or to earn income to
be remitted to the family left behind (Boyd, 1989). This is a common and longstanding
pattern among undocumented immigrants from Mexico and Central America, and
those who arrive from Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, and elsewhere in the
Caribbean (Chavez, 1991; Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994;
Toro-Morn, 1995). More recently, higher numbers of mothers, both single and
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married, have joined the flows arriving from the Caribbean, Mexico, and Central
America, having left their children behind in the care of female kin or husbands.
Transnational mothering has been attributed to the demand in the US for the low-
cost labor of immigrant women, the need for women’s higher earnings at home,
difficulties in balancing work and child-care in a new country, concern about juvenile
delinquency in the US, and a longstanding or newly evolving cultural acceptance of
child fostering in the homeland (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, 1997; Waters, 1997).

Not only do mothers immigrate without children but children also arrive without
parents. These ‘‘parachute’’ children, who come in pursuit of educational opportun-
ities not available in the homeland, constitute another form of transnational family,
little studied by scholars but noted by school officials and journalists. Wealthy and
professional parents in countries like Taiwan, Hong Kong, Korea, India, and the
Philippines create satellite homes in the US for their children, aged 8–17, while they
continue to work and reside in the homeland between visits to see their children
(Zhou, 1998). Parachute children live on their own, or in the care of relatives, host
families, servants, or older siblings and without day-to-day supervision or contact
with parents. It is difficult to know how many parachute children reside in the US,
but estimates suggest that 40,000 arrived in the 1980s from Taiwan alone, the
largest origin of such children (Hamilton, 1993).

The condition of migration lead some immigrants to redefine the meaning of
family to include groups previously excluded. For example, Vietnamese refugees
who suffered a loss of kin from war and migration reconstructed the extended family
structure of Vietnamese culture by redefining boundaries to include close friends,
distant kin, kin by marriage, and kin of maternal as well as paternal descent (Kibria,
1993). Similarly, lone immigrants often form co-resident groups with unrelated
immigrants as a strategy of coping with high rents, low wages, social isolation,
and – in some cases – the insecurities of an undocumented status (Chavez, 1990;
Kibria, 1993). Co-residence is usually a temporary strategy employed until enough
money is saved for return migration or to sponsor the arrival of kin.

Family reunification is the predominant basis for immigration to the US. It is not
uncommon, however, for many years to pass before transnational families are
reunited through chain migration (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). Extended as well as
immediate kin are included in this chain migration, thus contributing to the higher
occurrence of extended family households among immigrants than the native born
(Duleep and Regets, 1996; Laguerre, 1994). When family reunification is complete,
the years of separation contribute to bicultural households, with some family
members having had more time to adapt to life in the US. The result can be a family
of related strangers who have very different values, needs, and perspectives, and who
may not even speak a shared language – particularly when children, who adapt more
quickly, are among those who arrived first. Such differences can generate family
tensions. Similarly, transnational marriages involving the importation of a spouse
from the home country, as commonly occurs among Pakistanis in Britain, produce
difficulties when spouses subscribe to different cultural expectations (see Shaw,
chapter 16, this volume).

Immigrant families that arrive in toto or reunite through chain migration are often
disrupted by the return migration of some family members. The difficulties of
adjusting to a culturally and racially marginalized position in the US, social isol-
ation, generational differences in acculturation, and shifting economic conditions of
the host and sending society can prompt return migration. Such has been the case
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with large numbers of Korean immigrants who returned to their homeland in the
1980s leaving American-raised offspring behind (Min, 1998a). In some cases
spouses do not share a desire to return, which can increase family tension and the
risk of separation, divorce, and abandonment (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). Return
migrants also include those who arrived in late life to be reunited with adult children
and to provide child-care and other services to their children’s families, only to find
that their children’s long work hours and suburban lifestyle leave them isolated and
unable to adjust to the social contours of the new society (Treas and Mazumdar,
2002). The ease of foreign travel in recent years also promotes return migration,
particularly among Asian Americans who face no legal obstacles to re-entry and can
afford regular visits (Min, 1998a).

As these examples demonstrate, immigrant families constitute a wide range of
dynamic family types: the female-headed, the transnational, the extended, the nuclear,
the reunited, and those forms, such as co-residence groups, that are newly constructed
out of the conditions of immigration. Yet notions persist of a monolithic immigrant
family based on an ideal collectivist form.While it is true that many immigrants bring
traditional family ideology and strong norms of familism with them, they are also
subject to changes prompted by conditions of the homeland, processes of migration,
and circumstances in the receiving society. There has been a tendency for scholars to
exclude from study those immigrant families that do not closely resemble the ideal
nuclear and extended family models, often due to a substantive focus on dynamics in
such family types, as between spouses (thus excluding single-headed families) or
among intergenerational family members (thereby excluding transnational families).
Narrowdefinitions of family that emphasize household co-residence among those tied
by blood or legal marriage have rendered many immigrant families invisible (Ishii-
Kuntz, 2000). As a result, the immigration literature has yet to fully examine the
structural diversity of immigrant families and to be theoretically transformed by it.

Theoretical Developments in the Study of

Immigration and Immigrant Families

Because the post-1965 immigration trends differ tremendously from earlier waves of
European immigrants in terms of their cultural diversity, racial composition, and the
economic conditions they encounter, immigration scholars have had to revise
existing theoretical frameworks that failed to capture the reality of today’s immi-
grant families. Between the 1920s and 1960s assimilation theory and related cultural
approaches dominated the immigration research. Based on the experiences of Euro-
pean immigrants at the end of the nineteenth century, the assimilation perspective
assumes that, with time, immigrant families shed traditional ‘‘outdated’’ cultural
values and structures while adopting patterns of the new ‘‘modern’’ culture. This
‘‘straight-line’’ assimilation model emphasizes a positive process of linear movement
into mainstream American society accompanied by upward mobility (Park and
Burgess, 1924) The expectation is that succeeding generations will be absorbed
into a ‘‘melting pot’’ of mainstream culture.

Scholars initially made few adjustments in the assimilation framework when
switching their analytic lens from earlier European immigrants to the new Third
World immigrants. A variant of assimilation theory, the culture of poverty approach,
gained popularity in the 1960s in the study of immigrant and poor families. Like
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assimilation theory, the culture of poverty approach centers onmainstreamAmerican
culture, to which immigrants and their descendants (along with poor whites and
African Americans) were expected to assimilate if they were to succeed. As a result,
social problems among immigrant groups were attributed to a lack of assimilation,
including the maintenance of traditional family patterns that were out of step with
the demands of a ‘‘modern’’society (Zinn, 1994). Problems amongMexicanAmerican
families, such as poverty, were attributed to a cultural emphasis on familism and
traditional patriarchal arrangements or ‘‘machismo’’ (Heller, 1966; Rubel, 1966).
The strong family ties and instrumental exchanges with extended kin associated
with Mexican American families were believed to contribute to permanent poverty
by draining resources and limiting geographic and economic mobility. Implicit in
this framework was a model of ‘‘normal’’ family life based on white, middle-class
American standards against which immigrant families were judged (Pyke, 2000;
Zinn and Wells, 2000). Families that deviated from this model were regarded as
problematic. By emphasizing the internal cultural practices and structures of immi-
grant families, this approach placed blame for many social problems on the victims
by ignoring the impact of larger forces, such as racism and the economic order, that
limit opportunities for success and present barriers to assimilation.

Scholarly challenges to assimilation and culture of poverty approaches emerged in
the late 1960s and 1970s, focusing on the top-down, white-centered approach that
marginalized the experiences and perspectives of those studied (Boyd, 1989). Such
challenges were bolstered by assimilation theory’s inapplicability to the growing
waves of immigrants of color to the US. At the same time, mounting evidence
suggesting that familism is actually an important survival strategy among immi-
grants and the poor – a structural response to poverty rather than a cultural
antecedent – contributed to a shift toward social structural approaches and away
from models of cultural deviance (Alvirez and Bean, 1976; Hoppe and Heller, 1975).

As a result of these forces, in recent decades immigration and family scholars have
focused on the effect of political, social, and economic conditions on the adaptation
experiences of immigrants. One result is the emergence of segmented assimilation
theory as an alternative to straight-line assimilation theory (Portes and Zhou, 1993;
Rumbaut, 1994). This approach emphasizes the diversity of adaptation processes
and economic outcomes of immigrant groups depending on variations in their place
of settlement, regional resources, economic opportunities, community composition,
and the human, political, and social capital they bring with them.

Segmented assimilation theory does not completely reject straight-line assimila-
tion into the middle-class mainstream but acknowledges it as only one of many
possible pathways. Further, it notes that assimilation into the middle class is a less
traveled pathway for today’s immigrant families whose non-white racial status
marks them as ‘‘other’’ and prevents their complete amalgamation into the white-
dominated mainstream. Indeed, recent research suggests some immigrant families
face downward mobility in the US, with the second generation experiencing a
decline in their economic (Gans, 1992; Portes and Zhou, 1993) and physical well-
being (Rumbaut, 1997a), which is a reversal of the expectations of assimilation
theory. Segmented assimilation theory suggests this pathway of downward mobility
occurs predominately among immigrants of color who live in economically deprived
communities, far from the resources and opportunities found in white, middle-
class communities. For them assimilation into the local underclass community
does not increase opportunities for success. A commonly provided example of this
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pathway is the children of Haitian immigrants living in the black inner city of
Miami. Those who assimilate into the native-born community of black, inner-city
youth tend to adopt the values of the local youth culture that are reactive to long-
standing racism and denigrate academic achievement as ‘‘selling out’’ to the white
world. In this scenario assimilation is not associated with educational success and
upward mobility but long-term poverty (Portes and Zhou, 1993). Though seg-
mented assimilation is primarily concerned with social structural forces, cultural
factors also loom large. For example, in this instance the oppositional culture of
poor native-born black youths, rather than the culture of the immigrants themselves,
is blamed for negative outcomes in adaptation. Hence remnants of the culture of
poverty approach are evident in the application of segmented assimilation theory.

A third pathway described by segmented assimilation stands straight-line assimila-
tion theory on its head. It links positive outcomes among children of immigrants with
the maintenance of ethnic practices. This pathway is characterized by the selective
assimilation of immigrant families so as to accommodate mainstream society while
holding on to ethnic cultural patterns. ‘‘Accommodation without assimilation’’
(Gibson, 1988) appears to provide resources from within the family and ethnic
community, such as the support of ethnic organizations and the transmission of
cultural values that promote hard work and academic achievement, while ethnic
cultural practices are also adjusted to enable the acquisition of educational and
economic resources from the mainstream society. Individuals alter their behavior to
conform to mainstream expectations, but do not adopt the associated emotions or
values. Rather, their maintenance of familism and strong ties to their ethnic commu-
nity provides social capital that contributes to their success in the mainstream. This
acculturative trajectory has been linked to the academic success of children of Viet-
namese immigrants growing up in a predominately African American lower-income
community (Zhou and Bankston, 1998), and children of Punjabi Sikh immigrants
who academically outperform their white, native-born counterparts (Gibson, 1988).

Whereas scholars in the 1960s blamed familism and the maintenance of ethnic
practices for poverty among immigrant families, today it is de rigueur to credit these
very factors for economic and academic success among immigrants (Caplan, Choy,
and Whitmore, 1991; Gibson, 1988; Valenzuela and Dornbusch, 1994). This is
particularly the case in ‘‘model minority’’ depictions that exaggerate the level of
success among Asian American immigrants. Yet such assertions suffer from a dearth
of empirical research on Asian American families and the ambiguity surrounding the
conceptualization of familism (Zinn and Wells, 2000). Although reliance on famil-
ism and ethnic continuity as explanations for adaptation have been joined by
attention to external structural factors, such as race, economic opportunities, and
class, they nonetheless remain of central importance in current theorizing. More
theoretical work is needed to better understand the structural conditions in which
familism and ethnic continuity are maintained, and those in which they are not, and
in what situations they provide an adaptive advantage.

Gender Dynamics

Immigrant research, influenced by the emergence of feminist theory in the 1970s, has
provided overdue attention in recent decades to the contributions and experiences of
women,whichwerepreviously encapsulatedunder thoseofmenorburied inmodels of

immigrant families in the us 259



unitary household dynamics (Espiritu, 1997; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Morokvasic,
1983). Of particular focus in the study of immigrant families has been the impact of
US immigration on gender dynamics, centered specifically on the wide-scale entrance
of women into the wage labor system upon immigration. Despite the diversity of
their cultural origins, contemporary newcomers to the US tend to share established
patterns of patriarchal arrangements marked by rigid divisions in the labor of men
and women, and the assignment of greater power and authority to male heads of
households. Traditional gender arrangements that regard women’s paid labor as
undesirable are an integral component of the cultural and religious systems of
immigrants from Asia, Latin America, the Caribbean, and the Middle East
(Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991; Kar et al., 1995–6; Kibria, 1993). By contrast, the
US experienced a rapid shift in gender arrangements with the post-1960 stream of
middle-class married women into the labor force. Although the empirical record
reveals that social relations in the US remain male-dominated, American women are
portrayedas enjoyingmoreautonomy, independence, andpower thanwomen inThird
World countries from which most contemporary immigrants arrive, and having atti-
tudes that are less supportive of patriarchal arrangements (Kim, 1994). Immigrants
themselves are acutely aware of these differences andview the continuity of traditional
gender arrangements as integral to the maintenance of ethnicity (Das Gupta, 1997).
The adoption of more egalitarian gender arrangements is often regarded as a sign of
Americanization, a loss of ethnic identity, the failure ofmen to fulfill their role, and the
breakdown of the family unit. Although newcomers to the US are confronted with a
mainstreamculture that gives a great deal of lip service (if less structural support) to the
notion of gender equality it is the new economic conditions rather than an altered
gender consciousness that prompts a reconfiguration of gender relations within immi-
grant families (Foner, 1986; Kibria, 1993). Immigrant males often face difficulties in
finding the kind of jobs that pay a familywage, resulting in unemployment, downward
mobility, and an increased dependency on their wives’ wage labor. Concurrently,
immigrant women find their labor in demand by US employers who specifically target
them for low-paying menial jobs (Bonacich, 1994). In fact, the greater demand for
immigrant women’s labor contributes to a female-dominated flow of immigrants,
including married women who immigrate and secure employment prior to their
husbands’ arrival (Gordon, 1990). The movement of women into the labor force
upon immigration is one of the most dramatic changes impacting upon immigrant
families. InKorea, for example, only 25percent ofmarriedwomen in urban areaswere
in the labor force in 1990 (National Statistical Office, Republic of Korea, 1993: 1),
compared with 60 percent of married Korean women in the US (US Bureau of the
Census 1993, Table 48). Other immigrant groups exhibit similar patterns of female
labor-force participation (Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991).

Much of the immigrant research supports the notion that the greater economic
resources, self-esteem, and independence that work provides immigrant wives results
in a decline of patriarchal arrangements and male dominance, with husbands more
likely to share household tasks, child-care, decision-making, and financial manage-
ment with wives (Kibria 1993; Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991; Guendelman and Pérez-
Itriago, 1987; Lim, 1997; Repack, 1997). In cases of serial migration where husbands
arrive before wives – often against the wishes of women – the gender transformation
occurs during the years of separation when wives take on the role of head of house-
hold in their husband’s absence, which frequently involves breadwinning as the
earnings husbands send home are typically insufficient (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994).
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Meanwhile, men living independently in the US must manage their own domestic
tasks. This leads to different expectations and more egalitarian practices when fam-
ilies are reunited (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). Sometimes women use immigration as
an opportunity to reduce their dependence on husbands through employment, to
renegotiate gender arrangements, or to insist that husbands who immigrated previ-
ously assume their financial obligations (Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991; Hondagneu-
Sotelo, 1994; Toro-Morn, 1995). In fact, the act of migrating can be an assertion of
power bywomenwhen, as is often the case, they do so against thewishes of husbands.

Binary models that locate gender oppression in the family-centered worlds of the
homeland and liberation in women’s employment in the US have met with challenges
(Alicea, 1997; Kibria, 1990). Many families maintain traditional arrangements des-
pite the employment of wives. For example, the concentration of Korean immigrant
women in small family-run businesses where they work alongside husbands and do
not draw a separate salary seems to undercut the potential positive effects other types
of employment have on immigrant women’s family power (Min, 1998b). Though
research on class differences is scant, some evidence suggests that middle-class,
immigrant women have an easier time striking an egalitarian balance (Toro-Morn,
1995). In many immigrant families, men who fear losing their authority and status
resist challenges to traditional arrangements, at times relying on abuse to maintain
their power (Fernández-Kelly and Garcı́a, 1990). Some immigrant wives attempt to
bolster their husband’s threatened self-esteem and the family’s sense of tradition by
maintaining a submissive stance. Women develop strategies within the patriarchal
structure for maximizing their power and resources (Lim, 1997; Kandiyoti, 1988).
Indeed, much of the empirical research suggests that immigrant women’s economic
resources and increase in power vis-à-vis their husbands does not undermine their
commitment to a patriarchal structure. Rather, they remain committed to a trad-
itional family structure as a means of preserving their parental authority, long-term
economic security, and family networks that assist in the resistance of race and class
oppression (Alicea, 1997; Kibria, 1990). In this scenario women’s employment and
increased independence are viewed as extensions of their traditional position
prompted by the conditions of adaptation, and necessary only until the family can
establish a firm footing on new soil. Several studies find that immigrant women view
their paid employment and increased household power as temporary and aspire
toward a middle-class lifestyle that involves their full time housewifery (Fernández-
Kelly and Garcı́a, 1990; Toro-Morn, 1995), though the unintended gains employed
women experience in gender relations sometimes promote their commitment to paid
labor (Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991).Hence the observed shifts in gender arrangements
do not necessarily signal a profound challenge to the gender hierarchy, as some
women do not use their power to press for permanently altered gender arrangements,
but for the restoration of a traditional family structure.

Gender shifts in immigrant families are neither universal nor without contradic-
tions across domains. Women who lead double lives by enacting independence in the
workplace, and a submissive stance at home can experience tremendous emotional
conflictandstress in themaintenanceof contradictorypersonalities (Karetal., 1995–6;
Pyke and Johnson, 2003). Further, women’s greater status vis-à-vis their husbands
does not translate into an increase in their general social status. Indeed, such relative
gains are propelled by their husband’s loss of status in the class and race configur-
ations of North America, which also constrains their own position in the larger
society (Chai, 1987; Espiritu, 1997; Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991). Immigrant women
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still endure patriarchal arrangements in the workplace, as reflected in the low-wage
labor reserved for them. Some suffer downward mobility as they move from higher-
status occupations in their homeland to low-paying menial work upon immigration.
Similarly, former homemakers whose husbands earned enough to support the family
prior to immigration often experience the necessity of their employment, usually in
menial jobs, as downward class mobility, and the juggling of both a paid job and
domestic obligations as an added burden (Fernández-Kelly and Garcı́a, 1990). Even
if husbands ‘‘help out’’ more than before, the domestic workload is rarely truly
shared and immigrant women face the stress of their work overload (Foner, 1986;
Min, 1998a). And while immigration can provide women with some distance from
controlling elders thereby increasing their autonomy and family power, it also denies
them kin-based assistance with child-care and household chores (Chai, 1987).
Similarly, immigrant women who relied on maids in the homeland typically find
they can ill afford such services in the US (Fernández-Kelly and Garcı́a, 1990).

The overall increase in power and economic opportunities for women upon
immigration while that of men shrinks contributes to a gendered pattern of stated
preference for return migration. Immigrant men who experience a marked loss of
power both inside and outside of their families are more inclined to want to return
than are their wives, who enjoy their new autonomy and power within the family
domain (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). Grasmuck and Pessar (1991) found that
Dominican immigrant women used their new control of finances to invest family
resources in furnishings and the establishment of a home, thereby strategically
promoting settlement and draining the funds needed for return migration. Disagree-
ment over return migration contributes to divorce rates in immigrant families.

The New Second Generation

Scholarly neglect of immigrant children and the US-born children of immigrant
parents accounts for a profound gap in our knowledge of the long-term adaptation
processes and outcomes among immigrant families. Further, the largest growing
segment of the child population in the US since the 1980s – those growing up in
immigrant families – has been largely ignored. This began to change in 1994, with
the publication of a special issue of the International Migration Review devoted to
the ‘‘new’’ second generation, launching a massive effort to draw attention to this
neglected group.

The growing research on today’s second generation tells two distinct though
reconcilable tales. On the one hand, strong ties to family and ethnicity have
been associated with educational success among second-generation youth. This
research, associated with segmented assimilation theory, stresses the role of the
family and ethnic culture as an adaptive resource, and presents a somewhat harmo-
nious view of immigrant family life (Caplan, Choy, and Whitmore, 1991; Gibson,
1988; Valenzuela and Dornbusch, 1994). Intensive investigation of the subjective
experiences and emotional life of children of immigrants tells yet another tale.
Regardless of their level of academic and social success, children in immigrant
families tend to feel immense stress and tension in coping with their immigrant
parents’ expectations in the context of the contradictory pulls of the mainstream
culture (Kibria, 1993; Pyke, 2000; Wolf, 1997; Zhou and Bankston, 1998). Glenn
(1986) argues that both views of family life are accurate. Families provide a refuge
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from discrimination and the economic and cultural difficulties of the mainstream
society. Families are also a site of conflict, particularly along axes of gender, gener-
ation, age, and acculturative differences. As a result the portrait that emerges of
immigrant families fluctuates around the opposite poles of harmony and conflict. In
this section I discuss the conflictual aspects of intergenerational relations centered
around the different acculturative pathways of parents and children.

Immigrant children and children of immigrants tend to acculturate to the main-
stream society much more rapidly than do their parents. The second generation gain
fluency in English sooner than do parents, and tend to prefer English over the
language of their parents (Rumbaut, 1997a; Zhou and Bankston, 1998). Hence,
parents and children frequently lack fluency in a common tongue (Kibria, 1993).
Further restrictions are placed on parent–child interaction by the long work hours of
immigrant parents, with some children going for days without seeing one or both of
their parents (Sung, 1987). These factors undermine the ability of parents to pass on
to children their ethnic language and culture. Parent–child solidarity is also under-
mined by the limited applicability of parental experiences growing up in the home-
land to those of their children in the US.

The gap between faster-changing children and slower-changing parents is further
enhanced by the greater acculturative opportunities and pressures that children
encounter via school, peers, and the media. Compared to the children of earlier
waves of immigrants, today’s children spend more time in the educational system
and have greater interaction with non-immigrant peers. Adaptation processes have
also been transformed by the advent of television. Fully 98 percent of all American
households have one or more televisions, making it a tremendous assimilative force
(Rumbaut, 1997a). The images and values disseminated by a high-tech media, non-
immigrant peers, and the school system tend to reflect a narrow Euro-centric view of
‘‘normality.’’ Given the weight of the mainstream culture, children of immigrants
easily internalize these ideals and draw upon them as an interpretive frame in viewing
their own family and ethnic practices as abnormal, deficient, and even pathological.
For example, parents who stress instrumental aspects of love, rather than expressive
displays, are often criticized as unloving, with children wishing their parents were
more like ‘‘American’’ parents (Pyke, 2000). Relatedly, the practice of child fostering
in the Caribbean and Mexico assumes new meaning once children immigrate and
assimilate a more stigmatized interpretation of such practices (Waters, 1997).

Immigration is linked with a loss of parental authority, and parents tend to blame
the permissiveness and individualism of US society (Kibria, 1993; Waters, 1997;
Zhou and Bankston, 1998). However, it appears that the dependency of immigrant
parents on children’s English-speaking skills, often leading to their management of
family finances, plays a big role in the transfer of power. The absence of parents who
work long days or reside in the homeland further undermines their authority, while
the power of older children who assume the supervision and care of younger siblings
is enhanced (Pyke, forthcoming).

The divide between faster-changing children and slower-changing parents and the
shift in intergenerational power are sources of conflict and tension in immigrant
families. Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (1995) report, however, that parent–
child conflict is no greater among immigrant than native-born Latino families. Due
to a lack of empirical research that compares immigrant families with those in the
homeland or looks at the longitudinal changes that occur in families as they immi-
grate, it is difficult to gauge the extent to which immigration increases levels of
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family conflict. Nonetheless, intergenerational conflicts in immigrant families are
shaped by clashes between American and ethnic practices, including issues of ar-
ranged marriage, dating, ‘‘going out’’ with friends, choosing a college major, aca-
demic performance, and independence versus dependency (Das Gupta, 1997; Kibria,
1993; Pyke, 2000; Wolf, 1997).

Daughters report more parent–child conflict than do sons (Rumbaut, 1994). The
discrepancy between mainstream values of egalitarianism and the adherence to
traditional gender hierarchies at home is a contributory factor. Daughters frequently
complain of a parental double standard with males given more freedom and fewer
household chores (Zhou and Bankston, 1998). Not surprisingly, sons are less likely
to complain of gender arrangements. Tension also arises from the contradictory
messages passed on to daughters who are told to succeed academically and pursue a
career but forfeit attendance at distant, high-quality universities so as to stay close to
home (Wolf, 1997). Females are often instructed to maintain traditional gender
arrangements in the home at the same time they are pushed to compete with males
in school and career. Hence the same gender contradictions that immigrant mothers
face in the realms of work and family life are reiterated in the messages and
conditions passed on to daughters.

Despite the challenges immigration presents to relations between parents and
children, and the tendency of children to challenge ethnic practices, some aspects of
ethnic culture are successfully transmitted to children. The most notable is a commit-
ment to familism, including filial care, which is an important means by which
children reaffirm their ethnic identity (Pyke, 2000). It is only the more assimilated
who show weakened norms of familism (Silverstein and Chen, 1999).

Elderly Immigrants

Most late-life immigrants arrive in order to join family members as permitted by
family reunification allowances. Treas (1995) reports that two-thirds of elderly legal
immigrants to the US in 1991 were parents of US citizens. The collectivist norms of
the sending societies from which most elderly immigrants arrive emphasize the co-
residence of elderly parents with adult children, contributing to such living arrange-
ments in North America. However, diversity in living arrangements is related to the
length of time that elderly immigrants have resided in the new society. Compared to
the elderly who immigrated at younger ages, elderly newcomers are poorer and less
likely to speak English (Treas and Mazumdar, 2002). They are thus more dependent
upon family members for financial support and assistance in mediating the new
culture, and more likely than native-born elders and those who immigrated at
younger ages to live with kin in extended households (Boyd, 1991). However, a
comparison of co-residence patterns among Asian Americans and white Americans
found that Asian Americans, even those born in the US, display stronger patterns of
co-residence. And children of Asian immigrants also express a commitment to filial
care. Further, a study of Chinese immigrant families found that grown children feel a
stronger sense of obligation to the filial care of their parents than their parents
believed they should (Lin and Liu, 1993). This suggests that despite the waning of
some ethnic practices with acculturation across time and generations, familism and a
commitment to parental co-residence tend to persist over time (Kamo and Zhou,
1994). However, the geographic distance that often separates grown immigrant
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children from their elderly parents means that many are not actively engaged in filial
care (Ishii-Kuntz, 1997). So while values of filial piety are important in shaping elder
care among immigrants (Kamo and Zhou, 1994), structural factors such as geo-
graphical proximity also explain variations in immigrant caregiving.

Although immigrant norms tend to emphasize children’s support and care of
parents, in actuality immigrant elders provide high levels of assistance to their children
through child-care and domestic tasks (Orleck, 1987; Treas and Mazumdar, 2002).
Indeed, immigrant children who do not have parents residing nearby complain about
the difficulties of raising children without their assistance (Tam and Detzner, 1998).

Even though traditional practices among most immigrant cultures assign greater
authority and respect to elders than is the norm in the US, there is evidence that the
dependency of immigrant elders on their grown children fosters their submissiveness
and deference to the needs of their children and an unwillingness to challenge family
arrangements (Treas and Mazumdar, 2002). This suggests that intergenerational
dynamics do not conform as closely to immigrant cultural ideals as is often assumed.
Departures from cultural expectations can create difficulties for elderly immigrants.
The domestic obligations of elders who reside in the suburban homes of their
employed children where social contact with coethnics is minimal report feelings
of isolation, loneliness, and depression (ibid.). This is also the case among those
elderly immigrants who expected to reside with children but instead live alone and
feel cut off from an active role in day-to-day family life, undermining their sense of
purpose and identity. These factors contribute to depression (Mui, 1998) and high
suicide rates, such as among elderly Asian American female immigrants who are 65
percent more likely to kill themselves than elderly white American women (Pascual,
2000). However, many immigrant elders who have adapted to life in the US,
particularly those who immigrated at younger ages, prefer to live independently
(Min, 1998a). Their reasons include an intergenerational cultural gap, and the
avoidance of domestic obligations in their children’s home.

Conclusions

Research on today’s immigrant families has not yet attracted the sustained and
organized attention of a large group of scholars. Hence the picture that emerges of
immigrant families is at times fragmentary and contradictory. A lack of comparative
research has resulted in the tendency to generalize across ethnic groups inadvertently
contributing to the construction of monolithic family types. Much more research is
needed that focuses on the differences among as well as within ethnic groups (e.g.,
comparisons across class, generational status, length of time in the US, and gender).
Meanwhile, much of the immigrant research continues to focus on how and why
immigrant families differ from the white-dominated mainstream ideal, even studies
designed to revise earlier research that found immigrant families deficient. This focus
on the white family standard has hindered a richer comparative understanding of
differences and similarities among and within immigrant groups.

The ongoing shift in research from the post-1965 first-generation immigrants to
their children highlights this group’s strategic theoretical importance. The study of
the second generation as they grow up, enter the occupational structure, marry, raise
children, and respond to the needs of their aging parents can inform scholars about
the long-term status and adaptative patterns of immigrant families. Will subsequent
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generations be incorporated into the higher echelons of the economic structure, or
will they form permanently disadvantaged groups? How will assimilation, the
maintenance of ethnic ties, racism, the loss of well-paid, blue-collar jobs in the
current economy, and other factors, contribute to the economic futures of today’s
immigrant children? Answering these questions will contribute to the development
of current theories of adaptation.

Research on immigrant families also needs to be integrated into the general stream
of family studies as well as its subfields. For example, although there has been a
growing interest in research on dynamics between gay, lesbian, and bisexual children
and their parents, these dynamics have not been examined in immigrant families
(Ishii-Kuntz, 2000). Similarly, immigrant families need to be included in studies of
the divorced, remarried, and female-headed households. Doing so will expand our
theoretical and empirical understanding of the diversity of family types, permit
greater comparative analysis, and dramatically transform theoretical paradigms
seeped in assumptions about ‘‘normal’’ family life that are derived from a white,
middle-class model (Pyke, 2000).

While the current literature emphasizes the affect that contact with mainstream
American society has on immigrant families, it is also necessary to examine the ways
that mainstream American family practices are impacted by contact with immigrant
cultures (Foner, 1997). As norms of familism appear to be maintained among immi-
grant families and their children, the question arises as towhat extent, if any, familism
will be incorporated or accommodated in the dominant society. How might immi-
grant practices of familism be affecting US policies and institutional practices? Or do
structures of power and dominance create a hegemonic mainstream culture that is
impervious to the influx of immigrant families? Further, to what extent can we
attribute long-term patterns of familism among immigrant groups to social structural
factors, immigration policies, and institutional practices in the US? These are import-
ant theoretical questions that family and immigration scholars have yet to address.
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16
Immigrant Families in the UK

Alison Shaw

Introduction

This chapter focuses on families of relatively recent immigrant origins in Britain’s
former dependencies in South Asia and the Caribbean, because these immigrations
represent the largest recent influx of non-white people to the UK. In the 1950s and
1960s, people from Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, and the Caribbean came to Britain
in significant numbers in response to postwar labor shortages, and in the 1970s
British subjects of South Asian origin came from Africa in response to the Ugandan
and Kenyan governments’ Africanization policies. Since then, the legal entry of
unskilled, non-white people has been restricted to the dependants or spouses of
these earlier immigrants. In consequence, Britain’s contemporary immigrant-origin
population mainly consists of these very specific groups of postwar immigrants and
their descendants, in contrast to the greater social and ethnic diversity of recent
immigrants to the US described by Pyke (chapter 15, this volume).

According to the 1991UKCensus, Pakistanis, Indians, and Bangladeshis numbered
1,480,000 people and comprised 4.5 percent of Britain’s population, while black
people, (identified in Census terms as Black Caribbean, Black African, and Black
Other, with Caribbeans as the largest group) numbered 890,000 and comprised
about 1.68 percent of the population; other ethnic groups including Chinese together
numbered 2.4 percent (Coleman and Salt, 1996). The Caribbean and South Asian
origin population is growing, as a consequence of its young age structure and the high
fertility rates of some South Asianminorities, and numbers are expected to stabilize at
about 9 percent (Ballard and Kalra, 1994). The presence of these numerically signifi-
cant ethnicminorities and their descendants has challenged and continues to challenge
conventional ideas about British identities and British culture.

Many young, British-born Caribbeans or South Asians would not consider them-
selves ‘‘immigrants,’’ because they were born in Britain, or because their parents or
grandparents were British citizens born in countries that were formerly part of the
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British Empire. They are discussed here as members of ‘‘immigrant families’’ because,
alongside their significant socioeconomic integration, some of their concerns and
values, especially those relating to family forms and relationships, continue to reflect
orbe shapedbyconcernsderived fromthe social andculturalbackgroundofSouthAsia
and the Caribbean. Moreover, families of immigrant origin are often assumed to be
more traditional with respect to patterns of marriage, family formation, and rela-
tionships between the generations than themajority population.A focus on immigrant
families therefore provides interesting case material for the exploration of changing
family forms and relationships in Britain today. To what extent are forces for change
in family forms and relationships affecting minority and majority groups with equal
intensity, despite the diversity of immigrant origins? And towhat extent do traditional
patterns of family forms and relationships persist in the new context, especially among
the second- and third-generation descendants of the pioneer immigrants?

This chapter explores these questions by examining the structure of kinship ties,
patterns of household formation, and patterns of marriage among British families of
Caribbean and South Asian origin. Recent survey-based evidence of ethnic differ-
ence in marriage trends and patterns of family formation suggests that social change
is affecting all ethnic groups in much the same way. These changes have been
interpreted as a trend towards ‘‘modern individualism.’’ However, while the demo-
graphic evidence seems clear, it would be wrong to assume that the observed trend
arises from identical processes and carries the same meanings in all ethnic groups.
This chapter aims to refocus attention on the importance of socioeconomic and
cultural differences between different ethnic groups, in particular between the
different South Asian communities, in shaping patterns of marriage and family
formation. It also stresses the importance for some ethnic groups of continuing
transnational links in structuring patterns of marriage, shaping ideas about what
constitutes ‘‘home’’ and ‘‘family,’’ and motivating social interaction and support.
From this perspective, outwardly similar family forms arise from very different
processes and carry very different meanings for the participants, and socioeconomic
pressures toward conformity seem likely to continue to be mediated by culturally
shaped motivations and intentions that vary within and between ethnic groups.
A review of research approaches to the social and cultural diversity of Britain’s
ethnic minority population provides a necessary starting point for this discussion.

Assimilation, Integration,

and Cultural Diversity

British people of South Asian and Caribbean origin tend to live in ethnically distinct
though not ethnically exclusive areas within Britain’s major towns and cities,
although a substantial minority is more scattered across Britain, living in small
towns and in villages. It is the main residential concentrations, however, that have
attracted the most research interest, often with a focus on the development of particu-
lar immigrant ‘‘communities.’’ In Brixton, South London, for instance, there is a
strong Afro-Caribbean presence (Benson, 1981); Southall in West London is some-
times called Britain’s ‘‘South Asian capital,’’ in which Panjabi Sikhs comprise the
dominant ethnic group (Baumann, 1996); London’s East End has a distinctive Ban-
gladeshi presence (Eade, 1990), and Pakistanis have settled in theWalthamForest area
(Jacobson, 1998). Outside of London, there are distinctive South Asian communities
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in the towns and cities of the Midlands and North, where pioneer migrants settled in
response to the postwar need for factory labor. Leicester has a predominantlyGujarati
presence, and Manchester, Leeds, Bradford, Sheffield, Rotherham, Birmingham,
Huddersfield, Halifax, and Glasgow, for example, have distinct, inner-city areas of
predominantly Pakistani Muslim settlement. These areas are distinctive also for their
shops selling ‘‘ethnic’’ foodstuffs and other goods, and for their mosques, gurdwaras,
or temples – many of them in converted former churches or public houses; some of
them purposely built – to meet the religious and social needs of their communities.

The very existence of such settlements raises sociological questions about the
degree of structural and cultural integration within British society. In the 1950s
and 1960s scholars assumed that Britain’s immigrant communities would follow the
assimilation path taken by European immigrants in the US (Gordon, 1964).
According to this model, the level of minority participation in the labor force and
the educational system indicates the degree of structural integration, while the level
of demographic conformity in patterns of marriage and family forms provides one
indication of cultural integration. By the 1970s and 1980s, it was clear that measures
of structural integration had failed to take into account the role of racial discrimin-
ation and structural disadvantage (Brown, 1984). It was also clear that significant
structural integration in employment and education is not necessarily accompanied
by cultural integration, because despite significant socioeconomic success, many
minorities have continued to maintain distinct lifestyles, family forms, and patterns
of marriage, differing from each other as well as from the host society, and this
may be particularly visible in inner-city areas of high residential concentration.
Scholars disagree about how far this follows from racial exclusion and socioeco-
nomic disadvantage, and how far it indicates the strength and persistence of dis-
tinctive family and cultural traditions, but most accounts have replaced early models
of assimilation with more complex accounts of cultural pluralism accompanied by
varying degrees of socioeconomic integration.

Labor-force surveys conducted at intervals since the 1970s show that ethnic differ-
ences in employment, education, and housing have diminished with time, especially
for men and women of Afro-Caribbean origin, although some significant divergences
remain (see e.g. Model, Fisher, and Silberman, 1999). With respect to South Asians, a
recent survey indicates that Indians have achieved greater socioeconomic mobility
than Pakistanis and Bangladeshis, who have fared the least well of all ethnic groups in
Britain, in terms of income, employment, and housing, and among whom unemploy-
ment is disproportionately high (Modood, 1997). There is also a marked gender
difference: relatively few South Asian women have achieved parity with white or
Caribbean women, and this is especially true of Pakistani and Bangladeshi women,
whose participation in the labor force is low. In short, the survey data indicate a trend
towards greater socioeconomic integration, but this is occurring at amuch slower rate
among Pakistanis and Bangladeshis than among other groups.

Explanations for these survey findings cite racism and structural disadvantage, but
also require that attention is paid to the importance of socioeconomic and cultural
differences between immigrant groups prior to migration, in the migration process,
and in the subsequent resettlement. A fairly substantial ethnographic and anthropo-
logical literature, dating from the 1970s and given renewed emphasis in recent
transnational perspectives, explores the significance of conditions in and interests
and values derived from immigrants’ areas of origin for understanding the diversity of
the immigrant-origin presence in Britain (Watson, 1977; Pryce, 1979; Foner, 1979;
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Jeffery, 1976; Ballard, 1994; Gardner, 1995; Shaw, 2000b). For instance, the litera-
ture on South Asian communities makes an important distinction between ‘‘direct
migrant’’ and ‘‘twice migrants’’ that is often concealed by standard ethnicity data.
Survey evidence of socioeconomic differences between Indians on the one hand, and
Bangladeshis and Pakistanis on the other, could easily be attributed to religious
difference, and to the influence of Islamic ideals that discourage female employment.
However, standard ethnicity data generally fail to distinguish the migrants of the
1950s and 1960s, who came directly from South Asia, mainly from parts of rural
Panjab (in India and in Pakistan), from Azad (‘‘Free,’’ or Pakistan-held) Kashmir, and
from Bangladesh, and the ‘‘twice migrants’’ (Bhachu, 1985) of the 1970s who came
via Africa following the Africanization policies of the Ugandan and Kenyan govern-
ments. Twice migrants are likely to identify themselves as Indian (if selecting from
among conventional ethnic categories), and includemainly Hindus but also Sikhs and
Muslims with origins in pre-Partition India, and a minority of mainly Hindu Indo-
Caribbeans with more attenuated links with South Asia (Vertovec, 1994). Their
socioeconomic status was generally high in comparison with the direct migrants,
their English fluent, and many were professionals or had business experience from
Africa (Bhachu, 1985). These qualities gave them a head start in the processes of
resettlement in Britain, and continue to account for much of the contemporary
socioeconomic difference between ‘‘Indians,’’ ‘‘Bangladeshis,’’ and ‘‘Pakistanis.’’

There is more ethnographic literature on British South Asian than on British Afro-
Caribbean communities, perhaps because South Asians are generally regarded as
culturally ‘‘more different,’’ in their languages, religions, and patterns of kinship
and marriage, and possibly as a result of an early academic prejudice that ‘‘Asians
have culture, West Indians have problems’’ (Benson, 1996). The popular images of
young Afro-Caribbeans in the 1970s and 1980s were that they were less law-abiding
andmore troublesome than the South Asians, particularly following the experience of
‘‘race riots’’ in some areas of London and Bristol, and the academic identification of an
‘‘expressive disreputable orientation’’ among a particular group ofWest Indian youth
in Bristol (Pryce, 1979). The distinctive Caribbean pattern of kinship and cohabit-
ation, characterized by women-centered, single-parent households originating in
patterns of family life in the Caribbean, was often cited as the center of unstable
and irresponsible childrearing, and thus as the prime source (rather than racism or
socioeconomic disadvantage) of wider social problems. Recently, however, political
and academic focus on ‘‘troublesome youth’’ has shifted to Pakistani and Bangladeshi
Muslim males, especially following riots in the former mill towns of Bradford,
Burnley, and Oldham in the summer of 2001. The ensuing public debates over
integration and citizenship have focused on the persistence of traditional religious
and cultural practices in explaining the ‘‘non-integration’’ of Pakistani and Bangla-
deshi Muslims, giving less emphasis to poverty, unemployment, and religious preju-
dice. But how far have ‘‘traditional’’ family forms persistedwithin Britain’s immigrant
communities? Recent survey data suggest that, contrary to the popular stereotypes,
there is evidence of a trend toward demographic conformity for all ethnic groups.

Toward Modern Individualism for All?

British society is experiencing major changes in patterns of household formation and
marriage (Allan and Crow, 2001; McRae, 1999). These changes include a rise in
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cohabitation and marriage, a decline in conventional nuclear families comprising
parents plus dependent children, and, in part associated with a rise in divorce, an
increase in new family groupings comprising couples with children from previous
relationships. Women’s increased participation in the labor force is usually acknow-
ledged as a major reason for these changes. There has also been an increase in single-
parent families and in the number of elderly living alone.

But have these broad changes affected families of immigrant origin to the same
extent? Survey data on marriage and family formation across ethnic groups have
demonstrated some marked differences. For instance, almost all South Asians do get
married, earlier or later, although second-generation South Asians are marrying later
than their parents (though not as late as the white population), which suggests
‘‘some assimilation in marriage patterns . . . towards those of the white population’’
(Berrington, 1994: 530). There are also marked differences between South Asian
groups: Pakistanis and Bangladeshis marry earlier than Indians, and are less likely to
cohabit or divorce. By contrast, fewer Caribbean women marry, and rates of
divorce, separation, and cohabitation are higher among Caribbeans than other
groups (Berrington, 1994).

A more recent survey of rates of partnership, marriage, cohabitation, and child-
rearing by ethnic origin (defined as Caribbean, South Asian, or white) since the
1970s indicates that all ethnic groups are moving toward lower rates of marriage
and higher rates of single parenthood (and conventional nuclear household for-
mation), though at different rates (Berthoud, 2000). This trend is most apparent
among Caribbeans, because they are the least likely to be in a formal marriage,
and Caribbean women are more likely to be single parents than white women.
However, Caribbeans and whites are equally likely to be unmarried, divorced, or
single parents. The survey also notes a significant proportion of ethnically mixed
relationships: half of the British-born Caribbean men and one-third of the women
were in relationships with white rather than Caribbean partners. As a result, only a
quarter of so-called Caribbean children were living with two black parents. The
trend away from the nuclear family toward single parenthood is much less apparent
among South Asians, who are more likely to adhere to ‘‘old-fashioned values’’ and
live in nuclear households. In fact, today’s typical British nuclear family is more
likely to be called Khan, Hussain, or Malik than Smith, Jones, or Wilson. The survey
contends in conclusion that different ethnic groups have reached different stages in a
single, one-directional process: ‘‘the objective fact is that white families are moving
in a particular direction. Pakistanis and Bangladeshis (and to a lesser extent Indians)
are behind. . . . Caribbeans are in front’’ (Berthoud, 2000).

Can we conclude, then, that despite the earlier evidence of cultural pluralism,
distinctive cultural traditions and preferences ultimately count rather less than
external socioeconomic pressures in shaping family forms and trends in marriage
choices? The problem with relying on survey data such as age at marriage and
household composition is that we do not know whether identical social and cultural
processes have led to the observed trend, or whether these processes carry identical
meanings for different ethnic groups. The rest of this chapter refocuses on these
socioeconomic processes and their meanings for different groups within the immi-
grant-origin population. It considers the Afro-Caribbean experience with reference
to recent research on the transnational character of Caribbean kinship in Britain. It
then considers the significance of differences in socioeconomic background, mar-
riage rules, gender conventions, and patterns of transnational kinship in accounting
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for differences within the category of direct migrants from South Asia, with refer-
ence to a comparison of Jullundri Sikhs and Mirpuri Muslims, and in conclusion
draws out some implications and directions for further research.

Caribbean Kinship:

Transnational Links and Support

The so-called ‘‘Afro-Caribbean family pattern’’ encompasses various household
forms, ranging from primarily conjugal to primarily consanguineous households of
two or three generations of women with often absent men. In rural areas, young
adults may remain living in their parents’ household, contributing to the household
economy, while forming extra-household sexual unions, and any children from these
non-residential unions would live with their mothers (Foner, 1977). Although mar-
riage is an ideal, circumstances often prevent couples marrying before having chil-
dren, and couples with children may formally marry only in later life. A man who
establishes his own household often does so after cohabiting with the mother of his
most recent children for many years. Households are also commonly headed by a
senior woman who has more authority than the men in the household and is the
most stable presence, or are ‘‘consanguineal’’ households in which a woman lives
with her children, and the children of her daughters. In such households, a mother
might be the main breadwinner and also carry the main responsibility for children,
or she might earn a wage while her mother cares for the household and children
(Smith, 1988). Solien (1965) views the consanguineal household that accounted for
40 percent of the households in her field study as an adaptation to an economic
system where recurrent male migration is the primary source of cash.

The majority of postwar Caribbean migrants to Britain came from Jamaica, with
others from neighboring ‘‘small islands’’ such as Antigua, Barbados, St. Lucia, and
St. Kitts/Nevis, at a time when local regional economies were in decline and people
relied on remittances from relatives working away from home or overseas. The
migrants to the UK were generally skilled, with the means to raise the fare (Philips
and Philips, 1998), and most were fairly quickly followed by wives, common-law
wives, or girlfriends. Children, however, stayed with their grandmothers at least
until their parents had saved enough money for the additional fares (Foner, 1979;
Olwig, 1999). This pattern of dispersed families, including leaving children with
grandmothers, was a long-established response to socioeconomic circumstances.

Arrival in Britain initially brought a degree of conformity to English family
patterns, because couples married earlier than in Jamaica, probably because their
new economic circumstances enabled men to become reliable providers, and pos-
sibly also to avoid disapproval in a climate of racial hostility (Foner, 1977). Couples
also spent more leisure time together, and were more likely to share domestic and
child-care responsibilities than in Jamaica. Foner’s speculation that this might prove
but a short-term adaptation to new conditions, and that ‘‘there may be a partial
return to ‘old’ patterns of family relations’’ (1977) has proved accurate. The current
pattern of Caribbean household formation in Britain is reminiscent of complex and
changing patterns in the Caribbean, with high rates of single motherhood, and close
ties between women across generations, sometimes within three-generational house-
holds where grandmothers do more of the childrearing and domestic work than their
daughters’ male partners. The large proportion of children born to unmarried
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Caribbean women and the relatively large proportion of Caribbean children living in
lone-parent families has generated debates over the ‘‘problem’’ of black single
motherhood (see Berrington, 1994; Song and Edwards, 1997).

A main problem with this focus on family forms, and in the Caribbean case
especially, on rates of formal marriage, is that it overlooks the importance of strong
and permanent ties with family beyond the household, in the UK and transnationally.
Caribbean single parents usually have long-term, extra household partnerships, some
of which are likely eventually to result in marriage, a process entirely consistent with
earlier Caribbean patterns. Many Caribbean families also retain strong kinship and
socioeconomic links with family in the Caribbean. These links facilitated their initial
adaptation to life in Britain (Patterson, 1965: 261), and supported migrants’ plans,
shaped partly also in response to racism, to return to theCaribbean; over 50 percent of
the adults in Foner’s study planned to return to Jamaica (Foner, 1979; Chamberlain,
1977). Evidence of returnmigration is in fact inconclusive: the decrease in the number
of Census returns from Caribbean-born people who are not recorded as dead may
only mean that they have not completed their Census returns, not that they have
returned to the Caribbean (Blakemore and Boneham, 1994: 64-5). Patterns of return
migration are loosely linked with wealth, complicated by the fact that over time,
migrants’ links overseas have both contracted and widened (Byron, 1999).

Young, British-born people of Caribbean origin today may have in addition to
grandparents extensive networks of aunts, uncles, cousins, and half-siblings in the
Caribbean, whom they may visit at least every few years, or as often as finances
permit. Many also have relatives in the US and Canada, which became the main
destination of Caribbean emigrants after Britain closed the door to new immigrants
the 1970s. These dispersed kinship ties have not brought about a decline in the
emotional, spiritual, practical, and material support that family members can expect
at times of need: on the contrary, Caribbean transnational kinship is sustained by a
sense of duty and responsibility towards kin, especially siblings, and provides an
important source of not only moral but also practical support (Goulborne, 1999).
These values are grounded in a strong sense of the family’s identity through its
transnational networks, and this is being reproduced across the generations (Cham-
berlain, 1997, 1998; Goulborne, 1999).

South Asian Families:

Kinship within and beyond the Household

In South Asia, the ‘‘ideal’’ South Asian ‘‘joint’’ or ‘‘extended’’ household of the cities
and the rural areas is a multigenerational unit (Vatuk, 1972), with external patrilineal
links connecting it to a local descent group, known variously as got, patti,qaum, or zat
(caste) or biradari (brotherhood). Marriage is preferentially arranged by parents and
other relatives rather than by the couple themselves, is endogamous to the caste or
descent group, and is motivated in part by concerns to preserve or enhance status
and respectability. A bride goes to live in her husband’s parents’ household, under the
authority of her mother-in-law, and is formally subordinate to her husband and his
elderbrothers and theirwives.Relationshipswithin thehouseholdare formally shaped
by a hierarchy of gender, age, and status and ideally by a sense of loyalty to the group.

In practice, however, household composition changes over time and smaller
nuclear households may be established within a particular locality, as sons marry,
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have children, and move out. While this is sometimes exacerbated by conflicts of
interest between brothers or between couples, the process represents an expected
development within the life cycle of a multigenerational household: the fact that a
bride’s dowry contains the goods necessary for establishing an independent house-
hold symbolizes this expectation (Ballard, 1990: 235). Each smaller household will
then expand and may divide as sons marry and have children. Relationships between
these smaller and larger households often remain of central importance in structur-
ing networks of formal and informal exchange of goods and services (Vatuk, 1972).

Since the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, male labor migration has
affected household structure in many parts of South Asia, particularly the Panjab,
Azad Kashmir, and Bangladesh (from which men were initially recruited into army
and navy service, and for railway construction in India and East Africa). A senior
wife or widow often became the main decision-maker within such households, with
junior wives eventually leaving to join husbands abroad – in East Africa earlier in the
twentieth century, and in Britain from the 1960s onward. The households estab-
lished abroad after the arrival of women and children were in many cases nuclear
in form, but this was a necessary consequence of migration, and represented a stage
in the development cycle of the joint family rather than a qualitative, long-term
departure from the ideal of the extended family. Even then, it was not uncommon
for two or more brothers, among Pakistani families at least, to establish two-
generational, joint households when their wives and children arrived in Britain, and
to continue to pool resources, and share the use of domestic space, for some years
before establishing separate households of their own (see Shaw, 2000b: 102–6).

Today, among direct migrants of Pakistani, Bangladeshi, and Mirpuri Muslim
origin, many households that comprised a man, his wife, and their children during
the 1970s and 1980s are now larger, three-generational households, because sons
have married and daughters-in-law have joined the households. Families have made
creative use of domestic space in adapting the British terraced house to the needs of
the extended family, through building extensions, or, if they can, by purchasing the
house next door, and (in the minimal adaptation) building a gate into the fence that
usually separates British terraced houses at the back. Alternatively, families establish
ostensibly nuclear households in adjacent properties in the same street, or just a
short auto-journey or walk away. Such households might be classified as nuclear
in surveys of household composition, but are joint in both intention and use, and
wages and household expenses may be paid into, and drawn from, a shared purse.

When married sons move out of the parental household to establish households of
their own, they usually seek (within the constraints of council-house allocation) to
live within the same neighborhood as their parents, and ties of consanguinity and
marriage frequently remain central in importance in structuring networks of formal
and informal exchange of goods and services (as in urban north India and in
Pakistan). In areas of Pakistani, Azad Kashmiri, and Bangladeshi Muslim settlement,
these networks are perhaps particularly important for young married women, who
leave the parental home on marriage, but as a consequence of the preference for
marriage within the biradari, are likely to marry a relative who is also likely to be
first cousin, either raised here or from South Asia. The couple may initially live in the
bride’s parents’ home, but even after establishing their own household (in a property
perhaps purchased by the bride’s family, or possibly obtained through the council)
the wife’s contacts with her natal family (probably now spread across several
households) remain crucial, especially for child-care. Young married women often
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leave preschool children with their mothers, sisters, or sisters-in-law when they go to
work. These local patterns of extra-household kinship are reminiscent of patterns of
white, working-class kinship documented for East London in the 1960s (Young and
Wilmott, 1957), but remain invisible in surveys of household composition.

An ‘‘East African effect’’ has been suggested in explaining differences in South
Asian household patterns. One survey of a sample of elderly South Asians in
Birmingham found that 71 percent lived in households of more than six people,
while in a Coventry sample only 25 percent lived in such household, and suggested
that this was because houses in Coventry are smaller and therefore less able
to accommodate the extended family. While this might be true, Blakemore and
Boneham observe that Birmingham’s South Asians are mostly direct migrants,
whereas Coventry’s South Asians are predominantly East African Asians, who are
more likely to live in nuclear households and to consider that a newly married
couple should live independently of the groom’s parents (1994: 81).

‘‘Twice migrants’’ or ‘‘East African Asians’’ are also less likely to insist that
marriages be conventionally arranged, and more likely to leave the choice of spouse
to their son or daughter. This in turn is linked with their fewer socioeconomic ties in
the Indian subcontinent. Women in these families are also more likely to be in paid
employment outside of the home, and their daughters are more likely to become
college or university graduates who will delay marriage and childbearing and choose
their own spouses. These processes mark them out, to some extent, from ‘‘direct
migrants.’’ However, a preponderance of nuclear households may still mean that
extra-household kinship ties are important, although the local networks of East
African Asians may be less extensive than those of direct migrants, as a consequence
of the circumstances of their migration. Ethnographic data suggest that in common
with other South Asian immigrant groups, men and women tend to socialize within
the ethnic group, and their patterns of expenditure and hospitality reflect traditional
social and religious concerns, with young wage-earning women using their earnings
to supplement their dowries (Bhachu, 1985). The implications for the elderly are
also not straightforward, as elderly south Asians, whether direct or twice migrants,
sometimes prefer to live separately from their children, choosing some independ-
ence, to visit and be visited, rather than to live jointly.

Jullundri Sikhs and Mirpuri Muslims

There are also some marked differences in marriage patterns between different
South Asian groups. The contrast between two direct-migrant populations,
the Jullundri Sikhs, who comprise the majority of Britain’s Indian Panjabi popula-
tion, and Mirpuri Muslims, who comprise at least half of Britain’s Pakistani popu-
lation, provides a good example. This contrast is best drawn against a background
of the socioeconomic conditions of the regions of origin, and the different circum-
stances of the migrations to Britain. Mirpur district is in Azad (‘‘Free’’) Kashmir;
Jullundur is about 170 miles away in Indian Panjab. Agriculturally and economic-
ally productive, Jullundur’s fertile, irrigated plains have stimulated agricultural,
economic, and industrial development since labor migration began in the late
nineteenth century, and the remittance economy that accompanied the postwar
migration has provided further impetus to both migration and local economic
growth (Ballard 1983, 1990).
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Mirpur, by comparison, is agriculturally and economically stagnant. It is situated in
the northern plateau region of the Himalayan foothills where irrigation is difficult,
agriculture is rainfall-dependent, and there is little industry. Families have for gener-
ations supplemented their income through male labor migration. Mirpuri men were
seamen before World War I, and became munitions factory workers in the Midlands
and North of England duringWorld War II. The postwar demand for labor in Britain
increased Mirpuri emigration, which accelerated in the 1960s when families were
displaced during the construction of theMangla dam. The region is heavily dependent
on the remittance economy, which has not stimulated much local economic growth
because the local infrastructure is poor, and money from abroad, if not left on bank
deposit, is mostly used to construct stylish properties and establish small businesses to
service the emigrant community. Youngmen pin their hopes of social advancement on
going to England by marrying a relative there (Ballard, 1983).

A second set of differences concern the complexities of cultural motivation and
religious rulings about appropriate marriage partners, the expectations and conven-
tions of gender, and mortuary rites. Sikhs (and Hindus) generally expect marriage to
be within the caste, and strict rules of exogamy prohibit marriage into the descent
groups (got) of both parents, and of both grandmothers, and forbid the exchange of
women between two families. As a result, brides move away from their natal village,
to a family with whom they have no prior kinship ties. By contrast, the Muslim
marriage rules permit first-cousin marriages. Moreover, in keeping with practice in
many Muslim countries, Mirpuris actively prefer to arrange marriages between the
offspring of siblings, a preference that almost has the force of a marriage rule.
Parents expect to consider their siblings’ claims over their offspring as spouses for
their children, and rejecting such offers can cause deep offense, amounting to a
repudiation of the obligations of kinship. Marriages also take place with more
distant relatives and outside the biradari, but as many as half of Mirpuri marriages
are with first cousins (Ballard, 1990: 231). In consequence, a bride’s mother-in-law is
frequently also her aunt and lives in the bride’s natal village, and local kinship
networks are dense, with relatives often related to each other in several different
ways though overlapping agnatic and affinal ties.

Gender conventions govern relationships between men and women right across
the Panjab: women are expected, for example, to cover their heads (with a chunni or
dupatta) in the presence of senior male kin. However, the conventions of Muslim
purdah tend to discourage female participation in public life, and require a woman
traveling in public places to be concealed by a chaadar (shawl) or burqa (full-length
veil), such that Mirpuri women’s movements in general are more restricted that
those of Panjabi Sikhs (and Hindus). A third difference concerns mortuary rituals.
Ballard (1990) suggests that the Muslim custom of burying the dead in village
graveyards roots Mirpuris in the particular localities of their villages of origin (the
requirement for burial within 24 hours is suspended to allow bodies to be flown
home from abroad). However, some Muslims are now being buried in Muslim
cemeteries in the UK, because this is where their descendants are living. By contrast,
the Sikh (and Hindu) practice of cremating the dead does not tie them to one place,
for cremation, ideally within 24 hours of death, can be performed anywhere, and
although ashes are ideally scattered in the Ganges, other rivers such as the Thames
are acceptable substitutes.

Ballard (1990) suggests that the effect of these considerations is the creation for
Mirpuri Muslims of locally focused, tight-knit kinship networks, within which
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women’s physical mobility tends to be restricted, whereas the Jullundri Sikhs are less
rooted locally. This has had a number of further consequences, played out in relation
to the different political economies of the regions of origins. Jullundri Sikhmigrants in
Britain drew on their business and technical skills from the Panjab to escape factory
work as soon as they could, establishing groceries, post offices, taxi services, and
construction and other businesses, often with the help of kinsmen. Lacking close prior
kinship ties with their in-laws, and freer from the constraints of purdah, their wives
and children came to Britain as early as the 1950s – or as soon as men had purchased
their own homes – and women readily took up paid employment. Ballard argues that
both parents being better able early on to take advantages of opportunities in Britain,
and to support their children’s education, in large part explains why Sikh children
have achieved educational parity with middle-class whites. Their upwardly mobile,
middle-class lifestyles and aspirations also meant that they were better protected than
the Mirpuris from the effects of the recession in the late 1970s and 1980s.

By contrast, Mirpuri men remained ‘‘international commuters’’ (Ballard 1990:
223) for much longer, periodically returning to Mirpur for lengthy respites from
factory work, and remitting money to support their dependants in Mirpur rather
than investing in property in the UK. This made them vulnerable to the effects of the
recession, because by the 1970s an unskilled laborer who returned to Mirpur for
several months risked losing his job, and was unlikely to obtain another. Mirpuri
women and children began to arrive in Britain at this time, but family reunion was
slow because immigration restrictions were now more stringent, with entry permits
sometimes granted only after years of applications, appeals, and reapplication. Most
families did not encourage women to work outside the home, though ‘‘homework-
ing’’ (sewing garments or assembling objects for local factories) to supplement a
household’s minimal income is common, particularly if husbands are unemployed.
Women’s generally more restricted access to public services, coupled with religious
beliefs about the undesirability of family planning, has also meant that fertility has
remained higher among the Mirpuris than the Jullundris, although there is evidence
that this is changing with the second generation, and with later marriage. The relative
socioeconomic disadvantage of Mirpuri Muslims in comparison with Jullundri Sikhs
reflects these networks of political and economic factors and cultural and religious
considerations.

Contrasting Marriage Patterns

The contrasting experiences of these groups have influenced post-migration patterns
of marriage and household formation. Pioneer-generation Jullundri Sikhs initially
received and accepted marriage offers for their children from the Panjab, but now
tend to arrange marriages within the UK, and sometimes the US or Canada. Increas-
ingly, young British-born second- and third-generation adults take the initiative in
the choice of spouse, and prefer to describe their marriages as ‘‘assisted,’’ rather than
‘‘arranged.’’ A newly married couple is likely to live independently of the groom’s
parents. Some couples have moved to Canada or the US, where there is an estab-
lished diaspora community, and tend not to invest money in the Panjab because of its
political instability.

Since Mirpuri family reunion occurred later, many second-generation, British-
born Mirpuris are only now marrying and having children, and they are marrying
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relatives from Mirpur, especially first cousins. The rate of transnational marriage
among both Mirpuris and Pakistanis generally is high, and there is evidence that
rates of close consanguineous marriages has increased (Shaw, 2001). Analysis of
Home Office referrals and Census data for Bradford shows that 57.6 percent of
Pakistani marriages in 1992–4 were with spouses from Pakistan (Simpson, 1997:
104). Analysis of 70 Pakistani marriages in Oxford showed that 71 percent
of marriages were with spouses from Pakistan, and 92 percent of these transnational
marriages were with relatives (Shaw, 2001: 327). These are mostly conventionally
arranged marriages, but parents consider a number of factors when arranging them,
including, usually, the preferences of their children, who may themselves prefer
spouses from Pakistan because they ‘‘know the culture.’’ Parents also feel obliged
to accept marriage proposals from siblings in Pakistan, because to refuse them is
shameful and will cast doubt over the respectability (izzat) of the biradari at
‘‘home.’’ This is an important consideration for relatives in Britain, who in most
cases wish to maintain their strong socioeconomic links in the homeland. In fact, a
proportion of retired or unemployed pioneer-generation men have returned to
Pakistan and to Mirpur to reside in their remittance-built houses and live off their
pensions, capital, or income from rented property; usually their wives remain in
Britain, where their children and grandchildren are, often becoming the senior-status
heads of three-generational households.

Transnational marriages have, however, proved problematic in some cases. The
annual number of spouses arriving from South Asia has more than doubled since the
Labour government waived the requirement that spouses prove their marriage is
‘‘genuine’’ (Home Office, 2002: 100). With this, the reported number of ‘‘forced’’
marriages – mainly of British girls of Mirpuri, Pakistani, and, to a lesser extent,
Bangladeshi origin – has increased, received media attention, and been the subject of
a specially commissioned enquiry. Sometimes, a daughter whose behavior is
regarded as threatening to her family’s reputation and damaging to her marriage
prospects may be coerced into marriage in order to prevent the family being shamed.
The ‘‘forced marriages’’ described in the media and involving girls taken to Pakistan
and married unwillingly to cousins are usually contracted under such circumstances.
Occasionally, too, girls run away, but by doing so they risk losing all future support
from their families: this is a major consideration, given the close-knit character of the
kinship system. Sometimes brothers, relatives, or paid ‘‘bounty hunters’’ may pursue
the errant girl in an attempt to salvage the family’s reputation. These incidents have
generated debates over individual and civil rights in relation to minority cultural
values, and it is in relation to such issues as ‘‘forced marriage’’ that the government
has recently recommended ‘‘citizenship lessons’’ for new immigrants (Guardian,
October 26, 2001).

Spouses from the Subcontinent – who are brides and grooms in roughly equal
proportions – may not speak English fluently, and may find it difficult adapting to
living within the household of their British relatives. Conventionally a bride moves to
her husband’s parents’ household on marriage, but Pakistani and Mirpuri grooms
from abroad usually join the households of their UK-raised brides (where at least one
of their in-laws is likely to be an aunt or an uncle). This reinforces the pattern of joint
living, but it can be humiliating for men to be even initially dependent on their
wives (who may have had to demonstrate their financial independence and home-
ownership to the Home Office in order to obtain entry permit for their husbands)
and on their wives’ relatives. Such wives often resent a husband’s expectation that at
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least a proportion of the money he or his wife earns will be remitted to his parents and
siblings in Pakistan, rather than used to improve the lifestyle of the family in Britain,
and this is a common source of marital discord, as Dhanjal (1976) previously
suggested for Sikh women in Southall who earn wages outside the home.

A second issue connected with South Asian Muslim marriage patterns concerns
the biological risks of consanguineous marriage. A number of media reports have
called for education about the risks of miscarriage, infant death, and childhood
morbidity that are associated with the practice of cousin marriage, because epidemi-
ological studies indicate a link between parental consanguinity and recessively
inherited genetic disorders. In a five-year prospective study of the health of 5,000
Birmingham babies across ethnic groups, Pakistanis comprised only 20 percent of
the study population but contributed to 40 percent of the observed disability
(Bundey and Alam, 1993). Over 50 percent of the Pakistani infants had consanguin-
eous parents, and adverse birth outcome was three times higher in this group, with
consanguinity accounting for about 60 percent of the infant mortality and severe
morbidity among the Pakistanis in that study. The precise contribution of parental
consanguinity to adverse birth outcome in this population remains a matter of
considerable debate, because of the close correlations also with social class, poverty,
recent migration history, and women’s generally restricted access to medical services
(Ahmad, 1996; Proctor and Smith, 1997). How Pakistani-origin families are making
decisions arising from genetic-risk information and the impact of this information
may have on marriage patterns is a topic of current research (Shaw, 2000a, in press;
Richards, chapter 27, this volume).

Conclusions and Implications

An understanding of the process and circumstances of immigration and settlement
for different minority groups shows how households apparently similar in compos-
ition may at a given point in time be the outcome of very dissimilar processes of
marriage and household formation, that have quite different meanings for the
participants. An Afro-Caribbean single-parent household may represent a stage
toward the eventual establishment of a conjugal family, while a Pakistani nuclear
family may represent a stage in the development cycle of a multigenerational house-
hold. Moreover, household survey approaches may reveal little about what life is like
within particular households, about the nature of relationships between spouses and
between other relatives, and about the nature of links beyond the household with kin
and non-kin, including transnational links that may be important in times of crisis or
in shaping the direction of marriage choices. An exploration of changing family forms
and relationships needs to take account of these aspects of family life.

This chapter has drawn particular attention to observed differences between
families of South Asian origin, between direct migrants and twice migrants, and
between Jullundri Sikhs and Mirpuri Muslims, in order to suggest that these
groups are following dissimilar routes of adaptation to life in the UK linked with
dissimilar pre-migration starting points. This in turn helps to explain diver-
gences in both levels of ‘‘assimilation’’ in UK terms, and in the strength of ties in
South Asia. In describing these differences, however, it is important to avoid gener-
ating new stereotypes, because there are important divergences within the categories
‘‘Mirpuri Muslim’’ and ‘‘Jullundri Sikh,’’ for example, with respect to biradari and
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caste identity (e.g., Jat Sikh, Ramgharia Sikh, etc.) and social class, discussion of
which are beyond the scope of this chapter. Nevertheless, the distinctions shed light
on other aspects of the South Asian experience. For instance, the experience of
direct-migrant Jullundri Sikhs, sometimes described simply as ‘‘Panjabis’’ or
‘‘Indians,’’ seems to parallel that of the East African and Panjabi Hindus more closely
than that of the Mirpuri or Bangladeshi Muslims. Not surprisingly, then, one survey
places ‘‘Indians and African-Asians’’ together in the same category with respect to
their views of marriage, the domestic division of labor, and female paid work
(Beishon, Modood, and Virdee, 1998). Many aspects of the Mirpuri Muslim experi-
ence, on the other hand, are paralleled in the migration pattern of Pakistani Panjabis
and Bangladeshi Muslims, whose socioeconomic position is broadly similar to that
of the Mirpuris, and who also delayed bringing wives and children to England. Thus,
Pakistanis and Bangladeshis have been described as ‘‘the most traditional’’ in their
views of household arrangements and marriage, stating a preference for multigen-
erational households (Beishon, Modood, and Virdee, 1998). Such a statement,
however, overlooks the considerable internal differentiation among British Paki-
stanis, especially between those from the rainfall-dependent districts of northern
Panjab such as Jhelum (bordering Mirpur), Rawalpindi, and Attock, and those from
the irrigated (nehri) and more prosperous central districts of Faisalabad, Sargodha,
and Sahival. Many UK Faisalabadis are from the Arain Muslim caste, with now
attenuated pre-1947 roots in Jullundur district in India and their experiences are
perhaps closer to those of the Julllundri Sikhs (‘‘Panjabis’’) than to those of many
other Muslim groups. They predominate in Manchester, Glasgow, Dewsbury, Hud-
dersfield, and Oxford, where they are known to have become prosperous. While
inter-biradari marriages have often enabled Arain to consolidate business interests
and gain an economic foothold in Britain, a more outward pattern of marriage
choices beyond first cousins may have facilitated their subsequent relative economic
success (see Shaw, 2001; Werbner, 1990).

The account presented here cautions against placing undue emphasis on the extent
to which the British-raised second- and third-generation descendants of pioneer
immigrants have assimilated the values of the host society and are moving in the
direction of ‘‘modern individualism’’ with respect to patterns of family form and
marriage, by showing how these processes are governed by motives and pressures
that may vary with ethnicity. Within many immigrant-origin families, distinctive
patterns of kinship, obligations to siblings, and structures of authority and of gender
are likely to shape marriage and family forms for some time to come, and these may
in turn influence the extent to which migrants retain transnational links.

The dynamics of continuity and change in family forms and relationships and the
nature of transnational links among the second- and third-generation descendants of
South Asian and Caribbean immigrants are topics that warrant further detailed and
comparative research. With respect to particular South Asian groups, it would be
worth exploring the extent to which being married to a relative from South Asia will
encourage the second generation to maintain close transnational links, which can
now also be sustained by modern communications technology, and the extent to
which the third generation will agree with parental choices of spouse, and feel bound
by the obligations of kinship and biradari. How transnational kinship and family
identities are sustained and communicated across generations, and the relationship
between these processes and the socioeconomic and political conditions in the UK,
South Asia, and the Caribbean also warrant further research.
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17
Religion, Romantic Love,

and the Family

Bryan S. Turner

Introduction:

Body, Reproduction, and the Sacred

A sociological analysis of the general relationship between the family and religion as
social institutions would be a large and problematic undertaking. In this chapter, it is
important to make a number of basic assumptions in order to simplify the analysis.
First, the definition of religion here is derived from Emile Durkheim (2001: 46),
namely that religion is a system of belief and practice relating to the sacred. While
the etymological roots of religion (religiun) are obscure, we might argue that religio
is connected with the idea of rule and regulation. A religion is that which binds a
people by its rituals and customs, and as a consequence religion forms a society. This
notion of religio as constituting community through adherence to rituals that
separate the sacred from the profane was the basis of the sociology of religion.
Just as the swaddling bands of a child binds his or her body within the family, so
religion binds the individual to society. In practice I am primarily concerned with the
so-called Abrahamic religions – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. By taking this
approach to religion, I specifically exclude any discussion of magic and witchcraft,
which are practices where women, particularly old women and widows, have
suffered aggressive forms of social exclusion (Comaroff and Comaroff, 1993).

Secondly, this chapter avoids any engagement with the problem of how to define
the family. For the sake of convenience, I shall define the family, as distinct from the
couple, as a social unit that is primarily concerned with reproduction and the
transmission of social values through socialization, and which normally involves
common habitation in a household. It is obvious that even this minimalist definition
could be criticized, but it will serve a convenient heuristic purpose (Turner, 1998).
Finally, I assume that it is impossible to understand religion and the family in modern
society without an adequate grasp of their historical development, and thus the
analysis of institutions requires a comparative and historical sociology. My argument
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is therefore pursued through a historical study of key changes in romantic attachment
and the family that have an ‘‘elective affinity’’ with transformations of religion,
namely how ideas and interests converge historically (Weber, 1991: 280).

The Abrahamic religions were inextricably based on notions of family, generation
and reproduction that occupy their core theology and cosmology. These religions
were profoundly patriarchal, and hence the contemporary transformation of family
life, sexuality, the sexual division of labor, and the status of women have had
profound, and largely corrosive, effects on official religious teaching and practice.
In modern secular societies, feminism, gay liberation, and other social movements
have articulated a range of claims for social equality and access to alternative and
sexual, familial, or coupling arrangements. Social and technological changes create
the conditions for new modes of familial, sexual, and reproductive relationships that
constitute a radical challenge to both traditional religion and conventional forms of
the family. Although secularization has undermined the formal authority of the
Christian churches in the control of family life, there is also evidence of the continu-
ity of underlying religious values and assumptions. There is an important relation-
ship or elective affinity between the growing emphasis in Christianity on subjectivity,
emotions, and the individual, and in secular culture a parallel development of
marriage as companionship and sexual satisfaction. Both religious and secular
developments are manifestations of Romanticism.

There have been in the history of human societies a number of important, more or
less permanent, connections between religion and the family. The core to these
mythological, cosmological, and theological connections is the principle of gener-
ation and regeneration. Social struggles over the control of human reproduction
have been reflected in controversies between matriarchy and patriarchy as forms of
authority, and these political controversies can be discerned even in the historical
origins of the tradition of a ‘‘high God.’’ There is much disagreement, obviously,
about the origins of human mythologies. For Mircea Eliade (1959: 17), in the
development of agriculture, the symbolism and cults of Mother Earth and human
fertility became dominant. An alternative view is that with the rise of agriculture, the
plough breaks up the earth and makes it fertile. The plough is a phallic symbol that
points to men taking gardening away from women and in Sumerian mythology Enki,
the male god of water (semen), became the Great Father (Thompson, 1996: 162).
However, the development of a high god and monotheism that challenged or
replaced many of these fertility cults occurred simultaneously in a number of regions
of the world. This creative religious period, from approximately 800 to 200 bc , has
been defined as an ‘‘axial age,’’ because it was the crucial turning point in the
formation of civilizational complexes (Jaspars, 1968). Confucius, Buddha, Socrates,
Zoroaster, and Isaiah, whose cosmological views had important common features,
shaped the axial age of the emerging agrarian civilizations, within which city life
began to emerge. It was the cultural basis from which sprang the ethical, prophetic
leaders of monotheism, which resulted eventually in the so-called ‘‘religions of the
book’’ in which divine revelation was recorded. The prophets of the axial age
addressed human beings in the name of a supreme, moral being who could not be
represented by an image and who could not be easily constrained or cajoled by ritual
or magic. He was a God opposed to idols and idolatry, and who demanded unswerv-
ing commitment through a contractual relationship.

The emergence of belief in a high God and the creation of ‘‘confessional’’ states
were the prelude to the subsequent construction of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam
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out of prophetic monotheism and ascetic criticism of worldliness. The prophets of
the desert condemned the fleshpots of city life in the name of a jealous God, and the
pre-exilic prophets, such as Jeremiah, in the middle of the seventh century bc,
composed a catalog of sins (Weber, 1952). In Judaism, these ethical teachings were
eventually assembled as the Decalog, within which filial piety, love of children, and
the prohibition of adultery, incest, prostitution, and masturbation were central
components of the Jewish paradigm of conjugal relationships.

Thus, the interconnection between divinity and fertility was extremely ancient,
but when God as the Creator began to acquire the status of a Person, then He began
to be conceptualized as a Father, specifically a Father to those tribes and commu-
nities that are loyal. There is therefore an important mythical role for a Father who
is the patriarch of nations. In the Old Testament ‘‘Jacob’’ and ‘‘Israel’’ are used
interchangeably. There is in the Old Testament an important division between the
idea of creation in Genesis and the narrative account of the covenant between God
as Father and the nation. This differentiation is important in understanding the
division between God as the Creator of Nature and God as the Father of a nation,
between an impersonal force and a personal God, between natural history and
salvation history.

With the evolution of the idea of sacred fatherhood, there developed a range of
problems about the body. How are bodies produced and reproduced? If they
fragment and decay, then redemption is a problem (Bynum, 1991). There have
been (and continue to be) major political and social issues about what we might
call the authorship of bodies and authority over them. Matriarchy and patriarchy
can be regarded as social principles for deciding on the legitimacy and ownership of
bodies, especially parental ownership and control of children. As we will see,
patriarchy has specific and important connections with religion as a principle of
reproductive legitimacy. The rites and rituals that surround birth and rebirth are
fundamental to all religions, and the notion of regeneration has been crucial to
ancient cosmologies. In these cosmological schemes, there were common homolo-
gies between the reproductive work of a creator God, the creative force of nature,
and reproduction with human families (Eliade, 1959: 167). As Victor Turner (1966:
82) has demonstrated, mythologies are often constructed upon these generative
homologies to form systems of dichotomous classification between red menstrual
blood as a symbol of transmission between generations, and white semen and milk
as symbols of food, sustenance, and reproduction.

Given the salience of the problem of generation, family metaphors were also
important in the basic theology of ‘‘salvation history.’’ Trinitarian theology
became important for a familial allocation of roles in the salvation of mankind, at
the center of which stands the Holy Family. If the high God of the Old Testament was
a remote and threatening figure, the God of the New Testament has been seen, at least
by nineteenth-century Protestantism, as a loving Father. Christ’s cry of anguish from
the Cross, ‘‘Abba Father,’’ was indicative of this sense of intimacy. The spiritual
connections between God and humanity in the Abrahamic tradition were conceived
as familial. It is necessary to recognize the diversity of views about women, marriage,
and sexuality in the Jewish tradition (Biale, 1992). While the early Judeo-Christian
teaching about women was not uniform, its legacy included a deeply negative under-
standing of women and sexuality. In the Genesis story, the original cooperative and
companionate relationship between man and woman is replaced after the Fall by a
relationship of domination in which man becomes the ruler of woman (Bird, 1974).
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The Mosaic Law was addressed to a society in which women were components of
household property and could not take decisions for themselves. The wife was the
property of the husband and an adulterous wife was punished with death. Women
thus appear with animals and children as chattels of the household. A wife who did
not produce children was not fulfilling her duty and infertility was a legal ground for
divorce. Barrenness in the Old Testament was a sign of divine disapproval, and
polygyny, concubinage, and prostitution were tolerated as concessions to male sexual
energy. Because menstruation and childbirth were ritually unclean, women were
frequently precluded from participating in cultic activities. Israelite marriage was a
contract between separate families, and thus wives were dangerous to men, not only
because they could manipulate men with their sexual charms, but because they were
recruited from outside of the husband’s family. These negative images of women in
the Old Testament have proved to be remarkably resilient historically.

The Early Christian Church:

Marriage as a Necessary Evil

Traditional religious teaching on the family in the West obviously depends on the
theological view of sexuality, marriage, and reproduction in the Bible. In view of the
authority of the New Testament, it is important to realize that Jesus had very little to
say about marriage and his statements about sexual relationships were limited.
By comparison with Jewish teaching at the time, Jesus appears to take little interest
in the subject of family and marriage. The Gospels do not therefore contain a
developed or systematic view of marriage and the family. In order to discover
what was the teaching of the early Church on marriage and family life, we need to
turn to St. Paul’s New Testament theology. Paul’s epistles to the early Christian
communities, such as the letter to the Corinthians, were essentially ad hoc responses
to specific local issues, but they have come to have a clear authority. Paul’s teachings
precluded divorce and if the couple did separate, they were not permitted to remarry.
He also recognized that celibacy was superior to marriage. Because Paul was
convinced that the end of the world was near, he had little to say about children
and appears not to have regarded procreation as the main reason for marriage.

With the gradual erosion of the millennial vision of the early Church, Christians
began to transform their view of the permanence and importance of the things of this
world. The post-Pauline letters to Timothy and Titus, and the writings of St August-
ine, began to fill out the gaps and silences in the Gospels with respect to how
Christians should conduct themselves in this world. Post-Pauline theology can be
regarded as a systematic philosophical attempt to come to terms with the Greco-
Roman world. The early Church Fathers painted a picture of the Roman world as a
licentious and decadent society in order to enforce the social division between
Christian and pagan practice. They praised virginity over marriage, and Jerome,
regarding virginity as the quickest road to paradise, encouraged women to enter
religious orders, since marriage was no protection from lust (Reuther, 1974). In fact
the historical evidence on the social life of Greco-Roman civilization indicates that
marriage was regarded as a duty of citizens to uphold the empire, and the Roman
ideal recognized loyalty and companionship as fundamental to marriage (Grubbs,
1999). The Christian denigration of Roman marriage customs was an ideological
attack that sought to justify a new set of religious norms.
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The underlying principles of Christianity were inevitably patriarchal in the sense
that the structure of Christian theology required the concept of Jesus as the Son
of God in order to make sense of ‘‘salvation history’’ as a redemptive act of sacrifice.
God so loved the world that He gave His only Son that human beings could be saved
from sin. If Christianity is fundamentally patriarchal, then we need to pay some
attention to the ambiguous status of Mary (Warner, 1976). In theological terms, the
virginity of Mary was necessary in order for Christ to be without sin, but Christ also
had to be of woman born in order to achieve human status, and thus to experience
our world. Over time, Mary herself was removed from the possibility of any
connection with sin, and became detached from an association with the Fall of
Adam and Eve. The doctrine of Immaculate Conception was declared in 1854, and
she was exempt from original sin.

Mary was ambiguous in other ways. Mary became, in a patriarchal world, the
great medieval symbol of motherhood. In the fourteenth century, the visions of St
Bridget of Sweden pictured the Virgin, following the birth of Christ, on her knees in
worshipful adoration of the Child, and by the fifteenth century paintings of the
adoration of the mother were common. Commenting on this development, Simone
de Beauvoir (1972: 160) saw this prostration of the mother as ‘‘the supreme mascu-
line victory, consummated in the cult of the Virgin – it is the rehabilitation of woman
through the accomplishment of her defeat.’’ But the Virgin was also a vehicle in her
own right of worship and adoration. The more she was exempt from sin, the more
her status approximated that of Christ. In oppositional theology, she was often
regarded as equal to Christ in the concept of co-redemption. Because she was spared
from sin, she was also exempt from the physical experiences of the typical female –
sexual intercourse, labor, and childbirth. She was removed from basic physical
activities except for one – the suckling of the infant Jesus. As a result, a cult emerged
around the breast of the Virgin and the milk that oozed from her teat. The theme of
the nursing Virgin (the Maria Lactans) became an important part of medieval cultic
belief and practice. In the absence of a powerful female figure in the Gospels,
medieval Christianity elevated the spiritual status of Mary, who became the great
champion of procreation and family life. This theological legacy continues to under-
pin much of the Catholic Church’s teaching on procreation, contraception, abortion,
and family life.

Feudalism and Capitalism:

Property and the Family

From the late twelfth century onward, there was a radical conflict between two
models of marriage, the aristocratic and the ecclesiastical (Duby, 1978). The secular
model expressed the view that marriage was an economic contract or treaty (pactum
conjugale) between families in order to secure lawful property rights over land
through a system of male primogeniture. Given a high rate of infant mortality,
wives were expected to be fecund. These tensions between narrow primogeniture
and high mortality rates were solved by various pragmatic arrangements. These
included a tendency toward endogamy (including incest), a demand for premarital
virginity, and exclusion of adultery. On the issues of female subordination and
fecundity, the lay and ecclesiastical models were in complete harmony, but they
departed over the questions of repudiation and divorce. The lay model required the
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option of repudiation in the case of sterile or barren wives in the interests of male
succession, but the Church, regarding marriage as a necessary evil to protect society
from the dangers of carnal lust, objected to divorce, repudiation, and remarriage.

The critical weakness in the Church’s doctrine on marriage was the problem of
endogamy. Because the feudal system required integrated estates, parents often
preferred their children to enter endogamous marriages, for example with cousins.
The Church abhorred any suggestion of incestuous union as an unnatural act, and
hence any lord who ‘‘discovered’’ that he had unwittingly married a close relative,
who turned out to be infertile, could safely repudiate her and remarry. Disputes
about family genealogy were commonplace legal aspects of repudiation and divorce
processes, and eventually the Church had to redefine the degrees of incest in order to
combat these blatant abuses in the marriage system (Benson, 1976). In English
ecclesiastical and political history, the most famous case of this struggle over reli-
gious regulation of the marriage and divorce was Henry VIII and the problem of
succession. Henry employed a variety of legal devices to secure divorce in his
attempts to secure male succession. While Henry’s wives had produced viable
offspring, his two daughters, Mary and Elizabeth, were declared illegitimate after
he had divorced their mothers in 1533 and 1536, and his son Edward, who was born
in 1537, died in 1553. Because the life expectancy of a Tudor male was 10.3 years at
birth and 28 years at adolescence, the probability that his son would succeed Henry
was low. Henry’s divorces were in this context strategic rather than whimsical
(Warnicke, 2000).

The Church was committed to the institution of monogamous marriage, but in
reality there was a very high illegitimacy rate, and such illegitimate produce were not
hidden or kept secret, but lived in the household alongside their legitimate siblings.
This illegitimacy rate expressed the power differences between men and women
because the feudal marriage contract only recognized the extramarital alliances of
men. With the rise of the absolutist court society of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, the balance between the sexes was more equal, and husbands were less
likely to control their wives by brute force than by the pressure of public opinion and
moral restraint. The ‘‘civilizing process’’ meant that social restraints on sexual
behavior were exercised through moral restraint on individuals. Marital relations,
in a society where there had been some degree of liberation of high-status women,
were subject to ‘‘the advance of the frontier of shame and embarrassment’’ (Elias,
2000: 155).

The Protestant Reformation and the origins of capitalist agriculture in the late
seventeenth century ushered in the era of ‘‘possessive individualism’’ (Macpherson,
1962), which was in turn associated with the ideals of a bourgeois marriage system.
The seventeenth century was the context of a major political struggle between
patriarchalism and individualism, which had important consequences for the reli-
gious conceptualization of the nature of marriage. Royal privilege was challenged in
the seventeenth century with the increasing power of merchants who attempted to
defend their interests in Parliament and through the control of public opinion
through the circulation of print. In a defense of tradition against the rise of Hobbe-
sian contract theory, Sir Robert Filmer, in Patriarcha (written in 1640 and published
in 1680), attempted to justify the ‘‘natural power of kings’’ against the ‘‘unnatural
liberty of the people,’’ and in the process reinvented the theory of patriarchy as an
ideology of the modern state (Schochet, 1975). Through a set of contrived analogies
and metaphors, he explained patriarchal power in terms of God and his people, the
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Monarch and his kingdom, and the Father and his household. It was through these
legal and political relationships that the connections between the domestic sphere
and the state were secured.

Against the patriarchal theory of power, John Locke (1632–1704) developed his
political theory of limited government, and in the two Treatises of Government
(1690) argued that men were naturally free and that God did not appoint Adam and
his descendants to rule over the world. While Locke did not deny the coercive nature
of the state, his political theory of the social contract was based on consent and
ownership of property. Locke rejected Filmer on the grounds that the obedience of
children to their parents was based on consent, not on divine right. In the Second
Treatise, Locke argued that human beings are born free, but children, who are
vulnerable, need protection. The power that parents enjoy over their children ‘‘arises
from the duty, which is incumbent upon them, to take care of their offspring during
the imperfect state of childhood’’ (Locke, 1946: 29). This consent theory of govern-
ment also had implications for his view of marriage, which exists primarily for
‘‘procreation, yet it draws with it mutual support and assistance, and a communion
of interests’’ (Locke, 1946: 40). The problem with Locke’s liberal theory of govern-
ment was its presuppositions about the distribution of property (Macpherson,
1962), but it also reflected an important social departure from the aristocratic
notions of government and family that had dominated medieval Europe. The trans-
formation of religious justifications for the marriage union, however, owes more to
Milton than to Locke.

The period from the Reformation to Locke’s Treatise represented a major trans-
formation of ideas and practice relating to religion and the family. Papal doctrines of
the superiority of celibacy and the view of marriage as a property transaction without
intimacy or love were rejected. However, we must not exaggerate these changes. The
most radical sects of the seventeenth century adhered to the view that by nature
women were inferior to men and that the Fall resulted from the temptation of Eve. It
followed from this view that even in Paradise before the temptation woman was
inferior toman. Even theQuakers accepted the view that awoman should not by freely
and independently speaking usurp the authority of her husband. Although the
natural subordination of women was assumed on religious grounds, the ideal
Puritan marriage was premised on a small household in which the wife exercised
authority over servants and was the companion or ‘‘helpmeet’’ of her husband (Hill,
1977). It was John Milton (1608–74), whose own marriage to Mary Powell in 1642
was a disastrous failure, who expressed these changes to the Puritan family in his
The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce (Milton, 1927) in 1642. For Milton,
marriage was not a sacrament and could be dissolved by notification to a magistrate
on grounds that were fairly liberal. In his divorce pamphlets, Milton maintained the
household supremacy of the husband, but in Paradise Lost (Milton, 1953, ix: 908–
12) he recognized a marriage of equals based on emotional, not rational bonds.
Faced by loneliness with the loss of Eve after the Fall, Adam asks:

How can I live without thee, how forgoe
Thy sweet Converse and Love so dearly joyn’d,
To live again in these wilde woods forlorn?

Milton’s writings on marriage marked an important transition, but by the end of the
century religious opinion had moved away from the bitter theological controversies
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of the Civil War, and the Cambridge Platonists emphasized human free will and
perfectibility. The eighteenth century, with its key notions of sensibility and educa-
tion, promoted the idea of the family as a training ground of human sentiment.

Secularization, the Family, and Christian

Fundamentalism

The Christian churches in Europe have, from the nineteenth century, been subject to a
process of secularization in which religious life became a matter of private belief and
practice (Wilson, 1966). The growth of an urban industrial society undermined the
social, cultural, and intellectual conditions that sustained religious attachment and
belief. While sects continue to flourish, there is incontrovertible evidence of an insti-
tutional decline of mainstream Christianity. Within this general pattern of decline,
there are, however, discernible differences between the predominantly Roman Cath-
olic and Protestant regions and states (Martin, 1978). While there has been erosion of
church membership, adherence, and practice in Europe, the Christian churches in the
US have remained relatively central to American culture and politics, and this resili-
encewas reflected in the social impact of fundamentalism in the late twentieth century.

While there is much to support the secularization thesis, it is important not to
confuse the decline of Christian institutions with the decline of religion. In other
words, we must not equate ‘‘de-Christianization’’ with the decline of religious
world-views. The importance of individual emotional attachment and loyalty in
intimate relationships in a secular age can be taken as an indication of the continuity
of religion in Western societies. From Protestantism, Western societies have acquired
an emphasis on the individual and individualism through such phenomena as
conversion, a personal relationship to Jesus, private devotion, and bible study.
Conversion experiences emphasized the importance of experiencing a loving rela-
tionship with Jesus, where emotional intensity became a measure of spiritual inten-
sity. Individualism in modern society has also become increasingly emotional and
erotic. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995s: 179) argue that love is now our ‘‘secular
religion,’’ and claim that as ‘‘religion loses its hold, people seek solace in private
sanctuaries,’’ but this interpretation fails to recognize that modern erotic, sentimen-
tal, and private love is itself part of the legacy of Protestant pietism. We can date this
emotional component of religious experience in eighteenth-century England to the
Methodist movement, specifically to the evangelical field preaching of John Wesley
and the evocative hymns of Charles Wesley. With the routinization of the Methodist
fellowship, hymn singing and extemporary prayer preserved a tradition of emotional
expressivity. However, it was in German pietism that one finds the broad origins of
this emotional trend in Christian spirituality. For example, Friedrich Schleiermacher
(1768–1834) defended religion against the rationalist criticisms of the Enlighten-
ment, and argued that religious feelings of dependency are the foundation of reli-
gious faith. Schleiermacher’s ‘‘anthropology’’ recognized a common humanity that
was articulated through feeling (Morrison, 1988: 250). From this religious tradition,
one can derive the modern notion that private and intimate experiences are funda-
mental to our notion of the self, and that marriage is primarily about establishing
satisfactory relations of intimacy. These ideas have been especially potent in the US in
the New Age Movement (Heelas, 1996) and more generally in American approaches
to marriage (Cancian, 1987).
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In recent years, sociologists have turned to the more contemporary themes of
romance and intimacy (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1990; Giddens, 1992; Illouz,
1997; Luhmann, 1986). Romantic love in modern societies is equally contradictory
because it requires or at least celebrates erotic, intense, fleeting, and contingent
relationships, and enduring, permanent, and faithful relations of love. These trans-
formations include the secularization of love, the growing prominence of love in film
and advertising, the celebration of love in popular culture and its equation with
personal happiness, the association of love with consumption, and the insertion of
‘‘fun’’ into the definition of marriage and domesticity. If Courtly Love expressed a
feudalization of love in the Middle Ages, so the commercialization of love expresses
the secularization of modern society.

While in the US emotional commitment had been since the eighteenth century
regarded as a necessary component of a successful marriage, it was not until the
development of a mass market and advertising, especially in the 1930s, that a new
emphasis on expressivity, romantic attachments, and erotic adventure emerged in
the marketplace. This process involves a romanticization of commodities, because
there is a new aura of romance that is attached to commodities, an attachment that
can take two forms. ‘‘Candid consumption’’ is the attachment of a romantic theme
directly to the product; ‘‘oblique consumption’’ is the indirect connection between
the activity of the couple, their setting, and the product. In particular, romantic
couples are involved in lifestyle and the consumption of leisure, of which roman-
tic love is an important ingredient. In the first half of the twentieth century, sexual
love, in advertising and film emerged as a utopia, wherein marriage could also be
exciting, romantic fun, especially if the couple could participate fully in leisure and
consumption. The use of close-ups in film and photography and the employment of
movie stars to advertise commodities created a social cosmology, in which consumer
icons represented the new lifestyle.

The love utopia was based on the assumption of a democratization of love and the
possibility of mass consumption. ‘‘Love for everyone’’ was combined with ‘‘con-
sumption for all.’’ However, social reality constantly brought the utopia into ques-
tion. In the early decades of the twentieth century, marriage as an institution was in a
profound crisis (Groves and Ogburn, 1928). The underlying factors were changes in
matrimonial legislation, the entry of women into the labor force, unrealistic expect-
ations about the romantic character of marriage, and conflicts over domestic ex-
penditure. Marriage guidance experts began to devise a battery of practical solutions
to inject fun into marriages, because it was assumed that the companionate marriage
was no longer adequate unless it could find space for erotic love and enjoyment. The
rise of the ‘‘dating system’’ also illustrates the new emphasis on youth culture, the
cultural importance of intimacy and the private sphere, and the focus on ‘‘going out’’
and ‘‘dining out’’ as norms of both courtship and marriage. The commodification of
love has become part of the American Dream. For example, romanticized advertise-
ments rarely picture the couple at home with children, but emphasize instead the
couple as tourists in a landscape, at a romantic restaurant or in an up-market hotel.

The paradigm of romantic love, sexual satisfaction, and youthfulness is now suffi-
ciently powerful in popular culture to influence older generations who either expect
to enjoy love and romantic attachment into old age, or wish to avoid growing
old in order to maintain their romantic attachments (Riggs and Turner, 1999).
These assumptions underpin popular commentaries on love and the aging woman
in, for example, Betty Friedan’s The Fountain of Age (1993). While the elderly are
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encouraged to sustain romantic love, there has been what we might call an ‘‘infanti-
lization’’ of romance by which infants and teeny-boppers have been drawn into the
complex of consumption and romance through popular music. These changes in
expressiveness, romance, and youthfulness constitute what Talcott Parsons called
the expressive revolution, a social change that he regarded as ‘‘a new religious
movement of far-reaching importance’’ (1999: 316). This American religious revolu-
tion involved a shift from the cognitive-instrumental values of early capitalism to an
affective-expressive culture. Perhaps in support of Parsons’s argument one could refer
toMadonna, whose popular songs ‘‘Like a Prayer’’ and ‘‘OpenYourHeart’’ have been
interpreted as aspects of popular religion, whose themes are often compatible with
liberation theology (Hulsether, 2000: 92). For other sectors of American Christianity,
her name and lifestyle represent a mocking travesty of religion and family values.

Christian fundamentalism in America is a direct response to secular humanism.
A major feature of such fundamentalist movements is the desire to restore family
values, improve Christian education, and protect children from lifestyles that are
simultaneously anti-American and anti-Christian. This perception of the erosion of
American values was at the heart of the Moral Majority, formed in 1979 under the
leadership of Jerry Falwell. The original inspiration for this movement came from
political groups that were frustrated with the Republican Party, and it included not
only Protestants, but Roman Catholics, Mormons, and Pentecostalists. American
domestic and foreign policy had to be based on the Bible, and in order to restore
America to its true mission it was necessary to struggle against the ‘‘moral minority’’
that exercised power over the government. The New Christian Right, as they came
to be known, were against abortion, gay rights, and drug liberalization. In fact, there
was a significant emphasis on problems relating to sexuality (Armstrong, 2001:
311). Fundamentalists regarded feminism as a ‘‘disease’’ and equated homosexuality
with pederasty. It was ‘‘secular humanism,’’ a catchall phrase that included feminism,
that had emasculated American men. In this respect, fundamentalism was able to
address a range of popular anxieties aboutmale impotence, high divorce rates, female
self-assertion, and low birthrates.

American fundamentalism responded to this cultural and political crisis in a
number of ways. From the late 1980s there were aggressive, and occasionally
violent, campaigns against abortion clinics by so-called moral ‘‘rescuers.’’ In the
educational system, Christian creationists led an attack on evolutionary science and
Darwinism in an effort to assert the literal truth of Genesis. In terms of family life,
fundamentalists reasserted what they thought to be the biblical view of marriage,
namely the importance of male headship. For example, the Southern Baptist Con-
vention meeting in 1988 amended its Baptist Faith and Message Statement to declare
that a woman should ‘‘submit herself graciously’’ to the leadership of her husband.
The result of the amendment by the largest American Protestant denomination was
to jettison the principle of an egalitarian family (Smith, 2000: 160). This assertion of
male leadership was seen to be a necessary step in restoring the family that is seen to
be fundamental to the continuity of Christianity and to the health of the nation. In
practice, Christian interpretations of what leadership actual means in day-to-day
terms are variable and pragmatic (Ammerman, 1987), but the influence of these
fundamentalist ideas has been significant, as illustrated by President Clinton’s even-
tual confession of sinfulness to a breakfast meeting of Christian leaders.

Although American fundamentalism has been predominantly a Protestant
religious movement of the southern states, there has also been a remarkable
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convergence of opinion between fundamentalism, the political Right, Catholic
conservatives and, ironically, components of the women’s movement around pro-
natalism. These diverse movements have in various ways rejected liberal America in
favor of the regulation of pornography, anti-abortion legislation, the criminalization
of homosexuality, and the virtues of faithfulness and loyalty in sexual partnerships.
In short, these values confirmed a religious view of sexual and marital relationships
that transcended denominational affiliation.

Fundamentalism and the Veil:

Islam and Women’s Rights in Marriage

There are important differences between the sociological origins of Christianity and
Islam. It has been argued that the pre-Islamic Middle East had diverse forms of
marriage and family life in which women enjoyed a considerable degree of power
and freedom. Divorce and remarriage were common for both sexes. For example,
the Prophet’s first wife Khadija was a wealthy widow who, prior to her marriage,
employed Muhammad to oversee her trading arrangements between Mecca and
Syria. Her economic independence and influence over early Islam are taken as
evidence of pre-Islamic opportunities for female independence. Islam arose in a
society in transition where private property in trading centers like Mecca and
Medina became important. With the growth of commercial wealth, women were
increasingly regarded as aspects of individual prosperity and their status declined
(Watt, 1953). However, because influential women, including the Prophet’s wives,
were early converts to Islam, women play an important role in the Qur’an,
unlike women in the New Testament. Islam did not prescribe veiling or the seclusion
of women, and proscribed the tribal custom of female infanticide.

Despite the fact that Qur’anic teaching and hadith protected women, the Orien-
talist literature has taken a critical view of Muhammad’s relationship with women
(Turner, 1974). While Jesus and Muhammad are both charismatic prophets, they are
very different religious figures. Although Muhammad is a model of the perfect life,
he is also an entirely human figure, and had a strong sexual appetite. Islam has never
supported celibacy as a normative standard, and many Islamic texts, such as the
theology of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111), advocate sexual relations as natural
and healthy. Junayd of Baghdad, a renowned Sufi teacher, declared that he needed
sexual intercourse as much as he required food, and that his wife was nourishment
and a means of purifying the heart (Winter, 1995: 41).

The scholarly consensus is that early Islam protected women and gave them a
definite role in the public functions of the community, but the ethical view of gender
equality in the Qur’an was quickly submerged as Islamic expansion was consolidated
into the empires of the Umayyad (661–750) and Abbasid (750–945) periods. The
growth of a military elite and a slave economy also promoted widespread female
domestic slavery, prostitution, and concubinage. Warfare and military expansion
silenced the underlying religious view of human equality, and the earlier freedom of
women to divorce and remarry was curtailed. The religious and ritualistic separation
of the world of men and the world of women was increasingly rigid and formal.

During medieval Islam, these social patterns were generally reinforced, but we
must take into account important regional and class variations. For example,
polygamy and concubinage were typical of the ruling class, but not general in
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Muslim society, where they were regarded as permissible rather than desirable.
Because women need the protection of men, widows and divorcees, without kinship
support, soon found themselves destitute. However, because women could inherit
property, women of the middle class could avoid this fate of social exclusion.
However, women’s capacity to participate in economic activity was limited. The
social seclusion of women was given expression in domestic architecture, where the
harem or women’s quarters of wealthy families was physically secluded and pro-
tected (Scarce, 1996).

The veil is the symbolic core of the issue of female emancipation in Islam, but
veiling is only one component in a complex of religious and legal arrangements that
include seclusion, polygamy, the unrestricted license of men to divorce, early mar-
riage for girls, arranged marriages involving large disparities of age, and such
practices as clitoridectomy (Ahmed, 1992). The veil presents a paradox for which
there are no clear solutions. Veiling has been associated with religious prejudice and
the social oppression of women, but it also has strong connections with Orientalism
and Western colonial control of Muslim society. Various modernization movements
have sought to undercut religious regulation of dress. In Turkey, under Mustafa
Kemal Atatürk, the hat laws attempted to modernize men’s headgear and to liberate
women from the veil. However, with the spread of fundamentalism in the late
twentieth century, women have been re-veiling. In some societies such as Java
(Brenner, 1996), which have historically not had a history of veiling, recent adoption
of the veil is associated with a redefinition of the female self. In other societies such
as Egypt, the veil is deeply connected with colonial history. InModern Egypt (1908),
the Earl of Cromer concluded that, whereas the ‘‘Christian respects women; the
teaching of his religion and the incidents of his religious worship tend to elevate
them. . . . The Moslem, on the other hand, despises women; both his religion and the
example of his Prophet, the history of whose private life has been handed down to
him, tend to lower them in his eyes’’ (Baring, 2000: 157). His solution was that Islam
would achieve successful modernization only when Muslim women had been liber-
ated from ignorance and seclusion. His argument was hypocritical, since he simul-
taneously opposed the political liberation of women in England, where he was the
president for the Men’s League for Opposing Women’s Suffrage. Of course, many
Muslim reformers themselves had identified the veil with social and cultural back-
wardness, and had advocated the education of women, albeit in a limited and
narrow curriculum, as the first step toward social modernization.

Cromer’s contradictory attitudes in fact characterize the whole debate about the
veil. Muslim women who want to de-veil appear to accept a Western critique of
Islam as backward and patriarchal, and at the same time de-veiling has a powerful
sexual meaning. Within their own societies, de-veiling is often closely associated
with social class, because education and wealth are inversely related to the veil.
Veiling for upper-class women has more to do with fashion than with religion. In
defense of veiling,Muslim fundamentalists characteristically argue that sexual libera-
tion for women in the West has resulted in their endless commercial and sexual
exploitation. As a result, the seclusion and veiling of women cannot be separated
from the history of colonialism, patriarchy, and social class (Arkoun, 1994: 60).

Egypt provides a useful case study to explore the historical development of
women’s status in the Middle East over the twentieth century (Botman, 1999). In
the 1920s and 1930s, there was a period of rapid political and cultural development
for women, with numerous women’s associations and societies emerging such as the
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Egyptian Woman, the Society of Mothers of the Future (1921), and the Society of the
New Woman (1919). However, there was no success in the restriction of polygamy
and divorce reform. Tunisia was the only country to prohibit polygamy (Charrad,
1997), and there were also no legal restrictions on the practice of clitoridectomy. In
1923, after Britain granted Egypt partial independence, the constitutional arrange-
ments made no provision for women’s political equality, and women who had been
politically active were expected to return to domestic life in the private sphere, but
women came to play a significant part in the development of Egyptian nationalism.
World War II radicalized political consciousness in Egyptian society, and in 1944 the
Egyptian Feminist Party was formed, with a political platform that included advo-
cacy of birth control and abortion. Women were active in the rise of Egyptian
nationalism and, through the Women’s Committee for Popular Resistance, in 1951
supported the struggle against the British in the Suez crisis. Women enjoyed support
from the Islamicmodernists who argued that theQur’an gavewomen equal social and
political rights, and the nationalist government of Gamal Abd al-Nasser introduced a
range of social reforms that enhanced women’s status in post-colonial Egyptian
society. While Nasser’s ‘‘state feminism’’ undermined the power of husbands and
fathers, it made women dependent on the state such that state patriarchy presupposed
private patriarchy. In more recent times, the regimes of Anwar Sadat and Husni
Mubarak have achieved political continuity by forging an alliance between
fundamentalists, state officials, and the middle class (Hatem, 1994). In the 1980s
many of the social advances ofwomenwere challenged by the politics of Islamism that
sought to reestablish traditional values. The ‘‘politics of reversal’’ wants to enforce the
hijab (curtain) as a potent symbol of the (re)domestication of women.

The complex cultural meanings of veiling and unveiling – a protest against
Western imperialism, shelter in a patriarchal society, a statement of female egalitar-
ianism, and an assertion of Islamic patriarchy – have given rise to many contested
understandings of Muslim women and the family in particular, and sexuality more
generally. What is less contested is the fact that, while many husbands would prefer
their wives to stay at home, the Egyptian economy and rising consumerist expect-
ations will keep women in the labor force. Female participation in education and in
the labor market has expanded continuously, but with continuing high rates of
unemployment, social frustration has also increased. There has been rapid demo-
graphic growth and an exodus of rural labor into the large cities. These social
conditions, combined with the ultimate failure of Nasser’s socialism, have been the
breeding ground of Islamism and fundamentalism. The Muslim Brethren, founded
by Hasan al-Banna (1906–49), were anti-British and anti-Western, although their
ideas on social reform were close to the agenda of Muhammad Abduh. While
their membership grew rapidly in the 1940s, they had little success in recruiting
educated Egyptian women. The Society of Muslim Sisters was small, and the
Brethren’s plans for the emancipation of women were deeply conservative. As a
result, the political history of women in Egypt shows clearly that the growth of
citizenship is never a secure or certain movement of expansion. Social rights can only
be sustained through constant and determined social struggle.

The recent history of women, the family, and reproduction in Islamic society is
typically seen as a struggle between fundamentalism and modernism over the status
of women. These political struggles, however, need to be seen in the context of the
involvement of the state in the management of reproduction and its contribution to
society. In the early twentieth century, most societies adopted eugenic strategies as
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components of systematic policies of modernization. Improving the nation required
improvements to human breeding, involving, for example, compulsory and volun-
tary sterilization, contraception, abortion, laws that restricted marriage, and adop-
tion. We need to see the struggle over women as a struggle over reproductive
citizenship, where the state may often collaborate with fundamentalism to achieve
a governance over women in the name of their social rights (Ong, 1990).

Conclusion: The Problems of Religion and the

Crisis of the Family

The principal debate about marriage and family life in the twentieth century has in
retrospect revolved around the so-called romantic love complex, that is, the notion
of love as the basic motivation for marriage and intimacy as the foundation of
marital happiness. Through the Middle Ages, there was a tension between passion-
ate love and the institution of marriage, because marriage was essentially a contract
between families, which was designed to legitimize sexual intercourse in order to
guarantee the continuous ownership and distribution of property through new
generations. Modern marriages represent a revolutionary transformation of this
traditional pattern, because they attempt to base marriage on romantic attachment
and to define marriage in terms of companionship and intimacy. There is an increas-
ing social emphasis on the importance of courtship and dating behavior in youth
culture, and love rather than an economic partnership or a familial alliance becomes
the sole justification for marriage, following a romantic courtship.

This emphasis on romantic love places major emotional burdens on the married
couple, because they are committed to fulfilling high expectations of intimacy and
sexual gratification. The norms of sincerity, trust, and emotional satisfaction have,
paradoxically, consequences in widespread marital unhappiness and high divorce
rates, because it is difficult to satisfy these expectations of romantic intimacy in a
period where the majority of women have entered the labor force, where the
grounds for divorce are very broad, and where early marriage and life expectancy
combine to make multiple marriages in a single life-course demographically pos-
sible. The result is a paradoxical situation of high rates of marriage, a high incidence
of adultery, high levels of remarriage, and extensive intrafamilial conflict across
generations. The complexity of modern patterns of love, intimacy, and marriage
have been described as ‘‘normal chaos’’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).

This interpretation of the modern marriage as a ‘‘transformation of intimacy’’ has
been a dominant theme of contemporary sociology, where the ideal of a ‘‘pure
relationship’’ of love rather than calculation is seen to be the historical outcome of
the rise of the romantic love complex, the quest for a democratic relationship in
marriage by the women’s movement, the critique of traditional double standards
in marriage by feminism, and the emphasis on intimacy which is associated with gay
and lesbian politics (Giddens, 1992). Although these features – equality, intimacy,
and sincerity – are important values in modern marriage, it should be recalled that
this account of the modern marriage has its antecedents in the notion of the ‘‘com-
panionate’’ marriage from an earlier period. In the US, the companionate relationship
was seen to be the emerging pattern of marriage in the 1930s (Nimkoff, 1934). It was
defined as a state of lawful wedlock, which was entered into for the sake of intimate
companionship rather than for the procreation of children. Such a relationship was
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associated with social and geographical mobility, with a leisure lifestyle referred to as
‘‘hotel living,’’ and with social transience. Indeed such a relationship was termed the
‘‘hotel family’’ (Hayner, 1927). These companionate relations were assumed to be
increasing, with the result that the family was evolving from an economic institution
of contractual obligation to an intimate companionship.

The development of emotional intimacy and the pure relationship has been seen as
part of the secularization of society, and in particular of the secularization of the
traditional institution of marriage. Marriage as a means of stable procreation and
the family as an institution for the socialization of children have been through a
process of de-Christianization, but the new emphasis on love, eroticism, and com-
panionship is also a radicalization of the Protestant tradition that had its origins in
revolutionary debates about society in the seventeenth century. This illustration
serves to remind us not to confuse the apparent transformation of contemporary
institutions as irrefutable evidence of long-term cultural changes. The idea that
modern love is chaotic because it is secular and individualized has become a
fashionable component of contemporary sociology, but we need to take a deeper
historical view of erotic and intimate relationships to grasp their enduring sacral
character (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). The roots of modern romanticism are
to be found in the eroticism of religious enthusiasm and conversion that fathomed
the unpredictable world of intimacy in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. The ‘‘modern romantic love complex’’ has to be seen as the contemporary
heir of religious enthusiasm.
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Trends in the Formation and

Dissolution of Couples
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Industrialized countries have experienced dramatic changes in values, attitudes, and
behaviors related to couple formation and dissolution, particularly since the 1960s.
People are marrying at a later age, and marriage rates fell significantly in the last
decades of the twentieth century, while unmarried cohabitation increased at a very
fast rate. Divorce rates rose over much of the twentieth century, but by the start of
the new millennium they were starting to stabilize and even fall slightly in some
countries. Some scholars believe that marriage as an institution is in crisis (Pollard
and Wu, 1998). There has been a gradual trend toward the liberalization of divorce
laws, and gradual social and legal recognition of nonmarital conjugal relationships –
both opposite-sex and same-sex cohabitation – though there is substantial variation
in trends between different jurisdictions.

This chapter briefly reviews the historical development of laws governing
marriage and divorce, and presents current statistical information on marriage and
divorce, unmarried opposite-sex cohabitation, and same-sex relationships. Socio-
economic, demographic, and legal factors are examined to explain the recent trends
in the formation and dissolution of couples, and comparisons are made between
industrialized countries. Discussion focuses primarily on Canada, England, and the
US, though some comparisons are also made with other countries. As there have
been more legal developments in Canada in regard to many of these issues, that
country is discussed more than the others.

Marriage and Divorce

The historical perspective

Within the past several decades, coincident with the rise of civil rights and feminism,
marriage in industrialized countries has come to be viewed by many people as a
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partnership of equals. This was not always the case. Traditionally, many societies
believed that a husband owned his wife, much as he could own property, and for this
reason, his wife was expected to be subservient to him. A husband had the right to
have sexual relations with his wife whether or not she consented, and he could not
be convicted of raping her. Implicit in this patriarchal model was the notion that the
husband was to be the ‘‘head of the household’’ and have primary responsibility for
providing income, while the wife’s role was to support him by maintaining the
home, raising the children, and fulfilling her husband’s needs. If the wife was
employed outside of the home, the husband was entitled to her wages. While the
family was the primary economic unit of pre-industrial society, romantic love and
personal satisfaction were not considered important for marriage.

Religion also played a strong role in the structure of traditional marriages and
provided norms and values that guided the behavior of married couples (Kurian,
1993). Foremost among these was the idea that marriage was permanent. Prior to
the mid-nineteenth century, divorce in England could only be obtained by petition-
ing Parliament, a procedure that only the very wealthy could afford, though deser-
tion without divorce was not unheard of, and an ‘‘innocent’’ wife deserted by a
wealthy man might be able to claim alimony. In the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, there was a gradual move to permit divorce. In the late eighteenth century
attitudes and laws about divorce were somewhat more liberal in some of the
American states and Canadian colonies than in England, though a woman who
was guilty of adultery, even after her husband deserted her, would lose custody of her
children and had no claim to support.

In the twentieth century, with industrialization, urbanization, the decline of the
influence of religion, and the recognition of greater rights for women in society,
views about the nature of marriage changed. Improvements in birth control, the
invention of labor-saving devices for the home, and the increased participation of
women in the labor force all played a role in changing attitudes and behaviors
related to marriage. Gradually marriage came to be viewed as a partnership of
equals. Increasingly, people entered marriage from a sense of romantic love, in
order to achieve companionship and personal fulfillment, rather than out of a
sense of religious duty or economic necessity.

Along with changing perceptions of marriage, however, came the notion that if
marriage is to be valued primarily for its personal satisfaction, then if the personal
satisfaction derived from the relationship begins to wane, the marriage should be
ended. ‘‘Gradually, the standard shifted from one which required couples to remain
married even if they were not in love to one which virtually demanded divorce unless
they remained in love’’ (Furstenberg, 1990: 380). While divorce was not common
until the latter half of the twentieth century, after 1960 divorce laws began to change
and divorce rates dramatically rose. Marriage was still generally viewed as the most
desirable environment in which to raise children, but there was a growing accept-
ance and incidence of single parenthood.

The changing legal framework for divorce

By 1970, almost every jurisdiction in the industrialized world had enacted a divorce
law. The last two Canadian provinces to have legislative divorce were Quebec and
Newfoundland, where the influence of the Roman Catholic Church prevented the
enactment of this type of law until 1968. In the last third of the twentieth century,

trends in the formation and dissolution of couples 307



the only jurisdiction without divorce was the Republic of Ireland, where as a result
of the influence of the Catholic Church, there was no divorce until 1996 when a
referendum amended the Constitution to allow it. Legislation was subsequently
passed that provided a no-fault divorce system in the Republic of Ireland, which
means that a divorce can only be obtained if the parties have been separated for four
years and there is no prospect of reconciliation (Shannon, 1999).

Until about 1960, divorce laws were fault-based, with the ‘‘innocent’’ spouse
entitled to seek a divorce if the other spouse was guilty of a ‘‘matrimonial offense.’’
Adultery was a ground for divorce in virtually every country, with some jurisdictions
also recognizing cruelty, desertion, and other grounds.

In the late 1960s and 1970s attitudes toward divorce and legislation governing the
divorce process went through a process of liberalization. In most industrialized
countries, legislation was enacted to add ‘‘no-fault’’ grounds to the fault-based
regimes, and in some cases to completely replace them. No-fault regimes allow
either party to a marriage to seek legal dissolution of the marriage after a period
of separation, ranging from a few weeks to five years. The existence of ‘‘no-fault’’
grounds signals a change in social and moral attitudes toward divorce, and is
intended to encourage a less adversarial attitude toward the divorce process.

In Canada, legislation enacted in 1968 allowed for divorce based on three years’
consensual separation, in addition to fault-based grounds; in 1986 there was a further
liberalization, with the period of separation reduced to one year, and by the end of the
century nine out of ten divorces were based on one year’s separation. In 1969,
California was the first state to enact a no-fault divorce law, and now about twenty
American states allow a divorce only on the basis of the declaration of one or both
parties that there has been an ‘‘irretrievable breakdown’’ of the marriage. Most
American states have legislation allowing for divorce based on a period of separation,
ranging from sixty days to three years, though the most common periods are six to
eighteen months. New York and a couple of other states have retained essentially
fault-based divorce regimes (Gregory, Swisher, and Wolf, 2001).

England has a mixed regime, allowing divorce either on fault-based grounds or
two no-fault grounds: two years’ separation with the respondent’s consent to the
divorce or five years’ separation. Law-reform debates in the 1980s and 1990s in
England focused on removing the concept of fault from divorce laws. This culmin-
ated in the passage of legislation in 1996 that removed the need to establish fault
grounds in order to obtain a divorce. Instead, divorce was to be available to parties
who had separated for at least eighteen months, provided that they went through a
series of procedural steps, such as attending information meetings, which were
intended to encourage the spouses to reflect more seriously on whether their mar-
riage had irretrievably broken down (Eekelaar, 1999). This legislation was highly
controversial as opponents expressed concern that it would undermine marriage.
Part II of the Family Law Act 1996, which would have introduced no-fault divorce,
has not been implemented because the government was not convinced that sufficient
couples would save their marriage as a result of attending information meetings
(Lord Chancellor’s Department, 2001; Walker, 2001).

Laws governing divorce have also changed to reflect the more egalitarian nature of
marriage. While there is a great deal of complexity and variation in property laws, at
the same time as divorce laws were being liberalized, women were advocating adop-
tion of property regimes that divided equally at least some of the assets acquired by
either spouse during the marriage, based on a partnership model of marriage and as a

308 joanne j. paetsch, nicholas m. bala



recognition that domestic contributions should give rise to an entitlement to property
claims. Spousal support laws have also gradually changed, and are now generally
written in gender-neutral language, though almost invariably if a claim ismade, it is by
the woman, who is the partner most likely to have made career sacrifices and
assumed a primarily domestic role. Awoman is expected to take reasonable steps to
become self-supporting after separation, and most women do not receive spousal
support after they separate from their husbands. However, in most jurisdictions a
woman is no longer automatically disentitled to support merely because she has
committed a single act of adultery, but rather the focus is on the contributions and
economic dependency in the relationship and how realistic it is for the woman to be
self-supporting.

Along with the rise of no-fault divorce was an effort to reduce the adversarial
nature of divorce. Increasingly, couples are looking to trained mediators to help
them resolve disputes rather than to judges. There is increasing use of some form of
‘‘shared parenting’’ or ‘‘joint custody’’ after divorce, which in some jurisdictions is
encouraged by legislative change and in others is simply a reflection of changing
social and professional attitudes.

Demographic Information on

Marriage and Divorce
1

Marriage and divorce rates

The number of marriage ceremonies conducted in Canada peaked in 1972, and the
crude marriage rate (i.e., number of marriages per 1,000 population) fell from 7.1 in
1987 to 5.1 in 1998. As marriage rates have fallen, cohabitation rates have soared.
In Canada, the number of cohabiting couples (i.e., two persons of the opposite sex
who are not legally married to each other, but live together as husband and wife in
the same dwelling) increased by 28 percent between 1991 and 1996.

Marriage rates also fell in the last quarter of the twentieth century in other
industrialized countries. In the US, the crude marriage rate fell by 23 percent from
10.9 in 1972 to 8.4 in 1998. In England andWales, the crude marriage rate fell by 41
percent over the same period, from 17.3 in 1972 to 10.2 in 1998.

In Canada, the crude divorce rate (i.e., number of divorces per 1,000 population)
peaked at 3.55 in 1987 following amendments to the Divorce Act, which allowed
divorce after one year of separation instead of three. The crude divorce rate has been
generally declining since 1987, although the number of divorces in 1998 was up
slightly from that in 1997, resulting in a crude divorce rate of 2.28. Based on this
rate, it is estimated that 36 percent of marriages will end in divorce within 30 years
of marriage.

The crude divorce rate has also fallen in the US from a high of 5.3 in 1979 to 4.2 in
1998. In England and Wales, the crude divorce rate rose steadily from a low of 1.5 in
1971 to a high of 3.2 in 1993, and declined to 2.8 in 1998.

Average ages at marriage and divorce

The average age of brides in Canada in 1998 was 31.1 years, up from 28.6 years in
1988, and the average age of first-time brides was 27.6 years. Men are also marrying
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later; the average age of grooms in Canada in 1998 was 33.7 years, up from 31.2
years in 1988, and first-time grooms averaged 29.6 years of age.

The average ages of women and men at marriage also increased over the years in
other countries, although Americans tend to be younger at the time of marriage than
in Canada or England. In the US, the median age of women at first marriage in 2000
was 25.1 years, up from 20.8 in 1970. The median age of men at first marriage in
2000 was 26.8 years, up from 23.2 in 1970 (Fields and Casper, 2001). While the age
gap between men and women has narrowed, American men are still 1.7 years older
than American women at the time of first marriage.

In England and Wales, the median age of women at first marriage in 1998 was 27
years, up from 21.5 in 1976, and the median age of men at first marriage in 1998
was 28.9 years, up from 23.7 in 1976.

Men and women are also divorcing at later ages. In 1998, the average age of
Canadian women at divorce was 39.4 years old, while Canadian men were 42 years
old. This is an increase of 2.6 years for both men and women since 1989. The same
trend is seen in the other jurisdictions examined, although American men and
women, in keeping with younger ages at marriage, are also younger at divorce.
The median age at divorce for American women in 1996 was 29 years for divorce
from a first marriage, and 37 years for divorce from a second marriage. For
American men in 1996, the median age at divorce from a first marriage was
30.5 years, and 39.3 years for divorce from a second marriage (Kreider and Fields,
2001).

In England and Wales, the median age at divorce also increased for both men and
women. In 1998, women were 36.3 years of age at divorce, compared to 33.1 years
in 1976. Men were aged 38.7, up from 35.4 in 1976.

The duration of marriages

The duration of marriages that end in divorce has also been increasing. Marriages
that ended in divorce in 1998 in Canada lasted an average of 13.7 years, compared
to 12.9 years in 1989. In England and Wales, the median duration of all
marriages for divorcing couples in 1999 was 10.5 years, up from 9.7 years a decade
earlier.

The median duration of marriage in the US is shorter, where most divorces occur
within the first 10 years of marriage. In 1996, the median duration of first marriage
for those whose first marriage ended in divorce was 7.9 years. The median duration
of second marriages was even shorter, at 6.8 years for women and 7.3 years for men
(Kreider and Fields, 2001). According to Bramlett and Mosher (2001), the duration
of marriage is linked to a woman’s age at first marriage. In a study of first marriage
dissolution in the United States, they found that the older a woman is at first
marriage, the longer that marriage is likely to last. Fifty-nine percent of marriages
to brides under 18 ended in separation or divorce, compared to 36 percent of those
married at age 20 or older.

Repartnering

In two-thirds of themarriages in Canada in 1997, both partners weremarrying for the
first time. Both partners were previously divorced in 12 percent of the marriages, and
in 18 percent, the marriage involved a first-time partner and a divorced partner. Less
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than 5 percent of the marriages in Canada in 1997 involved a widowed partner.
Previously divorced women averaged 39.8 years at remarriage, and previously
divorced men were 43.4 years old on average. Previously widowed women and
men averaged 55.5 years and 62.1 years on average.

In a study of the decline of marriage in Canada, Nault and Bélanger (1996) found
that while the number of marriages among divorced persons increased from 1981 to
1991, it was only because the population at risk, i.e., the number of divorced persons,
increased rapidly. When looking at the variation in the marriage rate for divorcees, it
decreased by 43 percent over the ten-year period, while the marriage rate for never-
married persons decreased by 25 percent. Similarly, while the marriage rate for
widowed persons was already much lower than that of never-married and divorced
persons in 1981, by 1991 the rate had decreased by a further 29 percent.

According toNorton andMiller (1992: 5), high divorce rates in the US have created
a ‘‘large pool of eligibles for remarriage.’’ In 1991, 4 out of 10 marriages involved a
second or higher-order marriage for the bride, the groom, or both. The data on
remarriage after divorce show a decline in the percentage of women who remarried
between 1975 and 1990. However, Bramlett and Mosher (2001) calculated that 75
percent of divorced women remarry within 10 years, and the probability of remar-
riage is significantly higher for women who were younger at divorce.

Analysis of factors affecting trends in divorce

Marriage rates have fallen in Canada, the US, and Great Britain, as well as in
Australia, New Zealand, and many other countries. While divorce rates increased
dramatically between about 1960 and 1985, since 1990 they have stabilized and
even gradually declined. Ages of first-time brides and grooms and women and men
for all marriages have increased, although in the US they tend to be a little younger
when compared to the other jurisdictions. Likewise, ages of men and women at
divorce have increased.

Cohabitation rates are also increasing in the jurisdictions examined, and are
usually cited as the main reason for declining marriage rates. Changing demograph-
ics, such as the aging ‘‘baby boomers,’’ have also been suggested as causal factors
affecting marriage rates. Nault and Bélanger (1996) acknowledge that the decline in
the first-marriage rate in Canada is due, in part, to the aging of the never-married
population, but argue that the effect is negligible. Likewise, Goldstein (1999) argues
that compositional factors such as the age structure of the population (measured in
terms of marital duration), age at marriage, and marriage order fail to account for
the leveling of divorce rates in the US. The declining divorce rate is also likely in part
due to the fact that fewer people are getting married, so the number of couples at risk
of divorce is smaller.

Social characteristics appear to influence marriage and divorce rates. According
to Bahr (2001), these include: (1) higher marital expectations; (2) the increasing
economic independence of women; (3) the growing social acceptance of divorce;
(4) no-fault divorce laws; and (5) increased individualism. Bahr (2001) suggests that,
in American culture, the expectations of marriage for personal happiness have
increased over time, while the protective, religious, educational, and recreational
functions of the family have decreased, and may now be met by other institutions. If
the expected fulfillment from the marriage is not achieved, then the major reason for
being married no longer exists. This social characteristic is closely related to that of
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increased individualism. American culture emphasizes freedom, autonomy, and the
pursuit of individual happiness. The civil rights and feminist movements of the
1960s and 1970s emphasized individual rights, and questioned traditional roles,
responsibilities, and authority. A consequence is that Americans are less committed
to marriage, and more likely to divorce, cohabit, or seek other alternatives to
marriage.

Another major social change is the increasing economic independence of women.
In the US, for example, the percentage of employed married women increased from
32 percent in 1960 to 62 percent in 1998. Bahr (2001) suggests that a woman who is
employed may be more likely to leave an unhappy marriage than a woman who
is unemployed. Likewise, an unhappy man may be more likely to leave a marriage if
his wife is financially independent and there will be no spousal support obligation.

In Canada, enrolment in post-secondary education appears to be a major factor
delaying first marriage, as it extends the period during which women are not viewed,
or do not view themselves, as fully eligible for marriage (Pollard and Wu, 1998).

One of the controversial issues about divorce reform is whether the enactment of
no-fault divorce laws has contributed to the decline in the stability of marriage.
Some conservatives have criticized divorce reform, arguing that by facilitating
divorce and allowing a spouse to terminate a marriage without establishing the
fault of the other party, the no-fault regimes have contributed to a ‘‘culture of
divorce’’ that undermines the family, leads to increased spousal abuse, and nega-
tively affects children and their mothers (Wardle, 1999).

In the late 1990s, a few conservative American states with strong Christian influ-
ences, such as Louisiana and Arizona, enacted laws to allow ‘‘Covenant Marriages.’’
Those who choose to enter this type of marriage are required to have premarital
counseling from a minister or other person. Further, in the event of separation, a
party to a Covenant Marriage must have a longer period of separation than if they
have an ordinary marriage, typically having to wait two years instead of six months;
an innocent spouse in a Covenant Marriage may still obtain a divorce based on such
fault grounds as adultery or cruelty. It is still too early to assess the impact of
Covenant Marriages on divorce rates, but relatively few couples are choosing this
marital option, perhaps because of the more elaborate premarital process.

Liberals have responded that societal change has made divorce more acceptable,
and reduced the number of women who are dependent on marriage for economic
support. They argue that there is no evidence that no-fault divorce reform causes
breakdown of marriages, but only that it facilitates the legal dissolution of marital
relationships in which the parties have already separated (Ellman and Lohr, 1997).
Glendon (1989) similarly notes that divorce is better understood as a symptom
rather than a cause of marriage breakdown, and Rhode (1997) observes that making
divorce harder does not keep couples together but simply makes the formal separ-
ation process more costly and acrimonious.

Unmarried Opposite-Sex Cohabitation

The growing incidence of unmarried opposite-sex unions

One of the most significant trends in couple formation in the last third of the
twentieth century was the growing societal acceptance and incidence of unmarried
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opposite-sex cohabitation. The decline in religious influences, increased gender
equality, and a decline in the sense of permanence of marriage all played a role in
the increased popularity of cohabitation.

Cohabitation rates in Canada, the US, Great Britain, and Europe rose dramatic-
ally. The number of cohabiting couple families in Canada more than doubled
between 1981 and 1991, and increased by a further 28 percent from 1991 to
1996, which was a rate of increase 16 times that for married-couple families.
While the proportion of cohabiting couples increased in all age groups, the highest
increase occurred among people aged 15 to 29. By 1996 approximately one conjugal
opposite-sex couple in seven in Canada cohabited without marrying.

The cohabitation rate in Canada is higher than that of the US and England,
though lower than that of the Scandinavian countries. In the US, census estimates
indicate that the number of cohabiting couples increased from 1.1 million in 1977 to
4.9 million in 1997, almost 5 percent of all households. The increase in cohabitation
occurred across all education levels, and among all racial and ethnic groups in
American society. In England, cohabiting couples accounted for 7.3 percent of all
households in 1996. It is estimated that the number of cohabiting couples in Great
Britain, 1.56 million in 1996, will rise to 2.93 million in 2021, which would mean
more than one in five of all couples cohabiting (Haskey, 2001).

There have also been increasing rates of cohabitation in Scandinavia, though the
rates are significantly higher. By 1996, about one-quarter of all opposite sex unions
were cohabiting rather than married in Sweden (22.7 percent), Denmark (27
percent) and Iceland (25.4 percent) (Wu, 2000).

Factors influencing the formation of cohabiting relationships

The majority of Canadians cohabit in their first conjugal relationship. Between 1990
and 1995, over half (57 percent) of Canadians who entered their first conjugal union
chose to live together rather than marry. Using data from the 1995 General Social
Survey, Turcotte and Bélanger (1997) examined a variety of factors that influenced
the formation of such unions. They found that the probability of living in a cohabit-
ation relationship is significantly higher for women in more recent birth cohorts. The
likelihood of cohabiting was 30 percent higher for women born between 1971 and
1980 (aged 15–24 at the time of the survey) than it was for women born between
1961 and 1970.

Women who attended weekly religious services were half as likely to cohabit in
their first union as were women who attended services occasionally. Similarly,
immigrants were half as likely to cohabit than were native-born Canadian women.
The likelihood of cohabiting was not found to vary with different levels of educa-
tional attainment. However, women who were presently enrolled in school were 30
percent less likely to form a cohabitation relationship than were women who were
not attending school. Women who were employed were twice as likely to opt for a
cohabitation union than were women who did not work outside of the home.

The instability of cohabiting relationships

Despite their popularity, cohabiting relationships tend to be short-lived unions. Data
from the US (Forste, 2001) and Britain (Murphy, 2000) indicate that most cohabit-
ing couples marry or separate within two years. An analysis of Canadian data
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reveals that starting conjugal life in a cohabiting relationship, as opposed to a
marriage, sharply increases the probability of the first union ending in separation
(Le Bourdais, Neill, and Turcotte, 2000). Moreover, the risk of separation is just as
high whether or not the cohabiting partners eventually marry each other. For women
aged 30 to 39, 63 percent of those whose first relationship was cohabitation had
separated by 1995, compared to 33 percent of women who married first.

While marriage and cohabitation unions share many similarities (e.g., they both
involve an intimate relationship, shared living quarters, and family environment),
there are several important differences between cohabitation and marriage (Wu and
Pollard, 2000). Although there is some mingling of economic resources in cohabit-
ation unions, cohabitors are more likely to keep their finances separate from one
another than are married couples. The likelihood of having children is lower in a
nonmarital cohabiting relationship than in marriage, while the incidence of spousal
abuse is higher. The better a woman’s financial position, the less likely she is to marry
her cohabiting partner and the more likely she is to separate. Likewise, increased
social resources for women appear to decrease the probability of marriage. Wu and
Pollard (2000) suggest that increased economic and social resources may make
marriage less desirable, or may facilitate the dissolution of a bad union.

Full-time employment was also found to affect the instability of Canadian cohab-
itation relationships. Full-time skilled and semi-professional women were more
likely to marry than unemployed women, but they were also more likely to separate.
Wu and Pollard (2000: 324) suggest that increased women’s labor-force participa-
tion may increase union instability because the ‘‘supply of attractive alternatives to
current partners is increased.’’ On the other hand, professional and full-time semi-
professional men are more likely to marry than unemployed men. According to the
authors, steady employment in high-level occupations makes men attractive as
partners, and increases the pressure on them to legalize a nonmarital union.

The instability of cohabitation unions seen in Canada is also evident in other
industrialized countries. A British study of marital dissolution among the 1958 birth
cohort found that previous cohabitation with another partner and premarital co-
habitation were both associated with higher rates of marital breakdown (Berrington
and Diamond, 1999).

In a social demographic look at cohabitation in the US, Forste (2001) argues that
there are two primary interpretations as to why cohabitation prior to marriage
increases the risk of divorce. The first hypothesis is that people who choose to
cohabit are different from people who choose to marry first, while the second is
that the act of living together itself changes the relationship and encourages instabil-
ity. Both of these positions have support in the literature. Wu (1999) suggests that
cohabitational experiences delay marriage timing. He argues that cohabitors are
reluctant to enter into a marital relationship because they have less conventional
views of, and less commitment to, the institution of marriage. Forste (2001) con-
cludes that because cohabitation is perceived as less permanent than marriage,
cohabiting couples are less likely to engage in the activities that encourage commit-
ment and longevity in the relationship.

The legal recognition of cohabiting relationships

Until the last quarter of the twentieth century, nonmarital unions had no legal
recognition. Women who lived with men outside of marriage would have no
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legal claims to property or support, despite living together for decades. Even if the
parties made an agreement about their respective rights, the courts were likely to
refuse to enforce it as it would be regarded as ‘‘contrary to public policy.’’ While
there might be a claim to child support if the couple had children together, the
children were regarded as ‘‘illegitimate.’’ The term ‘‘bastard’’ historically referred to
a child born out of wedlock, a child who had an inferior legal status.

Canada is one of the countries that has gone the farthest in terms of the legal and
social recognition of unmarried opposite-sex cohabitation. Starting in the late 1970s
Canadian courts began touse trust andpartnership doctrines to allow claims to a share
in property acquired during a long-term cohabitation relationship, in order to recog-
nize the contribution of one partner to the acquisition of property by the other and to
prevent the unjust enrichment of one partner by the other. In the initial court cases, the
contribution had to be in the form of direct labor on a joint enterprise, like a farm or
business, but by the late 1980s the courts began to recognize that a domestic contribu-
tion, such as staying at home to look after a couple’s children, could give rise to a claim.

Starting in the 1970s provinces also began to enact statutes to give unmarried
partners the same right as married spouses to claim ‘‘spousal support’’ at the end of
the relationship if they cohabited for a stipulated period of time (initially the
legislation required relatively long periods of cohabitation – such as five years –
but requisite periods of cohabitation are shorter now, often one year). These statutes
are said to ‘‘ascribe’’ or impose a limited ‘‘spousal’’ status for specified purposes,
regardless of the intent of the parties. The rationale for enacting this type of
legislation was mainly to protect women who might become dependent in these
marriage-like relationships, though the statutes are written in gender-neutral terms.
This type of law also allowed the state to shift some women from social assistance to
claiming support from their former partners.

As a result of a 1995 decision of the Supreme Court of Canada it has been held
that, for purposes such as insurance claims, denying ‘‘spousal status’’ to a long-term
unmarried partner is unconstitutional discrimination. A range of social and family
legislation in Canada now recognizes the spousal status of an unmarried cohabiting
partner, for such purposes as insurance, estate law, and taxation. For all issues
related to children, the distinctions between marital and nonmarital relationships
have been abolished in Canada.

In most provinces legislation still provides that for certain limited purposes, such
as property law, married persons may have rights and obligations that the unmarried
do not, but Canadian law has gone a long way toward equating the two types of
relationships. Parties may choose to have an agreement to regulate aspects of their
private relationship, such as in regard to property, and this is increasingly common.
In 2002, the Supreme Court of Canada held because an unmarried person chose not
to marry, it was not discriminatory to deny them access to matrimonial property
statutes, though they may still make property claims based on agreements or to
reflect contributions. (Bala and Bromwich, 2002).

In England, there is limited recognition of unmarried opposite-sex cohabitation,
though it is clearly not fully equated to marriage. The courts are, for example, very
reluctant to allow a property-based claim at the end of a nonmarital relationship in
the absence of a clear agreement or direct financial contribution to the acquisition of
assets. Some statutes recognize cohabitation relationships, for example, for succes-
sion law and responding to domestic violence, but for many purposes even long-
term opposite-sex cohabiting relationships do not give rise to the same rights and
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obligations as marriage (Douglas, 2000). Even as regards children, a father of a child
born out of wedlock will have fewer rights than if the child were born in a marital
relationship (Pickford, 1999).

Although there is an increasing incidence of cohabiting relationships in the US,
there is very limited legal recognition for these relationships, with the courts and
legislatures expressing concern that the recognition of these relationships would
undermine marriage. In most states agreements between cohabiting partners about
sharing of property are now enforceable, though in a few states like Illinois the
courts have held that enforcing such an agreement would still be contrary to public
policy. An increasing number of municipalities have bylaws that recognize ‘‘domes-
tic relationships’’ for such purposes as pension and health benefits. In many states
the courts allow a nonmarital partner to make a claim for property acquired during
a relationship, but it is generally necessary to establish that there was a contribution
of money or labor, while domestic or child-care responsibilities will generally not
give rise to a property claim. Apart from rare cases where there is an agreement, no
state recognizes these relationships for purposes of establishing a support obligation
after separation (Gregory, Swisher, and Wolf, 2001).

Same-Sex Relationships

From discrimination to growing legal recognition

Traditionally there has been great social and religious prejudice against homosexual
relationships. Only a man and woman were entitled to marry, and only this type of
conjugal relationship had legal, social, or religious sanction. In many countries
engaging in homosexual acts was a crime. In Canada, for example, ‘‘sodomy’’
(anal intercourse) between consenting adults was a crime until 1969. In the US in
1986 the Supreme Court upheld the constitutional validity of criminalizing sodomy,
at which time over a dozen states had this type of law.

As discussed above, with the rise in divorce rates in the last quarter of the
twentieth century came a growing social and legal acceptance of unmarried opposite-
sex cohabitation. It was, however, only in the last decade of the twentieth century
that same-sex partners began to gain any legal recognition. The growing recognition
of same-sex relationships is in a significant measure a reflection of the growing
emphasis on human rights. Typically, the first efforts to gain rights for homosexuals
were to prevent discrimination in such fields as employment, followed by claims for
equal treatment in their intimate personal relationships.

Scandinavian countries, with their liberal social attitudes, were the first countries
in the world to legally recognize same-sex relationships. The first legislation that
explicitly acknowledged same-sex relationships was the Danish Registered Partner-
ship Act 1989. This legislation provided that the legal implications of registering a
partnership were the same as those of a marriage, with the main exception being a
prohibition against adoption. This provision was amended in 1999 to provide that
one member of a partnership can adopt the other member’s child, as long as the child
was not adopted from another country (New Zealand Law Commission, 1999).

Denmark’s pioneering legislation became the model for other Scandinavian coun-
tries, and similar registered partnership legislation was enacted in Norway in 1993,
Sweden in 1994, and Iceland in 1996. Other jurisdictions which have enacted
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legislation that to varying degrees recognizes same-sex partnerships include France,
Germany, Spain, Hungary, Slovenia, and New Zealand.

In 1998, the Netherlands enacted what at the time was the most far-reaching
legislation of any jurisdiction recognizing same-sex partnerships. This legislation
provided for registered partnerships that could be either heterosexual or homosexual,
and the differences between these partnerships and marriage were minimal (New
Zealand Law Commission, 1999). In 2001, the Netherlands was the first country to
pass legislation that allowed legal marriage among same-sex couples. This legislation
provides full equality to opposite-sex married couples in terms of legal, economic,
and social status. The only legal difference between same-sex and opposite-sex
marriage deals with adoption rights: same-sex couples are not allowed international
adoptions because of the concern that such adoptions would not be recognized in
countries that do not allow same-sex marriage. Belgium also now allows same-sex
partners to marry.

While by the early 1990s most governments in Canada had enacted human rights
legislation prohibiting overt discrimination in such areas as employment, they were
unwilling to enact laws to explicitly recognize same-sex relationships. The initial
court challenges of gay and lesbian advocates claiming a violation of their consti-
tutional rights because they were denied the right to marry were not successful. Since
only those in a heterosexual relationship could have children, denial of the right to
marry was not regarded as discriminatory. In the late 1990s, however, there were a
series of successful challenges in which the Canadian courts accepted that it was a
violation of the constitutional rights of gays and lesbians to deny them the same rights
and obligations as arise under Canada’s ascription statutes, which give limited
spousal status to unmarried opposite-sex partners after a period of cohabitation.

The Federal government and several provincial governments responded to these
decisions by enacting laws that have essentially given same-sex partners the same
rights and obligations as unmarried opposite-sex partners who have cohabited for a
specified period. For example, in 2000 the Federal Parliament enacted legislative
changes to 68 Federal statutes that deal with such issues as pensions and taxation, to
include same-sex partners within the definition that imposes rights and obligations
on opposite-sex cohabiting couples based on one year’s cohabitation.

In 2001 the province of Nova Scotia enacted legislation allowing same-sex
couples to register their partnership and thus have some of the same benefits and
obligations as the married, for example for purposes of provincial matrimonial
property laws. A few other provinces have followed this lead.

Another response to the court challenges about the rights of same-sex partners has
been a proposal to allow legal recognition of a relationship in which two adults are
residing together in a ‘‘close personal adult relationship,’’ regardless of whether the
relationship has a conjugal or sexual nature. Some academics and policy analysts
have proposed this as a logical and equitable way of treating relationships where
two adults reside together with a significant degree of economic and emotional
interdependence, without ‘‘privileging’’ marriage, heterosexual relationships, or
even conjugal relationships (Law Commission of Canada, 2001).

The province of Alberta, traditionally one of the most conservative jurisdictions in
Canada, has used this approach in its new Adult Interdependent Relationships
Act. Under this law if one adult has ‘‘lived with’’ another adult for at least two
years in a relationship in which they are ‘‘emotionally committed to one another and
function as an economic and domestic unit,’’ they will be deemed to be ‘‘adult
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interdependent partners’’ and have a number of rights and obligations imposed on
them, including the possibility of claims for support and property at the end of the
relationship. This type of legislation, unlike most Canadian laws dealing
with spousal status, does not require a finding that the relationship is ‘‘conjugal,’’
and hence a consideration whether there is a sexual relationship is theoretically
irrelevant.

Some conservative politicians find this alternative more socially appropriate
because it does not overtly recognize homosexual relationships. Critics, however,
point out that this approach may include situations such as ones in which an elderly
parent resides with an adult child, or a middle-aged adult agrees to allow an adult
child or sibling to share a residence. Arguably the expectations and degree of
commitment in these non-conjugal adult relationships is so different from those in
which adults, whether heterosexual or homosexual, have a conjugal or spousal
relationship, that there should be different legal treatment (Bala and Bromwich,
2002).

Despite granting significant recognition to same-sex relationships, Canada’s Fed-
eral Parliament, which has jurisdiction over the law of marriage, has affirmed that
marriage is ‘‘the union of one man and one woman.’’ While public opinion polls
suggest that a majority of Canadians are prepared to accept same-sex marriage,
politicians who are concerned about offending voters have been unwilling to enact
this type of law. A number of court challenges have been launched to the prohibition
on same-sex marriage, with advocates hoping that the changed social and legal
climate will result in a different outcome from similar challenges in the early
1990s.

Recent court decisions and legislation in Canada have recognized the rights of
same-sex partners to jointly adopt children. Further, starting in the 1990s, Canadian
courts have accorded long-term partners of lesbian and gay biological parents the
rights and obligations of a ‘‘parent,’’ applying Canadian statutes that had tradition-
ally been used to give parental status to stepparents who ‘‘stand in the place of a
parent’’ as a result of their marriage to a parent and are living with the child. Most
recently, the Ontario Court of Appeal unanimously ruled that Canada’s definition of
marriage as being exclusively between a man and a woman is unconstitutional and
two persons of the same sex should be permitted to marry. The issue of whether
same-sex partners should be permitted to marry remains controversial in Canada,
and will likely have to be resolved by the Supreme Court.

In England, legislation and case law generally do not recognize same-sex relation-
ships, and there are currently no laws that allow for the acquisition of rights based
on registration. In a 1999 decision, however, the House of Lords recognized that a
long-term same-sex partner could be a member of the ‘‘family’’ of his partner for the
purposes of landlord-tenant legislation. While this decision may be relevant for a
limited range of other statutes that give rights to ‘‘family members,’’ some commen-
tators argue that it does not necessarily herald a general move toward a more
inclusive legislative or judicial policy of giving same-sex couples greater legal recog-
nition (Glennon, 2000).

In the US advocates for same-sex partners have challenged legislation in several
states that allows only opposite-sex partners to marry on the basis that it discrimin-
ates because of sexual orientation, though the only successful constitutional chal-
lenges have been in Hawaii (1993) and Vermont (1999). In Vermont, the legislature
responded by enacting ‘‘civil-union’’ legislation that allows same-sex partners to
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register a ‘‘civil union,’’ with all of the rights and obligations of the marriage for state
law purposes; these unions may not, however, have legal recognition in other states.

In Hawaii, the state responded by amending the state constitution to prohibit
same-sex marriage, though the state has enacted a statute to allow same-sex couples
to register as ‘‘reciprocal beneficiaries’’ for a limited range of purposes such as
succession, and retirement and health benefits. Registration does not give rise to
the right to make claims for support or property at the end of a relationship. A
number of American cities have also enacted bylaws to allow same-sex partners to
register and claim ‘‘spousal’’ benefits for such limited purposes as health insurance
and pension eligibility.

American courts initially refused to recognize any rights or obligations for
the lesbian partners of biological mothers, even if the partners jointly arranged
for one woman to become pregnant by artificial insemination. In 1999, the courts in
Massachusetts recognized that a woman could have parental rights toward the
biological child of her former lesbian partner after separation, but courts in most
states still do not follow this approach (Gregory, Swisher, and Wolf, 2001).

Available data on formation rates of same-sex relationships

The US Census Bureau collects information annually from a representative sample
of Americans through the Current Population Reports (CPR). According to the 2000
Census, approximately 1 percent of all cohabiting couples in the United States were
reported to be same-sex partnerships.

In Canada, the 2001 census was the first decennial census to ask respondents to
specify ‘‘same-sex partnership’’ as their marital status, with same-sex couples repre-
senting 0.5 percent of all couples. In New Zealand, the reported portion of same-sex
couples was 0.6 percent in 2001. All these figures are likely to underrepresent the
number of same-sex cohabiting couples, as there is great reluctance by many in these
relationships to disclose their status.

Note

1 Statistical data were obtained from Statistics Canada, National Center for Health Statis-
tics (US), and the Office for National Statistics (England and Wales).
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19
Children, Families, and Divorce

Jan Pryor and Liz Trinder

Introduction

Perhaps the most fundamental aspect of families in the twentieth century is the
increasing rate of family structural change as a result of parental separation and
divorce. The transitions experienced by adults and children between two- and one-
parent households, and into stepfamilies and often out again, reflect the widespread
instability of family life in the twenty-first century. Households have become re-
markably diverse in their structures, despite the lingering image of a family being
constituted by two married parents and their biological children. In the UK, Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand between 18 and 20 percent of children live in one-
parent households at any one time, and in the US in the 1990s 27 percent lived with
just one parent. The overwhelming majority of children will remain with their
mothers, although there has been an increase in the number of father-headed
homes. In New Zealand, for example, 17 percent of lone parents are fathers.
However, parents are very likely to re-partner and it is estimated that 20 percent
of children in the UK will become part of a stepfamily before age 16 (Haskey, 1994).
In the US the numbers are even larger. Estimates are that, of those children born in
the 1980s, 35 percent will live in a stepfamily before age 18 (Glick, 1989). The
comparatively higher rate of breakdown of stepfamilies means that many children
will go on to experience multiple family transitions. Nearly one in five children in a
New Zealand cohort had experienced three or more households by age 9 (Fergusson,
Horwood, and Shannon, 1984).

These two features, instability and diversity, exist in contexts that contribute to
their pervasiveness, since they represent the often creative efforts by individuals to
adapt to social and economic change. Accompanying structural diversity, too, are
changes in internal family dynamics that both cause, and are a result of, social
change. In this chapter we will consider first why family diversity has increased,
emphasizing particularly the importance of the social, cultural, and legal context.
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The second part of the chapter turns to the implications of family change for family
members. This is a controversial and politicized area, and we begin by first consider-
ing some of the methodological and conceptual issues and assumptions that have
characterized the research enterprise before moving on to present some of the key
research findings addressing the implications of divorce and separation for adults
and children. We conclude with a discussion of the ways in which further research
and understanding of family change might inform family life and policies concerned
with it.

The Context of Family Change

Divorce is one of several major transitions that family members may experience.
These transitions do not occur in a vacuum, but take place in legal, historical,
cultural, and social contexts that form a framework within which they can be
understood. It is important to remember that family structures and relationships
have always been subject to change, and that children have always faced the risk of
losing one or both parents. A major difference between now and 200 years ago,
however, is that the main reason for losing a parent today is likely to be parental
separation, whereas in earlier times it was most likely to be through death.

Historic changes in families

There remains a tendency to see the nuclear family as the gold standard against
which other family structures are compared. Yet a brief look at European history
tells us that children have not always, or even predominantly, lived with two married
biological parents and their siblings in one household. The nuclear family was a
feature of the middle part of the twentieth century, when many but not all families
were sufficiently affluent to afford to have one parent at home caring for children
while the other earned a family wage in the workplace. In earlier times children were
often sent to live in other households as apprentices, or in service, and families in
those times constituted those individuals living under the same roof at any one time
and usually headed by a father. Children were parented by a variety of adults who
were not necessarily their biological parents. The diversity of households that we see
today, then, is not a new phenomenon. It is probably true, however, that the rates of
change are higher than in the past, and that the transitions undergone by children are
less predictable in their timing and their nature.

Why have rates of family change risen? Skolnick (1997) suggests that current high
levels of family transitions are similar to two earlier periods. The first was the move
from a family-based economy to a wage-based economy with the advent of indus-
trialization. This took place largely in the early nineteenth century, and meant that
women increasingly ran households as men moved into the workplace. Accordingly,
gender roles became more clearly defined, with women responsible for raising
children and keeping the home as a ‘‘haven’’ for hardworking men, with men as
sole providers for their families. Then, from the middle of the twentieth century,
middle-class women moved increasingly into the paid workforce, impelled by the
politicization of women and, increasingly, the inadequacy of the individual wages
paid to men to support families. Again, family dynamics changed and marital
relationships became more companionate. Gender roles became more equitable, in
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principle if not in fact. These changes varied by class; working-class women were far
less likely than their sisters in middle-class households to have had the luxury of not
going out into the workforce even in the heyday of the ‘‘nuclear’’ family. See Laslett
and Gillis for accounts of the history of families (Gillis, 1985, 1997; Laslett, 1972).

Several factors contribute to the upheaval we see now and in particular to the
vulnerability of marriages. One is the decreased economic dependence of women on
their partners, brought about by their entry into the workforce. An implication of
this is that unhappy couples are more easily able to separate rather than being held
together by economic dependence. Another is that women spend more time in the
workplace than at home and that children are often in child-care rather than in their
homes after school. Linked to this is the demise of the home as the site of economic
production, so that its raison d’être as a source of income ceases to exist.

Another factor is increased longevity. Couples can expect to live together after
their children leave home for several decades in unions that might not survive
for their own sakes. Furthermore, increased longevity means that their parents are
more likely than in the past to be alive. Although grandparents provide an invaluable
resource for families as children are growing up, in advanced old age they increas-
ingly become dependent on their children for care and economic support, thus
adding stress to households.

Perhaps the most significant changes in families are emotional and psychological.
As the structures upholding marriage become based less on economic and insti-
tutional grounds, partnerships are more likely to be grounded in emotional and
psychological underpinnings. From the late nineteenth century we can trace the
growth of the ‘‘companionate’’ marriage in which principles of shared emotional
and domestic lives were espoused if not upheld (see Harris, 1983) for an account of
the complexities and contradictions in companionate marriages). As this concept has
gained strength, it is likely that the demands on marriage are no longer economic but
are for emotional fulfillment. Bernstein (1970) has described the transition from the
positional family in which there are hierarchies, rules, and where obedience is
expected; to the personal family where egalitarian roles are emphasized. This
transformation of the basis of family relationships has been described by Finch
and Mason (1993), who point out that obligations to family are no longer based
on kinship and commitments of blood or legal relationships, but are individual
negotiated commitments. Giddens (1992) has described what he calls the pure
relationship that ‘‘exists for its own sake, for what can be derived by each person
from a sustained association with another; and which is continued only in so far as it
is thought by both parties to deliver enough satisfactions for each individual to stay
within it’’ (p. 58). To the extent that partnerships are indeed based on negotiated
commitments or characterized by pure relationship, the onus for stability rests
predominantly on individuals themselves rather than factors outside themselves
such as community or church-based constraints.

Changes in beliefs about childhood have contributed to the emotional and rela-
tional character of families. Until the end of the nineteenth century, comparatively
few concessions were made to childhood, since children were an essential part of the
family economy. By the end of that century, though, families had become child-
oriented (Ariès, 1970; Cunningham, 1995). A major factor contributing to this was
their removal from the workforce and their entry into state education, rendering
them both economically dependent, and often better educated than their parents. It
is likely that the latter contributed to the demise of the positional family and the rise
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of the personal one, as children were able to challenge their parents’ views. Further-
more, children have increasingly become sources of emotional and psychological
gratification to their parents, and in this sense there is a mutual dependency that has
not existed in previous eras. Another factor adding to this process is the lowering of
fertility rates, so that parents invest their emotional currency in fewer children than
in the nineteenth century. Importantly for family transitions, there is an increasing
recognition of children’s rights and abilities to contribute to family decisions, in-
cluding those associated with separation and divorce. Again, there are class differ-
ences in the ways in which family dynamics operate in terms of children’s power,
with middle-class families more likely to evince ‘‘democratic’’ parenting where
children are consulted and involved in family decisions.

Some of these considerations may help to explain the intense feelings that accom-
pany divorce and other family transitions. Children are no longer economic units in
a family, and dramatically declining fertility rates have meant that there are not so
many of them in a household as there were in the past. Rather, children have become
precious emotional rather than economic assets – Cunningham has described the
concept of the ‘‘priceless child.’’ The accompanying increase in the centrality of the
parent–child relationship and in parents’ emotional dependence on their children
has led to the possibility of the loss of that relationship as being deeply threatening.
The separation of the parenting role from the partnership role that has occurred
means, too, that parents expect to continue to be in a parenting relationship with
their children even if their adult partnership fails. As young adults delay moving
from the parental household because of extended education and other factors, the
length of the proximal parent–child relationship has become extended. Added to
this, individual’s identities are associated with their personal relationships within
families, rather than with their roles in communities so that changes in these can
pose a significant threat to an individual’s sense of self.

Legal and demographic changes

The historic changes described above have taken place in parallel with demographic
and legal transformations. Divorce rates in the UK and in North America have
always been increasing. From the beginning of the twentieth century the rates
increased incrementally, with a twentyfold increase in the UK between 1911 and
1960 (Pryor and Rodgers, 2001). In the US in the 1920s rates were about twenty
times those of England and Wales over the same period, and in both countries there
were sharp increases in rates following World War II. This has been attributed to the
difficulties in sustaining marriages after wartime experiences, and the legalization of
separations that had occurred during the war (Goode, 1993). At present, rates in the
US are two to three times as high as in the UK, Australia, and New Zealand and in
all countries there appears to be a recent slowing of rates of divorce. At the same
time, however, a second feature of the postwar world has been the rapid expansion
in cohabitation as both a prelude as well as an alternative to marriage. Although
divorce rates appear to have stabilized, a significantly higher number of children are
drawn into family transitions with the breakdown of their parents’ cohabiting
relationship.

The pace of change in family structures has prompted liberalization of hitherto
highly restrictive divorce laws, leading to claims from some commentators that more
relaxed legal frameworks were further fueling the breakdown of the family. The
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incidence of divorce and the legal framework does vary considerably internationally,
with amarked difference between Catholic and Protestant countries.Most Protestant
countries allowed divorce by the beginning of the twentieth century, whilst Ireland
only permitted divorce at the end of the twentieth century and Malta still prohibits
divorce. A more recent major change has been the introduction in some countries of
no-fault legislation, where divorce could be obtained on the grounds of marital
breakdown rather than on other factors such as infidelity. There is considerable debate
about whether no-fault divorce laws have increased the incidence of divorce, or
whether they simply made it easier for already estranged couples to formalize their
separation. In fact, a majority of couples in the UK do not choose no-fault divorce but
instead opt for fault-based divorce that can be granted in a relatively short time.

Recent legislation in the UK intended to put a more human face on to divorce, and
to remove state intervention from the process as far as possible. It took the form of
the Family Law Act (1996). The decision in 2001 not to implement the Act was
based on the perceived failure of processes such as mediation to make a difference to
the experiences of families.

The rise in cohabitation has not seen an accompanying conformity in legal
regulation between it and divorce. In most European countries and in the US
cohabiting and married couples are treated differently in regard to property and
children’s issues, although this is not the case in New Zealand.

To sum up, family transitions, including divorce, can be seen as responses to
changes in the nature of families and family relationships, and to social and eco-
nomic factors. Although family change has always been a feature of societies, both
the reasons for it and the rates have changed. Whereas in the past changes were more
likely to be a part of cultural and economic norms (such as children going into
service in other families), today they are more often the result of the failure of
relationships within families. The impact of these is intensified by the fact that
parent–child relationships are highly emotionally imbued with meaning and that
children take a more central role in family decision-making. Obligations and com-
mitments are more likely now than in the past to be based on negotiation than on
kinship. Considerable responsibility, then, falls on individual family members to
arrange and sustain relationships. Family processes, rather than legal and biological
considerations, have taken prominence.

Understanding and Researching Divorce

and Separation

The dramatic changes in family life over the last few decades have resulted in hotly
contested debates among commentators and researchers (dubbed in the US as the
‘‘family wars’’) about their individual and societal significance. Broadly speaking,
the debate is between those who see family change as symptomatic of wider societal
decline and as inevitably harmful to children (e.g., Popenoe, 1996) and those who
see it as a wider pattern of family change that reflects broad social forces and the
attempts of families to adapt to their impact (e.g., Stacey, 1990). Empirical research
can make some contribution to resolving these disputes; however, it is unlikely that
researchers can provide answers to what are frequently moral or political questions.
It is evident that the same data on demographic trends can be read as evidence of
family decline or of family adaptation, depending upon one’s perspective.
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The role for empirical research is probably more modest than resolving the
decline/adaptation question. Nonetheless, it is also critical to understand that re-
searchers themselves are not inoculated against moral or political influences. Al-
though this is true of all areas of research, it is likely that the intensely personal
nature of family issues means that researchers are even less immune from coming to
their work with a framework of values that may influence the questions asked and
the answers gleaned. Just as the process and meaning of family change take place in
a socio-historical context, so inevitably does the activity of researching family
transitions. Research is not simply a technical matter (although the technical issues
are themselves far from simple, as we point out below). Instead we consider that
research also takes place from an implicit or explicit worldview where the questions
asked and the means by which they are addressed are shaped to some extent by
current social and political concerns.

Intra-paradigm critiques: Methodological challenges

The rapid growth in divorce rates has sparked off in turn an impressive body of
research on divorce and remarriage. As a result our understanding of the causes,
processes, and consequences of divorce has advanced significantly over the last two
decades. In particular a consistent message has emerged from studies undertaken in a
range of countries that divorce is associated with a greater risk of adjustment
problems for adults, and particularly for children. As a statement, however, this
can only take us so far. How much of a risk is there, for how long, and for which
children and adults? What is the linkage between divorce and outcomes, and what is
it that ‘‘causes’’ enhanced risk? These more targeted questions have proved corres-
pondingly difficult to answer with any degree of precision. Few studies have been
conducted using large representative samples, with even fewer prospective studies.
Although sampling strategies have become vastly more sophisticated over the last
twenty years, for a process as complex and as common as family separation it
remains a challenge to measure effects and disentangle causes. Income, social
class, the level of conflict between parents, family size, and post-separation arrange-
ments are just some of the factors that must be taken into account, presenting
significant challenges for researchers. Whilst identifying the outcomes of divorce is
methodologically challenging we should not underestimate the advances that
have been made with the emergence of large, representative, community-based
longitudinal studies, such as the ALSPAC (Dunn et al., 1998; O’Connor et al.,
1999).

Another problem with research is that it deals with overall trends. It seems
indisputable that in general terms divorce does have negative consequences for
many children and adults. But research cannot predict how individuals will fare.
Some individuals will experience little difficulty in adjustment or benefit from
separation, some will struggle badly, and others will be ‘‘averagely’’ affected, but
the aggregate approach of quantitative research generally blurs such distinctions.

A third issue is the comparative paucity of theory in divorce research. The focus
on the need to discover causal links between independent variables and outcomes
has diverted researchers from considering process models that might allow the
complexities and nuances of family dynamics to be elucidated. There are some
exceptions to this, including the work of Paul Amato in the US and Judy Dunn in
the UK.
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Extra-paradigm critiques: Ontological challenges

Nonetheless, some of the implicit assumptions of the divorce adjustment literature
have been challenged with arguments that better research requires more than just
technical adjustments to methodologies, and instead a reassessment of the presump-
tions of the enterprise. Divorce research is a controversial area (see, e.g., Thompson
and Wyatt, 1999). A cursory inspection of journal articles and books on divorce and
separation over the last two decades will immediately reveal that researchers have
been preoccupiedwith the consequences, and to a lesser extent on the causes, of family
breakdown. Far less attention has been paid to the processes and meanings of family
transitions, and as a result our understanding of this has developed less quickly. For
some this focus stems from explicit or implicit moral concerns about ‘‘the decline of
the family’’ (Demo, 1993). Furthermore, a common tactic has been to construct
studies based on a comparison of divorced and non-divorced families, or stepfamilies
versus intact families. Ganong and Coleman (1994) argue that this approach is based
on an assumption of the nuclear family as the ‘‘gold standard,’’ with the implication
that other family structures are deviant or pathological, that is, a ‘‘deficit-comparison’’
approach. Grouping together family structures in this way limits the capacity of
researchers to explore the variations within structures and focuses attention of prob-
lems anddifficulties rather than strengths.Within-group comparisons, of for example,
different types and processes within stepfamilies may be more instructive rather than
inappropriate comparisons with intact families (Demo, 1993).

The vast majority of studies of divorce have been based on standardized measures
administered to individual family members. This focus on what is measurable has a
number of consequences. The model therefore is one based on atomized individuals
rather than family members located in and engaging with interpersonal processes set
in a wider social context. Scholars working from a systemic perspective have in
particular pointed to the limited attention given to the critical role of interpersonal
processes (e.g., Emery, 1994). At the same time the focus on what is measurable
statistically has largely precluded attention to meanings of divorce. The ‘‘problem’’
focus of much of the divorce research has been subject to sustained critique from
some feminist scholars, who have emphasized that for many women leaving a
violent or otherwise difficult marriage may be preferable (Smart and Neale, 1999).
Overall, despite some excellent studies of the tremendous diversity in how divorce is
understood and processed by individuals, including the work on narratives of
divorce of, for example Riesman (1990), this work has had a somewhat limited
impact on the traditional body of divorce research.

Adults and Divorce

Divorce or separation is a significant and stressful life event for the many adults who
experience it. In overall terms a raft of studies undertaken in Western cultures have
linked divorce to poorer outcomes for adults (for comprehensive reviews see Amato,
2000, and Kitson and Morgan, 1990). Adults who have divorced have heightened
levels of mortality and morbidity compared with married people, and report lower
levels of happiness and self-esteem and higher levels of psychological distress. Whilst
these findings are worrying a closer examination of research suggests that the picture

328 jan pryor and liz trinder



is somewhat more complicated. Although the overall message is that divorce is
associated with poorer outcomes we must still ask more searching questions about
what is harmful, for whom, by how much, and why. As we pointed out above there
are methodological and theoretical issues that make finding straightforward answers
to these complex questions quite difficult.

Divorce as a process

One of the difficulties of identifying the outcomes of divorce is the increasing
recognition that divorce is not a discrete thing or event that exists in isolation but
instead is a process or sets of processes. The assessment of the processes associated
with divorce or separation is not akin to a discrete experiment where a fixed quantity
of a known chemical is added to another and the reaction measured. Disentangling
cause and effect is highly challenging because it is almost impossible to separate the
separation as an event from the prior relationship history. For many people some of
the difficulties associated with poorer adjustment post-divorce clearly predate the
actual separation or formal legal separation. Indeed, Amato’s (2000) review reports
a number of major studies that have found high or highest levels of distress predating
the separation by a number of years. This raises the question, therefore, whether
divorce is a cause of adjustment difficulties or whether those people who are
more likely to divorce are also those who are more likely to experience adjustment
difficulties. It may be that adjustment difficulties predate and therefore cause, or
at least contribute to the likelihood of, separation. Amato concludes in his review
that there is evidence for the divorce causation effect as well as for selection
effects.

What are the processes associated with well-being after divorce?

Researchers have increasingly sought to identify what it is about the divorce process
that may lead to lower well-being for adults. As Amato points out, these mediators
(or stressors) are short- or mid-term divorce-related factors contributing to long-
term outcomes as well as being shorter-term consequences in their own right. The
critical mediators identified fall into four major areas:

1 Parenting: the usual division of child-care responsibility post-divorce can be a
source of stress for women adjusting to taking the primary burden of parenting.
Non-residential fathers, on the other hand, can be adversely affected by a
diminution of their fathering role.

2 Conflict with spouse: just as conflict can predate a separation so too can conflict
continue post-divorce. It is typically centered on issues of property and child
rearing, and may require adjudication.

3 Loss of emotional support: separation is likely to disrupt support networks in a
number of ways, including the loss of the partner (who may have been more or
less supportive) as well as possible changes in friend and kinship networks. This
is a particularly important issue for men who are less likely than women to have
their own support networks.

4 Economic decline: for women, in particular, one of the critical stressors is the
loss of income following divorce. The division of assets that typically follows
divorce almost inevitably reduces the resource available to each.
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Divorce typically triggers a chain of reactions, each of which may lead to reduced
well-being on a short- or long-term basis. Nonetheless, it should be pointed out that
part of the difficulty with linking divorce and outcomes is that none of these socio-
demographic and family process variables – parenting difficulties, conflict, support,
and poverty are unique to the changes in family structure such as those which occur
with separation and divorce. Nor are they confined to any one family form or
household structure. The family processes we have indicated above account for
adverse outcomes to a far greater extent than do structural differences or even
structural change, and are often present before a separation occurs. For example,
Demo and Acock’s (1996) study of maternal well-being across a range of family
types (never-married, married, and divorced) concluded that whilst married women
had higher rates of well-being, ‘‘even the combined influence of family structure and
socio-demographic variables is quite modest relative to the effect of family process
variables.’’

What are the protective factors?

There is not a single response to divorce. For some people divorce is characterized
by a short-term period of adjustment to crisis, whilst for others chronic difficulties
may endure over much longer periods (Amato, 2000). Attention is increasingly
being giving to identifying what factors are associated with greater ‘‘resilience.’’
Amato draws attention to the range of resources individuals are able to draw
upon, including material and emotional resources. One significant issue is how
individuals perceive or appraise the breakdown of the relationship and the other
partner. Although the evidence for gender differences in adjustment is mixed, some
researchers have suggested that women fare better emotionally after divorce as
they are more likely to see themselves as the initiator (Braver, Whitley, and Ng,
1993).

Aside from feeling some sense of control over the divorce, researchers have also
found that ‘‘moving on’’ and letting go of the past relationship is associated with
better adjustment, whilst a continuing emotional attachment to the ex-spouse is
associated with psychological and physiological symptoms. Johnston and Camp-
bell’s sample of highly conflicted parents post-divorce included individuals who were
unable to tolerate the loss of the relationship by denying the reality of the separation,
rationalizing the loss by denigrating the relationship and the former partner, being
overwhelmed by anger, or adopting a position of complete severance and independ-
ence preventing all cooperation (Johnston and Campbell, 1988). Conversely Wang
and Amato’s (2000) study found that positive adjustment was associated with
forming new intimate relationships and remarriage.

The research findings on what (generally) works for adults after divorce raise
some interesting issues in terms of post-divorce parenting. As we shall see below,
policy and practice in a wide range of jurisdictions have increasingly emphasized the
importance of continued links between (nonresidential) parents and children after
divorce which may at times be at odds with the desires of parents to move on
emotionally. The high rates of remarriage coupled with increasing emphasis on
and evidence of continued contact or visitation (Bradshaw et al., 1999; Maccoby
and Mnookin, 1992), is leading to more complex patterns of family life and family
boundaries.
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Outcomes for Children

There is now an extensive body of research that directly or indirectly addresses the
consequences of family transitions for children, and it is possible to draw a long bow
on these studies in order to gain an overall picture. Not surprisingly the findings are
complex, reflecting the nature of families and family change. There are, though,
several issues in considering the evidence. First, what do we mean by outcomes? For
some, the focus is on educational factors such as school attendance and academic
performance. For others, more important issues are social and emotional well-being.
Yet others consider behavioral and mental health outcomes. Children are not neces-
sarily going to have problems in all areas that we might consider as outcomes. For
example, it is possible that a child may perform impressively in an academic sense
yet suffer emotional problems.

Second, it is often difficult to determine what kind of family a child lives in and
what his or her experiences have been. Many studies consider children living with
one parent as being in a lone-parent household without, for example, identifying
whether this is the result of the death of a parent, of parental separation, or whether
they have never lived with two parents. Experiences in these three situations are
likely to be very different. Similarly, children living in lone-parent households
are unlikely to stay in that situation for a long period of time; Aquilino (1996)
found in his study of children born to lone mothers that only one in five stayed in a
lone-parent household until the age of sixteen, and recently twenty-one different
marital status classifications were identified in the National Survey of Families and
Households (Kim and McKenry, 2000). A third question is that of time since a
transition occurred. Children’s reactions and behavior change over time, and so
short-term outcomes will not necessarily be the same as the risks faced in the
medium and long term.

A more fundamental issue still is what comparisons should be made. Because the
two-parent household is still both the most common family for children, and is seen
as the desirable norm, outcomes for children who live in lone-parent families are
usually compared with those in two-parent households where both parents are the
birth parents of children. This implies a deficit model, as we mentioned earlier, and
lone-parent households are not always distinguished according to the previous
history of relationships. Comparisons of children in stepfamily households are
even more ambiguous, since stepfamilies vary considerably in their composition
and the relationships amongst their members. Again, they are usually compared
with those living with both birth parents, but there is merit in comparing them with
lone-parent children since both groups are likely to have experienced at least one
family transition.

In the next section we will address the research findings that compare children in
intact, lone-parent, and step-parent households, focusing on medium- and long-term
outcomes. Short-term outcomes are rarely examined in large studies, so will be
considered along with children’s perspectives on family transitions.

Medium and long-term outcomes for children after divorce

Almost all studies that have compared outcomes for children whose parents have
separatedwith thosewhose parents have not, conclude that they are at risk for a range
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of adverse outcomes. There are several major reviews of the literature (see Amato,
2000; Rodgers, 1997 for Australia; Rodgers and Pryor, 1998 for the UK, and Pryor
and Rodgers, 2001 for an international review of the literature). On average, children
who experience divorce are between one and a half times and twice as likely to
experience adversity as those who do not. The areas in which this is true include
social and emotional problems, educational outcomes, aggressive and antisocial
behavior, and substance abuse. In adolescence, people whose parents have separated
are more likely than those whose parents have not to leave school early, to enter
partnerships early, and to become parents early. In adulthood, the risks are greater in
areas of socioeconomic attainment, alcohol and substance abuse, mental health
including suicide and depression, and partnership formation and breakdown. Com-
parisons of findings from studies over several decades suggest, also, that the levels of
risk did not change during the second half of the twentieth century despite the
increasing prevalence of divorce.

What is important to recognize in this picture is that although there is a significant
level of risk associated with parental separation, the majority of children who
experience it do not go on to suffer adverse outcomes. The comparisons are of
group means for individual outcomes, and although significant in a statistical sense
do not imply that all or even most children suffer adverse consequences as a result of
divorce.

Outcomes for children in stepfamilies

When compared with children who grow up in intact families, those who live in
stepfamilies are at about the same levels of risk as those who live in lone-parent
families (Amato, 1994; Amato and Keith, 1991a; Pryor and Rodgers, 2001). When
compared with those in lone-parent families, there are few differences. The most
notable differences were reported by Kiernan (1992), who found that adolescents
living in stepfamilies were very likely to leave home early, and to cite conflict in the
family as a reason for leaving. They were also more likely to form partnerships
before age 21 than those in lone-parent households. Overall, though, when risks for
poor outcomes are considered, children in lone-parent and stepfamily households
face similar levels.

Multiple transitions

Children in lone-parent households are likely to have experienced at least one
household transition when their parents separate, although as noted above some may
have had none and others may have had several if their parents have had more than
one partner. Similarly, those in stepfamily households are most likely to have experi-
enced at least two transitions, out of an original two-parent home into a lone-parent
household and then into a stepfamily. Again, studies often fail to take account of the
fact that many will have gone through more than two transitions; however, recently
increasing attention has been directed toward the outcomes for those who have
experienced multiple family transitions.

In contrast to the few differences between those in stepfamilies and those who live
in lone-parent families, children who have gone through multiple transitions are at a
greater level of risk than either of these groups. Education appears to suffer; children
report more school problems (Cockett and Tripp, 1994), and have lower grades if
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they have had more than two transitions. High levels of offending and disruptive
behavior are more likely in these groups (Fergusson, Horwood, and Lynskey, 1992;
Kurdek, Fine, and Sinclair, 1995), as are lower levels of well-being and poorer self-
images (Cockett and Tripp, 1994). Early transitions to adult roles, such as entering
the labor force and having a child are at higher levels of risk, and young people are
less likely than those with one or two transitions to enter tertiary education (Aqui-
lino, 1996; Wu and Martinson, 1993). In adulthood, the experience of multiple
transitions while growing up increase the likelihood of having marital problems and
marital instability, and of experiencing one’s own divorce (Amato and Keith,
1991b). In sum, multiple transitions appear to put children at particularly high
levels of risk for behavioral, emotional, and relational problems. This conclusion
is supported by the finding that children who live in stable lone-parent households
appear to do well (Ferri, 1976).

Divorce as a process

For children, as for adults, divorce is a process that often begins a considerable time
before one parent leaves the household. The risks for children that are associated
with parental separation, then, are associated with factors that precede, accompany,
and follow the event signaled by parents ceasing to live together, to the extent that to
talk of the ‘‘effects’’ of divorce is mistaken. This is demonstrated by the finding, for
example, that in children whose parents subsequently divorce levels of behavior
problems and distress are elevated before the separation occurs (Cherlin et al., 1991;
Elliott and Richards, 1991). Furthermore, children whose parents either stay to-
gether ‘‘for the sake of the children’’ or take a long time to separate and do so when
they are young adults are also susceptible to risk for adverse outcomes (Furstenberg
and Kiernan, 2001; Pryor, 1999). Factors that appear to be more important than the
separation itself include conflict, both before and after separation (Amato and
Booth, 1997; Hetherington, 1999; Jekielek, 1998); psychological well-being of
residential parents (Simons, 1996); household income (McLanahan and Sandfur,
1994), and the quality of relationships with nonresidential parents (Amato and
Gilbreth, 1999). Whether or not children enter a stepfamily household might also
be an important factor. As we have seen above, the relative risks for poor outcomes
are about the same for children in lone-parent and stepfamily households, despite
the restoration of household income that takes place to some extent when a lone
parent repartners, and the presence of two adults who are potential or actual parents
in the family. The diversity of stepfamily dynamics, and the complex factors that
appear to be important in determining children’s well-being in them, make it difficult
to pinpoint factors that explain how children fare. However, it is apparent that
subsequent transitions beyond stepfamily formation, when they break down, for
example, raise the levels of risks for children considerably, and the reasons for this
are likely to be several, including some selection of adults into multiple transitions
and the impact of making and breaking several relationships with family members.

Children ’s Perspectives

Despite the impressive body of research that has addressed family transitions such as
divorce and stepfamily formation, the majority of studies overlook the perspectives
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and experiences of children themselves, and have tended at least implicitly to take a
caretaking, or welfarist, approach toward children (Archard, 1993; Trinder, 1997).
In essence, it is held that children should be protected from making decisions relating
to major family issues, since they lack the maturity to formulate valid opinions.
Recently, however, we have seen increased attention directed toward children’s
views of families and family change, especially in the UK, Australia, and New
Zealand. This has been driven to a significant extent by the United Nations Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child (not yet signed by the USA), in which emphasis is
placed on the rights of children to be heard in matters that concern them. Sociolo-
gists of childhood, too, argue that children have a right to be treated as autonomous
individuals with the same rights as adults (James and James, 1999). In practice,
children’s rights to have information, to be heard, and to contribute to decisions
made about their lives, are complex issues (see Pryor and Rodgers, 2001 for a
discussion of these). In particular, their right to make or be involved in major
decisions revolves around questions of competence (Freeman, 2001).

What do children think about family transitions? Like adults, their perspectives
and the meanings that divorce and stepfamily living have for them are diverse. There
are, though, some themes that emerge from studies that have asked them about their
experiences. Children are usually sad and bewildered when parents separate, and
long for reconciliation (Burns and Dunlop, 1999; Mitchell, 1985; Pritchard, 1998).
Distress is not confined to young children; those who are adult at the time their
parents separate also report high levels of unhappiness and shock (Pryor, 1999). Not
all children report negative reactions to their parents’ separation, however. In a New
Zealand study 44 percent had neutral or mildly positive reactions (Smith et al.,
1997).

In the majority of situations, children are not given adequate or even any explan-
ations for the separation (Dunn et al., 2001; Neugebauer, 1989; Smith et al., 1997),
yet both retrospective (e.g., Walczak and Burns, 1984) and more recent studies (Kim,
Sandler, and Tein, 1997) suggest that adequate communication and information for
children are linked with their ability to cope with parental divorce. In one instance,
nearly half of children interviewed did not know why their parents had separated
two years after it had happened.

To whom do children turn for support? Parents are often in states of distress that
render it difficult for children either to turn to them or for them to support their
children. and colleagues (Dunn et al., 2001) found that mothers were less likely to be
used as intimate confidantes than extended family members and peers, and fathers
were less often talked to than mothers. Children report talking to grandparents and
other extended family members (Dunn et al., 2001; Gorrell Barnes et al., 1998). The
importance of grandparents for children at times of family transitions is not ad-
equately acknowledged, yet those in stepfamilies and lone-parent families often feel
closer to grandparents than those in intact families, (Kennedy and Kennedy, 1993)
presumably because they have spent significant amounts of time with them. Contact
is maintained more with maternal than with paternal grandparents, probably be-
cause children are more likely to live with their mothers than with their fathers after
separation. Children also turn to peers for support (Dunn et al., 2001; Smith et al.
1997), although for boys this may be more difficult, as their peers are less likely to be
openly sympathetic.

Over time, children’s distress over separation lessens, and some see positive
aspects – for example feelings of competence and maturity (Amato, 1987; Kurdek
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and Siesky, 1980; Pritchard, 1998), closeness to mothers (Arditti, 1999), and for
young adults, closeness to fathers (Pryor, 1999).

When parents part living arrangements for children are usually made by adults,
and children are rarely consulted. The most common arrangement is for children to
live with their mother and to visit their father, although many lose contact with their
fathers over time, and the loss of day-to-day contact is often cited as the worst aspect
of parental separation (Kurdek and Siesky, 1980; Neugebauer, 1989; Wallerstein and
Kelly, 1980). When children and adolescents are asked, they are most likely to say
that if their parents separated they would want to spend equal amounts of time with
both parents (Derevensky and Deschamps, 1997; Kurdek and Sinclair, 1986; Pryor,
2001). And those who do experience co-parenting say that they are concerned about
being fair to both parents, and that co-parenting arrangements fulfill their desire to
maintain good relationships with mothers and fathers.

Children’s views of families

Young children take a conservative view of what constitutes a family, regarding
two married adults living together with children as most likely to be a family
(Gilby and Pederson, 1982; O’Brien, Alldred, and Jones, 1996). As they grow
older they include lone-parent households and extended family members, and in
adolescence and young adulthood non-legal arrangements and other less conven-
tional groupings become included (Anyan and Pryor, 2002; Gilby and Pederson,
1982; O’Brien, Alldred, and Jones, 1996). At all ages, the presence of love and
support is a crucial defining factor of family groupings (Smart, Neale, and Wade,
2001). They show, however, remarkable resilience in adapting to new household
structures so long as contextual factors such as good communication and support
are present.

Conclusions and Implications

No longer is it the norm for children to spend their childhoods in one household,
with both legally married birth parents. Yet the prevailing assumption that this is,
and should be, the case continues to dominate the rhetoric and to a considerable
extent the world-view adopted by researchers. Hence a deficit model is often used in
regard to outcomes for adults and children in divorcing families, which precludes
attention to the diversity of experience and meaning that might illuminate strengths
rather than weaknesses in nontraditional families.

There is no doubting the message that large-scale, meta-analytic research gives us.
On average, separation, divorce, and stepfamily living put individuals at risk in
comparison with those who stay in ‘‘intact’’ family households. Those risks are
sufficiently large that we should not ignore them. Household structure and separ-
ation in themselves, however, explain a small amount of variance in outcomes for
both adults and children. More significant are the processes, diverse experiences,
and the meanings of these for family members. Gillis has distinguished the families
we live with from the families we live by. The first are the day-to-day realities for
children and their parents, and often differ from the scripts provided for families by
their communities and cultures. Morgan (1996) suggests that family is properly
regarded as a verb; we ‘‘do’’ family as a set of social practices, rather than being
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family in a static sense. By considering families in this way, we can begin to identify
what leads to optimal adaptation and enhances the likelihood of stability for family
groups, without resorting to structure as the default independent variable. Not only
are diverse household structures in all probability here to stay; it is also true
that many work very well in nurturing the well-being and development of their
members. Our task, then, is to understand those aspects of families that, regard-
less of structure, promote resilience and adaptability. This means, for example,
taking a stronger focus on processes in families, and on meanings of transitions
for individuals.

Change, and multiple change, is a different issue. The clear message from research
is that chronic instability and multiple transitions put children at significantly
increased risk. An understanding of the subtleties and complexities of processes
and meanings may complement the broad-brush understandings offered by quanti-
tative research, so that ways of promoting stability and fostering well-being can be
found.
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20
The Lesbian and Gay Family

Jeffrey Weeks, Brian Heaphy,

and Catherine Donovan

The Emergence of ‘‘Families of Choice ’’

Over the past generation there has been a highly significant movement amongst self-
identified lesbian and gay people to define their own families: to create ‘‘families of
choice’’ (Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001). Everyone, a gay writer argues, has
the right to shape family forms that fits his or her needs (Goss, 1997: 19). A
proliferating library of books (e.g., Weston, 1991; Ali, 1996; Carrington, 1999;
Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001) simultaneously document these changes and
circulate models for ‘‘doing family’’ (Morgan, 1996, 1999). Many homosexual
people, traditionally seen as excluded from the scope of conventional family life,
are simultaneously rethinking the meaning of same-sex relationships, and develop-
ing new meanings of family. Not everyone, of course, agrees that families can or
should be created so readily. The defining moment in British engagement with the
issue was the passing into law of the notorious Section 28 of the Local Government
Act of 1988, which outlawed support by local authorities for the ‘‘promotion of
homosexuality’’ and ‘‘the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family
relationship’’ (Weeks, 1991: 137). A similar ‘‘touchstone moment’’ occurred in the
United States in 1996 when Congress rushed into law the Defense of Marriage Act.
In response to the Hawaiian Supreme Court’s judgment in favor of same-sex mar-
riages, this outlined states’ rights not to recognize such marriages conducted in other
states, and for the first time in federal law defined marriage as exclusively an
arrangement between a man and a woman (Sullivan, 1997: ch. 6). But the fact
that it was felt necessary to act so precipitately in both jurisdictions reflects a new
international agenda, which has put the relationships of non-heterosexuals at the
center of moral and political debate. Following the pioneering legislative changes in
Scandinavia, France, the Netherlands, Germany, and elsewhere, which allowed the
registration of same-sex partnerships, partnership rights, and issues relating to
parenting, adoption, marriage, and family are now clearly of major concern, not
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only in the lesbian and gay world, but much more widely (see Sullivan, 1997;
Strasser, 1997; Velu, 1999; Connolly, 2001: 19).

The language of ‘‘family’’ used by many lesbian and gay people can be seen as both
a challenge to conventional definitions, and an attempt to broaden these; as a
hankering for legitimacy and an attempt to build something new; as an identification
with existing patterns, and a more or less conscious effort to subvert them (Weeks,
Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001). The new narratives that many non-heterosexual
women and men tell about families of choice and intimate life are creating a new
public space where old and new forms jostle for meaning, and where new patterns of
relationships are being invented (Plummer, 1995).

The emergence of non-heterosexual families of choice may be seen as a product of
a double shift in the culture of intimacy in late modern societies. In the first place,
campaigns for partnership recognition, same-sex marriage, and parenting rights are
only the most public aspects of the growing maturity and complexity of the non-
heterosexual world itself. But secondly, these shifts are also part of a wider trans-
formation of intimate life, usually dramatized in terms of a ‘‘crisis of the family.’’ The
traditional family is indeed changing. But many of the values the family is supposed
to represent are not necessarily in crisis. On the contrary, they are being reinvented
in a variety of ‘‘experiments in living’’ through which new patterns of commitment
are being enacted in everyday life (Giddens, 1992). The massive, and almost cer-
tainly irreversible social changes of the past generation are affecting heterosexual
and non-heterosexual lives alike, but they have a special resonance for those who are
defined, and define themselves, as different. In particular, women and men who have
rejected what may be described as the dominant ‘‘heterosexual assumption’’ (Weeks,
Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001) are creating ways of life that point to a more diverse
culture of relationships than law and tradition have traditionally sanctioned. ‘‘Fam-
ilies of choice’’ may be seen as evidence of new relational patterns, made both
possible and necessary by profound changes in Western societies.

Why ‘‘Family ’’?

As Stacey (1996: 109) observes, what unifies non-heterosexual lives is the experience
of institutionalized hostility toward homosexuality, and the complex social, psychic,
individual, and cultural effects of this. The experiences of homosexual or bisexual
men and women are shaped by their gendered histories, and by the linked but
significantly different histories of lesbianism and male homosexuality. Ethnic, racial,
class, geographical, and other social and cultural differences intersect and shape
sexual identities and life patterns. But whatever the real and often searing differences
and divisions, the climate in which non-heterosexual individuals are tested give rise
to commonalities, to patterns, to regularities, shaped in a history of hostility toward
homosexuality.

In such a history it is not surprising that the family, as the widely proclaimed
cornerstone and ‘‘building block’’ of society, has often been seen as the antithesis of
homosexuality. In Euro-American societies since at least the eighteenth century, and
increasingly codified from the nineteenth century (Weeks, 1990 [1977]; Trumbach,
1998, 1999; Sedgwick, 1985, 1990), the category of ‘‘the homosexual’’ has served to
define the boundaries of what it is to be ‘‘normal,’’ that is, heterosexual. The fact that
the divides between the two have always been permeable, as countless personal
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histories have revealed, made little difference to popular beliefs and prejudices or the
legal realities. The divide between homosexuality and heterosexuality seemed rooted
in nature, sanctioned by religion and science, and upheld by penal codes. It is not
surprising, therefore, that distinctive social worlds emerged in which at first male
and later female ‘‘homosexuals’’ developed different ways of life. These worlds were
generally covert, and always vulnerable, but they provided the context for the
solidification of distinctive sexual identities, and what Michel Foucault (1979) called
a ‘‘reverse discourse.’’ The hostile categorization became the starting point for
positive identification.

Since the late 1960s, with the emergence of new forms of lesbian and gay activism,
there has been a pronounced emphasis on the equal validity of non-heterosexual life
choices. One of the most basic effects has been the assertion of identity and commu-
nity: an affirmation of a positive sense of self and of the collective means of realizing
this (see Weeks, 1995). Finding community, said one of the interviewees in Weston’s
book on ‘‘chosen families,’’ means discovering ‘‘that your story isn’t the only one in
the world’’ (Weston, 1991: 123). The new stories – embodied in a library of ‘‘coming
out’’ narratives – told of discovering the self, achieving a new identity, finding others
like yourself, and gaining a new sense of belonging.

Since the early 1970s we have seen a vast expansion of distinctive sexual commu-
nities, and of what have been called quasi-ethnic lesbian and gay identities, and the
proliferation of other distinctive sexual identities, from bisexual to sadomasochistic,
and a catalog of subdivisions (Epstein, 1990). In this context, the transgressive
element of lesbian and gay politics offered a sharp critique of the family as the
forcing-house of hostility to homosexuality, and the subordination of women. For
many lesbian and gay activists, ‘‘The very form of the family works against homo-
sexuality’’ (London Gay Liberation Front, 1971: 2).

However, since at least the early 1980s a different emphasis has come to the fore,
giving rise to new narratives of intimate relationships (see Altman, 1982). These new
narratives focus attention on the values of everyday life, and form the basis of new
claims to full citizenship for those hitherto on the margins, especially where rela-
tionships are concerned (Weeks, 1998). The achievements of the lesbian and gay
movements have opened up possibilities for broader claims for validating a wide
range of life experiences and relationships. The question of identity has not gone
away, nor were issues about relationships absent from the early feminist and lesbian
and gay movements. It is, nonetheless, surprising, on the surface at least, that the
growing emphasis on the recognition of relational rights for non-heterosexuals
should be expressed in the language of the family.

The usage is not in fact remarkably new, and can be traced through non-
heterosexual narratives throughout the twentieth century, though often enclosed
within the quotation marks of irony and self-mockery. Chauncey (1994) records
its regular American use in his study of Gay New York during the first half of the
twentieth century, and it also recurs in British testimonies (e.g., Weeks and Porter,
1998). Nor is the usage uncontested. Many strongly resist the use of the term, even
as they describe very complex relationships with family of origin, friends, lovers, and
offspring. People are uneasy with a term that is so clearly associated with an ‘‘insti-
tution’’ which has often excluded them, and which continues to suggest the perpetu-
ation of an exclusively heterosexual mode of being.

Even the most passionate theoretical advocates of the rights of non-heterosexual
people to form their own ‘‘families’’ are careful to emphasize the dimensions of
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difference. Goss writes: ‘‘The appropriation of the term family is not an assimilation-
ist strategy of finding respectability in general society. . . . In fact, we are Queering
the notion of family and creating families reflective of our life choices. Our expanded
pluralist uses of family are politically destructive of the ethic of traditional family
values’’ (1997: 12). For others, even the use of the term suggests a willingness to
destroy the distinctive achievements of non-heterosexual history. Rofes argues ‘‘that
our attempts to equate childless gay male social formations with even a liberal
definition of ‘family’ runs the risk of intermingling constructs with very different
values and tainting the creative interpersonal processes used by gay men in consti-
tuting relationships’’ (1997: 158–9).

For many others, however, like the conservative gay writer Andrew Sullivan
(1995, 1997), the acceptance of lesbians and gays being allowed to marry, and
create families in the traditional manner, is a key strategic goal in the road to full
and equal citizenship. Clearly, this is an ongoing debate within the lesbian and gay
social worlds through which friendships, partnerships, and intimate life are being
defined, lived, and reshaped.

Doing Family

What is at stake in these debates is the wider social acceptability, and recognition, of
chosen patterns of relationships as ‘‘like,’’ ‘‘akin to,’’ or in fact identical with, the
traditional notion of family life, whether or not children are present as part of the
network of relationships. Part of the difficulty in generating such acceptancemaywell
be amatter of language. The use of the term ‘‘family’’ underlines, perhaps, the poverty
of our language in describing alternative forms of intimate life (Weeks, 1991). The
language of familialism is all-pervasive in our culture, and it is difficult to escape it.We
can begin to explain this usage, however, if we reflect on awider shift in family politics
over the past generation. The early polemics of gay liberationwere concerned not only
to critique but to outline alternatives to the family, which was seen as both an
imprisoning and an outmoded institution. This reflected a wider challenge to the
hegemony of the family, which was expressed both in theoretical critiques and in
counter-cultural challenges to the existing order (Weeks, 1990 [1977]).

Since the 1970s, however, this rhetoric has almost completely gone. Increasingly,
critics of the family have talked not of replacing the family but instead of recognizing
alternative families (Weeks, 1991), an acknowledgment of the pluralization of forms
of family life. There are various types of family, the argument goes, differentiated by
class, ethnicity, geography, and simply lifestyle choices, but most fulfilling the basic
purposes of family. If there are indeed so many types of family, why should same-sex
families be ignored? As Stacey puts it, lesbian and gay families are

Neither marginal nor exceptional, but rather represent a paradigmatic illustration of the
‘‘queer’’ postmodern conditions of kinship that we all now inhabit. Gays and lesbians
who self-consciously form families are forced to confront the challenges, opportunities
and dilemmas of the postmodern condition with much lower levels of denial, resistance,
displacement or bad faith than most others can indulge. (1996: 15)

The appropriation of the language of the family by many non-heterosexuals can
therefore be seen as one important way in which the sexually marginal are struggling
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to assert the validity of their own way of life. It is striking, for example, that the
usage became much more common in Britain after the condemnation of ‘‘pretended
family relationships’’ in Section 28 (Weeks, 1991). It is a classic example of ‘‘revers-
ing the discourse’’: turning what was conceived of as derogatory into a resounding
affirmation.

In doing this, non-heterosexual people are part of a wider struggle over meaning,
both participating in and reflecting a wider crisis over family relationships. As
Andrew Sullivan (1997) has argued, if the future of marriage is a critical ground
of contestation in the wider world, it is hardly surprising that lesbians and gays
should focus their demands on it. If parenting is perceived as in major need of
rethinking, then why should non-heterosexuals be excluded from the debate? If
families get ever more complex as a result of divorce, remarriage, recombination,
or step-parenting, why should the chosen families of lesbians and gays, including
with increasing frequency children, be denied a voice? (Weeks, Heaphy, and Dono-
van, 2001).

This has become even more important for many non-heterosexuals because of the
changing cultural context in which homosexuality has been lived since the 1980s.
One significant factor here has been the experience of premature illness and loss as a
result of the dramatic emergence of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the early 1980s.
Weston has suggested that ‘‘Situated historically in a period of discourse on lesbian
and gay kinship, AIDS has served as an impetus to establish and expand gay
families’’ (1991: 183). The HIV/AIDS epidemic dramatized the absence of relational
rights for non-heterosexuals in a climate of growing prejudice and enhanced need.
The epidemic revealed how vulnerable non-heterosexuals were without full recogni-
tion of their significant commitments – without full citizenship (Watney, 1994: 159–
68; Heaphy, Weeks, and Donovan, 1999).

Other developments – especially when children were involved – gave the same
message. The first debates about the validity of non-heterosexual family type rela-
tions began in Britain and the US with controversies over the child-custody battles of
lesbians in the 1970s (Hanscombe and Forster, 1982; Rights of Women Lesbian
Custody Group,1986; Lewin, 1984, 1993). The so-called ‘‘lesbian baby-boom’’
(Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001: ch. 7), and the claims by lesbians and gay
men for equal rights in issues concerning fostering or adoption, further underlined
the continuation of inequality, despite the gains that had been made over the
previous decades. Not surprisingly, throughout Western countries, from Australasia
to northern Europe, new demands for partnership rights, same-sex marriage, and
recognition of new family forms developed throughout the last years of the twenti-
eth century, often in relationship to child-care. As Nardi (1999) has observed, while
the use of the term ‘‘family’’ may be little more than metaphorical when applied to
adult friendships, it has a strong affinity with conventional uses when applied to units
with children. All these factors have created a new agenda for non-heterosexual
politics, in which the language of the family has become a key battleground.

A useful way of understanding what is at stake can be found by following Morgan
(1996, 1999) in analyzing ‘‘the family’’ in terms of a set of social practices rather
than an institution. From this perspective: ‘‘family’’ can be seen as less of a noun and
more as an adjective or, possibly, a verb. ‘‘ ‘Family’ represents a constructed quality
of human interaction or an active process rather than a thing-like object of social
investigation,’’ writes Morgan (1999: 16). This is an approach with important
implications for understanding non-heterosexual lives. It displaces the idea that
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the family is a fixed and timeless entity, which one is either a member of, or excluded
from. We may see it instead as a series of practical, everyday activities which we live:
through activities such as mutual care, the division of labor in the home, looking
after dependents and ‘‘relations,’’ all practices in which lesbian and gay people
regularly engage. ‘‘Family’’ is about particular sorts of relational interactions rather
than simply private activities in a privileged sphere. Instead of being an objective
phenomenon, ‘‘family’’ can be interpreted as subjective set of activities, whose
meanings are made by those who participate in them. From this perspective, it is
less important whether we are in a family than whether we do family-type things. In
the term used by Judith Butler (1990) to talk about gender, family practices are
‘‘performative,’’ and families are therefore constructed through their enactment. We
live family rather than dwell within it.

This is an important way of thinking about what constitutes family today. It
allows us to recognize and begin to understand the fluidity of everyday life practices,
and the way doing family is related to the ways we do or perform gender, sexuality,
work, caring, and the other activities that make up the totality of life experiences.
Family life may therefore be seen as a historically specific, contextualized set of
activities, intimately linked with other social practices. Using this approach, there is
no theoretical reason to exclude non-heterosexual everyday practices from the
pantheon of family and kin.

The Friendship Ethic

What does distinguish lesbian and gay families from the traditional family, however,
is the absence, or at least diminution, of the bonds of blood and the legal obligations
entailed in marriage. The typical family of choice may include a range of people,
including lovers and ex-lovers, members of families of origin, children in many
cases, but above all friends. Non-heterosexual relationships, it is widely argued,
are sustained by the intricately woven but durable strands of a ‘‘friendship ethic’’ in a
‘‘friends-as-family’’ model (Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan 2001: ch. 3). Of all our
relationships, claims Andrew Sullivan (1998: 176), ‘‘Friendship is the most common
and most natural. In its universality it even trumps family.’’

Friendships exist in many forms, and have varying symbolic meanings in different
places at different times (Allan, 1989, 1996; Rubin, 1985; Nardi, 1999; Pahl, 2000).
They are especially important, however, in the circumstances that most lesbian and
gay people find themselves in. Friendships particularly flourish when overarching
identities are fragmented in periods of rapid social change, or at turning points in
people’s lives, or when lives are lived at odds with social norms (Weeks, 1995: 145–
6). Friendships are portable, they can be sustained at a distance, yet they can allow
individuals who are uprooted or marginalized to feel constantly confirmed in who
and what they are through changing social experiences (Pahl, 2000). They offer the
possibility of developing new patterns of intimacy and commitment. All these
features give a special meaning and intensity to friendship in the lives of those
who live on the fringes of sexual conformity. In the narratives of non-heterosexuals,
friends provide emotional and material support, but also affirm identity and
belonging (see, e.g., Nardi, 1999). As Altman noted: ‘‘what many gay lives miss in
terms of permanent relationships is more than compensated for by friendship
networks, which often become de facto families’’ (1982: 190).
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Friendships, sometimes linked to couple relationships, but often not, provide the
space for the exploration of who or what you are, and what you want to become.
This is true at all stages of the life cycle, from the first tentative stages of coming out
as ‘‘different,’’ through the crises of relationships, to the potential loneliness of old
age – those ‘‘fateful moments’’ (Giddens, 1991, 1992) of a life, which force individ-
uals to reassess who and what they are, and to find ways of adapting to new
situations.

Central to this reliance on friendship is the fact that friendships are chosen, and
because of that offer a fundamental sense of equality, which can allow for greater
emotional possibilities (Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001: ch. 3). Choice, of
course, implies selection and distinctions. No one chooses randomly, and there are
limits to choice. In his study of friendship, Allan (1989) has argued that far from
being simply a matter of personal or free choice, friendships are structured and
patterned like all other social relations by factors that go beyond simple personal
wish: by social class, social mobility, occupational status, leisure interests, gender
differences, ethnic and racial categorizations, age, and so on. These are necessarily
factors in non-heterosexual friendships also, and though a common sense of sexual
identity often manages to bridge other divides, this does not happen automatically.
Friendships are not given; they are based on a host of varying factors that shape the
affinity circles that develop. Friendships have to be worked at.

Lesbian and gay friendship networks, like others, have fluid boundaries and
varying membership, as friends work through the tensions and difficulties over a
lengthy period (Weston, 1991). Friendships are necessarily dynamic, with members
added or falling away as circumstances change. People do not consciously at any
point decide that a given nexus of friends is close enough to be like family or not.
Some speak of the gradual nature of developing relationships which involves shared
experiences, an intertwined history, a sense of continuity, and some sense of per-
manence. The gradual process through which someone becomes a ‘‘family member’’
might only be realized in retrospect (Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001: ch. 3).
Individuals, therefore, may make distinctions amongst friends, those who are social
friends and those who are ‘‘part of the family.’’

Sexual links add a particular element, which broadly differentiates non-hetero-
sexual from heterosexual patterns. Many lesbians and gay men often include within
their closest circles former lovers as well as current sexual partners (Weston, 1991;
Blasius, 1994). This leads to highly intricate patterns. Weston speaks of ‘‘ties that
radiated outwards from individuals like spokes from a wheel’’ (1991: 109). Friend-
ship circles overlap, intersect, and move apart. But for many they provide, in Nardi’s
(1999) phrase, ‘‘invincible communities,’’ through which both identity and
belonging can be affirmed.

A strong feature is the tendency for close friendships to be homosocial, or single-
sex, though this is by no means universal (cf. Weston, 1991; Nardi, 1999). While
many lesbians and gays do intermingle in the same networks, for others there is an
absolute barrier between the genders (see Dunne, 1997). A sense of difference,
especially when shaped around gendered experience, helps produce different lesbian
and gay male social worlds, and conversation across the divide becomes difficult.
And yet, when faced by the power of the heterosexual assumption, a strong sense of
common interests does occur. Rubin (1985) noted that lesbians and gay men estab-
lished most of their close, supportive friendships among other non-heterosexuals,
whether male or female, and this is confirmed by other accounts (e.g., Tanner, 1978;
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Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001). The accentuated separation of the homosex-
ual and heterosexual worlds as self-identified lesbians and gays have developed
quasi-ethnic identities (Altman, 1982; Lewin, 1998), have tended to shape a culture
where friendship choices are often made entirely within homosexual circles.

Several commentators have observed that the emphasis on friendships within
exclusively homosexual circles can limit the development of facets of the self that
a broader range of friendships might encourage (Rubin, 1985; Blumstein and
Schwartz, 1983). On the other hand, given that it is likely that most lesbians or
gay men are likely to meet other people like themselves in non-heterosexual circles,
friendships are likely to be formed around common emotional or sexual identifica-
tions. In this context it is hardly surprising that many friendships will transcend
traditional divides. Blumstein and Schwartz (1983), for instance, have remarked that
some couples at least are apparently mismatched in terms of social and class
backgrounds because they met in places where the common denominator was sexual
rather than shared leisure or intellectual pursuits. Far from being a disadvantage,
this can be seen as a potential strength. As Stuart (1995: 43) puts it, ‘‘friendship can
break rank,’’ though inevitably there are different perceptions of how easy this is.

The experiences of people differ, of course, depending on their specific circum-
stances, needs, and other identifications. Non-heterosexuals, as much as heterosex-
uals, do usually live in more than one social world, and often choose friendships on
the basis of their various identities, not simply on the basis of their homosexuality.
This is especially true if they feel discriminated against on more grounds than simply
their sexuality. Race and ethnicity are perhaps among the most crucial elements that
cut across the possibilities of friendship. Many black feminists have long critiqued
the early feminist (and gay) hostility to the traditional family (see Mirza, 1997) on
the grounds that for minorities the family is an essential bulwark against oppression
and a source of support (cf. Weston, 1991: 36). But even when black lesbians and
gay men break with their family of origin to establish their own ways of life, racism is
a constant presence, disrupting any sense of wider belonging to the non-heterosexual
community, while also alienating you from your community of origin. Friendships
inevitably have to weave in and through these complex social relationships, reflect-
ing an increasingly diverse social world. This makes it all the more significant that
despite differences, and whatever the barriers, many non-heterosexuals have con-
structed common values and commitments around friendship, which make mean-
ingful lives possible for them.

Mutuality

Friendship networks can be seen, in particular, as schools of values, especially those
of reciprocity and mutuality. In friendship, Elizabeth Stuart (1995: 44) writes,
‘‘women and gay men experience mutuality,’’ that is, a sense of involvement with
others which goes beyond their isolated individual lives without diminishing their
individuality. This is a delicate balancing act, which has to be constantly negotiated
and renegotiated if friendship ties are to work and survive. This is not a peculiarly
non-heterosexual challenge. As Finch andMason (1993) have shown, it is precisely a
similar challenge which shapes more conventional kin relationships, as family
members try to balance a respect for the dignity and self-respect of individuals
with a commitment to ongoing responsibilities to one another. In neither traditional
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kin relationships nor in non-heterosexual lives can anything be taken for granted.
Relationships have to be worked at and worked out over time. Neither work to fixed
rules (Finch and Mason, 1993: 166) – though heterosexual relationships do inevit-
ably carry more latent assumptions – and individuals live by guidelines about the
right way to proceed rather than a fixed list of ‘‘oughts’’ and ‘‘musts.’’ And yet
despite a high degree of fluidity, individuals do have a strong sense of moral agency
and an implicit hierarchy of values in the way they conduct their everyday lives in
interaction with others (Weeks, 1995; Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001: ch. 3).

Many of these values are common to all forms of close friendship. There are,
however, crucial differences between heterosexual and non-heterosexual friendships.
Perhaps more important in this context is the lack of legitimacy in non-heterosexual
relationships, however stable or fulfilling they may be, compared to the recognized
legitimacy of kin interactions, however difficult or unsatisfying they may turn out to
be. This puts an extra burden on non-heterosexual friendships because they
combine both the traditional delights of friendship and the weight of emotional
expectation.

As same-sex relationships are constructed and maintained outside of conventional
institutional and legal support systems and structures, they are less likely to be
characterized by predetermined assumptions and past histories than traditional
family relationships. In the absence of either legitimation by blood or law, the key
elements of family, alternative forms of legitimating commitment become necessary
(Lewin, 1998). Inevitably, ideas of choice, trust, and love take on a new significance,
and these are embodied in a strong sense of the value of ‘‘good friendship,’’ which
becomes a major legitimizing factor for non-heterosexual relationships.

Around the idea of good friendship a series of values have evolved, which involve
balancing a strong sense of individual autonomy with ideals of reciprocity (Weeks,
Heaphy, and Donovan, 1999). Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan (2001: 69–76) found
that terms such as duty and obligation tended to be rejected by interviewees in favor
of concepts of responsibility, mutual care, and commitment. But these attitudes were
seen by many lesbians and gay men not as weaknesses, but as strengths, because they
were based on free choices. Distinctions are carefully made, especially with regard to
aging parents, and particularly to dependent children. Parenting raises questions of
obligation, commitment, and responsibility most sharply.

Many non-heterosexuals, both men and women, are involved in parenting in one
way or another, as biological, adoptive, or social parents (Bozett, 1987; Lewin,
1993; Benkov, 1994; Drucker, 1998). A number of observers have commented on
the extent of the ‘‘gayby’’ boom in recent years, as quite complex patterns both of
conception (self-insemination, surrogacy, arrangements between gay men and les-
bians) and parenting (single- and multi-parenting, ‘‘step’’ parenting) have developed
(Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001: ch. 7). It is apparent, however, that whatever
the complexities of the emotional, sexual, and social arrangements, responsibility
for the children becomes the focus for the negotiating of relationships. Obligation
and duty – though the terms themselves may not always be used – here override the
discourse of choice.

The emphasis on choice might lead the unwary to believe that lesbian and gay
relationships are inevitably more fragile than relations based on blood or marriage.
Yet it can equally be argued that the thinning of enforced obligations, a more sharply
defined individualization, and the greater contingency of relationships that result,
lead to a greater stress on making relationships work. Silva and Smart (1999: 6) have
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argued that for many people family ties have become more important for exactly
this reason. Freely chosen relationships have the potentiality both to be free of
imposed obligations, and, therefore, to be more intense (cf. Bronski, 1988; Plummer,
1995).

For many gay men, and lesbians also, the experience of the AIDS crisis has
confirmed the importance of a commitment to mutual care and responsibility (cf.
Adam, 1992). In the literature, AIDS has been widely located as a potential catalyst
in expanding definitions of family to reflect the reality of contemporary life (e.g.,
Levine, 1991). It has also been argued that responses to the epidemic have made
non-heterosexual caring relationships visible (e.g., Adam, 1992), and have allowed
gay ‘‘extended families’’ to demonstrate their strength and durability (e.g., Bronski,
1988). But perhaps the most important legacy of the crisis has been to demonstrate
the implications of friendship. As Sullivan has put it: ‘‘I don’t think I’m alone in
thinking that the deepest legacy of the plague years is friendship’’ (1998: 175).

This is an example of a response to an unexpected, and at first inexplicable, crisis.
But the evidence suggests that this ethos underpins everyday life for many lesbians
and gay men. A friendship ethic, based on notions of individual autonomy and
mutual involvement, is the key feature of the contemporary non-heterosexual world.

Reinventing Intimate Life

Lesbian and gay relationships are worked through at the intersection of two overlap-
ping perceptions and experiences. On the one hand there is a strong sense in the non-
heterosexual world of the continuation of institutionalized hostility. On the other,
there is a widespread recognition that there are new opportunities for choice and
self-invention.

The continuing institutional prejudice and discrimination against non-heterosex-
ual forms of life have been variously theorized – as ‘‘compulsory heterosexuality’’
(Rich, 1983), the ‘‘heterosexual matrix’’ (Butler, 1990), the ‘‘heterosexual panor-
ama’’ (Blasius, 1994), ‘‘heteronormativity’’ (Warner, 1993), or the ‘‘heterosexual
assumption’’ (Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001). Whatever the concept, it
describes an all-encompassing institutional invalidation of homosexuality, and pre-
sumption in favor of heterosexuality. The idea recognizes the all-pervasive back-
ground noise which always privileges and shores up the heterosexual model as the
norm, even as societies grow more formally accepting of difference. Much has
changed over the past generation, and the broad result is a greater social toleration
of non-heterosexuality, as the growing recognition of same-sex partnerships testifies.
But the increasingly recognized fact of sexual diversity has not led to its full
acceptance or validation.

The clearest expression of this can be seen in the nervousness with which even the
most liberal of jurisdictions deals with non-heterosexual parenting. It was noticeable
that the earliest attempts at formal recognition of same-sex partnerships explicitly
excluded rights to adoption, and only since the turn of the millennium has this been
modified, for example, in the Dutch acceptance of same-sex marriage in 2001 or of
British liberalization of adoption laws in 2002 (see discussion in Domovan, Heapy
and Wesks, 1999).

Given the resilience of the heterosexual assumption, it is not surprising that non-
heterosexual people are thrown back on their own resources.
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This has given rise to a strong narrative of self-invention amongstmany lesbians and
gaymen, particularly in relation to self-identity and lifestyle.More generally, as Beck-
Gernsheim has observed: ‘‘the normal life history is giving way to the do-it-yourself
life-history’’ (1998: 57). Self-descriptions change as circumstances change, and new
possibilities open up. The possibility exists for invention and reinvention. Lesbians
and gays, however, have had to be arch-inventors (Giddens, 1992) – because the
traditional narratives of family and marriage were frequently inapplicable.

But increasingly, it is clear, narratives of the self and narratives of chosen or
invented families are being linked together. Weston argues: ‘‘When cast in narrative
form, the shift from identification of gayness with the renunciation of kinship (no
family) to a correspondence between gay identity and a particular type of family
(families we choose) presents a kind of collective coming-out story: a tale of lesbians
and gays moving out of isolation and into kinship’’ (1991: 212).

The freedom to choose is the necessary condition of responsible and reciprocal
relationships, based on respect and care for others (Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan,
2001).

This in turn requires a recognition that all relationships, but especially one-to-one
partnerships, have to be based on an egalitarian system of values. The chosen nature
of relationships, and the process of negotiation which that must involve, open unique
opportunities, many lesbians and gay men argue, for more equal relationships than
are available to heterosexuals (see Giddens, 1992; Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan,
2001). A democratized, flexible model of couple relationships has, therefore, become
the ideal. The reality, inevitably, is more complex: non-heterosexuals strive to achieve
equality in terms of intimacy, sexual relations, and the division of labor in the
household against all the inequalities which continue to structure our societies (e.g.,
see Dunne, 1997; Carrington, 1999). Many non-heterosexual women and men have
consciously attempted to shape their relationships in opposition to assumed hetero-
sexual models, with their inbuilt gendered divisions and assumptions.

Creativity and choice may be the leitmotifs of relationships, but there are very real
limits to free choice and real equality. Non-heterosexuals have a realistic perception
of the actuality of their everyday lives. While the percentages have varied dramatic-
ally across studies, some early North American work on same-sex relationships has
suggested that only around 60 percent of lesbians (Peplau and Cochran, cited in
Peplau, Venigas, and Miller Campbell, 1996) and of gay men (Harry and DeVall,
1978) describe their relationships as actually being fully ‘‘equal.’’

A large body of empirical research work has focused on the intimate and domestic
lives of men and women, and suggests that relations, particularly within the home,
continue to be marked and structured by inequalities with regard to labor and status
(see Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001: ch. 4). It is difficult to escape dichotomous
ways of being. As Dunne says:

Engagement with the everyday tasks and objects of the home is not simply about getting
necessary work done, it is about engaging in the production of gender. . . . The domestic
division of labor (one needs to add here – between women and men) is about linking the
musts of work to be done with the shoulds of gender ideals. (1999: 69)

As Oerton (1997) points out, if gender is a social construction that is only contin-
gently linked to bodily differences, then it is perfectly possible for same-sex relation-
ships themselves to be reproduced in gendered terms.
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Despite this, the absence of significant structural inequalities and the prevalence of
the friendship ethic can provide some of the necessary conditions for greater intim-
acy. Various attempts to address the equality of same-sex male relationships suggest
that they can be best understood as structured around ‘‘best-friend’’ models of
relating (Harry and DeVall, 1978; Harry, 1984; Peplau, 1981; Kehoe, 1988). As
Peplau, Venigas, and Miller Campbell suggest:

A friendship script typically fosters equality in relationships. In contrast to marriage, the
norms of friendship assume that partners are relatively equal in status and power.
Friends also tend to be similar in interests, resources, and skills. Available evidence
suggests that most American lesbians and gay men have a relationship that most closely
approximates best friendship. (1996: 403)

Blumstein and Schwartz (1983), in their study of same-sex and heterosexual couples,
have argued that lesbians and gay men appear to combine the need for friendship
and romantic love in one person to a greater extent than heterosexuals. The research
reported in Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan (2001) confirms that for many lesbians
and gay men friendship is seen as central to the operation of ‘‘successful’’ couple
relationships.

Writers on marriage have used the term ‘‘intimate strangers’’ to refer to the
different emotional goals that husbands and wives may have in traditional couple
relationships (Mansfield and Collard, 1988). Perhaps a more accurate term to refer
to non-heterosexual relations is the one used by Dunne (1997): ‘‘intimate friend-
ships.’’ It seems likely that the egalitarian ideals of same-sex relationships do indeed
dissolve some of the boundaries between friendships and sexual/emotional commit-
ments, making possible forms of intimacy that are difficult to attain amongst most
heterosexual couples (cf. Giddens, 1992).

Everyday Experiments

There can be no doubt of the powerful meanings attached to relationship networks by
many lesbians and gay men. For many, these relationships have the potency of family
relationships in either supplementing or displacing traditional forms. On the surface,
at least, this lends credence to the idea that formany people friendships offer surrogate
or ‘‘pretend’’ families: substitutes for the real thing. This is not, however, how non-
heterosexuals see the significance of their relationships, nor how these relationships
are characterized in the recent literature. Bozett (1987), for example, sees lesbian and
gay relationships as having all the significant defining features of biological families.
Weston (1991) has concluded that in creating chosen families lesbians and gays are
neither involved in imitating heterosexual families, nor in necessarily replacing or
substituting a family of choice for a family of origin: they have a reality in their own
right.

Of course, using the language of family is not the same as saying that networks of
non-heterosexual relations are families. Nardi, while acknowledging the potency of
the language, is notably skeptical of the usage. He notes particularly the general
absence of the age and status differentials which characterize most kin relations, and
concludes: ‘‘Structurally, friendship circles do not look like families: they certainly
do not have the legal, ceremonial, or religious attributes that characterize the family
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institutions in American society. To say they are like family may serve, then, as a
shorthand form of communication’’ (1999: 68).

Families of choice are clearly different from traditional families. The frequent use
of familial language amongst lesbians and gay men does, however, tell us something
very important about contemporary relationships. The public emergence of
‘‘families we choose’’ signals an important shift in the preoccupations of the non-
heterosexual world, which is part of a wider transformation of intimate life in which
the idea of the family is itself changing. If we see family in terms of practices rather
than institutional forms, of meanings rather than structures, many non-heterosex-
uals ‘‘do family’’ in ways which are parallel to heterosexual patterns. The growing
preoccupation with parenting amongst many non-heterosexuals underlines rather
than undermines these parallels (Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001: ch. 7). The
loaded term ‘‘family’’ may be a shorthand, but it is a useful one to signal a changing
reality.

There are many historic echoes of the usage of family language, often by commu-
nities of marginalized or embattled people, which give rise to what has been
described as ‘‘fictive kin’’ (Stack, 1974; Weston, 1991). Rapp (1982: 178) uses the
phrase ‘‘continuous family’’ to describe such networks. There are obvious parallels
with the lesbian and gay world, where friendship and sexual community provide
some of the same elements of support as a working-class or ethnic neighborhood.
However, the concept of ‘‘fictive kin’’ still assumes the blood family as the starting
point, whereas for many non-heterosexuals it is precisely the ambiguous relationship
with family of origin, especially when the fact of homosexuality leads to rejection
from the family, that is the problem. Then friendships must become the core network
of support.

The word ‘‘network’’ points us to the real significance of what is happening.
A network is a complex system of interconnected strands. It also evokes today the
dense lines of communication of the Internet, which has no single focus but rather a
myriad of different points of information and communication, with an infinite
possibility of juncture and disjuncture, apparently random, but able to resist prac-
tically any attack on its integrity (Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001: 47–50).
Using this metaphor, the family of choice can be seen as an example of the rise of
‘‘network families.’’

Such networks are the product both of changing patterns of communication, and
of the dense interconnections that can exist between people. The new language of
family amongst lesbian and gay people is an index of these changing social possibil-
ities in a rapidly changing epoch. Clearly families of choice build on historical
experience. But above all they can be seen as examples of the ‘‘everyday experiments
in living’’ which theorists such as Giddens (1992) argue people are required to
undertake in an ever-more complex world. Non-heterosexuals feel they have more
open possibilities for two reasons: greater choice and openness in relationships,
and the belief that they can escape many of the structural differences, especially
those of heterosexuality, that limit traditional relationships. However difficult
their achievement may be, these beliefs structure the everyday practices of many
lesbian and gay people. When non-heterosexuals ‘‘do family’’ they are creating life
patterns which give new meaning to their relationships in an increasingly complex
world.
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Note

A fuller development of the themes discussed in this chapter can be found in the authors’
book, Same Sex Intimacies: Families of Choice and other Life Experiments (Weeks, Heaphy,
and Donovan, 2001).
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21
Couples and Their Networks

Eric Widmer

Introduction

Conjugal dyads in the Western world, as the anthropologist Hsu pointed out,
present an interesting paradox: They are at the same time prominent over all other
interpersonal relationships and extremely unstable, as shown by the high divorce
rates currently characterizing contemporary Western societies (Hsu, 1971). What,
then, are the joint effects of the inherent centrality and fragility of conjugal dyads on
the relational contexts in which those dyads are embedded? If couples are so central,
their fragility is likely to have profound consequences beyond nuclear families.
Likewise, the centrality and fragility of conjugal dyads means that network members
may have strong concerns about what happens to them. Social networks may in
various ways influence the trajectories of couples, while couples’ trajectories may
strongly affect social networks. Thus, we hypothesize that there is a duality between
couples and their networks, which has profound consequences for the understanding
of both relational realities.

This chapter focuses on the interconnections between couples and their networks,
first in paying attention to conjugal network features, secondly in showing how they
are linked with conjugal functioning. Two major types of variables have been
considered by research dealing with the interdependence between couples and
their networks. Some scholars have been mostly interested in exchanges taking
place in conjugal networks. Supports and transactions of various forms – financial,
material, psychological – characterize the embeddedness of couples in networks.
This first set of variables is mostly quantitative and dynamic in nature, as they deal
with the quantity of resources provided by networks to couples. They have a
functional orientation, as they focus on how services provided by networks may or
may not foster the adaptation of nuclear units. Other scholars, however, have
emphasized structural dimensions of conjugal networks, that may be associated
with conjugal functioning. Composition, connectivity, boundedness, and overlap
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of conjugal networks are structural features that were taken into consideration when
asserting the interrelations between networks and conjugal functioning. This contri-
bution underscores the interconnections existing between functional and structural
features of conjugal networks and conjugal functioning.

One difficulty is the fact that for a long time empirical research specialized in
either kinship or friendship relationships. This separation of empirical kinship and
friendship studies was detrimental to the understanding of the interrelations be-
tween networks and couples, as it is very difficult to grasp the functional and
structural features of one set of relationships without information on the other.
Hopefully, more recent research has focused on conjugal networks as a whole.
This chapter will show how various aspects of conjugal functioning are affected by
conjugal networks formed by relatives and friends; it also shows how conjugal
functioning affects various dimensions of friendship and kinship ties beyond nuclear
units. The next pages do not constitute a full literature review on conjugal networks,
but rather extract some of their most central features for the understanding of
couples.

Functional Features of Conjugal Networks

What are the main functional features of conjugal networks that may interplay with
conjugal functioning? A large number of studies have identified the contribution of
relational contexts to the functioning of nuclear families. As reported by Lee (1980)
and Adams (1970), the primary focus of research on relational contexts of couples in
the 1960s and 1970s was undoubtedly the issue of nuclear-family isolation from its
kinship network. The theme that kin are not important to the functioning of the
nuclear family (which is relatively ‘‘isolated’’ from them) was clearly enunciated in
articles by Parsons (1943, 1949) and Linton (1949). Since then, empirical research
has extensively documented the various ways in which nuclear families are embed-
ded in larger family and nonfamily contexts. At first, research mostly focused on
material exchanges linking couples and their kinship networks. More recently,
scholars have underlined the import of psychological functions of conjugal net-
works. We consider these two sets of dimensions, focusing first on sociability and
exchanges.

Sociability

A first important result is that contrary to the thesis of the nuclear family’s isolation,
couples have regular contacts with both friends and relatives (Adams, 1970; Lee,
1980). If alternatives to face-to-face interactions, such as telephone calls or e-mails,
are also considered, a large majority of couples do keep in touch with family
members or friends. Whereas in earlier periods, personal networks were more
localized, most couples today have networks in which neighborhood and locality
play only a small part. Networks of friends and kin tend to be geographically
dispersed rather than concentrated in particular places (Allan, 1998).

There are, however, great variations in the amount of interactions that couples
develop with their networks. Some couples interact daily with relatives and friends,
while the interactions of other couples are more casual. Some are more oriented
toward relatives whereas others are more oriented toward friends. The number of
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kin in the area influences the number of regular interactions that one has with them
(Fischer, 1982b). Also, men and women differ in their contacts with network
members. Typically, women have a higher proportion of contacts with kin than do
men (Fischer and Oliker, 1983; Mardsen and Lin, 1982; Treas and Cohen, in press).
Women are more often in charge of sociability with kin, organizing special gather-
ings or more regular forms of contacts with relatives on both their own and their
husbands’ sides (Anspach and Rosenberg, 1972).

Exchanges

Couples are not only embedded in interactions with friends and relatives; they are
also functionally embedded in them. Many researchers since the 1960s have investi-
gated material exchanges and support taking place in conjugal networks. They
found that a large percentage of couples benefit from financial help, emotional
support and help with children derived from their networks (Wellman and Wortley,
1989). In other words, interdependence, not isolation, is the rule, with only a small
portion of the population being separated from relatives and friends.

If the thesis of functional isolation has proved to be inadequate, research has,
however, emphasized the limits of exchanges between couples and their networks. In
many cases, important exchanges concern the immediate kinship circle drawn from
the couples’ families of orientation (non-co-resident parents and siblings) and their
own children (Fehr and Perlman, 1985). Most financial and domestic help is pro-
vided by relatives in direct ascending line. In other words, support mostly circulates
from parents to children. Parents also provide tangible help with raising their
grandchildren. Only a very limited proportion of exchanges within conjugal net-
works concern relatives beyond those genealogical limits. The assistance of horizon-
tal relationships, either from siblings or from friends, is much less intense.
Friendships are centered on leisure-time activities, informal sociability, companion-
ship, and expressive support (Allan, 1979, 1998). As compared with parents, sib-
lings do not support each other as much in terms of money or domestic tasks: they
are mostly important in terms of emotional support (Coenen-Huther et al., 1994;
Widmer, 1999a). In addition, normative imperatives to help are fairly low in
friendship and kinship relationships as opposed to parent–child relationships. In
other words, much of network support beyond parent–child ties is based on affinity
rather than on status. Finally, it should be underscored that help provided by
network members is mostly conjunctural rather than structural. The idea of a
systematic cooperation between couples and their networks is not supported by
empirical results. Kinship assistance is required mainly for coping with particular
events or situations, such as the birth of a new child, temporary health and financial
hardships, divorce, etc. (Coenen-Huther et al., 1994).

In reaction to the ‘‘isolation hypothesis,’’ most research on kinship and friendship
focuses on positive exchanges existing between couples and their relational context
(Johnson, 2000). This focus has somehow obstructed the realization that conjugal
networks may not only develop positive interactions for couples. Conflicts and social
control are two other important contents of relationships (House, Umberson, and
Landis, 1988). Conjugal networks are not only characterized by support and caring
but also by problems and conflicts (Adams, 1970; Klein andMilardo, 2000; Coenen-
Huther et al., 1994).
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Psychological support and cognitive significance

Another limit of research addressing the isolation hypothesis is the focus on material
exchanges: relational contexts have also important cognitive functions for individ-
uals and couples, in terms of emotional support and in the shaping of personal
identities. In this regard, scholars have emphasized the import of ‘‘psychological
networks,’’ which are composed of people to whom individuals are committed
emotionally and psychologically, who provide individuals with a concept of self,
and who can sustain or alter one’s self-definition through communication (Surra and
Milardo, 1991). Interestingly, interactions and psychological significance do not
fully overlap. In a direct comparison based on data collected for 25 wives and
their husbands, only 25 percent of the network members identified were met on a
regular basis and had psychological significance (Milardo, 1989).

What is the contribution of relatives to psychological networks? As underscored by
Firth, the concept of family is of strong affective significance because ‘‘it expresses a
sense of identity with specified persons who aremembers of one’s kin universe’’ (Firth,
Hubert, and Forge, 1970: 92). Families are ponds of orientational others (Kuhn,
1964), even in adulthood. Despite the fact that they live in different households and
do not belong to the nuclear family of Ego anymore, parents and siblings of adults
continue to have a great emotional and cognitive significance (Cicirelli, 1995; Fehr
and Perlman, 1985, Goetting, 1986; Hoyt and Babchuk, 1983; Umberson, 1992). For
instance, most siblings wish to keep in touch with each other and know in a general
way what the other’s overall situation is (Allan, 1979). Social comparison with close
relatives, even in adulthood, is an extremely important component of family life
(Adam, 1970). This dimension of orientation is of first importance during childhood
and adolescence, where parents play a major role in shaping the identity of their
children. The cognitive importance of family members is not ended when children
leave the nest. As for friends, they are by definition people we feel psychologically
connected to. However, there are again variations in the strength of cognitive import
of friends, for instance, according to gender and social status (Allan, 1998).

Ascription and achievement

Another issue of great functional import related to conjugal networks concerns the
extent to which relationships constituting the relational contexts of couples are
voluntary or imposed. In this sense, close relatives and friends represent the two
extremes of a continuum from ascription to achievement. While friends can be
chosen and abandoned, relatives are imposed, and presumably forever. In Western
societies, ties of blood are taken as being much more durable than relationships
based on other criteria (Schneider, 1980; Allan, 1979).

If there are few doubts that kinship ties are more ascriptive than friendship ties
overall, the former are actually quite heterogeneous in that regard. Strong normative
requirements to help or see one another only concern a very limited set of relation-
ships, basically the family of orientation of both partners (Wellman and Wortley,
1989). Even within this immediate circle of family members, there is a great variety
of normative expectations, for instance, between siblings and with parents, and
negotiation rather than automaticity is the rule (Finch and Mason, 1993). As
where parent–child relationships are characterized by a strong normative impetus
toward helping, sibling support is based on liking, rather than on strong moral
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imperatives. Sibling relationships are grounded much more than parent–child rela-
tionships on the achievement dimension: sibling contact in adulthood is mostly
voluntary and based on liking, except on certain ritual occasions such as weddings
(Lee, 1990). Within the larger set of relatives, the impact of ascription is much
weaker: personal liking, age, gender, stage in the life cycle, and frequency of contact
are central to explaining the intimate and confidant kin chosen (Hoyt and Babchuk,
1983). Uncles and aunts, nephews and nieces, do not necessarily feel close to each
other or help each other in any way. These relationships are achieved by personal
activities pertaining to the work of ‘‘doing kinship,’’ as Schneider put it (1980).
Personal choices play a major role in this regard, and contacts are kept alive only if
there is a history of positive relationships behind them. To summarize, beyond
parents and children, kinship links become voluntary and selective (Fischer, 1982a).

At the same time, achieved relationships, such as friendship relationships, are in
need of some underlying ascriptive structures that may reinforce them. As early as in
1969, Bellweg noted that 64 percent of the students he questioned used kin terms for
at least one person who was not actually related to them (Bellweg, 1969). This may
indicate that the solidarity and automaticity of kinship provide some advantages to
couples. In picking an unrelated person and making him or her kin, one benefits
from the freedom of choice associated with achieved relationships and the stability
associated with ascriptive ones. This is especially true with fictive kin created out of
non-kin relationships, such as godchildren or godparents, where the kin status has a
normative, quasi-legal meaning.

This dimension is even reinforced in families ‘‘of choice’’ (Weston, 1991). Families
are not formed solely upon the basis of blood and marriage. Affection and mutual
interests play an increasingly important role in determining the basis for kinship
formation. Families of choice seem to be especially active in nontraditional family
forms, such as those of gay and lesbian couples which typically include friends and
ex-lovers (ibid.). Such ‘‘social families’’ (Scanzoni and Marsiglio, 1993) resemble
networks in the sense that they cross household lines and are based on ties that radiate
‘‘outward from individuals like spokes on awheel’’ (Weston, 1991: 109). To deal with
rejection by parents or siblings, gay and lesbian couples often give greater centrality to
friends and to supportive kin even if they are not their closest relations on the
genealogical chart (see Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, chapter 20 in this volume).

Does that mean that friends and kin are now interchangeable? Empirical research
shows that closely related relatives provide a greater degree of support, and they do so
in a wider variety of domains than friends; they are also more active in terms of social
control. Friends are more active in terms of companionship (Rook and Ituarte, 1999;
Wellman andWortley, 1989). Thus, interchangeability of friends and relatives should
be questioned, but there is undoubtedly today a need to make friends of relatives and
to make relatives of friends. Relationships with in-laws present another case. As they
are acquired indirectly and, in a sense, involuntarily, by marriage, they have a dimen-
sion of achievement and ascription. This mixture is associated with potential conflicts
and tensions. Relations with parents-in-law are seen as more distant and tense than
relations with parents (Fischer, 1983; Wish, Deutsch, and Kaplan, 1976).

Summary

Contemporary couples are not isolated from their kinship and friendship networks.
They keep regular contacts with relatives and friends, and various kinds of
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exchanges exist with them. Members of networks have very important psychological
functions for couples. Those contacts and exchanges, however, should not be con-
sidered as indicators of profound interdependences between couples and their net-
work members. Network support is limited in various ways. It only concerns a small
number of persons, mostly drawn from the couple’s families of orientation. It is
more conjunctural than structural. That is, it becomes more and more voluntary and
associated with personal liking, rather than norms of responsibility. When it is too
strong, it triggers negative feelings.

On all these accounts, there is a primacy of the conjugal dyad over other interper-
sonal relationships included in conjugal networks, as normative expectations as well
as actual solidarity are at their highest in conjugal relationships. Of course, what
was just presented is an average profile of the functional features of conjugal
networks. We will later see that variations of these features are associated with
specific forms of conjugal functioning.

Structural Features of Conjugal Networks

Investigating functional features of networks makes us focus on what network
members provide to couples. This, of course, is an essential aspect of the interplay
between couples and their networks, but it is not sufficient per se, as exchanges and
interactions between network members and couples happen in larger webs of
interpersonal relationships. Analyses of network structures precisely permit us to
capture the influence of the network as a whole with properties that go beyond those
of the connections that directly involve couples. In other words, they are based on
the assumption that exchanges between couples and their networks not only have an
impact on conjugal functioning because of their sheer amount, but also because they
are part of larger configurations of relationships. Scholars interested in structural
features of conjugal networks have mostly focused on network composition, net-
work connectivity and boundedness, and overlap between personal networks of
spouses or partners.

Composition

Recent approaches have underscored that not all relationships composing conjugal
networks have the same impact on conjugal functioning (Burger and Milardo, 1995;
Milardo andAllan, 1997). In considering only overall functions of conjugal networks,
we miss a fundamental feature of those networks, namely who composes them.
Empirical research found that about four out of ten active network members are
friends and another three are kin. Neighbors, co-workers, and acquaintances consti-
tute only a minority of network members (Milardo, 1989; Wellman and Wortley,
1989). The proportion of friends and relatives that couples have in their networks is
likely to have important effects on conjugal functioning as friends and relatives, as we
have underscored above, do not contribute equally to exchanges with couples.

Another important dimension to consider is the sex ratio of conjugal networks.
Contacts and exchanges with kin and friends are strongly influenced by gender.
Women are more central in kinship relations than are men. They are more active in
exchanges with kin (Johnson, 2000), communicate more often, and report more
‘‘close’’ kin than do men (Bahr, 1976; Booth, 1972; Hoyt and Babchuk, 1983). They
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play an important role as ‘‘kinkeepers’’ (Adams, 1970), even on their husbands’ sides
(Lee, 1980). Men interact with a wider range of people, in the context of larger, more
heterogeneous groups (Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin, 1999). Those various tendencies
lend support to the thesis that because women are muchmore active with kin than are
men, the sex composition of conjugal networks is likely to have profound effects on
couples’ functioning.

Age and generation are a third important element of network composition.
Because of the increase of life expectancy and the decrease in fertility that have
characterized Western societies during the last two centuries, kinship ties have
become more and more vertical: it is not unheard of to find kinship networks
composed by five generations. At the same time, kinship networks have lost much
of their horizontality: siblings are much less numerous than before and, conse-
quently, cousins, aunts, and uncles represent a much smaller part of the kinship
ties that are included in conjugal networks. Demographers have characterized this
kind of network as ‘‘beanpole family structure,’’ where the surviving lineage is tall
and thin (Bengtson, Rosenthal, and Burton, 1996; Treas, 1995).

In a broader sense, heterogeneity of conjugal networks in terms of social status, age,
religious affiliation, and so on is a central dimension of network composition. How
similar are members of conjugal networks compared with each other? This question
has received only a little attention from researchers, but it is likely to have great
consequences for couples. In this regard, friendship and kinship ties may have quite
different properties. Friendship ties, because of their achieved nature, are strongly
biased toward homophily (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook, 2001), that is, they
tend to link people with similar social characteristics. On the other hand, family ties,
because of their strong affective bonds and ascriptive nature, often allow for much
greater interpersonal heterogeneity. Thus, they can bridge differences in social and
economic standing that would not normally be bridged if two people were not in the
same family (Goldstein andWarren, 2000).

Connectivity and boundedness

Connectivity refers to the extent to which network members know one another, or
interact with one another. Technically, it is defined as the number of existing ties in a
network compared with the number of ties potentially available, given the size of
the network. Dense networks have specific functional properties: because ties are
redundant in their case, social support and social control have a more collective
nature, which reinforces their effects on individuals or couples (Coleman, 1988). For
conjugal networks, Elisabeth Bott (1955, 1957) was the first to underscore the
impact of network connectivity on conjugal functioning. Overall, the connectivity
of conjugal networks is much lower than one would think. Individuals tend to
concentrate their regular interactions and exchanges on a relatively small number
of persons compared with the total of persons they happen to name as friends or
relatives (Coenen-Huther et al., 1994). There are several reasons explaining this
tendency, such as the geographical dispersion of kin, the fact that interactions with
friends and family often occur separately, and the sheer logistical impossibility of
maintaining regular interactions with great numbers of persons.

Associated with the issue of network connectivity is network boundedness. The
boundaries of networks have always been of major import to understand their
dynamics. It is rather straightforward that conjugal networks are ‘‘ego-centered’’
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networks and not full networks (Scott, 1992): conjugal networks always refer to a
single couple and no two couples have exactly the same network. Because of this
feature, conjugal networks are rather unbounded by their very nature: individuals
included in a couple A’s network are themselves central in their own networks, which
are constituted by other persons with only a partial overlap with couple A’s networks.
Therefore, conjugal networks open up to other conjugal or personal networks in an
infinite and comprehensive web of interpersonal relationships. That said, one should
also underscore that some conjugal networks are more bounded than others. The
extent to which individuals included in a couple’s network cite each other as signifi-
cant members of their own network is variable. We shall later see that divorce and
remarriage have profound effects on this dimension (Widmer, 1999b).

Overlap

The low density and low boundedness of conjugal networks lend support to the idea
that friendship and kinship networks are ego-centered sets of ties, i.e., many rela-
tionships are not shared by both spouses but are – quite to the contrary – specific to
each of them. To address this issue, scholars have investigated the extent to which
individuals in one partner’s network are also members of the other partner’s network
(Milardo, 1986, Surra, 1988; Stein et al., 1992). This dimension is referred to as
network overlap. In one of the very few studies that has empirically addressed the
‘‘shared versus specific’’ dimensionality of spouses’ kinship networks (Stein et al.,
1992), husbands listed an average of 4.3 separate family members and an average of
3 separate friends not listed by their spouses. Wives named an average of 5.7
separate family members and an average 4.8 separate friends. In comparison, on
average, 7.7 family members and 1.5 friends were shared by both members of the
couple. Overall, spouses reported fewer than half of their family members as shared.
Such evidence confirms that many kinship ties are specific to egos.

Network-sidedness is only partially captured by network overlap. Two persons
forming a couple may have not only different but quite unequal networks. In a
typological approach of conjugal networks, it was found that in about four cases
out of ten, spouses do not have equally present and supportive networks (Widmer,
Kellerhals, and Levy, forthcoming). This proportion underlies two distinct situations.
In couples with patricentric networks, men have a much larger number of relatives
and friends than women. They meet with their relatives and friends more often and
can get support from them much more easily than women do. Those couples can be
described as asymmetrical or unicentric, because one side of the couple’s network is
predominant. Couples withmatricentric networks stand in sharp contrast to couples
with patricentric networks. In their case, the network of both relatives and friends on
the woman’s side is much larger and much more active than on the man’s side, and
support is more readily available on the woman’s side than on the man’s.

Couples who are characterized by non-overlapping personal networks may either
have bicentric but fully segregated networks, or a unicentric network, a situation in
which one spouse or partner is dominant in terms of network resources when
compared with the other. Women’s networks are more likely than men’s to be in
the latter case, as the kinship structures and small interconnected groups in which
they are embedded are constituted more frequently by strong ties (Ridgeway and
Smith-Lovin, 1999). Connectivity, therefore, is differently distributed within conju-
gal networks.
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Summary

Conjugal networks tend to be rather large, mostly constituted by friends and
relatives, with a low density of relationships and a matrifocal organization. They
are quite unbounded, expanding in all directions, and the overlap between spouses’
networks is far from complete. They are more horizontal than vertical. Those
structural features are deeply intertwined with functional features. Dense and over-
lapping conjugal networks are likely to increase support provided to couples but also
social control (Milardo, 1988a), as interactions among alters have an impact on the
interactions that alters develop with the couple.

Conjugal Networks and Conjugal Dyads

Are functional and structural features of conjugal networks associated with conjugal
functioning? In order to answer this question, we shall now consider the interrela-
tions existing between conjugal networks and conjugal dyads by focusing on several
central issues or moments for couples: the initiation of conjugal relationships,
conjugal satisfaction, conjugal interactions, divorce, and remarriage. We do not
imply that influence is unilateral, going only from networks to couples. As we
shall see, networks receive some of their features from couples and couples get
some of theirs from their inclusion in networks.

Initiation of conjugal relationships

Interpersonal attraction and courtship happen in social contexts where personal
networks play an important role. A result of research on the dynamics of relation-
ships is that the creation of new dyadic relationships is not random but tends to
foster a state of balance or ‘‘transitivity’’ within larger groups (Cartwright and
Harary, 1956; Newcomb, 1961). Typically, this state is achieved when friends of
friends become acquainted. Expressed another way, balance theory (Heider, 1958)
predicts that there is a greater chance that two people become friends or intimates if
they share mutual friends already, a result which is largely confirmed by empirical
research (Parks, Stan, and Eggert, 1983; Parks and Eggert, 1991). Thus, a powerful
collective and often unacknowledged influence is exerted on personal choices con-
cerning the development of intimate relationships, including initiation of conjugal
relationships. This influence has an interesting consequence: because personal net-
works are characterized by social homogeneity (friends, in particular, often are
similar in age, educational background, social status, and religious or political
orientation; see McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook, 2001), conjugal relationships
tend to pair persons with similar social traits (homogamy).

If networks influence the initiation of conjugal relationships, the creation of a new
couple has important consequences for social networks. The strengthening of inter-
dependencies between partners means the loosening of some ties, a process referred
to as ‘‘dyadic withdrawal’’ (Parks and Eggert, 1991). Partners become less active
with others as courtship progresses (Surra, 1985). In the later stages of courtship,
dating individuals interact with fewer people, less often, and for shorter periods
(Milardo, Johnson, and Huston, 1983). Some ties are severed in order for the couple
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to be able to affirm its primacy over other relationships: ex-lovers, formerly intimate
relationships that might endanger couple intimacy, need to be put into a new
perspective. In this regard, influence of networks may not always be a positive one
for couples. For instance, network members may disapprove of a romantic relation-
ship and speed its demise (Felmlee, 2001; Johnson and Milardo, 1984).

Usually, however, as two persons become closer, their network of mutual friends
increases in size. Among dating couples, the absolute number of mutual friends and
the ratio of mutual to separate friends increases as couples get more involved: in one
excellent study, for example, Milardo (1982) found that couples in the later stages of
courtship had roughly twice as many mutual contacts in their networks as couples in
the earlier stages of courtship. Of course, the extent to which personal networks
become joined is variable, and this variability has an important effect, as we shall see
shortly, on couple functioning. Thus, courtship restructures various relationships in
making new connections in response to the functional necessity for couples to have
at least a few shared network members as well as in reducing older connections
which may endanger conjugal privacy and conjugal primacy.

The development of interpersonal attraction and courtship shows the duality of
couples and their networks. On the one hand, personal networks play amajor role for
the initiation of a new couple, inmaking joint interactions possible, in imposing social
expectations toward pairing, in providing support and information, and in imposing
barriers (Parks and Eggert, 1991). On the other hand, the emergence of couples as
independent functioning entities implies profound changes in personal networks.

Conjugal satisfaction

Do functional and structural features of conjugal networks matter for conjugal
functioning? The few research studies that have empirically addressed this issue
have focused on conjugal satisfaction. In general, it is found that spouses with
more supportive networks report greater well-being and conjugal satisfaction (Bry-
ant and Conger, 1999; Burger and Milardo, 1995; Felmlee, 2001). Associations
between structural features of networks and conjugal satisfaction are assessed as
well: spouses with denser and more overlapping networks report greater conjugal
satisfaction, and more marital stability (Ackerman, 1963; Stein et al., 1992).

Some authors, however, have suggested that there may well be a curvilinear effect
of network involvement (Holman, 1981; Johnson and Milardo, 1984, Widmer,
Kellerhals, and Levy, forthcoming). In this regard, one major problem of couple-
embeddedness in networks has been termed network interference, that is, network
members perceived as trying to intrude into couple functioning. For instance, in a
study of couples with children, 22 percent of women and 18 percent of men felt that
their couple is controlled by their family (Widmer, Kellerhals, and Levy, forthcom-
ing). When networks are too involved, they are seen as interfering in the couple’s
functioning, and as such, they become counterproductive in terms of conjugal
quality. Likewise, it was shown that full overlap of personal networks of spouses
is associated with lower marital satisfaction (Stein et al., 1992). Several mechanisms
are likely to account for those results. The interference model (Johnson andMilardo,
1984; Julien et al., 1994) states that social networks and conjugal relationships
might actually compete. Developing a relationship creates anxiety in social networks
by challenging time and energy previously devoted to other relationships. Thus,
social network members may try to hold or regain some influence on ego by
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interfering in his or her conjugal relationship. In this perspective, strong networks
may not buffer the effects of conjugal conflict, but may actually increase it, because
the emergence of conjugal problems opens doors to further interference from the
network members in the couple’s relationships. Those problems might stimulate and
contribute to conflict between spouses, especially when interdependence among
relatives is strong. Richly interconnected networks, in which some elements feud
with other elements, become destructive for couple functioning (Broderick, 1988).
For instance, intervention of third parties in an existing conjugal conflict reinforces
partners’ self-legitimacy (Klein and Milardo, 2000), thus making a consensual
solution less likely. The fact that network support and network-connectedness are
not linearly associated with conjugal satisfaction reveals the primacy of the conjugal
dyad: Networks that are too strong may endanger it. In-laws and friends may be
especially dangerous in this regard, because their absence of blood-relatedness
means that no incest taboo bars a sexual relationship.

Effects of interactions with network members vary substantially according to their
status. The processes underlying relations with kin and friends may be different for
wives and husbands. In an exploratory study (Burger and Milardo, 1995), contact
with kin, and especially brothers-in-law, was consistently associated with greater
marital distress for wives, in the form of less love for their husbands and reports of
greater conflict and ambivalence on the part of both spouses. Husbands also
reported greater conflict and ambivalence when their wives interacted frequently
with friends. Because of those variations, it has been hypothesized that the compos-
ition of the network (friends versus relatives) has an effect on conjugal outcomes.

Conjugal networks affect conjugal satisfaction in a variety ofways,whichwe are just
starting to uncover. For instance, in a study with a North American sample, network
perceptions of the conjugal dyadweremore negative than those held by the couple and
were successful at predicting relationship dissolution (Agnew, Loving, and Drigotas,
2001). Self-fulfilling prophecies of network members about a couple’s fate may well
have an impact. Other explanations for network effects on conjugal functioning are
related to couples’ preferred conflictmanagement strategies (Klein andMilardo, 2000).

Conjugal interactions

Conjugal quality is only one dimension of conjugal functioning. Other, more inter-
active than evaluative dimensions should also be taken into consideration when
dealing with the interconnections existing between conjugal networks and conjugal
functioning. In this regard, the seminal work of Elisabeth Bott has paved the way to a
series of empirical studies addressing this issue. Briefly, Bott (1955, 1957) found that
segregation of conjugal roles was related to the extent of network-connectedness.
Couples with a high degree of segregation in the relationship between husbands and
wife had a highly connected network. Couples where husband and wife had a joint
and equalitarian division of labor (i.e., no role segregation) had low network density.
Because it is not self-evident, this result has attracted the attention of scholars. As
underlined by Milardo and Allan (1997), Bott explained this correlation between
role differentiation and network-connectedness in two ways: First, dense networks
are more apt, because of their interconnectedness, to impose norms concerning
conjugal roles, compared with loosely connected networks. Second, in highly con-
nected networks, mutual assistance among members is high and, as a consequence,
spouses will have less need for one another’s collaboration and companionship.
Thus, segregated marital roles have a greater chance to emerge.
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Although Bott’s hypothesis has triggered considerable interest, there is little, if
any, evidence that supports it. Milardo and Allan (1997) suggest that one problem
lies in the fact that Bott equated density of networks with traditionalist views of
network members concerning conjugal roles. This assumption was never tested and
might be problematic. Highly interconnected networks might well be associated
with weaker segregation of conjugal roles if their members hold progressive views
about gender and the division of labor. In other words, structural features of
conjugal networks may only make a difference when the content of values or
norms that they support is also considered, i.e., when functional and structural
features of groups are considered at the same time.

Bott’s non-intuitive explanation of conjugal interactions has had enormous
influence on sociological inquiries into conjugal networks. Other, maybe more intui-
tive, hypotheses should be put to the test. For instance, onemay hypothesize that there
is a connection between the level of role segregation within the couple and the
segregation of gender roles in the couple’s dealings with friends and relatives. The
interest triggered by Bott’s approach also lead researchers to focus entirely on
the effects of conjugal networks on the division of domestic tasks. As a result, scant
attention has been given to dimensions of conjugal functioning, such as conjugal
cohesiveness (Olson and McCubbin, 1989), which capture the tension existing in
contemporary couples between fusion and autonomy. Contemporary couples are
confronted with the difficult tasks of reconciling the fusion ideals of conjugal life (in
which ‘‘sharing’’ is considered a key to happiness) with the individualistic ideas of the
‘‘self,’’ in which clearly establishing personal rights and autonomy are considered a
sign of psychological maturity and relational success (Mansfield and Collard, 1988).
The way in which couples construct their ‘‘we-ness’’ may be related with their
embeddedness in specific conjugal networks. In couples in which there is a great
emphasis on partnership and intimate closure, the value of spending time together
outside of the home is increased (Allan, 1998).Onemay hypothesize that autonomy in
marriage is associated with autonomy in networks. Couples with an individualistic
orientation may develop less connected, less bounded, less overlapping, and more
heterogeneous conjugal networks, which in turn may increase their tendency toward
internal autonomy. Again, the duality of networks and couples seems to be a very
crucial issue for the understanding of family realities in social contexts.

Divorce and remarriage

When the process of divorcing has been activated, conjugal networks face many
important changes (Feld and Carter, 1998; Milardo, 1987). The community aspects
of divorce – that is, splitting friends, dismantling ties with former in-laws, and
learning to live in social networks as a single person again – are a necessary stage
in the process of divorcing (Bohannan, 1970). Typically, relationships with in-laws
do not survive the dissolution of the marital dyad, especially when there are no
children (Ambert, 1988; Spicer and Hampe, 1975). Divorce, therefore, hinders
many personal ties. It is likely to shatter interpersonal ties for both former spouses,
because couples participate as units in much of the sociability with friends in
adulthood. But at the same time, divorce is an opportunity to rebuild strong ties
with close family members or close friends. Differences between men and women
seem to be significant in this regard. For men, personal friendships seem to be central
in dealing with divorce effects. For women, bonds with kin remain very central after
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marriage while bonds with friends are only secondary (Milardo, 1988b). These
circumstances lead women to networks that are dominated by kin, which are
high in both exchanges of social support and interference (Hurlbert and Acock,
1990).

Remarriage brings the duality of networks and couples into full light. Interest-
ingly, effects of remarriage on personal networks are very different from those of
first marriage. This difference is associated with the presence of children from the
previous union in conjugal networks stemming from remarriage. With remarriage,
children gain centrality in their parents’ networks, because the connections
between children and their nonresident parents often remain strong, especially
emotionally and cognitively (Coleman and Ganong, 1995; Furstenberg and Win-
quist Nord, 1985). Thus, children become bridges between their divorced parents.
This structural change is likely to have the consequence of making the boundaries
between couples and their networks quite difficult to delineate. As a matter of fact,
many recomposed families are part of divorce chains or remarriage chains (Bohan-
nan, 1970; Cherlin and Furstenberg, 1994), in which material, emotional and
cognitive linkages exist among persons living in different households.

For a long time, research has considered the issue of family boundaries as settled,
using either a predefined set of family roles or a common residence as valid criteria
for defining what is the significant family unit. More recently, however, researchers
interested in recomposed families have underlined that those boundaries are not
obvious, because divorce and remarriage create ties among different households and
extend the set of family roles (e.g., Cherlin and Furstenberg, 1994). Various typolo-
gies have been proposed to tackle the diversity of family structures stemming out of
remarriage (Pasley and Ihinger-Tallman, 1987). The conceptualization of the family
unit as a well-bounded, small group (‘‘the nuclear family’’) with the conjugal dyad at
its core does not enable us to deal with this diversity. Does this mean that conjugal
primacy does not exist in conjugal networks stemming from remarriage? Goetting
(1983) shows that the husband–wife dyad in reconstituted families still has priority
over dyads consisting of a spouse and his or her children by a former marriage. Still,
it is rather clear that decoupling of conjugality and parenting has an effect by
making the boundaries of the nuclear family fuzzier and by placing the couple
between contradictory claims from closely related (intimate) third parties.

Other structural and functional changes of networks stem from remarriage. First,
the size of networks is often increased. A common source of expansion is the
paternal grandmother who retains relationships with her former daughter-in-law
and her relatives at the same time that she adds new relatives with her son’s
remarriage (Johnson and Barer, 1987). Adding new sets of ties to surviving ones
increases the horizontality of conjugal networks, thus compensating for the vertica-
lization of conjugal networks mentioned above. Second, connectedness of post-
remarriage networks is lower than that of networks of first marriages. As a matter
of fact, scholars have emphasized that relationships among stepparents and stepchil-
dren are different in strength from relationships among parents and children
(Coleman and Ganong, 1990; Ferri, 1984; Hobart, 1987). Because relationships
among stepparents and stepchildren are perceived as less intimate and less support-
ive and are associated with more conflicts than relationships between parents and
children (Coleman and Ganong, 1990), they tend to create low-density conjugal
networks. That is, each remarried spouse is likely to have a larger proportion of
unshared family members than in first marriage couples (Widmer, 1999a). Third, the
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matrifocality of conjugal networks tends to be reinforced: a solidary unit develops
betweenmother and children as ties between father and children becomeweaker after
divorce and remarriage (Cherlin and Furstenberg, 1994; Furstenberg and Winquist
Nord, 1985). Finally, achievement may inmany cases take precedence over ascription
in networks of remarried couples. In her research on middle-class, suburban families
with a divorce (Johnson, 1988, 2000), Johnson found that about one-third of couples
were involved in networks where kinship categories from their serial marriages were
blurred and where distance from or closeness to kin were established on the basis of
liking, rather than from a sense of relatedness or responsibility.

Conclusions

Structurally, networks of contemporary couples are characterized by relatively large
size, vertical rather than horizontal depth, low density, low boundedness, and low
overlap. Functionally, they are characterized by their secondary import compared
with the conjugal dyad, specialization, the importance of members of the partners’
families of orientation, and a mixture of ascription and achievement. Functional and
structural dimensions of conjugal networks intertwine in their effects on conjugal
functioning. Social control and social support are stronger in highly connected
bounded and overlapping networks.

Couples do not function in isolation. The variation existing among couples
concerning network features may explain much of variations in conjugal relation-
ships. Networks have an impact on couples. First, they strongly influence mate
selection by framing it in the homogeneity of social connections. Courtship takes
place in networks in which transitivity is the basis for constituting new connections.
When couples are formed, their functioning is influenced by network support and
network structures, although we do not know as much on this issue as we need to
know. Divorce and remarriage have distinct outcomes depending on network fea-
tures. On all these accounts, relational contexts do play a major role for couples,
even though this role is not by far always a positive one.

On the other hand, couples influence networks. Strong involvement in the court-
ship process can interfere with other ties, which mean that other personal networks
may be shattered by the constitution of a new couple. This weakening of various ties
due to couple formation is also to be seen in the fact that couples do not accept
interference gladly. When couples divorce, conjugal networks are profoundly
changed. When individuals remarry, this has implications for a large number of
persons beyond the couple or their household. Courtship, conjugal functioning,
divorce, and remarriage show that the centrality and fragility of couples in Western
societies (Hsu, 1971) is intertwined with a great number of other relationships
which they shape while being shaped by them.

Conjugality is thus highly embedded in larger relational contexts. Can conjugal
embeddedness in networks be referred to a small set of principles? It is my opinion
that two major relational structures are central in this regard. First, as we have
underscored, conjugality is dominant and brittle in contemporary Western societies.
This centrality and this frailty have significant consequences for conjugal networks,
as we have seen. Marriage, much less cohabitation, exerts little pressure for net-
work connectivity and boundedness. Divorce and remarriage surely exert an oppos-
ite pressure toward weak connectivity and unboundedness. Given only partial
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transitivity associated with sexual intimacy, spouses’ personal networks virtually
never fully overlap (Stein et al., 1992).

Second, aswe have seen, parent–child relationships present a very distinct tendency:
Although not dominant, in Hsu’s sense (1971), in theWestern system of interpersonal
relationships, they have much more solidity than conjugal dyads. In a majority of
cases, parents and children keep strong emotional connections even when they do not
live together anymore, because of divorce or grown children leaving the parental
home. Other relationships may only be positive externalities derived from the parent–
child bond. For instance, aging parents play a central role in linking siblings together
after they leave the parental home. By transitive closure, parent–child relationships
create connections among relatives. Parent–child dyads have assumed an increased
centrality in conjugal networks without, for the time being, having lost much of their
solidity. With that in mind, future studies may wish to redirect their attention to
networks of children, rather than to conjugal networks. Starting with children rather
than with couples, we may learn more about family dynamics in contexts of interper-
sonal relationships, because parent–child relationships seem to be more and more the
backbone of extended family relationships.

In any case, there is still much to learn on family embeddedness within larger
interpersonal contexts.
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Men in Families and Households

David H. J. Morgan

Introduction

One of the ‘‘growth areas’’ in the 1990s was the study of men and masculinities, a
development reflected not only in general texts and more specific studies but also in
journals, newsletters, courses, and conferences. What was relatively novel was not
that such studies dealt with men, since studies about men have always been the
norm, but that they specifically focused upon men and masculinities in such a way as
to render such terms open to critical examination. Such a project had already been
set in motion by feminist writings; clearly, concerns about patriarchy or male
violence were centrally about the practices of men.

An influential early text was Andrew Tolson’s The Limits of Masculinity (1977).
Here Tolson clearly acknowledged the influence of feminist theory and practice,
placing his analysis firmly within a framework of sexual politics. Tolson also, like
several authors who came after him, identified a sense of tension or crisis in the
practices of men in the late twentieth century. He sought to show the links and
contradictions between the outward show and the inner psychic drama and to
explore the limits of masculinity in modern times.

Many of the concerns highlighted byTolsonwere to be taken up in other subsequent
writings: these include the continuing influence of feminism (and also of gay studies);
the sense of crisis in masculinities; the distinction and relation between the public and
the private, and so on. Within these writings certain key themes were to emerge:

. Patriarchy. Even where there might have been some doubt about the usefulness
of this term, an emphasis on power and inequality remained central.

. Masculinities. There was a stress on a plurality of masculinities rather than a
single monolithic ‘‘Masculinity.’’

. Hegemonic masculinity. Connell’s discussion of the way in which masculinities
might be hierarchically organized within a given society proved to be highly
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influential (1995). This concept highlighted both inequalities between men and
women and between men and the complex ways in which these two inequalities
might be related.

In this chapter I shall explore some of the ways in which these key ideas and
concerns might inform a closer focus on the position of men within families. For
some time, ‘‘men in families’’ has been largely equated with fatherhood, an emphasis
which has perhaps unwittingly reinforced patriarchal representations. The involve-
ment of men in families is complex and various and the studies of men and
masculinities can be enriched through exploring these complexities. The framework
deployed here is one that uses a broad notion of the life-course, moving from
childhood through partnership and parenthood on to ‘‘caring,’’ which is generally,
although by no means exclusively, linked to old age. However, as the life-course in
late modern society is increasingly complex, not everything fits neatly into this
model. Divorce and domestic violence, with which I end this discussion, could
take place at several points along this route.

Before proceeding with this investigation I should note the continuing uncertain-
ties about the term ‘‘family,’’ one which is complex and contested. In addition to the
familiar contrast between ‘‘family’’ and ‘‘household,’’ there is a contrast between the
fluid way in which the family practices are understood and experienced by individ-
uals themselves and a range of external, administrative or scientific, definitions.
Further, definitions of ‘‘family’’ have particular relationships to understandings of
men and masculinities. Thus the conventional model of the ‘‘nuclear family’’ was
frequently given its identity and functional position through the identification of the
male breadwinner or ‘‘head of household.’’

Male Children in Family Life

Much of the recent discussion on men in families has focused upon fathers, some-
times forgetting, it would seem, that the identity ‘‘father’’ obviously also implies the
reciprocal identity ‘‘child.’’ Many recent studies seemingly focus on young men on
the streets or in the classroom, rather than in the home. This contrasts with much
social-psychological and psychoanalytical literature, where the processes of social-
ization and the troubled transitions to manhood are clearly a focus of attention.
Further, social anthropologists have been concerned with the processes of achieving
manhood within the family and wider social groups and the various rites of transi-
tion that frequently accompany this. In modern societies, in contrast, public concern
has tended to focus on boys and young men only when, it would seem, the processes
of socialization ‘‘go wrong.’’ Under such circumstances the emphasis is upon the
absence of an effective ‘‘father figure’’ and the worries around whether the young
man was becoming too masculine or not masculine enough.

The developing ‘‘sociology of childhood’’ has some suggestions about the position
of boys within families and households, although it is difficult to find a fully rounded
picture emerging. There is a recognition that ‘‘adult understandings of gender
structure children’s experiences of being parented’’ (Mayall, 1996: 68), and the
suggestion that men tend to remember less of their childhood than women might
be seen as reflecting the tendency for men to be less involved in child rearing (ibid.:
3). In another recent British study (Brannen, Heptinstall, and Bhopal, 2000) gender
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seems to be a somewhat muted theme; in several aspects of children’s perceptions of
parenting and grandparenting, gender would seem to be relatively unimportant,
although there was a tendency for children to see their fathers as the main link to
the outside world (ibid.: 100) but not as confidants (ibid.: 105).

A sociological account of young men in families and households would need to
look beyond the particular concerns of late modern societies and be aware of the
wide range of ways in which boyhood is constructed and experienced within family
life. One key set of questions would focus on the extent to and the ways in which
boys come to occupy a different or, indeed, privileged position within family life.
Throughout history and in a wide range of societies, the birth of a male child has
been the occasion of special recognition and rejoicing, and such occasions seem to
reflect a particular convergence of societal and familial expectations. One important
set of questions, therefore, would be to do with the extent to which these near-
universal patterns have been eroded under conditions of modernity. The logic would
seem to suggest that the shifting of the basis of private property away from family-
based to corporate-based entities, the development of more universalistic and
achieved ways of recognizing status within the public sphere, and the increasing
involvement of women in many or most key areas of public life would entail the loss
of the privileged status accorded to the male infant. Further, it might be argued that
more recent perceptions that boys constitute problems (educational underachieve-
ment, hooliganism, juvenile crime, and so on) might reduce this ‘‘patriarchal divi-
dend’’ (Connell, 1995) even further.

Evidence for this seems, at present, to be difficult to find. It still appears to remain
the case that boys and girls are treated differently by their parents in ways which go
well beyond the more or less straightforward physical markers. At the same time this
perception of ‘‘difference’’ does not usually encroach upon values to do with fairness
and equal shares. There are some differences in the household tasks expected of boys
and girls (Brannen, Heptinstall, and Bhopal, 2000; Morrow, 1996; Solberg, 1997)
but the differences are often fairly subtle. Brannen et al.’s study finds some division
of labor in household tasks: although girls do not seem to be more likely to engage in
household tasks overall, they are more likely to do such tasks without being asked
(Brannen et al., 2000: 160). Morrow (1996) found ‘‘clear gender stereotyping’’ (e.g.,
boys are more likely to do outdoor tasks) but there was also some overlap. Girls tend
to do more in company with their mothers (Mayall, 1996: 90), but the general
picture suggests that gender differences are not always straightforward and are
shaped by many other factors.

Another important area is the differential perceptions of risk in relation to
children. Some studies suggest that boys tend to be allowed more freedom outside
the home than girls (Mayall, 1996: 138, 146). A recent US study looks at parents’
fears for their children and argues that such fear tends to fall steadily as boys get
older while, for girls, the fear falls until about the age of 11–15 and then rises again
(Warr and Ellison, 2000). These practices on the part of parents, together with the
more familiar aspects of childhood socialization, would seem to play an important
part in the structuring of gendered identities.

A further set of questions deal with the ways in which or how far the transition
from boyhood to manhood is especially marked within family life and beyond.
There would seem, superficially at least, to be a fairly straightforward contrast
between those social contexts where there are clear rituals which simultaneously
celebrate the transition from boyhood to manhood and the differences between men
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and women and those social contexts, conventionally regarded as more ‘‘modern,’’
where such rituals are nonexistent or muted or where there is relatively little overt
difference between the treatment of boys and girls. Family practices may still be
centrally involved in the special transition from boyhood to manhood within par-
ticular religious or cultural traditions (the bar mitzvah ceremony in Judaism, for
example; Gilmore, 1990: 125), but generally the idea of a transition to manhood (as
opposed to adulthood) may be relatively unimportant.

Linked to issues of the transitions from boyhood to manhood and the extent to
which this has become blurred is the question of the move out of the parental home.
Here again we find considerable variations; the extent to which young men remain in
the parental home well into adulthood in Italy and Spain is well known and is a
pattern which contrasts with most northern European countries (Corijn and Klitzing,
2001; Iacovou and Berthoud, 2001). Yet throughout most modern societies women
are more likely to leave the parental home earlier than men and, increasingly, this is
not simply a function of their getting married. Modern societies have also seen a
tendency for both young men and women to remain longer in the parental home and
for there to be increasing patterns of leaving and returning although, again, with
considerable variations according to region, class, and ethnicity.

What is less clear is the extent to which the increasingly complex patterns of
leaving the parental home influences the construction or the undermining of a clear
sense of masculine identity. Modernity would seem to have entailed the achievement
of full masculine identity with the departure from the parental home, obtaining a
job, and the development of family responsibilities through marriage and parent-
hood. While these did not take place at once they were seen as part of the orderly
transitions within the life-course. There were clear overlaps between ideas of adult-
hood, independence, and the assumption of responsibilities for others. It is now
recognized that, for a variety of reasons, including changes in the structure of the
labor market and in the development of higher education, this relatively clear set of
interrelated transitions no longer happens in quite the same way and no longer
clearly differentiates between the experiences of young men and young women. The
reasons for leaving home become more diversified as the life-course itself becomes
destandardized (Corijn and Klijzing, 2001).

Theoretically, the family has frequently been seen as crucially involved in the process
of social and cultural, as well as physical, reproduction. Within this process, the
reproduction of gender differences, differences between masculinity and femininity,
was seen as central. What this account has suggested is that this process of the
reproduction of gender differences and the place of family practices within it has
becoming increasingly complex. This is partly a consequence of far-reaching changes
in the labor markets and in education but also, one may speculate, of the growing
reflexive monitoring of family practices. Clearly, family relationships remain very
important in the understanding of the construction of masculinities. However, the
emphasiswould seem tobemoreor theplural natureof these identities and theblurring
of familial boundaries in the process of reproducing gender differences over time.

Men in Single-Person Households

Perhaps one of the most striking developments in Britain has been the growth in the
proportion of single-person households (Hall, Ogden, and Hill, 1999). Thus Social
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Trends for 2000 notes a rise from about one in twenty households in 1901, to just
over 10 percent in 1961, to just under one in three by 1998–9 (Office for National
Statistics, 2000: 34). Similar trends have been noted for other European countries
and the US.

The generalized trends conceal a variety of different patterns according to both
age and gender. Women of over pensionable age are currently more likely to be living
alone than men, although this group is likely to be soon overtaken by men (Office for
National Statistics, 2001b). The largest and most rapid increase, however, has been
found among men under pensionable age. These trends have been attributed to the
decline in marriage, the increase in late marriage, and the rise of separation and
divorce (Office for National Statistics, 2001a: 44). These figures have led to specu-
lation about the plight of younger men, returning to their apartments for solitary
evenings of microwaved meals and a video. Other accounts have seen a deliberate
lifestyle choice, reflecting the rising patterns of individualization highlighted by Beck
and others (Hall, Ogden, and Hill, 1999). Care has to be made in reading off these
experiences and interpretations from the statistics; figures of household composition
can tell us nothing about actual social networks and relationships.

Thinking about men we may distinguish three different life circumstances:

1 Men of over pensionable age living alone but who may well have experienced
married and family life and still be in regular contact with other family members.
A sense of masculine identity here will arise out of the interaction between
memories of past family, employment, and leisure experiences (together with
such experiences as military service) and present living circumstances.
Income, health, personal mobility, and social networks will all be relevant con-
siderations.

2 Men in transition. These are men who have left the parental home and are living
alone but with the expectation of marriage or cohabitation in the future. Simi-
larly, there may be men who have left a particular relationship but who, again,
anticipate entering a new one.

3 Men who have deliberately chosen a single and ‘‘living-alone’’ lifestyle and who
do not necessarily see this as a transition to anything else.

This very preliminary list points to a range of life experiences within the general
category. While the first two categories point to men who are at least partially
defined by past or anticipated future family relationships, the third group suggests,
but does not prove, a group who are weakly defined in terms of family ties and
obligations. These men will frequently lead an urban lifestyle, possibly concentrating
in particular parts of a city or part of a growing gay community. At the very least
we can identify men whose capacity for domestic living does not depend upon
partnership or family relationships and, while they may possibly be enjoying a
good salary, whose masculinity does not depend upon the assumption of family
responsibilities. Such experiences, although numerically small, point to the growing
complexities of the links between men and family life. Also relevant is the
growing interest in patterns of friendship between men and between men and
women. Some of the earlier characterizations of men’s friendships as being limited
in depth or meaning are increasingly open to question (Pahl, 2000), and are being
reassessed partly in light of the shifts in household composition discussed in this
section.
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Men in Partnerships

The word ‘‘partner’’ has been increasingly used in recent years in order to capture a
diversity of couple relationships. In this context I shall include men in formally
recognized marriages but also cohabiting relationships, gay partnerships, and ‘‘living
apart, living together’’ relationships.

‘‘Marriage is still the usual form of partnership between men and women,’’ notes
Social Trends (Office for National Statistics, 2000a: 37), although marriage rates
have been declining and people have been marrying later. There has been an increase
in the proportion of childless married couples but the most striking development has
been the increasing rates of cohabitation. In 1996, 1.6 million couples were to be
found cohabiting in England and Wales, and the expectations are that this trend will
continue and possibly double by 2021 (Office for National Statistics, 2001a: 45).
This is not always a stage on the way to marriage. To some extent, these trends for
the UK are reproduced in the US and many parts of Europe. In most parts of Europe,
for example, marriage rates have been declining from the late 1960s and early 1970s
and people have been marrying later (Kiernan, 1999). Cohabitation has also in-
creased, although with considerable variation between the high rates in Nordic
countries and the low rates in the south (ibid.). There has also been some widespread
reporting of intimate relations with a person in a separate household, and some of
these will be of the ‘‘living apart, living together’’ kind.

These trends may be part of a long-term process of the ‘‘de-institutionalization’’ of
family life. They may signify the growth of ‘‘pure relationships’’(Giddens, 1992) in
late modernity or the trend toward individualization’’(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim,
2002). All these arguments point to a steady loosening of formal and informal
expectations and practices concerning marriage, once seen as the core adult relation-
ship. Thus in a variety of countries we see formal recognition of cohabitation and, in
some cases, single-sex partnerships (Kiernan, 1999).

Three questions suggest themselves:

1 To what extent do we see a growing participation of men in household tasks
within heterosexual couples and a growing equality in terms of domestic labor,
the control of money, and emotional labor?

2 What kinds of divisions of labor do we find within cohabiting and single-sex
couples?

3 What are the implications of these trends for constructions and understandings
of masculinities?

The first set of questions are the easiest to answer since we have a variety of detailed
studies exploring sexual divisions of labor within the household and, to a lesser
extent, changes over time. The British Household Panel Survey has been a particu-
larly valuable resource here and, looking at this work and other surveys, Laurie and
Gershuny conclude: ‘‘Wherever we find proper measurement, there is evidence of a
long-term decline in women’s unpaid work, and of a small increase in men’s’’ (2000:
47).

The changes recorded have been small, but in the same direction, with attitudes
changing more clearly than actual practices. In terms of money management we find
relative stability, with most couples sharing the management of money and claiming
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to have an equal say in financial decisions. Yet, inmostmodern countries, we continue
to find evidence of considerable disparities in domestic labor between women and
men (Hochschild, for example, found that 80 percent of themen in her sample of two-
job couples did not share housework or child-care (1990: 173) and most of the
evidence, in the US, for example, seems to suggest little or only modest changes
(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002: 101; Blair and Lichter, 1991; Shelton, 1990).

Thinking about emotional labor, we have to turn to more qualitative work, and
here we find differences, sometimes subtle, between the practices of men and
women. We see a persistence of the idea that women are the emotional specialists
in intimate relationships, managing both their own emotions and the emotions of
others such as partners or children (Langford, 1999; Mansfield and Collard, 1988).
However, men may also engage in emotional labor (e.g., in suppressing tensions
experienced at work in the context of the home), but in different ways and with
different consequences (Duncombe and Marsden, 1998). Hochschild suggests that
within many dual-earner households there is a tension between an ideology of
equality within marriage and the reality in terms of day-to-day practices (1990).
Both men and women experience this tension but it is likely that women are called
upon to put more effort into managing it.

Taking all this together and adding questions to do with manifestations of power
in relatively everyday practices such as watching TV and the use of the remote
control (Walker, 1996), as well as intimate violence (see later section), we can see
the persistence of inequalities within heterosexual marriages, despite some clear
evidence of slow change. Recognizing evidence of mutual adjustment and accom-
modation, power differentials are still relevant in considering modern marriage
(Blain, 1994).

As far as cohabiting couples are concerned the evidence seems to suggest some
shifts in the direction of equality both in terms of a rejection of the traditional
homemaker/breadwinner model and the divisions of actual tasks (Kiernan and
Estaugh, 1993; Shelton and John, 1993). However, the differences seem to more
or less disappear with the arrival or presence of children (Kiernan and Estaugh,
1993). There also seem to be some signs of greater equality among couples who are
voluntarily childless (McAllister and Clarke, 1998). We know little specifically
about the division of emotional labor in cohabiting couples except where these
form part of a general sample of couples.

We know a little more about the practices of non-heterosexual couples. In a recent
British study, the authors refer to such couples and relationships as ‘‘life-experi-
ments’’ (Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 2001). ‘‘Friendship’’ is the word most
commonly used by the subjects themselves and they tend to reject notions of duty
and obligation in favor of ideas of responsibility and mutual care. Considerable
stress is given to egalitarian values and this, together with an emphasis on fluidity
and complexity, is part of the way in which differences are established between these
couples and heterosexual couples. However, some clearly recognize that there is still
power within couple relationships, although this may be more to do with different
access to resources and social capital.

What can we learn about the construction of masculinities through a consider-
ation of couple relationships in modern societies? Here, Hochschild’s idea of ‘‘gender
strategies’’ may be of some help dealing with the interplay between discourses about
masculinity and femininity and practices within the home and intimate relationships
(1990: 15). In some cases these various elements may form a coherent whole and
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allow for the reproduction of gender divisions and inequalities over time. In some
cases, and we may argue that this is increasingly likely, there may be discrepancies
between, say, childhood experiences and experiences in later life or between the
experiences and practices of men and women as they enter into intimate relation-
ships. An understanding of gender strategies may help us understand not only how
and why some practices are changing but also why the changes have been relatively
slow. In the case of gay partnerships the circumstances of living an openly gay life
within a predominantly heterosexual environment contributes not only to a sense of
challenge to this dominant model but also to conventional notions of masculinity as
well. At the very least we may suggest an interplay between a growing sense of
fluidity, openness, and reflexivity in intimate relationships generally and a similar
sense of fluidity or uncertainty with the gender order.

Men As Fathers

One reason for the limitation of discussion about men in families to questions of
fatherhood has been a growing public concern, in a number of countries, about this
topic, a concern in part reflected in the growth of scholarly attention (Hobson, 2002;
Marsiglio et al., 2000). While the emphasis differs in different welfare regimes, the
main concerns would seem to be absent fathers or fathers who have little direct
involvement in the day-to-day practices of being a father. There has also been some
concern, from different quarters, about fathers as abusers (physical or sexual) within
the family setting. Most discussion of fathers is about fathers with dependent
children; interest in the topic seems to decline as the children get older, certainly
by the time that they pass adolescence.

Several scholars have indicated a growing sense of difference, even polarization,
between a concern with the positive aspects of fathering and how to encourage this
and a concern (which is not itself necessary new, Lewis, 1986, 2002) with absent or
non-involved fathers, the contrast between ‘‘good father/bad father’’ (Marsiglio,
1993). In reality, this simple opposition masks considerable diverse and complex
patterns. Dowd, noting that ‘‘fatherhood is a common life experience for nearly all
men’’ (2000: 22), suggests a threefold division:

1 ‘‘Men who father like mothers’’; this includes some single-parent and some
married fathers;

2 ‘‘Men fathering as a secondary parent’’;
3 Fathers who are ‘‘limited or disengaged nurturers’’(ibid.: 4).

There are almost certainly many overlaps, partly as a consequence of variation in
fathering practices over the life-course.

Concerns about the practices of fathers are not simply to do with economic
provision and levels of public expenditure. They are also to do with what are
supposed to be the adverse effects that follow from absent fathers or missing father
figures. These include concerns about crime and delinquency, social exclusion and
the development of an ‘‘underclass’’ and, more recently, the educational ‘‘under-
achievement’’ of boys in school. In Britain, for example, the development of a
‘‘laddish’’ culture might be in part attributed to the absence of a clear father
figure.
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The term ‘‘father’’ is ambiguous and this is not simply a question of the differences
between the social and the biological father. The identification of the biological
father is also a social process; given the difficulties associated with the firm establish-
ment of paternity until quite recently, the biological father was conventionally
assumed to be the man who was married to or had some similar long-term relation-
ship, to the mother of the child. In more recent years, greater stress has been given to
the identification of the biological father (Dowd, 2000; Smart and Neale, 1999),
although, again, we need to explore in much greater detail the fluctuating meanings
around the different ways of understanding the term ‘‘father.’’

One way of advancing this discussion is to distinguish between the terms ‘‘father,’’
‘‘fatherhood,’’ and ‘‘fathering.’’ In the case of the first term we are concerned with
the process of identification, of linking a child or children to a particular man,
identifying the biological or the social father or both. In the case of ‘‘fatherhood’’
we are concerned more with a social institution and the rights, duties, responsi-
bilities, and statuses attached to being a father. We are also concerned with more
general discourses (ideologies or representations) about the nature of fatherhood.
The term ‘‘fathering’’ is the more recent term and is concerned more with the actual
practices of fathers, of doing rather than being a father. These terms are linked, but
their separation is a useful way of thinking about the range of different issues
associated with fathers in a more comparative perspective (Hobson and Morgan,
2002). It might be noted that these distinctions are not simply to do with how
individual fathers see themselves but also with the constructions of fathers, father-
hood, and fathering by social and political institutions and by significant others.

Despite the public concerns it remains the case that most fathers reside with their
children; figures of 85 percent have been cited for Great Britain (Office for National
Statistics, 2001a: 21). Various themes seem to be emerging from the literature
relating to the US, Britain, and many other parts of Europe. The first is a sense of
uncertainty about what is expected from fathers or how fathers see their own roles
and practices. One small-scale American study found that fathers had difficulties in
identifying role models; their own fathers only served as negative points of reference.
They tended to have somewhat fragmented models of fathering, derived from a
variety of persons, especially the women in their lives. They also saw that it was
important to be a role model for their own children (Daly, 1993). Yet some patterns
emerge, and Marsiglio claims to identify two core themes (1995). One is of univocal
reciprocity (i.e., a sense of giving without expecting any immediate or direct return),
and another is ‘‘generativity,’’ which refers to a sense of a long-term commitment of
involvement in the developing life of another person. Yet, in common with many
other modern family practices, these general themes allow for a considerable range
of interpretation and negotiation.

A second theme is to do with the continuing importance of ‘‘the provider’’ role.
A British qualitative study found that ‘‘The most widely used term was simply that of
‘provider’ which was used no less than 135 times in the sample of 140 interviews.
. . . It arose spontaneously and repeatedly’’ (Warin et al., 1999: 13).

The idea of provider also emerged strongly in a survey of black, middle-class
Americans (Haynes, 2000), and is clearly identified in the practices of the fathers
that appear in a range of other studies. However, as the study by Warin et al. (1999)
indicates, fathers do not simply see themselves as providers and combine this
understanding with a range of other practices. Further, the term ‘‘provider’’ does
cover a range of different themes (Christiansen and Palkovitz, 2001), and our
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understanding of it should not necessarily be limited to the simple and regular
provision of cash.

A further important theme to emerge in the literature is that of continuing
disparities in terms of the relative inputs of mothers and fathers. The often examined
distinction between ‘‘helping’’ (feeding, playing with, changing diapers, or whatever)
and ‘‘taking responsibility’’ is important here as it is in other areas of domestic life.
Further, in most cases, men still have a considerable degree of choice about whether
or not to participate in child-rearing tasks. At the same time, there is also evidence in
a wide range of countries of increasing rates of participation on the part of fathers
(Coltrane, 1995). Clearly, the increasing participation of married women and
mothers in paid employment is a major contributory factor, but there is also some
evidence to suggest that men actively wish to participate more in parenting.

The practices of fathers who are, in varying degrees, ‘‘present’’ in the home are
often contrasted with the practices of nonresident fathers. This is where public
concern has been focused, despite the fact that relatively little is known about
them and they are often difficult to identify (Bradshaw et al., 1999). Increasing
numbers of fathers are not living with their children, either as a result of the break-
up of a marriage or cohabiting relationship or through fathering a child outside of a
stable relationship. The picture here is often one of little or weak involvement,
whether we are viewing this in either cash or care terms (Dowd, 2000). In some
cases, Dowd reminds us, we can talk of ‘‘serial or multiple’’ fatherhood (ibid.: 28). In
cannot, however, be assumed that all nonresident fathers have lost contact with their
children, just as it cannot be assumed that all resident fathers have regular inter-
action with their children (Office of National Statistics, 2001b: 21). A variety of
factors to do with employment, residence, and current relationships contribute to
whether a nonresident father continues to have a relationship with his child or
children but the general picture, in the US and Britain, suggests a serious attempt
on the part of such fathers to maintain contact, often under quite unfavorable
circumstances.

One important variation on the nonresidential father theme is to do with the
increasing number of reconstituted households, following a divorce or its equivalent.
This itself can allow for a variety of relationships between mother, father, and
children, which Smart and Neale identify as co-parenting, custodial parenting, or
solo parenting (1999). Hence all the considerations to do with nonresidential fathers
– questions to do with the divisions of responsibilities and duties, the balance
between cash and care, and the extent to which the mother assists in enabling the
father to ‘‘do fathering’’ – apply in this important subgroup. However, other issues to
do with the definition of the ‘‘real’’ father and the relationships between biological
and social fatherhood also come to the fore. In some cases, these are clearly more
than just abstract considerations: ‘‘What most fathers seemed to dread was the
thought of another man punishing their children or their children calling another
man, ‘Dad’’’(ibid.: 74–5).

Single fathers represent a minority of all single or lone-parent households, but they
are increasing. The figure of 10 percent of all lone-parent households is often quoted
for the UK, with something like 2 percent of all children being found in such
households. In the US, a figure of 17 percent is provided for father-headed families
as a percentage of all lone-parent households (Dowd, 2000: 23). While most of these
are as a result of divorce, an increasing proportion are never married (Eggebeen,
Snyder, and Manning, 1996). While the proportions are small, although increasing,
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their importance lies in the light that they throw upon fathering practices where
there is no residential mother (Barker, 1994).

Yet another variation on the theme of fatherhood points to the intersections of
gender and sexualities. Dowd quotes figures to the effect that some 20 to 25 percent
of self-identified gay men are fathers (2000: 76). She argues that such men are at the
margins of both conventional fatherhood and the gay male culture. Weeks, Heaphy,
and Donovan (2001) find an increasing number of ‘‘nonheterosexual’’ couples
opting for parenthood. They suggest that the very marginality of gay fathering
allows for a greater degree of reflexivity in their parenting practices. They also
consider the practices of gay men co-parenting with lesbian couples and the extent
to which this too challenges certain conventional assumptions concerning the rela-
tionships between the biological and the cultural; and between parenthood and
gender identity.

To conclude this section we should consider the relationship between fathers and
masculinities. Here, the evidence from several modern societies suggests increasing
complexities. Thus, biological fatherhood socially recognized and acknowledged
might be taken as proof of masculinity. However, few societies would seem to be
content simply with this construction. Fathers are conventionally expected to take
on some of the responsibilities of fatherhood and the ability and willingness to
assume these responsibilities was increasingly seen in modern societies as evidence
of ‘‘manliness.’’ This may be especially important as we see either the range of ways
in which masculinity might be legitimately expressed diminishing or these expres-
sions increasingly limited to the more successful or prestigious members of society
(Furstenberg, 1995).

These expressions, in our terminology, relate to the identification of fathers and
the rights and duties associated with fatherhood. In more recent years, however, it
would seem that this emphasis on rights and duties attached to fatherhood have been
supplemented, if not replaced, by more complex emphases on fathering practices.
There would seem to be a reciprocal relationship between the development of more
complex or more various ways of understanding masculinity, being a man, and a
growing emphasis on the importance of fathering practices, involving all forms of
caring and nurturing (Dowd, 2000: 43).

In some cases the argument might be that the separation of motherhood and
fatherhood is no longer necessary and that a more generalized ‘‘parenting’’ and
‘‘parenthood’’ are more appropriate. In other cases, there may be some attempt to
re-negotiate the identity of masculinity so that everyday fathering practices are not
seen to be in contradiction with dominant ideas of what it is to be a man. Yet again,
some men may experience a sense of conflict between a sense of masculinity rooted
in work and employment and being a father. In yet further cases, ‘‘fathers’ rights’’
movements may seek to reassert a more traditional, sometimes seemingly more
aggressive, masculinity (Bertoia and Drakich, 1993). What we are seeing in a wide
range of societies is the development of more complex, and sometimes more contra-
dictory, relationships between men, masculinities, and fatherhood.

Men and Other Family Identities

There are numerous other ways in which men have been involved in families, and
while some of these identities have been discussed in classic anthropological litera-
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ture it cannot be said that they make much of an appearance in recent sociological
studies. One such identity is that of brother and brotherhood. Although there have
been occasional calls to recognize the importance of sibling relationships, the
amount of actual research is fairly sparse. Whereas the public rhetorics of brother-
hood frequently deploy, at least implicitly, notions of male siblings, in actual families
brothers are defined in relation to sisters as well as to male siblings. There are also
the added complications of birth order and notions of younger or elder brother,
differences which are smoothed over in public representations. Between the public
representations and the relations within families lie practices where a fraternal
relationship is assumed or where the rhetoric of brotherhood is used to describe
actual practices (Liebow, 1967).

Another area where there has been some more sociological analysis has been the
study of grandfathers. Here there has been some exploration of the interplay
between the generational and the gendered, as in the title of Sarah Cunningham-
Burley’s article, ‘‘We don’t talk about it’’ (1984). Despite the fact that grand-
fathers generally had less to say than grandmothers, there was little doubt that
the grandfather status was important to the men she interviewed (Cunningham-
Burley, 1987). A more recent study in the US (Roberto, Allen, and Blieszner,
2001), focusing specifically on grandfathers, found that the men spoke freely and
showed a fair amount of knowledge while tending to incorporate the ‘‘good
provider’’ aspect of fatherhood into their new roles. As grandparenthood (and
great grandparenthood) becomes more widespread in lower age categories we
may expect this to receive greater recognition in discussions of the family life of
men.

More generally we may think of men in terms of kinship obligations. Again,
kinship has usually been associated with women in modern societies, particularly
focusing upon the role of women as ‘‘kin-keepers.’’ Insofar as men have been
considered it has been in terms of some kind of ‘‘deficit model,’’ as being less
involved in the everyday kin practices. A recent British study (McGlone, Park, and
Roberts, 1999) repeated the familiar finding that women were more likely to see
their relatives on a regular basis and were more likely to talk on the telephone.
However, over a decade there had been a decline for both men and women. Another
study of old people in three British communities found, again, that women tended to
report larger networks than men (Phillipson et al., 2001). However, there were also
some signs of a moving together in terms of the practices and experiences of older
men and women and, for example, the active participation of sons in caring
activities.

The problem of the simple ‘‘deficit’’ model of men in kinship is that it might
smooth over considerable variations. Barbagli, for example, refers to the ‘‘relative
dominance of matrilateral patterns’’ in a wide range of European countries (1997:
41). But parts of Italy where more patrilateral practices were in evidence proved to
be an exception to this pattern. The work of Finch and Mason suggest that while we
can see kinship obligations as being gendered, this is often in quite complicated ways
or the result of long-term cumulative processes whereby women, rather than men,
come to be especially identified with meeting particular family obligations (1993).
However, as several of their cases show, this does not mean that men are excluded
from expressing a belief in the importance of family obligations or in their realiza-
tion in actual practices.
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Men As Carers – And Cared For

Much of the discussion of care, formal and informal, has focused upon the gendered
character of this care, the fact that whatever aspect or context we are considering the
care has a strong identification with the work of women in society. In some cases this
might be linked to wider discussions of the ethical dimensions of care and the place
of gender in discussions of moral philosophy.

Within the context of this general discussion of care, men often seem to be in an
anomalous position. If there were a strong identification between women and the
practice of care then men would seem to present difficulties when they are seen to
enter these activities; the case of male nurses being a frequently discussed issue from
the public and paid areas of caring. This is perhaps especially true when we consider
later life and the care of the elderly. Here the fact that women, on average, live longer
than men (a gap which has, in the UK, widened over the twentieth century (Arber and
Ginn, 1991)) means that in later life men are more likely to be recipients rather than
givers of care in family or informal settings. Curiously, however, we seem to know
relatively little about the important questions raised by men as ‘‘cared-for.’’ For
example, in what ways can we go beyond an idea of being cared for as being at the
receiving end of care and to move toward a more active understanding of the cared-
for? Is it the case, as has been suggested (Rose and Bruce, 1995) that cared-for men
still attempt to remain in control, or does the experience of being cared for contradict
widely held notions of masculinity associated with independence and activity?

There is, however, a growing (if still quite small) literature on men as carers within
family settings. This begins with a recognition that men can and do engage in caring
practices. Women may live longer than men but they are more likely to suffer from
health problems in old age. One informal carers’ survey carried out in Britain in
1985 found that 12 percent of adult women were carers and 9 percent of adult men
(Arber and Ginn, 1991: 131). An US survey of carers for the elderly found that
roughly a quarter were men (Applegate and Kaye, 1993). Other studies suggest that
where men are carers they may often do less caring work than women, may be less
actively involved in the more intimate personal work, and may be more likely to
receive formal or informal help.

However, when men are fully and actively involved in care of an elderly relative or
spouse the picture becomes a little more blurred. Wilson argues that some reworking
or reevaluation of gender roles is possible in advanced old age (1995), and Rose
and Bruce found overlapping ‘‘rhetorics of coping’’ in their study of elderly carers in
Britain (1995). Applegate and Kaye (1993) suggested a complex range of meanings
and understandings on the part of male carers, ranging from attempts to renegotiate
their caring work in terms of hegemonic masculinities to a recognition of a blurring
of gender differences. They also pointed to a sense of ‘‘accomplishment and pride’’
on the part of male carers and this was also to be found in Rose and Bruce’s British
study. Men who were full-time carers tended to be seen as ‘‘coping wonderfully’’ and
to be accorded greater esteem than women as a consequence. Perhaps this suggests
that it is less a question of what tasks are performed or how carers themselves view
and experience these tasks, and more in terms of the wider discourses which give
meaning to these caring practices.

Men do not simply engage in caring responsibilities in relation to an elderly spouse
but may be found engaging in the whole range of caring practices at different stages of
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the life-course. The theoretical implications of these understandings suggest a need to
look more at the caring relationship, rather than focusing chiefly upon carers, and in
exploring the ways in which gender might be defining and redefined in the process of
caring over time. Further, if we are concerned with households which depart from the
family-based model we shall also be concerned with the caring that takes place
between men in gay partnerships or the care that is exchanged across households,
say, between friends or neighbors.

Men and Divorce

Clearly, divorce involves both men and women, although there are good reasons to
suppose that there are differences in the meaning of divorce for husbands and wives.
For one thing, it has long been noted that women are more likely to initiate divorce
proceedings than men. In the UK around seven in ten decrees are granted to wives
(Office for National Statistics, 1998: 14). These differences reflect a variety of
factors, including the greater possibilities for women and lone mothers to develop
a life outside of the marital home and the ways in which expectations concerning
acceptable behavior within marriage have shifted over time. Women were more
likely to be granted a divorce as a consequence of the unreasonable behavior of
this husbands (ibid.), while the most common reason for husbands’ divorcing was
the adultery of their wives.

There is a considerable body of research that demonstrates that the economic
disadvantages of divorce bear less heavily on men than on women (Kiernan and
Mueller, 1999: 380). To some extent we may see these tendencies as both reflecting
and contributing to a construction of masculinity which allows men greater freedom
of movement and opportunities for self-determination. It also, of course, reflects on
the fact that men tend to be more economically advantaged before and during
marriage as well as after the dissolution.

It has also been found that, despite these economic factors, men are more likely
to respond negatively to the experience of divorce. Emotions noted have included
pained incomprehension, anger and resentment, and a general sense of loss
(Ambrose, Harper, and Pemberton, 1983). As compared with women after divorce,
the health of men is likely to deteriorate (Kiernan and Mueller, 1999). In part these
may reflect the different ways in which men benefit from marriage, a theme initially
raised by Durkheim in his discussion of suicide. In terms of masculinities these
difficulties may be compounded by the supposed reluctance of men to talk about
emotional difficulties within relationships or their relative lack of informal networks
of support at times of personal crisis. Some of this may be exaggerated, but it is likely
that divorce does have consequences for men’s gendered identities. Again, these
difficulties are exacerbated where children are concerned and where the man is not
only an ex-husband but also, in most cases, a nonresident father.

Discussions of divorce and its impact are clearly based upon the presupposition of
a legally recognized marriage. However, as has already been noted, many partner-
ships (including partnerships with children) are in unions which are not formally
or wholly recognized by law. This includes both heterosexual and homosexual
partnerships. What is important to consider is, first, whether there are significant
differences in the consequences and meanings of the break-up of less formal part-
nerships as compared with marriage and, secondly, whether issues of gender are
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implicated in quite the same way as seemed to be the case in legally constituted
marriages.

Men and Domestic Violence

One of the most controversial aspects of the discussion of men in households and
family life is to do with domestic violence. The controversies have to do with the
incidence of domestic violence, the question of whether men commit more violent
acts than women and the meanings for the partners involved. A question linking
both these issues is the extent to which violence is strongly or weakly linked to
gendered identities or structures of patriarchy.

To simplify, I shall consider violence between partners, married or cohabiting, and
shall limit this analysis to heterosexual couples. Even so, it is important to ask the
question as to what is meant by violence. Since the term ‘‘violence’’ is usually
understood in negative terms, the application of the term to a particular set of acts
or practices is itself a moral and political act. Social-scientific attempts to measure
the incidence of violence can never fully escape from this wider evaluative frame-
work. Here I shall take ‘‘violence’’ to refer to those acts or practices which are
understood or defined in this way by either the recipient or an observer or both, and
which are the object of a degree of moral condemnation. What is to be stressed here
is the idea that we cannot be wholly indifferent to acts of violence; they involve pain,
fear, a sense of a loss of autonomy and freedom, and often a breakdown of trust.

Within such a framework it obviously becomes very difficult to consider whether,
in the context of adult heterosexual partnerships, men are more violent than
women. What needs to be considered is the frequency of certain kinds of acts or
practices, their severity, and whether they are repeated or more isolated. We also
need to consider less tangible questions, such as the threat of violence and its
perception.

Taking all this into consideration it does seem reasonable to suppose that men are
more likely to be perpetrators of domestic violence than women (Dobash et al.,
1992). What such a conclusion does not deny is the possibility that men may also be
the victims of such violence. Further, it is very difficult to judge whether men have
become relatively more or less violent in domestic situations over succeeding
decades.

It seems likely that the incidence of domestic violence is too high to reduce it to
questions of individual pathology reflecting, say, inadequate childhood socialization
or alcohol or drug abuse. Hearn points to evidence that suggests that between 10
and 25 percent of British women have at some time been the victim of violence from
a male partner (1998: 5), but considers this to be an underestimate. At the same time
it seems inadequate to see all such acts as reflecting the persistence of patriarchal
structures, institutions, and practices within the wider society. This is partly because
of the presence of violence perpetrated by women, partly because there are differ-
ences in the character and meaning of acts of violence perpetrated by men, and
largely because it does not seem theoretically helpful to see men and women as
relatively passive victims of external structural forces. Rather than seeing patriarchy,
or masculinity, as having a direct causal relationship to individual acts of violence
within the home, it might be more helpful to see the gender order as providing the
context for and giving meaning to these acts of violence and their consequences.
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Some violent acts may be associated with particular notions of male power within
the home, others with a sense of a loss or an erosion of masculine dominance. The
role of alcohol in domestic violence may not be seen as an individual causal factor
but as something which is bound up with the role in which alcohol plays in men’s
culture generally. Further, the gendered meaning of domestic violence does not stop
with the act itself within the four walls of the home. It also extends to the responses
of significant others, discussions in the media and, possibly, the intervention of
police or other outside agencies.

Hearn’s recent study of men’s violences against female partners highlights some of
these complexities. His analysis works on the distinctions and connections between
the ‘‘violent self’’ and the ‘‘talking self’’ and between describing and accounting. For
example, when a man in an interview says ‘‘I just slapped her,’’ a sense of distance is
established between the act and the present interview context, while the simple
phrase contains a complex mixture of description and accounting. Hearn notes
how many of the accounts focused on the violent incident rather than the ‘‘general
social relation’’ (1998: 85) and how frequently the ‘‘violent self’’ is presented as
being ‘‘somewhere else’’ (ibid.: 106). He stresses that such accounts cannot be
detached from the real acts of violence (in other words, they are not simply texts
or discourses), and that the wider context is one of gendered power revolving around
constructions of heterosexuality.

There are further issues that need to be considered. One is to do with the
perpetration of acts of violence (including sexual abuse) by men against children
within the home. In the case of sexual abuse the links with issues of patriarchy and
masculinities might seem to be relatively straightforward since, as far as we are able
to tell, such acts are more frequently committed by men against children than by
women. While the reasons at the level of individual motivation are undoubtedly
complex, constructions of male sexual urges and male sexuality are almost certainly
part of the explanation. Notions of male sexuality include, although are not confined
to, notions of using the other (a woman, a child) as an object of physical gratifica-
tion, whether reciprocated or not. In the case of physical abuse matters are more
complicated in that women become more heavily involved. In part, this may well
reflect the simple fact that women are more likely to be in the presence of children
for longer periods of time than men.

We have relatively little information about violence between adults in single-sex
couples. Similarly, we have relatively little understanding of men as victims of
domestic violence although, again, it is the wider framework of interpretation and
meaning that is important. Men are less likely to report being victims of domestic
violence and are less likely to have their experiences taken seriously when these
incidents are reported. While violence against wives is increasingly seen as illegitim-
ate, this does not mean that violence against husbands is somehow seen as more
acceptable or understandable.

The relations between masculinities and patterns of violence within the home are
more complex than simplemodelswould seem to suggest. Perhaps themost important
fact is that such issues are nowfirmly on the agenda. The increasing condemnation and
problematization of violence within the home may be less to do with the advancing
civilizing process and more to do with the changing gender order and the role of
feminism, in the broadest sense of the word, within this.
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Conclusion

What does such an analysis contribute to masculinity studies? The detailed explor-
ation of any single site, or linked set of sites, must necessarily highlight complexities
and tensions absent in more generalized analyses of patriarchies or gendered orders.
Here we are reminded that the location of men within families and households is
more than a question of the analysis of fatherhood, that it involves a variety of other
family-based identities and that these vary over the life-course. Such a detailed
exploration is necessary given the continuing tendency to locate masculinity studies
within the more public spheres of work, leisure, and cultural representations.
Further, it highlights the need to see masculinity as being constantly shaped and
redefined in interaction with others – women, children, and other men.

What does such an analysis contribute to family studies? For some considerable
while family studies have given particular focus to the experiences and identities of
women within the home and household. Such an approach, emerging out of feminist
scholarship, was both necessary and valuable. But it frequently allowed a limited
role to men. To begin to explore their multiple involvements in family practices is
not to diminish the contributions of feminist-inspired scholarship. Rather it is to
round out and to enhance such an approach.

Finally, such an analysis, focusing upon men in family life, inevitably involves
questions of wider social change. The changes have been mentioned at several points
in this discussion and include changes in the structure of the labor market and work,
other changes in the structured relationships between men and women in the public
sphere and wider changes in the culture and the structure of expectations and life-
chances. Such changes, whether or not we characterize them in terms such as ‘‘post-
modernity,’’ undoubtedly point to a greater sense of variation and openness in the
organization of private and domestic life, with continuing importance for gendered
identities. Gender, which clearly includes men as well as women, continues to be an
important dimension along which we shall need to explore everyday family and
household practices. But such an exploration must inevitably highlight tensions and
ambiguities so that older gender divisions and inequalities coexist uneasily with a new
sense of openness and experimentation.
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23
Sex and Family:

Changes and Challenges

Judith Treas

Sex is central to our understanding of the family as a social institution. As the
starting point for procreation, sex supplies new family members and sustains the
family lineage across time and generations. Sexuality is the basis for mate recruit-
ment and pair-bonding. Kinship roles – mother and son, brother and sister – are
delineated, in part, by sexual taboos and prohibitions against incest. Because sexu-
ality goes to the core of family relations, families have a stake in the regulation of
sexual behavior. The community standing and economic welfare of family members
long depended on restricting couplings to approved unions that had access to an
adequate level of material resources. As Malthus observed, having too many mouths
to feed mired unfortunate families in poverty. Historically, the most effective way to
keep the family’s consumption requirements in line with its resources was to limit
births. In the absence of reliable contraception, this translated into two-pronged
efforts to channel procreative sexual activity into marriage and to control which
family members married and to whom.

In the face of the cultural trend toward greater permissiveness, it is easy to forget
that socially sanctioned, sexual relationships used to be regarded as a demographic
privilege. Marriage was an unequal life chance that differentiated the advantaged
from the disadvantaged. Before the diffusion of birth-control practices made it
possible to separate sexual pleasure from procreation, those who had the means to
support a family were favored for marriage. Daughters who lacked a dowry and last-
born sons who had no claim to the family farm lived out their lives without taking a
mate, perhaps as dependents in the homes of married siblings on whom family
fortunes were concentrated. In China, where female infanticide limited the supply
of brides, many poor men never married, even as rich men took several wives and
concubines (Lee and Feng, 1999). Thus, large segments of the population were
denied routine access to sexual partners for their entire lives.

Just as differential access to economic resources meant unequal access to marital
pleasures, gender inequality poses another obstacle to sexual parity. Women’s
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sexuality has always been more strictly regulated than men’s. Unfaithful wives have
been more severely sanctioned by family, community, and the law than have adul-
terous husbands (Lawson, 1988). Parents have been more concerned about preserv-
ing the chastity of their daughters than discouraging the sexual adventures of their
sons. Of course, a family’s success in regulating sexuality depends on its social
standing and economic circumstances. Poor parents who must work long hours
have greater difficulty monitoring the sexual behavior of their adolescent children.
Class and race define the limits of family control, if only because unequal power
relations invite sexual exploitation. Calculated sexual exchanges with ‘‘social super-
iors’’ have a long history as a survival strategy (Quaife, 1979), poignantly among the
most vulnerable and downtrodden. Family life has suffered from demoralizing,
class-based sexual predations. Not being able to protect wives and daughters from
sexual demands weighed heavily on subordinated men, whether they were Italian
peasants (Schneider and Schneider, 1996) or American slaves (Patterson, 1998).
Laws on sexual harassment demonstrate that the enduring problem of power-
based sexual exploitation has followed middle-class women and female profession-
als into the contemporary workplace.

Once a demographic privilege, sexual relations, marriage, and parenthood have
come to be widely regarded as individual rights, not family decisions. The drift of
Western family law has been to remove the obstacles to marriage (Glendon, 1989).
Parental approval is no longer required, except for the very young. Only the closest
degree of blood kinship (e.g., brother–sister, parent–child) is considered too incestu-
ous for marriage. Divorce is no longer an obstacle to a new match. Barriers to same-
sex unions will undoubtedly be the next to fall. Cultural ideologies promoting self-
determination and individual fulfillment have undermined popular support for the
family control of marriage and sexuality (Frank and McEneaney, 1999). Unwed
adolescents need not get their parent’s permission to obtain contraceptives, and
wives need not seek their husband’s approval for an abortion. Just as family control
over marriage has faded, fewer and fewer people regard sex outside of marriage as
wrong. Except for lingering concerns about teenage motherhood, the stigma associ-
ated with nonmarital births has greatly diminished. Having removed some of the
historical impediments to marriage and parenthood, contemporary social welfare
states are now judged by their provision for female-headed families (O’Connor,
Orloff, and Shaver, 1999). The upshot is intriguing patterns of consistency and
change in public opinion and private behavior that shape the sex lives of young
and old, married and single, heterosexual and nonheterosexual individuals.

Youth Sex, Then and Now

Young people’s sexuality has been the prime territory of family control. Generations
of parents have struggled to help their offspring balance youthful desire and the need
for pragmatic choices about marriage and childbearing. In law, these family con-
cerns with youth are still embodied in parental-consent requirements for teen
marriages (Glendon, 1989) as well as in minimum-age standards for sexual consent.
Until fairly recently, there was widespread agreement that marriage should precede
sex and childbearing. Today, families play an important role in the adolescent
transition to adult sexuality, but formative sexual experiences increasingly occur at
younger ages and outside of marriage. Responding to the potential threats of AIDS
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and teen pregnancy, schools and communities have stepped up their efforts to
augment family responsibility for teen sexuality.

Over time, however, norms against premarital sex have lost their force. American
women who were born after 1900 were more likely than their older sisters to engage
in premarital petting, and even sexual intercourse (Kinsey et al., 1953). In the past,
unmarried couples experimented quietly with sex, but there was still strong pressure
from family and community to marry if a pregnancy resulted. If their first birth were
conceived before marriage, couples were placed at a disadvantage, because they
married at a younger age and obtained less schooling (Freedman and Thornton,
1979). Most of these couples, however, overcame early disadvantage and went on
to become homeowners with middle-class incomes andmoney in the bank. Births out
of wedlockwere a different story.Motherhoodwithout marriagewas stigmatized and
economically perilous. Many single women sought illegal abortions or gave up their
babies, rather than raise children alone. When sex did not lead to marriage, sexual
activities of single people were managed quietly so as not to come to public attention.

Despite the reservations of family-life educators (Ericksen and Steffen, 1999), the
sexual mores and family formation patterns of young people underwent major
changes in both the US (Cherlin, 1992) and Britain (Lewis and Kiernan, 1996).
Once relatively circumspect about their sexual activities, youth in the 1960s flaunted
premarital sex by openly cohabiting (Wilhelm, 1998). Bowing to the inevitable,
public opinion came to accept sex before marriage. Beginning in the 1960s, Ameri-
can disapproval of premarital sex declined sharply (Smith, 1994). Slower declines
followed. Between 1972 and 1998, the number of Americans who considered
premarital sex to be ‘‘always wrong’’ dropped from 37 percent to 24 percent, as
older, more conservative cohorts were replaced by younger, more permissive gener-
ations (Treas, 2002). Cohort succession also powered declines in Britain (Scott,
1998). With the exception of Ireland, where 35 percent say premarital sex is ‘‘always
wrong,’’ disapproval of premarital sex is very low elsewhere in the Western world
(Widmer, Treas, and Newcomb, 1998). According to 1994 survey data, only 13
percent of Australians, 12 percent of the British, 12 percent of Canadians, 19 percent
of New Zealanders, 7 percent of the Dutch, and 4 percent of Swedes think sex before
marriage is ‘‘always wrong.’’

With cohabitation and premarital sex practiced widely among young adults,
attention shifted to adolescents. Although premarital sex is increasingly accepted,
teen sex is still seen as problematic. In 1994, fully 71 percent of Americans and 67
percent of the British said sex between young teens (ages 14–16) was ‘‘always
wrong’’ (Widmer, Treas, and Newcomb, 1998). Elsewhere, disapproval ranged
from high levels in Catholic populations to moderate levels in Scandinavian coun-
tries: 84 percent in Ireland, 81 percent in Northern Ireland, 71 percent in New
Zealand, 61 percent in Australia, 58 percent in Italy, 55 percent in Canada, 45
percent in the Netherlands, and 32 percent in Sweden. This moral disapproval
reflects practical concerns about the long-run ramifications of early sexual activity
as well as cultural assumptions about teenagers’ psychological immaturity, their
irrationality, and their vulnerability to exploitation.

Since the 1950s in North America andWestern Europe, age at first sex has declined
by about three years for women (Teitler, 2002). Themedian age for males and females
is somewhere between 17 and 18, except for southern Europe, where the median age
for women is 19. The upshot of trends has been reductions in age-at-first-sex differ-
ences between countries, between social classes, between early and late initiators, and
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between genders (ibid.). In Canada, the historical double standard in sexual initiation
between adolescent males and females virtually disappeared (Maticka-Tundale, Bar-
rett, andMcKay, 2000). Since time spent in romantic relationships before first sex also
seems to have increased, young people may arrive at their sexual debuts better
equipped to communicate and manage couple relations than in the past (Teitler,
2002). Nearly four out of five American women, 15–44, reported that their first sex
was with a steady partner, a fiancé, or a husband (Abma et al., 1997).

Having had sex does not translate into a particularly high level of sexual activity for
teenagers, since even sexually active males have relatively low frequencies of inter-
course and long periods without a partner (Sonenstein, Pleck, and Ku, 1991). How-
ever, young people are more likely than their seniors to have multiple partners, in part
because their relationships are of relatively short duration. In 1992, 15 percent of
sexually active American women, ages 14–22, and 35 percent of their male counter-
parts reported having more than one sex partner just in the last three months – a risk
that increases with the use of alcohol (Santelli et al., 1998). Sexual scripts are complex
and changing. More adolescent males in the US report some sort of heterosexual
genital contact than report having actually had vaginal sex (Gates and Sonenstein,
2000).Males, ages 15–19, were significantly more likely to have beenmasturbated by
a female in 1995 than in 1988, but theywere less likely to have had vaginal intercourse
(ibid.). The likelihood that a black female adolescent had had sexual intercourse also
declined in the 1990s while use of condoms by adolescents increased (Santelli et al.,
2000). Teenagers, especially those who first have sex at younger ages, are less likely to
have used contraception than thosewho postponed their sexual debuts. Although first
sexual experiences are often spontaneous, contraceptive planning for first sex is on the
rise in the US (Abma et al., 1997).More than three-quarters of American womenwho
had first intercourse in the early 1990s reported using some contraceptive method as
opposed to only half of those whose sexual debut was prior to 1980. Younger women
were most likely to have used condoms, while slightly older women favored birth-
control pills, a method requiring even more foresight.

The Problem with Teenagers

There are certainly reasons for concern about teenagers who have sex. Sexually
transmitted diseases (STDs) are prevalent among adolescents (although substantial
cross-national differences suggest big gaps in the efficacy of education and preven-
tion efforts). In the mid-1990s, gonorrhea infections reported per 100,000 young
people, ages 15–19, numbered 596 in Russia, 572 in the US, 77 in England and
Wales, 59 in Canada, and 2 in Sweden (Panchaud et al., 2000). Because early sex is
sometimes coerced, teen sex raises concerns about sexual abuse of young people who
are largely powerless and often unsophisticated. Fully 60 percent of American
women who had first intercourse before age 15 reported they had been forced to
have sex (Moore, Nord, and Peterson, 1989). The discovery that adult men some-
times fathered teenagers’ babies (Males and Chew, 1996) made sexual abuse of
minors a further justification for a public health war on teen sex and pregnancy in
the US. Formative sexual experiences resonate across the life-course. American
women who, as children, had sexual contact with an adult are at greater risk of
sexually transmitted disease, teenage childbearing, and multiple sex partners as an
adult (Browning and Laumann, 1997). In France, sexual precocity intrudes on the
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formation and maintenance of marital unions: those who are younger when they
first have sex are less likely to marry, less likely to stay married, and more likely to
have multiple sex partners (Bozon, 1996).

Of all the concerns with adolescent sexuality, however, teenage pregnancy receives
the most attention, especially in the US. The difficulty is not so much that young
women become pregnant as that they become single mothers. The 1950s’ baby boom
also had its share of teenage mothers, but they were usually married teenagers.
Because age at first intercourse declined while age at first marriage rose, women
have been exposed at younger ages and for longer periods to the risk of unmarried
pregnancy.Where out-of-wedlock pregnancies once led tomarriage, they increasingly
result in either abortion (now legalized) or single motherhood. And, in contrast to
Europe, unmarried mothers are less likely to have the support of a steady cohabiting
relationship (Teitler, 2002). To be sure, early twentieth-century social reformers were
also alarmed about sexually active girls (Nathanson, 1991). Their concern was the
damage to a woman’s marital prospects. Even during the Great Depression, a decade
after the flappers of the 1920s first challenged premarital sex taboos, sexual propriety
was still an asset in the marriage market: if she were conservative in her sexual
behavior, an attractive, working-class girl stood a better chance of finding a middle-
class husband (Elder, 1969). Today, having children outside of marriage reduces the
chances a woman will marry (Upchurch, Lilliard and Panis, 2001), but high divorce
rates demonstrate that marriage no longer offers women the security it once did. In
fact, in California, a furor broke out over the revelation that social workers were
trying to get men to marry their pregnant, underage partners, rather than sending
these adult males to prison for statutory rape (Treas, 1999).

In keeping with the changes in women’s roles, contemporary concerns with
teenage motherhood focus on career consequences, not marriage-market penalties
(Nathanson, 1991). Early motherhood, it is argued, consigns women to poverty by
disrupting schooling and careers. The children of teen mothers are also a concern,
because they are disadvantaged in terms of birth weight and cognitive development
(Alan Guttmacher Institute, 1994). With US teen pregnancy in 1997 at its lowest
level in 20 years, Jeffrey P. Koplan, Director for the Center for Disease Control,
explained the broad benefits of this trend: ‘‘Few teens are ready for the challenges of
parenthood. When they delay this responsibility, it enables them to gain the educa-
tion and maturity they need to be good parents and good citizens’’ (National Center
on Health Statistics, 2001).

Since the mid-1970s, teen childbearing has declined in Europe as well as the US,
Canada, New Zealand, and Australia (Teitler, 2002). US rates remain markedly
higher than those of other developed countries. Rates are higher still for African
Americans (Singh, Darroch, and Frost, 2001). They are lower for immigrants, a
pattern that also holds for Canada (Maticka-Tundale, Barrett, and McKay, 2000)
and Britain (Singh, Darroch, and Frost, 2001). In the early and mid-1990s, there
were 57 babies born to every 1,000 American women, ages 15–19, as compared to
29 in Britain, 11 in Germany, and 4 in Japan (Alan Guttmacher Institute, 1998).
Since Americans disapprove of teen sex, their general lack of candor about sexual
matters has been faulted for sending mixed messages that contribute to teen preg-
nancy (Jones et al., 1986). This cultural explanation may be insufficient, if only
because teen-age childbearing in English-speaking countries closely tracks trends in
adult fertility (Teitler, 2002). Disadvantage increases the likelihood of early child-
bearing in both the US and Britain (Singh, Darroch, and Frost, 2001). The US stands
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out in terms of teen pregnancy rates, in part, because it has proportionately more
poor people than Britain does. Regardless of socioeconomic level, American teens
are less likely to use contraceptives and more likely to have a baby than their British
counterparts. This points to policy differences – less access in the US to contracep-
tion due to the lack of a national health system and less vigorous government efforts
to reduce the socioeconomic disadvantages that shape the childbearing choices of
young people (Singh, Darroch, and Frost, 2001).

Numerous antecedents of teen sexual activity and teen pregnancy have been
identified, including psychological dispositions, hormone levels, partner dynamics,
poverty, school problems, risk-taking (e.g., substance abuse), religious beliefs, and
community context (Mott et al., 1996; Udry, 1988; Brewster, Billy and Grady, 1993;
Sucoff and Upchurch, 1998; Singh, Darroch, and Frost, 2001; Kirby, 2001).
Although peers are important, families remain powerful influences. Parents deter-
mine the broad circumstances of their children’s upbringing, communicate and
model their own values, and monitor their offspring’s behavior. Through various
pathways, family disruption leads to having sex at an earlier age (Kiernan and
Hobcraft, 1997). Because low parental education and family disruption contribute
to teen pregnancy, the ups and downs in teen birth rates in the US have been driven,
in part, by demographic trends in broader family structure (Manlove et al., 2000).

At the intimate level of the household, however, teens are less likely to pursue
risky sexual behavior when they have a good relationship with a parent who
disapproves of such conduct. For example, positively perceived mother-child rela-
tionships, maternal disapproval of teen sex, and maternal discussion about birth
control deter sexual activity and promote consistent contraceptive use among Afri-
can American teens (Jaccard, Dittus, and Gordon, 1996). Perhaps because AIDS
increased the urgency of parent–child communication about sex, 70 percent of
young black and Hispanic adolescents say that parents have discussed STDs with
them, but fewer report parent–child conversations about contraception and other
aspects of sexuality (Miller et al., 1998). Teenagers talk about sex more readily with
their mothers than with their fathers (ibid.), a finding that holds not only for
heterosexuals, but also for gay, lesbian, and bisexual youngsters (D’Augelli, Hersh-
berger, and Pilkington, 1998). Growing up in an unfavorable family environment
(e.g., living apart from parents before age 14 or having parents who drink heavily or
use illegal drugs) greatly increases the likelihood that women will have been sexually
abused (Moore, Nord, and Peterson, 1989). On the other hand, parental support
and monitoring reduce the number of sex partners, especially for teens with troub-
ling histories of sexual abuse (Luster and Small, 1997).

Few people today view families as sufficient to prevent teen pregnancy or AIDS.
Americans favor sex education in the schools by nearly seven to one (National
Opinion Research Center, 2002), although parents can refuse to let their youngsters
participate. Conservatives advocate ‘‘Just Say No’’ abstinence programs, but others
support candid instruction about sexuality and safe sex. Evaluation studies show that
abstinence-only programs do not deter sex, nor do discussions of contraception lead
to a rise in sexual intercourse (Kirby, 1997). Effective programs give the facts about
the risks of unprotected sex and methods of protection (ibid.). They have specific
goals, such as changing behavioral norms (rather just giving students information on
which to choose) (Kirby, 2001). They have teachers who are committed and trained,
and they teach strategies for communicating, negotiating, and saying no to peer and
partner pressure. Since teens facing poor schooling and job prospects are at high risk
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of pregnancy, youth development programs offering counseling, tutoring, and job
placement can also affect adolescent sexual choices.Whatever its content and efficacy,
sex education is a staple of American adolescence. Although only 51 percent of
women ages 40–44 had had formal sex education by age 18, the figure stood at 96
percent for 18- and 19-year-olds in 1995 (Abma et al., 1997).

From Procreation to Pleasure in Marriage

At least in Western societies, the marital sex act has been endowed with remarkable
importance. Consistent with early Christianity’s preoccupation with reproduction,
the failure to consummate a marriage was sufficient grounds to annul the union.
Marital sex, however, has been shrouded in privacy, despite its importance to pair
bonding and the perpetuation of the family. Fortunately, demographers have been
able to infer some changes in sexual practices across the centuries from declines in
marital fertility. Separating sexual pleasure in marriage from its reproductive conse-
quences stands as an important achievement in family life.

Besides the trend to smaller families, evidence of the marital fertility transition is
seen in the fact that married women stopped having babies at younger ages and at
lowerparities. Birth control, once unthinkable and taintedby its associationwith illicit
sex, ultimately found a place within the realm of conscious choice and domestic
respectability.At the endof the eighteenth century, asThomasRobertMalthus scolded
about the improper arts employed to avoid the reproductive consequences of sexual
relations, married couples in rural France were altering their sexual practices – using
abstinence and withdrawal to prevent pregnancy. These demanding contraceptive
methods required partners to cooperate and sacrifice sexual pleasure to reduce family
size. Today’s couples are the beneficiaries of a long political struggle to legalize the
distribution of birth-control information aswell asmany scientific advances in contra-
ceptive methods. Partners enjoy less obtrusive and more reliable means of contracep-
tion. As a consequence, married couples can and do have spontaneous, pleasure-
oriented sex without giving much thought to the possibility of unwanted pregnancy.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, there remain few, if any, differentials
in contraceptive practice in the US. Whites and blacks, Catholics and Protestants,
are equally and universally likely to use modern family planning. Nor is contracep-
tion just a stopping strategy that couples adopt after achieving their desired family
size. Couples use contraception to prevent premarital pregnancy, to time the first
birth, and to space later ones – in short, to synchronize biology with the complex
timetables of family, work, and leisure. While couples once structured their sex lives
to avoid pregnancy, they must now self-consciously reorganize their sexual practices
in order to make babies.

Making Marriage Erotic

The separation of sexual pleasure from procreation has eroticized partnered rela-
tionships. Coital frequency, for example, increased among married Americans in the
1970s when legal abortion and the pill reduced the fear of pregnancy (Ryder and
Westoff, 1977). We know relatively little about the intimate details of married life in
the more distant past. Victorian ideals of sexual restraint would have us believe that
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the marriage bed was a rather sedate place, where sexually inhibited women
resigned themselves to thinking about God, country, and their wallpaper patterns.
The surprising discovery of Clelia Mosher’s unpublished sex questionnaires has
challenged this view: the college-educated American wives whom she surveyed
between 1892 and 1920 viewed nonprocreative sex in a generally favorable light,
even if their cautious endorsements hinged on their spiritual aspirations, rather than
on rapturous coital experience (Ericksen and Steffen, 1999). Without discounting
the importance of marital sex to earlier generations, marriage has become more
erotic in many ways. Husbands and wives hold high expectations for sexual aspects
of their relationship.

The twentieth century saw the development of a new middle-class family norm –
the companionate marriage. While previous generations had been content with an
instrumental partnership dictating separate spheres for husband and wife, the
modern companionate model called on married couples to find their satisfaction
in the intimacy of their shared lives. Sex was a key component in this new marri-
age model. ‘‘Sexperts,’’ including family-life educators, advice columnists, and
marriage counselors, emphasized that sexual compatibility and mutual satisfaction
were essential to marital happiness (Ericksen and Steffen, 1999). Americans took
this advice to heart. A study of US college students over six decades reports that both
men and women increasingly came to regard mutual attraction as important in mate
choice (Buss et al., 2001).

Making marriage satisfyingly erotic called for instruction in sexual techniques.
Given reigning ideas about gender differences in sexual responsiveness, pedagogical
attention was devoted to discouraging the female inhibitions and male boorishness
that were thought to impede orgasms for wives and sexual satiation for their
husbands. Experts promoted this view of sex and marriage (Ericksen and Steffen,
1999). For example, Ideal Marriage, the bestselling marriage manual by the Dutch
physician, Theodoor Van de Velde, was popular reading for American couples
through most of the first half of the twentieth century (Bullough, 1994). Van de
Velde’s message was that wives, not just husbands, could enjoy sex, given good
communication, patience, and a loving and skilled partner. Detailing ten coital
positions, Van de Velde encouraged orgasms, preferably simultaneous ones, as well
as noncoital sex and foreplay, to enhance the coital experience. The book’s explicit
discussion of marital sex illustrates the trend toward greater knowledge about sexual
biology and greater candor about sexual behavior.

Each new generation of brides and grooms knows more about physiology, repro-
duction, and sexual practices than did their own parents. This is, in part, a conse-
quence of the spread of family planning, which includes at least a rudimentary dose
of sex education. However, there is also greater openness about sexual matters. In
the 1930s, US decency codes dictated that movies show even married couples in
separate beds. After the 1950s, sexually explicit material, ranging from birth-control
information to pornography, became more widely available in the US due to court
cases confirming Constitutional protections of free speech. Today, Van de Velde’s
legacy is evident in women’s magazines where articles such as ‘‘How to Share His
Secret Sex Dream’’ are sandwiched between domestic features on cooking and child
rearing. Once considered only as erotica for men, sex videos are now marketed as
education and entertainment for heterosexual couples.

Compared to their parents’ generation, married couples not only knowmore about
sex, but also have more first-hand sexual experience. The 1920s marked a watershed
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for premarital sexual experimentation in the US (Kinsey et al., 1953). While the
honeymoon was once a momentous sexual initiation, 70 percent of men and 58
percent of women in recent US birth cohorts (i.e., 1963–74) report having had vaginal
intercourse with their mate before marriage (Laumann et al., 1994). Sex is an integral
part of courtship, as indicated by the fact that only 6 percent ofmale and 16 percent of
female respondents in Britain reported that they first had sexual intercourse at
marriage (Wellings et al., 1994). More and more newlyweds have shared a bed as
cohabitors. By the late 1980s, half of recently married Americans had cohabited
(Bumpass and Sweet, 1989). Increasingly, marriages involve a husband and/or a
bride who has been married before. As the sexual practices of single and married
people converged, sexual advice books stopped being called marriage manuals,
because they had a much broader audience.

Married couples elaborate their sexual scripts to include more sexual practices
than in the past. According to Kinsey and associates (1953), married women born
after 1900 were more adventurous than their predecessors – fondling the male
genitalia, making love in the nude, and being on top during sexual intercourse.
The trend to a more diverse repertoire of sexual practices has continued. Although
leveling off for recent cohorts, lifetime experience with oral sex increased sharply
between the Great Depression cohorts (born 1933–7) and the cutting edge of the
Baby Boom (1948–52). Among 25–29-year-old American women in the 1992
National Health and Social Life Survey (NHSLS), 76 percent reported ever having
given oral sex as compared to 39 percent of women aged 55–59 (Laumann et al.,
1994). British data from the National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Life Styles
confirm similar trends in experience with oral sex (Wellings et al., 1994). Rising
living standards have abetted sexual experimentation, because married couples
enjoy unprecedented privacy. While having preschool children can interfere with a
couple’s sex life (Donnelley, 1993), married people no longer face the constraints of
earlier times when several family members often shared a room or even a bed.

To be sure, some groups remain relatively conventional in their sexual practices
(Mahay, Laumann, and Michaels, 2001). Americans display greater variation in
sexual behavior than do the British (Michael et al., 2001). Even controlling for
factors such as age, marital status, and education, white Americans are significantly
more likely to have oral sex than are Mexican Americans and African Americans.
Within racial groups, college-educated Americans follow less conventional sexual
scripts than do persons with less schooling. Similarly, in Britain, social class is
positively associated with oral, anal, and nonpenetrative sex for both men and
women (Wellings et al., 1994).

The Sex Lives of Married People

While today’s married couples may be more adventurous than earlier generations,
most husbands and wives settle into fairly routine, if largely satisfying, sex lives.
Among British informants who had vaginal sex in the past year, married people are
less likely to report having oral, anal, and nonpenetrative sex than their cohabiting
or unmarried counterparts (Wellings et al., 1994). In the US, married people are, if
anything, less likely to have incorporated oral sex into their last sex act than are
unmarried people (Laumann et al., 1994), perhaps because married people devote
less time to their sexual encounters than singles do. Only 9 percent of married men
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said their last sexual event lasted an hour or more, compared to 38 percent of
noncohabiting, never-married men (Laumann et al., 1994).

Married people have higher coital frequency than do singles. Having a regular sex
partner, married people in Britain have sex more often than do the unmarried;
the coital frequency of married persons is slightly lower than that of cohabitors,
however, even controlling for the fact that cohabitors are younger (Wellings et al.,
1994). There is not much evidence that married people have more physically pleasur-
able sex than other people, but married women do say that they derive more emo-
tional satisfaction from their sexual relations than do cohabiting and single women
(Waite, 2001). Is sex really the key to a happy marriage, as family life educators long
argued? Affectionate ties and low conflict are associated with greater sexual attrac-
tion and frequency (Blumstein and Schwartz, 1983). About 16 percent of co-resident
married people in the US (excluding those who were sick, had recently given birth or
were pregnant) admitted that they had not had sex in the last month. Certainly,
couples that never have sex tend to be unhappy and to have thought about separating
(Donnelley, 1993). Coital frequency, however, is a poor gauge of marital quality,
because high levels of sexual activity also occur in violent marriages, where husbands
use physical threats to extort sex from their wives (DeMaris, 1997).

Coital frequency declines with duration of unions (Wellings et al., 1994), no doubt
reflecting both habituation (i.e., novelty wears off) and the biological effects of
aging. Older men report higher levels of sexual dysfunction (Laumann, Paik, and
Rosen, 2001). Men aged 50–59 were three times more likely to say that they were
disinterested in sex or had erection problems than were their counterparts aged 18–
29. Women were less likely to report sexual problems with increasing age. Certainly,
couples no longer take it for granted that menopause or advancing years mark the
end of a sexual relationship. According to a US survey, half of married persons 60
and older had had sex in the last month – about four times a month, on average
(Marsiglio and Donnelley, 1991). One-quarter of married people 76 and older were
still sexually active. Until fairly recently, erotic interests among older people
were regarded as humorous and unseemly, and their physical attractiveness and
capacity for sex were discounted. Just as Viagra and hormone replacement therapy
reduced the physical impediments to sex in later life, a host of popular sex books by
physicians and scientists have offered up an enthusiastic prognosis for sex in middle
age and beyond. Conveniently, Love and Sex after 60 was published in a large-print
edition (Butler and Lewis, 1996).

Extramarital Sex

Most people believe that it is wrong for married people to have sexual relations with
anybody except their marital partner. Fully 80 percent of Americans and 67 percent of
the British say extramarital sex is ‘‘always wrong’’ (Widmer, Treas, and Newcomb,
1998). Similar views are voiced in Australia (59 percent), Canada (68 percent),
Ireland (80 percent), Japan (58 percent), The Netherlands (63 percent), NewZealand
(75 percent), Sweden (68 percent), and other Western countries. Although some
people agree that extenuating circumstances can sometimes justify extramarital sex,
virtually none of the respondents in this cross-national survey say that extramarital
sex is ‘‘not at all wrong.’’ In the US andBritain, only 2 percent saw nothingwrongwith
extramarital sex. Nor is there any evidence that moral judgments on extramarital sex
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are softening. British condemnation remains high (Scott, 1998). If anything, disap-
proval has increased in the US since the mid-1980s, perhaps in response to fears about
AIDS (Treas, in press). Although women are more disapproving than men of extra-
marital sex, US data show that the gender gap narrowed after the mid-1980s when
men adopted harsher views (Scott, 1998).

Despite a culture that accepts a wider range of sexual behavior, the importance of
monogamy and sexual exclusivity in marriage is scarcely questioned. Fully 99
percent of married Americans say that they expect their partner to be sexually
exclusive, as do 94 percent of cohabiting heterosexuals (Treas and Giesen, 2000).
Among Europeans surveyed in the 1980s, 84 percent said that faithfulness was very
important for a successful marriage (Harding and Phillips, 1986). In the late 1960s
and early 1970s, ‘‘swinging’’ and ‘‘wife-swapping,’’ a couple-oriented lifestyle of
sexual adventuring, offered a brief, ideological challenge to sexual exclusivity. In the
1980s, this social innovation fell victim to sexual jealousies and fears of AIDS.
Although some people may fall short of the ideal, the notion of limiting the sex
lives of married people to marriage goes largely uncontested. Even though they are
almost never enforced, laws against adultery remain on the books in many US states,
because religious groups argue for their symbolic importance in supporting marriage
and promoting sexual morality.

Men are more likely to be unfaithful than are women (Treas and Giesen, 2000). At
elevated risk of infidelity are those married people who have greater interest in sex
and greater sexual experience. Conservative sexual values and frequent attendance
at religious services, on the other hand, buffer against the risk of infidelity. Having
opportunities to meet potential sex partners outside of the company of one’s spouse
increases the likelihood of infidelity. Americans whose jobs place them in intimate
contact with others are more likely to be unfaithful (ibid.). Similarly, British men and
women who work away from home overnight are more likely to report having had
multiple sex partners than do others (Wellings et al., 1994). Although social class
may be positively associated with sexual infidelity among the British (ibid.), socio-
economic indicators have little effect on the extramarital behavior of Americans
(Treas and Giesen, 2000).

Intimate social networks can promote sexual fidelity. In-laws, for example, moni-
tor behavior, stabilize the union with support, and generally constitute a relation-
ship-specific asset that would be put at risk by marital indiscretions. Individuals who
know and enjoy their partner’s family and friends are more likely to be sexually
exclusive than are individuals without such intimate ties (ibid.). Although most
cohabitors advocate sexual exclusivity just like married people, they are at higher
risk of sexual infidelity, even controlling for the shorter duration of their unions and
their more permissive sexual values (ibid.). This is generally attributed to the fact
that cohabitors have lower investments in their unions – and less to lose – than do
married people. Those who report lower subjective satisfaction with their relation-
ship are also more likely to be unfaithful.

Sexual infidelity is seen as a danger to ongoing unions (Lawson, 1988), because it
taps deeply held feelings of sexual jealousy and partner possession, diverts time and
energy from the marital relationship, poses risks to health and reputation, and
compromises sex as a basis for pair-bonding. Women, who tend to view affection
as a requisite for sex, are more likely than men to describe extramarital sex as a
threat to the relationship (Glass and Wright, 1992). By the same token, a married
woman having an extramarital relationship is more likely to be perceived as being in
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love, committed, and ready to marry than is a man (Sprecher, Regan, andMcKinney,
1998).

Despite clinical and anecdotal evidence, the nature of the association between
extramarital sex and divorce remains uncertain. We do not know how frequently
sexual infidelity figures in the breakdown of a marriage. Tellingly, 40 percent of
recently divorced Americans said their spouse was involved with someone else before
the marriage ended, but only 15 percent of these respondents admitted that they
themselves were extramaritally involved (South and Lloyd, 1995). Neither is the link
between extramarital sex andmarital quality well understood. Although some studies
report an association between infidelity and low marital satisfaction (Treas and
Giesen, 2000), there is a lack of longitudinal data to assess the extent to whichmarital
unhappiness causes infidelity as opposed to infidelity causing marital unhappiness.
Although adultery may upset marital relationships, a new sexual relationship is also a
strategy for exiting an unhappy marriage. Respondents’ retrospective accounts of
their relationships may be self-serving rationalizations. Divorced and separated per-
sons who have had extramarital sex insist that their own infidelity was caused by
marital problems, even as they maintain that their spouse’s infidelity was a cause of
their marital difficulties (Spanier and Margolis, 1983).

Although sexual infidelity is a private matter, it maintains a high cultural profile,
as evidenced by the fact that extramarital sex is almost as common as marital sex on
American television series (Lowry, 2000). Media preoccupation with adultery may
explain why married Americans believe that other married people do not take
fidelity as seriously as they do (Greeley, 1991). Despite adultery’s high profile,
empirical data do not show sexual infidelity run rampant. Recent US estimates for
the percentage of married persons with a secondary sex partner in the last year range
from 1.5 percent to 3.6 percent (Smith 1991; Choi, Catania, and Dolcini, 1994;
Leigh, Temple, and Trocki, 1993). In Britain, 4.5 percent of married men aged
16–59 and 1.9 percent of comparable women reported two or more heterosexual
partners in the last year (Wellings et al., 1994). While extramarital sex is under-
reported, these low figures are in keeping with public opinion about the importance
of sexual exclusivity in marriage.

Making Same-Sex Relationships Domestic

In Britain in the early 1990s, 1.1 percent of men and 0.4 percent of women reported
having at least one same-sex partner during the past year (Wellings et al., 1994). In
the US, the figures were 2.7 percent for men and 1.3 percent for women (Laumann et
al., 1994), although large cities with established communities of gays and lesbians
have higher concentrations. So long as gays and lesbians remained a marginalized
minority pursuing closeted lives to avoid harassment and discrimination, the hetero-
sexual public saw them largely in terms of exotic sexual practices, deviations from
conventional gender roles, and presumed psychological pathology. Little thought
was given to the possibility that gays and lesbians had families, much less confronted
some of the same family challenges as heterosexuals. As acceptance of same-sex
relations has increased, public discourse on gays and lesbians no longer revolves
around their sexual lifestyles. Increasingly, nonheterosexuals are seen to share family
and relationship concerns that resonate with heterosexuals. Gillian Dunne (2000:
31) points out that the presence of children in lesbian unions not only smoothes
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relations between women and their own parents, but more generally ‘‘helps make
intelligible a lifestyle that can appear strange and ‘other’ to heterosexual observers.’’
More widely appreciated by the general public, the domestic aspects of the lives of
lesbians and gays have given rise to family policy initiatives and a growing research
literature on nonheterosexuals as partners and parents.

The decriminalization of homosexual activity represents a legal revolution in
values around the globe. This liberalization in the law has been attributed to the
ideological trends favoring sex for pleasure over sex for procreative ends (Frank and
McEneaney, 1999). Progress protecting private rights to sexual pleasure has been
followed by political efforts to secure parity with heterosexuals in other domains,
including housing, employment, and family. Public discourse has shifted from the
sex lives of gays and lesbians to broader issues. Although coverage of nonhetero-
sexuals in US news magazines of the 1980s focused on AIDS and sexual lifestyles,
the top story in the early 1990s was a civil rights issue, the treatment of gays in the
military service (Bennett, 2000). The defining concerns for lesbians and gays reach
beyond sex and sexual orientation to embrace the broader family realm.

The AIDS crisis that integrated and mobilized the homosexual community
brought to the fore the difficulties that confront caring relationships that do not
conform to heterosexual family conventions. A spate of new legislation has recog-
nized domestic partnerships and extended rights to nonheterosexual unions. This is
a signal accomplishment, because until recently, lesbians and gays were regarded as
irrelevant to the institution of marriage. In Europe and the US, there was no need for
laws to bar marriages between gay men or between lesbians, because same-sex
unions were conceived as being entirely outside of the scope of the marital insti-
tution (Glendon, 1989). Despite progress, nonheterosexuals have not achieved
parity with heterosexuals when it comes to family life. As recently as 1990, 89
percent of respondents in the British Social Attitudes Survey did not think male
homosexual couples should be allowed to adopt a baby under the same conditions as
heterosexual couples; 81 percent voiced the same reservations about lesbian couples
(Hayes, 1997). (Ironically, Americans preferred gays and lesbians to heterosexual
men as babysitters, presumably because heterosexual males are not thought to be as
well suited to nurturing activities (Regan and Ramirez, 2000).) To underscore the
continuing resistance to incorporating nonheterosexuals into American family life, a
politically conservative, highly religious social movement cites homosexuality’s
threat to families as a justification for opposing gay rights.

Despite resistance, gays and lesbians find greater acceptance today. Americans
condemning same-sex relations as ‘‘always wrong’’ dropped from 77 percent in 1988
to 58 percent in 1998 (Treas, 2002). In Britain, disapproval also declined (Scott,
1998). While the growing tolerance of premarital sex was due to the replacement of
conservative cohorts by more liberal ones, the greater acceptance of homosexual sex
resulted because cohorts actually became more tolerant over time (Treas, in press).
In a striking case of the diffusion of cultural innovations, less educated Americans
moved closer to the permissive views of college graduates. Although conservative
religious denominations oppose homosexuality, all but the most frequent American
churchgoers softened their views on same-sex relations between 1988 and 1998.
Men are less tolerant than women, no doubt because misogyny and homophobia are
the cornerstones of hegemonic masculinity. Women’s interest in the emotional
content of relations may account for their greater sympathy for same-sex relation-
ships (Scott, 1998). Not surprisingly, gender differences play out in families, where
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nonheterosexuals are more likely to disclose their sexual orientation to female than
male relatives (D’Augelli, Hershberger, and Pilkington, 1998; Mays et al., 1998).

In part in response to rejection by kin, gays and lesbians have broadened notions
of family to include voluntary ties of affection incorporating friends, lovers, ex-
lovers, and others. As Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan point out in chapter 20 of this
volume, nonheterosexuals define family as ‘‘the families we choose,’’ broad networks
of supportive friendships that are forged not by blood and marriage, but out of
affection and reciprocity (Weston, 1991; Nardi, 1999). The families-of-choice
notion is part of a self-conscious effort by lesbians and gays not only to distinguish
their family lives from those of their heterosexual counterparts, but even to argue for
the superiority of their more voluntary and egalitarian relationships. There is a
tension, of course, between constructions of family difference and efforts to define
nonheterosexuals as just like heterosexuals, particularly in terms of parenting quali-
fications. An emerging research literature is beginning to clarify these assertions,
pointing particularly to differences that emerge from the gender of partners, as
opposed to their sexual orientation or practices.

Because they cannot rely on ready-made scripts based on gender differences to
govern their relationships, gay and lesbian partnerships are organized along more
egalitarian lines than heterosexual unions. While housework usually falls to women
in heterosexual couples, gay and lesbian partners are more likely to split the chores
(Kurdek, 1993; Sullivan, 1996). Lesbians often share the tasks, perhaps consistent
with the high levels of relationship quality that they report (Kurdek, 2001). Same-
sex partners have more autonomy than do heterosexual ones (Kurdek, 1998). For
example, gay couples are less concerned with monogamy than are heterosexuals or
lesbians (Blumstein and Schwartz, 1983). As studies of heterosexual cohabitors have
suggested (Brines and Joyner, 1999), equality is not just an ideological commitment,
but also the necessary precondition for stability in unions that lack the protection
and presumed continuity of marriage. Without formal marriage, gay partners face
fewer barriers to ending a union (Kurdek, 1998). They get less support from family
members than do heterosexual couples without children (Kurdek, 2001), and the
upshot is more frequent relationship break-ups, at least for gay men (Kurdek, 1998).

Other research has addressed outcomes for children raised by parents who are not
heterosexual. Estimates for the US suggest that only 1 percent of children, ages 18 and
younger, have a parent who self-identifies as nonheterosexual (Stacey and Biblarz,
2001). Scholarly accounts have focused on lesbians (but see Dunne, 2001), because
gay men do not raise children as frequently. Although lesbians sometimes become
mothers via donor insemination (Dunne, 2000), children of lesbians are usually the
products of an earlier, heterosexual marriage (Stacey and Biblarz, 2001). Studies
typically conclude that parents’ sexual orientation is of little consequence for the
development of offspring. Others charge that the interpretation of data has been
colored by sympathetic reactions against the negative stereotyping of nonheterosex-
uals. The small but real differences observed between children raised by heterosexual
and nonheterosexual parents, they argue, have been downplayed (Cameron, 1997;
Stacey and Biblarz, 2001). A careful reading of more rigorous psychological research
on child outcomes suggests that the nonbiological parent in a lesbian partnership is
more intimately involved in the child’s life than the typical father – although this is
probably a function of the gender of lesbians, rather than their sexual orientation
(Stacey and Biblarz, 2001). Despite their remarkable creativity in negotiating innova-
tive ways of parenting (Dunne, 2000), it is testimony to heterosexual hegemony that
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even lesbian couples, who typically embrace egalitarian relationships, sometimes fall
back on a conventional breadwinner-and-caregiver division of labor in order to give
their children an ‘‘ordinary’’ family life (Sullivan, 1996). As for outcomes for non-
heterosexuals’ children, they come under less parental pressure to conform to rigid
gender stereotypes and so they do not. They are also more open to homoerotic
relationships (although they do not seem to be more likely to self-identify as gay or
lesbian) (Stacey and Biblarz, 2001). Of course, sexual orientation and dyad gender
composition may not be the only explanation for parenting differences between
heterosexuals and nonheterosexuals. Lesbian mothers are apt to be older, more likely
to live in an urban area, less politically conservative, and so on, and these differences
may contribute to observed differences in parent roles or child outcomes.

Conclusion and Discussion

Family control of sexuality once meant avoiding out-of-wedlock births and social
disapproval by channeling sexuality into marriage. Norms about sexual behavior
have changed, the lives of adolescents and young adults follow a less predictable
course. Fewer and fewer young people fulfill the traditional expectation that mar-
riage should occur before having sex, living together, siring children, becoming
pregnant, or producing babies. Because age at first sex has declined and age at first
marriage has risen, there is now a yawning gap of years that many young people fill
by exploring various sexual practices with different sexual partners. This behavior is
not without risks, especially in the US, where unprotected sex results in higher rates
of teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease. Rather than discrediting the
family’s control of sexuality, these changes serve to highlight the importance of
family structure, parent–child communication, and parental values for young
people, who navigate their early sexual experiences more successfully when they
have a positive family context.

Early sexual experience echoes through the life-course, affecting subsequent
sexual behavior and even the likelihood of marriage and divorce. Premarital sex
spills over into marriage. Given greater sexual sophistication, reliable contraception,
and a companionate ideal of marriage, twentieth-century marriage became more
erotic. Couples come to marriage with a much broader repertoire of sexual experi-
ence and practices than in the past. Committed – at least ideologically – to sexual
fidelity, married couples today can expect to have mutually satisfying physical
relations that will continue well into old age. Thus, most of the life-course – from
early adolescence to the far side of old age – is sexualized. Disapproval of same-sex
relations also declined. Paradoxically, as heterosexual unions became sexier, same-
sex ones came to be seen as struggling with domestic concerns such as partnering
and parenting that take their toll on the sex lives of married heterosexuals. Thus,
heterosexual marriage has been eroticized, even as sex has receded as the defining
characteristic of same-sex relationships.

References

Abma, J. C., Chandra, A., Mosher, W., Peterson, L., and Piccinino, L. (1997) Fertility, Family
Planning, and Women’s Health: New Data from the 1995 National Survey of Family
Growth. Vital Health Statistics. Washington, DC: National Center for Health Statistics, 23.

sex and family: changes and challenges 411



Alan Guttmacher Institute (1994) Sex and America’s Teenagers. New York: Alan Guttmacher
Institute.

Alan Guttmacher Institute (1998) Into a New World: Young Women’s Sexual and Reproduc-
tive Lives. New York: Alan Guttmacher Institute.

Bennett, L. (2000) Fifty years of prejudice in the media. Gay and Lesbian Review, 7, 30–5.
Blumstein, P., and Schwartz, P. (1983) American Couples. New York: Morrow.
Bozon, M. (1996) Reaching adult sexuality: First intercourse and its implications: From
calendar to attitudes. In M. Bozon and H. Leridon (eds.), Sexuality in the Social Sciences.
Aldershot: Dartmouth.

Brewster, K. L., Billy, J. O. G., and Grady, W. R. (1993) Social context and adolescent
behavior: The impact of community on the transition to sexual activity. Social Forces, 71,
713–40.

Brines, J., and Joyner, K. (1999) The ties that bind: Principles of cohesion in cohabitation and
marriage. American Sociological Review, 64, 333–55.

Browning, C. R., and Laumann, E. O. (1997) Sexual contact between children and adults:
A life course perspective. American Sociological Review, 62, 540–60.

Bullough, V. L. (1994) Science in the Bedroom: A History of Sex Research. New York: Basic
Books.

Bumpass, L. L., and Sweet, J. A. (1989) National estimates of cohabitation. Demography, 26,
615-25.

Buss, D. M., Shackelford, T. K., Kirkpatrick, L., and Larsen, R. (2001) A half century of mate
preferences: The cultural evolution of values. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 63,
491–503.

Butler, R. N., and Lewis, M. I. (1996) Love and Sex after 60 (rev. ed.). Thorndike, ME: G. K.
Hall.

Cameron, P. C. K. (1997) Did the APA misrepresent the scientific literature to courts in
support of homosexual custody? Journal of Psychology, 131, 313–32.

Cherlin, A. J. (1992) Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

Choi, K. H., Catania, J. A., and Dolcini, M. M. (1994) Extramarital sex and HIV risk
behavior among American adults: Results from the National AIDS Behavior Survey. Ameri-
can Journal of Public Health, 84, 2003–7.

D’Augelli, A. R., Hershberger, S. L., and Pilkington, N. W. (1998) Lesbian, gay, and bisexual
youth and their families: Disclosure of sexual orientation and its consequences. American
Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 68, 361–71.

DeMaris, A. (1997) Elevated sexual activity in violent marriages: Hypersexuality or sexual
extortion? Journal of Sex Research, 34, 361–73.

Donnelley, D. A. (1993) Sexually inactive marriages. Journal of Sex Research, 30, 171–9.
Dunne, G. A. (2000) Opting into motherhood: Lesbians blurring the boundaries and trans-
forming the meaning of parenthood and kinship. Gender and Society, 14, 11–35.

Dunne, G. A. (2001) The lady vanishes: Reflections on the experiences of married and
divorced non-heterosexual fathers. Sociological Research Online, 6, U113–U129.

Elder, G. H. (1969) Appearance and education in marriage mobility. American Sociological
Review, 34, 519–33.

Ericksen, J. A., and Steffen, W. S. A. (1999) Kiss and Tell: Surveying Sex in the Twentieth
Century. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Frank, D. J., and McEneaney, E. H. (1999) The individualization of society and the liberal-
ization of state policies on same-sex sexual relations, 1984–1995. Social Forces, 77,
911–44.

Freedman, D. S., and Thornton, A. (1979) The long-term impact of pregnancy at marriage on
the family’s economic circumstances. Family Planning Perspectives, 11, 6–13, 18–21.

Gates, G. J., and. Sonenstein, F. L (2000) Heterosexual genital sexual activity among adoles-
cent males: 1988 and 1995. Family Planning Perspectives, 32, 295–7, 304.

412 judith treas



Glass, S. P., and Wright, T. L. (1992) Justifications for extramarital relationships: The
association between attitudes, behaviors, and gender. Journal of Sex Research, 29, 361–87.

Glendon, M. A. (1989) The Transformation of Family Law: State, Law, and Family in the
United States and Europe. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Greeley, A. M. (1991) Faithful Attraction. New York: Tom Doherty Associates.
Harding, S., and Phillips, D. (1986) Contrasting Values in Western Europe. London:
Macmillan.

Hayes, B. (1997) The influence of gender on public attitudes toward homosexual rights in
Britain. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 9, 361–85.

Jaccard, J., Dittus, P. J., and Gordon, V. V. (1996) Maternal correlates of adolescent sexual
and contraceptive behavior. Family Planning Perspectives, 28, 159–65, 185.

Jones, E. M., Forrest, J. D., Goldman, N., Henshaw, S., Lincoln, R., Rosoff, J. I., Westoff, C.
F., and Wulf, D. (1986) Teenage Pregnancy in Industrialized Countries: A Study. New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Kiernan, K. E., and Hobcraft, J. (1997) Parental divorce during childhood: Age at first
intercourse, partnership and parenthood. Population Studies, 51, 41–55.

Kinsey, A. C., Pomeroy, W. B., Martin, C. L., and Gebhard, P. H. (1953) Sexual Behavior in
the Human Female. Philadelphia, PA: W. B. Saunders.

Kirby, D. (1997) No Easy Answers: Research Findings on Programs to Reduce Teen Preg-
nancy. Washington, DC: National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy.

Kirby, D. (2001) Understanding what works and what doesn’t in reducing adolescent sexual
risk-taking. Family Planning Perspectives, 33, 276–81.

Kurdek, L. (1993) The allocation of household labor in gay, lesbian, and heterosexual married
couples. Journal of Social Issues, 49, 127–39.

Kurdek, L. A. (1998) Relationship outcomes and their predictors: Longitudinal evidence from
heterosexual married, gay cohabiting and lesbian cohabiting couples. Journal of Marriage
and the Family, 60, 553–68.

Kurdek, L. A. (2001) Differences between heterosexual non-parent couples and gay, lesbian,
and heterosexual-parent couples. Journal of Family Issues, 22, 727–54.

Laumann, E. O., Gagnon, J. H., Michael, R. T., and Michaels, S. (1994) The Social Organiza-
tion of Sexuality: Sexual Practices in the United States. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Laumann, E. O., Paik, A., and Rosen, R. C. (2001) Sexual dysfunction in the United States:
Prevalence and predictors. In E. O. Laumann and R. T.Michael (eds.), Sex, Love, andHealth
in America: Private Choices and Public Policies. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Lawson, A. (1988) Adultery: The Analysis of Love and Betrayal. New York: Basic Books.
Lee, J. Z., and Feng, W. (1999) One Quarter of Humanity: Malthusian Mythology and
Chinese Realities, 1700–2000. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

Leigh, B. C., Temple, M. T., and Trocki, K. F. (1993) The sexual behavior of U.S.
adults: Results from a national survey. American Journal of Public Health, 83, 1400–8.

Lewis, J., and Kiernan, K. (1996) The boundaries between marriage, nonmarriage, and
parenthood: Changes in behavior and policy in postwar Britain. Journal of Family History,
21, 372–87.

Lowry, B. (2000) Study: Sex Has Few Consequences in TV, Film. Los Angeles Times, March
29, F3.

Luster, T., and Small, S. A. (1997) Sexual abuse history and number of sex partners among
female adolescents. Family Planning Perspectives, 29, 204–11.

Mahay, J., Laumann, E. O., and Michaels, S. (2001) Race, gender, and class in sexual scripts.
In E. O. Laumann and R. T. Michael (eds.), Sex, Love, and Health in America: Private
Choices and Public Policies. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Males, M,. and Chew, K. S. Y. (1996) The ages of fathers in California adolescent births,
1993. American Journal of Public Health, 86, 565–8.

Manlove, J., Terry, E., Gitelson, L., Papillo, A. R., and Russell, S. (2000) Explaining demo-
graphic trends in teenage fertility, 1980–1995. Family Planning Perspectives, 32, 166–75.

sex and family: changes and challenges 413



Marsiglio, W., and Donnelley, D. A. (1991) Sexual relations in later life: A national study of
married persons. Journals of Gerontology, 46, S338–S344.

Maticka-Tundale, E., Barrett, M., and McKay, A. (2000) Adolescent sexual and reproductive
health in Canada: A review of national data sources and their limitations. Canadian Journal
of Human Sexuality, 9, 41–65.

Mays, V. M., Chatters, L. M., Cochran, S. D., and Mackness, J. (1998) African American
families in diversity: gay men and lesbians as participants in family networks. Journal of
Comparative Family Studies, 29, 73–87.

Michael, R. T.,Wadsworth, J., Feinleib, J. A., Johnson,A.M., Laumann, E.O., andWellings, K.
(2001) Private sexual behavior, public opinion, and public health policy related to sexually
transmitted diseases: A U.S.–British comparison. In E. O. Laumann and R. T.Michael (eds.),
Sex, Love, andHealth inAmerica: PrivateChoices andPublic Policies. Chicago:University of
Chicago Press.

Miller, K. S., Kotchick, B. A., Dorsey, S., Forehand, R., and Ham, A.Y. (1998) Family
communication about sex: What are parents saying and are their adolescents listening?
Family Planning Perspectives, 30, 218–22, 235.

Moore, K. A., Nord, C. W., and Peterson, J.L. (1989) Nonvoluntary sexual activity among
adolescents. Family Planning Perspectives, 21, 110–14.

Mott, F. L., Fondell, M. M., Hu, P. N., Kowaleski-Jones, L., and Menaghan, E. G. (1996) The
determinants of first sex by age 14 in a high-risk adolescent population. Family Planning
Perspectives, 28, 13–18.

Nardi, P. (1999) Gay Men’s Friendships. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Nathanson, C. A. (1991) Dangerous Passage: The Social Control of Sexuality in Women’s
Adolescence. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

National Center on Health Statistics (2001) Teen Pregnancy Rate Reaches a Record Low in
1997.

National Opinion Research Center (2002) General Social Survey 1972–2000 Cumulative
Codebook.

O’Connor, J. S., Orloff, A. S., and Shaver, S. (1999) States, Markets, Families: Gender,
Liberalism and Social Policy in Australia, Canada, Great Britain and the United States.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Panchaud, C., Singh, S., Feivelson, D., and Darroch, J. E. (2000) Sexually transmitted diseases
among adolescents in developed countries. Family Planning Perspectives, 32, 24–32, 45.

Patterson, O. (1998) Rituals of Blood: Consequences of Slavery in Two American Centuries.
Washington, DC: Civitas/Counterpoint.

Quaife, G. R. (1979) Wanton Wenches and Wayward Wives: Peasants and Illicit Sex in Early
Seventeenth Century England. London: Croom Helm.

Regan, P. C., and Ramirez, C. (2000) Decisions on child care: do sex and sexual orientation
matter? Psychological Reports, 86, 922–4.

Ryder, N. B., and Westoff, C. F. (1977) The Contraceptive Revolution. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Santelli, J. S., Brener, N. D., Lowry, R., Bhatt, A., and Zabin, L. S. (1998)Multiple sex partners
among U.S. adolescents and young adults. Family Planning Perspectives, 30, 271–5.

Santelli, J. S., Lindberg, L. D., Abma, J., McNeely, C. S., and Resnick, M. (2000) Adolescent
sexual behavior: Estimates and trends from four national surveys. Family Planning Per-
spectives, 32, 156–65, 194.

Schneider, J. C., and Schneider, P. T. (1996) Festival of the Poor: Fertility Decline and the
Ideology of Class in Sicily, 1860–1980. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Scott, J. (1998) Changing attitudes to sexual morality: A cross-national comparison. Soci-
ology, 32, 815–45.

Singh, S., Darroch, J. E., and Frost, J. J. (2001) Socioeconomic disadvantage and adolescent
women’s sexual and reproductive behavior: The case of five developed countries. Family
Planning Perspectives, 33, 251–9.

414 judith treas



Smith, T. W. (1991) Adult sexual behavior in 1989: Number of partners, frequency of sexual
intercourse and risk of AIDS. Family Planning Perspectives, 23, 102–7.

Smith, T. W. (1994) Attitudes toward sexual permissiveness: Trends, correlates, and behav-
ioral connections. In A. S. Rossi (ed.), Sexuality Across the Life Course. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.

Sonenstein, F. L., Pleck, J. H., and Ku, L. C. (1991) Levels of sexual activity among adolescent
males in the United States. Family Planning Perspectives, 23, 162–7.

South, S. J., and Lloyd, K. M. (1995) Spousal alternatives and marital dissolution. American
Sociological Review, 60, 21–35.

Spanier, G. B., and Margolis, R. L. (1983) Marital separation and extramarital sexual
behavior. Journal of Sex Research, 19, 23–48.

Sprecher, S., Regan, P. C., and McKinney, K. (1998) Beliefs about the outcomes of extramar-
ital sexual relationships as a function of gender of the ‘‘cheating spouse’’. Sex Roles, 38,
301–11.

Stacey, J., and Biblarz, T. J. (2001) (How) Does the sexual orientation of parents matter?
American Sociological Review, 66, 159–70.

Sucoff, C. A., and Upchurch, D. M. (1998) Neighborhood context and the risk of childbearing
among metropolitan-area Black adolescents. American Sociological Review, 63, 571–5.

Sullivan, M. (1996) Rozzie and Harriet? Gender and family patterns of lesbian coparents.
Gender and Society, 10, 747–67.

Teitler, J. O. (2002) Trends in youth sexual initiation and fertility in developed countries:
1960–1995. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 580, 134–52.

Treas, J. (1999) Diversity in American families. In P. Moen, D. Dempster-McClain, and H. A.
Walker (eds.), A Nation Divided: Diversity, Inequality and Community in American
Society. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Treas, J. (2002) How cohorts, education, and ideology shaped a new sexual revolution on
American attitudes toward non-marital sex, 1972–1998. Sociological Perspectives, 45,
267–83.

Treas, J., and Giesen, D. (2000) Sexual infidelity among married and cohabiting Americans.
Journal of Marriage and the Family, 62, 48–60.

Udry, J. R. (1988) Biological predispositions and social control in adolescent sexual behavior.
American Sociological Review, 53, 709–22.

Upchurch, D., Lilliard, L. A., and Panis, C. W. A. (2001) The impact of nonmarital childbear-
ing on subsequent marital formation and dissolution. In L. L. Wu and B. Wolfe (eds.), Out
of Wedlock: Causes and Consequences of Nonmarital Fertility. New York: Russell Sage
Foundation.

Waite, L. J. (2001) Emotional and physical satisfaction with sex in married, cohabiting, and
dating unions: Do men and women differ? In E. O. Laumann and R. T. Michael (eds.), Sex,
Love, and Health in America: Private Choices and Public Policies. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Wellings, K., Field, J., Johnson, A. M., and Wadsworth, J. (1994) Sexual Behavior in Britain:
The National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles. London: Penguin.

Weston, K. (1991) The Families We Choose: Lesbians, Gays, Kinship. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Widmer, E. D., Treas, J., and Newcomb, R. (1998) Attitudes toward nonmarital sex in 24
countries. Journal of Sex Research, 35, 349–58.

Wilhelm, B. (1998) Changes in cohabitation across cohorts: The influence of political activ-
ism. Social Forces, 77, 289–313.

sex and family: changes and challenges 415



24
Feminism and the Family

Michelle Budig

Patriarchy’s chief institution is the family.
– Kate Millett, Sexual Politics

. . . under patriarchy, female possibility has been literally massacred on the site of
motherhood.

– Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born

. . . to suggest that mothers, by virtue of their mothering, are principally victims is an
egregiously inaccurate account of many women’s experience and is itself oppressive to
mothers.

– Sara Ruddick, Maternal Thinking

It is the isolation and debasement of women under terms of male-dominated ideology
that must be fought, not the activity, not the humanizing imperative, of mothering . . . too
frequently mothering has been overassimilated into what feminists call ‘‘the shitwork’’.

– Jean Elshtain, Public Man, Private Woman

To write an essay on feminism and the family requires a definition of each of those
two terms and a statement of their relation to one another. What is feminism? What
is the family? What do feminists think about the family and how it shapes women’s
lives? What impact has the feminist movement had on family life? Finally, how has
feminism changed or challenged sociological analyses of the family?

As is typical in this modern and complex world, there is no simple definition of
either feminism or family, nor is there any one feminist interpretation of the role of
family in women’s lives (as the opening four quotations from feminists exemplify).
Liberal feminists have little to say about women’s and men’s home responsibilities, so
long as women and men have equal opportunities in education and employment.
Socialist and Marxist feminists advocate for socializing women’s traditional family
responsibilities to free them up for employment and political activism. Radical femi-
nists debate whether the family is the source of women’s oppression or the means to
her liberation. Social/cultural feminists claim that the wisdom women gain through
their traditional family roles can provide the antidote to patriarchy. The effects of
feministmovements on family life have been interpreted positively (rape inmarriage is
now deemed illegal in most Westernized countries) and negatively (higher rates of
divorce and single parenthood are sometimes attributed to ‘‘women’s liberation’’).
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Definitions of the family are as diverse as feminist positions on the family.
Definitions of what constitutes a family are informed by social contexts that differ
across history and geography. Factors that affect definitions of the family include the
time period, level of industrialization, race and ethnicity, class, and cultural norms
and values. In the US, images of the family differ dramatically across time: from the
extended pioneering farm family of Laura Ingalls Wilder, to the nuclear family of
Ward and June Cleaver in the 1950s, to the Murphy Brown mother-and-child dyad
of modern times. Moreover, all of these relatively privileged European-descent
families differ from matriarchal pre-Colonial Iroquois families and the forced
severed relations of pre-Civil War slave families. Despite the great diversity of
families – from those that incorporate extended kin to childless, dual-career couples
of recent times – the family form that most feminists have taken to task has been the
patriarchal, Westernized, middle- to upper-class nuclear family. Indeed, it is this
family form – two heterosexual married adults and their children – that most social
commentators and politicians take as the ‘‘natural’’ and ‘‘best’’ form, relegating
other family forms as ‘‘broken’’ or inferior. It is precisely this isolated family unit
that many feminists argue is the most oppressive for women.

In this chapter I discuss feminism’s impact on the sociological analysis of the
family, outline various feminist theories on the family, and discuss the impact of the
feminist movement on family life. Specifically, I focus on what feminists say about
the institution of the family, the meaning of marriage, the experience of motherhood,
and the historic separation of women’s family roles from employment and political
activities. To demonstrate feminism’s impact on sociological thinking, I will begin
with a brief discussion of non-feminist thought on family structure and gender role
assignments in the family.

Nonfeminist Social Thought and the Family

Industrialization and the doctrine of separate spheres

Since the age of industrialization, remunerated work has increasingly been per-
formed outside of the family home. The separation of employment and family life
is one example of the separation of private and public spheres. Prior to the Industrial
Revolution, the home, or family farm, was frequently the site of economic produc-
tion for the household. With the development of mass production during the indus-
trial period, workers were drawn off the farm into factories. Typically, the adult
male left the household for employment, and left behind the adult female to perform
the domestic work of housekeeping and child rearing. While the sex division of labor
was not new (even on the family farm women typically performed the clothes-
making, cooking, and childminding along with the work in the fields), the separation
of income generation from the home on a mass scale had major implications for the
valuation of the work done by women, men, and children. As some feminists have
argued, notably Joan Huber (1991), the level of women’s economic contribution to
the family has historically determined the degree of power and prestige women have
in their families, and in society at large. Of course, many working-class families
could not survive on one man’s earnings alone, and women, and even children,
worked in factories as well. However, even where women and children worked for
pay, their earnings were considered secondary to the male breadwinner’s both by
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male workers and by employers. Women and children were consistently paid less
than adult men. To the extent that marital power is based on economic contribu-
tions, women’s lower pay reifies their secondary status in the home.

Many social critics viewed industrialization, the rise of capitalism, and market
society with apprehension. Sociologists such as Emile Durkheim and Ferdinand
Tönnies fretted over the effects of increasing specialization on social solidarity
and community well-being. A common response to this apprehension was to
romanticize family life. Sociologists came to see the family as a haven in a heartless
world. And women, as wives and mothers, were intended to be its guardian angels. In
the US, social critics Catherine Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe argued that
women must keep the values of hearth and home alive in an increasingly impersonal
society. Their popular 1869 book, The American Woman’s Home, claimed women
were morally obligated to preserve family values of altruism and love in the face of a
cold and selfish world. This line of reasoning claims that, to support the impersonal
selfishness of capitalism, families must preserve altruism and love. Public and private
spheres were to be kept separate, and the means of keeping them separate was to
assign the public world to men and the private world to women.

Early twentieth-century social thought on the family: Structural
functionalism and home economics

Sociologists of the family, prior to the impact of feminist thought in the academy,
argued that the doctrine of separate spheres – the assignment of family life and
women’s activities to the private world and income- and political power-producing
activities to the male public world – was highly functional for industrialized societies.

American sociologists Talcott Parsons and Robert Bales (1955) argued that the
role of the family in industrial, market societies was highly specialized; its primary
function is the socialization of children and the stabilization of adult personalities.
(This definition is still in use today; see, for example, Popenoe, 1993.) In modern
societies, families are isolated, self-sustaining units, geographically separated from
extended kin. To survive, argued Parsons and Bales, a family must bond as a small,
solidaristic group, and garner sufficient material resources. Parson and Bales termed
the needs for solidarity, socialization, and integration within the family ‘‘expressive’’
requirements, and the need for families to interface with society to obtain material
resources ‘‘instrumental.’’ Neatly, the sex division of labor in the home assigned the
expressive role to women and the instrumental role to men. Parsons and Bales
argued that these roles naturally align with sex because women are more tied
to home and children through the activities of childbearing and breastfeeding
(although this logic contradicts the widespread use of bottle feeding in the 1940s
and 1950s). Men’s assignment to the instrumental role results in their leadership
position in the family because men are the pivotal family members who operate in
both kinship and occupational spheres. Thus, the sex division of labor and the
doctrine of separate spheres are functional in the sense that they efficiently meet
the expressive and instrumental needs of families.

Parsons (1949) also argued that the sex division of labor is functional because it
eliminates status competition between husband and wife. If women were to seriously
compete in the occupational system, then they would be competing with their
husbands, and such competition would undermine the solidarity of the family unit.
The sex division of labor allows the family to procure the most material resources
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from the market via the husband’s job. Having a wife frees a man from the demands
of the expressive role and allows him to compete, unfettered, in the occupational
sphere. Thus, Parsons argues that sex-role segregation is a functional necessity for
marital stability and even for the viability of society itself (1949: 79–80).

The idea that the most functional family form is highly sex-segregated continued
into successive decades and across social science disciplines. Like sociologists Parsons
and Bales, economist Gary Becker agrees that families function best when spouses
specialize in market and reproductive spheres. Again, this specialization happens to
coincide with traditional sex roles for men and women. Ironically it is Becker, who,
while criticized for his lack of attention to gender–power differentials within the
family (England and Budig, 1998), is also credited with making economists recognize
that families (and women’s familial work) are sites of production. Emphasizing the
productiveness of the domestic sphere has usually been the province of Marxist and
Socialist feminists (discussed below). However, Becker also views child rearing as
productive work. Parents invest time, money, energy, and love into raising children to
be productive adult members of society. The fact that it is women who traditionally
bear the responsibilities and costs of such child raising Becker attributes to women’s
biological advantage in rearing children (Becker, 1991). This advantage originates
primarily in women’s exclusive ability to breastfeed.1

Given women’s initial comparative advantage in child rearing, and assuming that
families are rational actors who logically follow the most efficient path in home
economics, the sex division of labor arises where women specialize in home produc-
tion and men specialize in market production. In this model, men altruistically share
the earnings garnered from their market work with family members, just as women
share the products of their home labor (well-raised children) with their husbands.

Like Parsons, Becker views specialization in market and domestic work by hus-
bands and wives not only to be economically efficient, but to be a major motivation
to become and remain married. And like Parsons, Becker views women’s increasing
employment to be a central factor in the decrease in marriage rates and the rise in
divorce rates. Becker argues that the gains in productive efficiency from specializa-
tion that motivate marriage are reduced when women cease to specialize in domestic
work. This reduces the gains from marriage and hence the attractiveness of the
institution.

What Becker and Parsons ignore is the dimension of power in the family. Presum-
ably, women’s biological advantage in child rearing by virtue of being able to
breastfeed was greatly reduced around 1910, when sterilization techniques enabled
infants to thrive by being bottle-fed. This technological development did not result
in an increase of men specializing in the domestic sphere, however. Why not? If,
according to Beckerian thought, simple efficiency and comparative advantage fuel
the sex division of labor, why don’t specialization patterns change when comparative
advantage is lost? This begs the question of relative power: whose needs are best met
by traditional family structures? Parsons, Bales, and Becker do not focus on these
questions, but feminists do.

Families and Feminist Thought

While most feminists agree that the family is a central site of power struggles
between women and men, there is no one feminist position on the family and its
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relation to women’s oppression. This is largely due to the fact that there is no one
feminist position on anything related to women’s oppression. There are multiple
schools of thought among feminists, and even within theoretical camps there is
disagreement. Some have little to say about the family, others argue the family is
the source of women’s oppression, and still others claim the family is a source of
resistance to sexism. In this section I will discuss feminism’s critiques of the family as
a social institution and its role in patriarchal society.

Recent feminist work recognizes the diversity of family forms and the class, race,
and time variation in family structures. While the family has often been cast as a
source of oppression for white, middle- and upper-class women, working-class
women and women of racial and ethnic minority groups have also cited the family
as a place of resistance to the oppression from capitalists and racist society (Collins,
1991). In the US, black feminists have exploded the myth of the American family
structure assumed by the majority of feminists discussed above. White feminists have
assumed a middle-class, nuclear family structure – a self-sustaining economic unit
containing a heterosexual married couple with a male breadwinner and a female
home and child caretaker. This has not been the reality for black working-class and
poor families. Collins (1991) chronicles the long and unique history of black families
in the US. The first African American families formed under the conditions of slavery
were broken up when family members were sold to different slaveowners. Since
children were often separated from parents, extended families consisting of kin
and community relationships developed, and children were raised by what Collins
calls ‘‘other-mothers.’’ The tradition of community child-raising has extended to
contemporary black families, where, ‘‘[i]n order to survive, the family network
must share the costs of providing for children’’ (Collins, 1991: 47). The lack of jobs,
fewer educational opportunities, and high rates of incarceration and of homicide
have decimated the pool of marriageable black men. This has led to higher rates
of unmarried motherhood among black women and the continued importance of
extended networks of kin who fulfill the functions of middle-/upper-class nuclear
families.

Despite the diversity of family forms, much of first- and second-wave feminism
was concerned with middle- or upper-class white families of their times. The calls of
the first feminist wave for women to pursue education and employment as the route
to realizing their full potential as humans were clearly speaking only of upper-class,
not working-class, women. As a result, in much of the following discussion, feminist
theories of the family take the nuclear family form as the baseline and most
patriarchal family structure.

Family as a site of women’s oppression

LIBERAL FEMINISM AND THE FAMILY

Liberal feminism is rooted in liberal political thought, which developed during the
Enlightenment and glorifies rationality. According to this intellectual tradition, what
makes humans unique is our capacity to reason. According to liberal feminists, the
confinement of women’s roles to the family (as daughter, wife, and mother) restricts
the development of their rational skills. In the end, the suppression of their capacity
to reason prevents women from becoming fully human.
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Often criticized as a ‘‘bourgeois’’ feminist movement (hooks, 1984), liberal femi-
nism was primarily concerned with the plight of middle- and upper-class women and
their families. The late 1700s and 1800s saw the rise of many notable liberal
feminists in Britain. Three of the more influential include Mary Wollstonecraft,
Harriet Taylor Mill, and John Stuart Mill. Wollstonecraft was troubled by the fate
of what she called the ‘‘feathered race’’ of married, middle- and upper-class women.
These women usually received a frivolous education and did not engage in product-
ive work. The lack of meaningful work reduced these women to ornamental birds in
gilded cages – prizes for their fathers and husbands to exhibit in drawing rooms. The
education of such women in Wollstonecraft’s time was usually limited to finishing
school – where they were taught to play musical instruments and sing, to paint and
appreciate fine art, to entertain and have impeccable manners – all of which in-
creased their value as a potential drawing-room ornament (i.e., wife). The lack of a
developed rational intellect and meaningful work lead to the ‘‘female’’ vices of vanity
and envy, according to Wollstonecraft. She argued that women were not supercilious
by nature (as many of the Enlightenment thinkers argued, most notably Rousseau),
but that social constraints prevented them from developing higher capacities of
rationality. Wollstonecraft argued that educating women would not only develop
their rational capacities, but would enable them to be better mothers and wives.
Although Wollstonecraft argued for women’s education and productive employ-
ment, she did not think that such measures would revolutionize family life (nor
was that her aim). Instead, she thought that improving women’s minds and activities
would lead to greater family harmony: ‘‘[W]ould but men . . . be content with
rational fellowship instead of slavish obedience, they would find us more observant
daughters, more affectionate sisters, more faithful wives, more reasonable mothers
. . . in a word, better citizens’’ (1996 [1792]: 154).

Following onWollstonecraft’s heels were British intellectuals and feminists Harriet
Taylor Mill and John Stuart Mill. Like Wollstonecraft, J. S. Mill argued, in his 1869
Subjection of Women, that women were potentially the intellectual equals of men.
Furthermore, women should be given the same education, employment, and polit-
ical-participation opportunities as men. Also, like Wollstonecraft, Mill’s view of
women’s liberation did not seek to fundamentally change bourgeois family life, nor
did he challenge the ideology of separate spheres. Upon marriage, Mill argued, the
best sex division of labor remained that of the male breadwinner and female home-
maker. Mill thought that women’s potential to be the economic equivalents of their
husbands would be sufficient to bring about greater equality in marriage. Interest-
ingly, Mill’s own wife had different views on this subject. In The Enfranchisement of
Women, Harriet Taylor Mill argued that, no matter how little, a married woman
should contribute to the earnings of her household. Only in this way can a wife ‘‘be
raised from the position of a servant to that of a partner’’ (Mill, 1983 [1851]: 20).

Liberal feminists were most concerned with the rights and opportunities of women
relative to men. Since these feminists mainly came from the middle and upper classes,
they sought to obtain equal rights between men and women in this class. The liberal
feminist movement of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, both in Britain
and in the US, most actively sought the political enfranchisement of women, civil and
legal rights for women (such as the ability to own and inherit property, enter into legal
contracts, retain their own wages, establish credit in their own names, and initiate
divorce proceedings), equal educational opportunities for men andwomen (including
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admitting women into all-male universities), and equal employment opportunities
and equal pay for the samework for women andmen.Many of the rights women take
for granted inWesternized nations today result from the efforts of the liberal feminist
movement.

Despite sweeping changes for women throughout society – increased labor-force
participation, political and legal rights, reduced fertility, and increased education –
the family is seen by some as the last bastion of male dominance. The sex division of
labor in the family, and women’s greater responsibilities for children and house-
work, persist despite women’s political and economic gains. It is women’s continued
and almost exclusive responsibility for children that arguably lies behind the femi-
nization of poverty (McLanahan and Kelly, 1999).

But what effect has this movement had on the family? While criticizing what they
saw as the frivolity of women’s nonproductive lives, liberal feminists did not funda-
mentally challenge the structure of the family. Even liberal feminists of the ‘‘second
wave’’ in the US (such as Betty Friedan) who pushed for women’s engagement in the
public sphere did not challenge the role of men in the private family sphere, nor did
they push formen to be fuller partners in housework and child-care. In a 2002 episode
of theOprahWinfrey talk show in the US, which highlighted feminists Gloria Steinem
and Naomi Wolf, young women in their twenties and thirties said they were angry
with these ‘‘older’’ liberal feminists for ‘‘ruining men.’’ What they meant was that the
liberal feminist push for women to enter the public sphere – to have careers – has not
included a simultaneous call for men to enter the private sphere – to share home and
family responsibilities. Instead, men are led to think that women can do it all – as an
advertisement for women’s perfume describes: ‘‘She can bring home the bacon, fry it
up in a pan, and never, ever, let you forget you’re a man.’’

Sociological research shows that working wives and mothers face a double bind in
that they still carry the lion’s share of housework and child-care at home in addition
to performing paid work. Arlie Hochschild (1989) termed the homework and child-
care women do at the end of a day’s paid work the ‘‘second shift.’’ In addition to
retaining the bulk of the domestic workload, women find that men appear to create
more housework than they do. South and Spitze (1994) compare the amount of
housework done by men and women across marital statuses: never married/living
alone, cohabiting, married, divorced, and widowed. They find that men do the least
amount of housework when married, whereas women do the most amount of
housework when married. This is true regardless of the presence of children in the
home. In fact, upon marriage (with no children present), women’s hours increase
while men’s hours decrease (South and Spitze, 1994; Hartmann, 1981).

Beyond liberal feminism’s failure to call for greater male involvement in the
domestic sphere, liberal feminism’s solution to women’s oppression has come
under attack. Is paid employment the best route to liberation for women of all
classes and races? The class bias of liberal feminists is clear when they assume that
women are not already working for pay and that all paid work will develop women’s
talents. Whereas being a lawyer or doctor (the sort of occupations held by middle-
and upper-class women’s husbands) may be intellectually challenging and financially
rewarding, flipping hamburgers at McDonald’s would not be as rewarding. Women
in low-paid service or manufacturing jobs may prefer homemaking to working.
Similarly, liberal feminism has been accused of ignoring the experiences of nonwhite
women, particularly in regard to paid employment. African American feminist bell
hooks (1984) points out that, in the US, black women have always worked outside
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of the home. Post-slavery, black women frequently were maids or nannies for
wealthier white families. This employment situation is arguably more oppressive
than performing such work in one’s own home and for one’s own family. In sum,
while the solutions to women’s oppression offered by liberal feminists may be
effective for white, middle-class and college-educated women, they are race- and
class-bound. Furthermore, integrating women into the public sphere will not liberate
women until men are equal participants in the private sphere.

RADICAL FEMINISM AND THE FAMILY

Radical feminists agree on one radical claim: that sexism is the oldest and most
pervasive form of discrimination in society, and it is learned from birth within the
patriarchal family. Thus, it is the pattern upon which all other forms of discrimin-
ation (racism, ageism, etc.) are built. However, radical feminists do not all agree on
whether the family is a source of oppression or of resistance to sexism for women. In
this section I present radical feminist arguments that the reproductive family is
inherently oppressive. The other view will be discussed later in the chapter.

Those radical feminists who see the family as a source of oppression have outlined
two central ways through which traditional family structures oppress women:
(1) through men’s exploitation of women’s domestic labor (housework and child-
care) and (2) through men’s control of women’s sexuality and reproduction. Fur-
thermore, radical feminists argue that the patriarchal family is the engine that
perpetuates women’s oppression. This is because it is within the family that children
are socialized into limited sex roles and learn the cultural devaluation of all things
associated with women. Bryson’s discussion of radical feminism on the family sums
up these ideas clearly:

Far from being a ‘‘natural’’ arrangement based on mutual love and respect in which the
emotional, sexual, and domestic needs of adult partners are met and their children cared
for, it is a social institution in which women’s labour is exploited, male sexual power
may be violently expressed, and oppressive gender identities and modes of behaviour
are learned. (1992: 198)

Radical feminists give many examples of Bryson’s claims. Radical feminists argue
that men benefit from women’s assignment to the domestic sphere both by reaping
the fruits of women’s unpaid labor, and from the handicapping of women who
attempt to compete with men in the public sphere (politics and paid employment).
Research shows that male sexual power is too often violently expressed within
families; it is estimated that marital rape accounts for approximately 25 percent of
all rapes (Randall and Haskings, 1995; Resnick et al., 1991). The ideology of
separate spheres protects men’s power within the family. Governments have been
hesitant to deny men their gender power by interfering in ‘‘private matters’’ like
domestic violence. For example, while marital rape is illegal in Britain, by 1998, 33
US states still had some exemptions from prosecuting husbands for rape, usually
with regard to the use of force. When governments have tried to regulate male power
in the domestic sphere, efforts have not always been very profound. In old English
common law, ‘‘rule of thumb’’ meant a man could legally beat his wife with a stick
no larger than his thumb. Thus, not only is the family a site of men’s oppression of
women, but historically this oppression has been sanctioned by governing bodies.
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What is the root of men’s monopoly of power in the family? Shulamith Firestone
argues it lies in biology. She contends that maternity and child-care are inherently
oppressive, unfulfilling, and degrading: ‘‘The heart of women’s oppression is her
child-bearing and child-rearing role’’ (1970). Firestone claims that women and men’s
differing roles in reproduction lead to the fundamental division of power and labor
in families and society. She argues that only by taking control of new reproductive
technologies can women free themselves from their oppressive biological destiny.
She also suggests that, through reproductive technology, babies could be conceived
and gestated in a laboratory. Upon ‘‘birth,’’ children could be raised in nonbiological
families – including heterosexual and homosexual ones. In this scenario, women’s
roles in childbirth would no longer be any larger than men’s roles. Firestone thought
once men and women stopped playing different roles in reproduction, it would be
possible to eliminate all sex roles and form an androgynous society.

Other radical feminists declare the root of men’s power in the family resides in
compulsory heterosexuality. For example, Rich (1976) claims that heterosexuality is
not simply an expression of sexual desire, but a hegemonic political institution
imposed on women for the benefit of men. How do men benefit from compulsory
heterosexuality? One benefit is that men receive the free labor of women who
maintain their homes, raise their children, and provide them with emotional and
sexual services. The assignment of women to the private sphere and the definition of
marriage as a relationship between one man and one woman ensures low-cost female
labor. Another way men benefit from compulsory heterosexuality lies in sexual
gratification. The common Western cultural definition of ‘‘having sex’’ can quite
rigidly be limited to penile–vaginal coitus (as the hairsplitting rhetorical maneuvers
of the 1998 Clinton and Lewinsky debacle poignantly made clear). This definition of
sexual relations describes an act where men will usually achieve orgasm; however,
coitus less frequently leads to orgasm for women. Research has shown many women
do not receive enough clitoral stimulation during simple penetration to reach orgasm
(Schwartz and Rutter, 1998). However, under patriarchy, women have been told that
their sexual pleasure is of minor importance compared to men’s. Freud even argued
that an orgasm reached through direct clitoral stimulation (effective for women) is
vastly inferior (even reflects a lack of maturity) in comparison to what he termed
‘‘vaginal orgasm’’ that occurs during coitus (effective for men).

In response to the repression of women’s sexual fulfillment in many heterosexual
families, the radical separatist movement called political lesbianism seeks to estab-
lish woman-centered sexuality and family life through the exclusion of men. For
these feminists, rejection of heterosexuality for lesbianism is not simply a personal
choice, but a political decision. It’s also not simply about sex; lesbian feminism ‘‘is a
threat to the ideological, political, and economic basis of male supremacy’’ (Bunch,
1986: 131). While not all radical feminists are separatists, the notions that hetero-
sexual reproductive families are the source of women’s oppression runs through
many of their writings.

In sum, two of the unique contributions of radical feminists that are relevant to
the family are: (1) their delineation of the ways that men attempt to control women’s
bodies and (2) their articulation of the ways that patriarchy constructs female
sexuality to serve men’s desires and self-interests. In the eyes of radical feminists,
control over one’s body is as essential to women’s liberation as is the development
of rational capabilities for liberal feminists. As Rosemarie Tong aptly states, ‘‘To the
degree that a person is deprived of power over his or her own body, that person is
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deprived of his or her humanity’’ (1989: 72). The heterosexual family, the sex
division of labor, and women’s and men’s roles in reproduction are the mechanisms
through which men control women’s bodies and sexuality. Regaining control over
one’s body is central to the radical feminist project. The impact radical feminism has
had on the family is diffuse. In attempts to empower women, radical feminists have
pushed for contraception and abortion rights, domestic and sexual violence legisla-
tion, and legitimization of a plurality of family forms: single-parent, lesbian, gay,
and childless families.

MARXIST AND SOCIALIST FEMINISM AND THE FAMILY

At first glance, it might not be obvious what the economic and political theories of
Marxism and socialism would have to say about the family. Simply put, Marxist
feminism argues that women’s oppression is a result of capitalist exploitation of
women through their roles in the family. Capitalists profit from the free provision of
labor by women in their family roles. As wives, mothers, daughters, and sisters,
women provide free care for the young, the old, the sick, and even the (male) able-
bodied worker. Capitalists could not survive economically if they had to pay women
for their work of reproducing the workforce.

In addition to capitalists, individual men profit from women’s free labor and
economic dependence under capitalism. One Marxist, Friedrich Engels, went as
far as describing marriage as a form of prostitution. Engels argued that in a capitalist
society, women lack access to paid employment and are thus forced to be economic-
ally dependent on men. Engels argued that the lack of access to the means of
ensuring their own economic survival connects wives and prostitutes in the same
enterprise of exchanging their only resource – their bodies – for subsistence. Engels
argues the two are different only in a matter of degree: the wife differs from the
prostitute ‘‘only in that she does not hire out her body, like a wage-worker, on
piecework, but sells it into slavery once and for all’’ (1972: 63). However, wives are
selling more than just sex; also included in the marriage bargain are housework,
child-care, and emotional services. Marxist feminists argue that women’s oppression
will end with communism, where domestic work and child-care will be collectivized,
and where women will have active roles in employment and politics. These roles will
enable women to be economically independent and have a voice in the polity.

Whereas Marxist feminists think patriarchy is a product of capitalism and can be
eradicated through communism, socialist feminists disagree. Socialist feminists
argue that women are additionally oppressed due to a system of patriarchy. Patri-
archy is separate from capitalism and persists in noncapitalist and communist
societies. While women are oppressed by both systems, the interests of patriarchy
and capitalism do not always coincide (Hartmann, 1979). Socialist feminists argue
that women’s oppression is determined both by their roles in production and
reproduction.

Russian feminist and Bolshevik leader Aleksandra Kollontai extended Marxist
theory to the family. She (1977) argued that the organization of reproduction
through the traditional patriarchal family structure oppresses women and children
and threatens the solidarity of the collective. Kollontai thought that the intimate
exclusivity of the traditional marriage and family structure was inherently antisocial.
She warned that restricting affection and care to the family reduces one’s commit-
ment to society. Isolation in the private sphere of the family also prohibits women’s
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political involvement. Kollontai’s solution to the isolation of women and children in
the family is through communal child rearing. However, she does not mean that
biological children should be removed from their mothers’ care, as in Firestone’s
vision. Rather, she argues that mothers should care for all children of the collective
together. Moreover, the benefits of mother-care should be unleashed on the whole
collective itself by integrating women into the polity. Under communism, the greater
solidarity shared by the collective raises the affection and care available to all; this
reduces the need for love to be met through isolated family structures. In essence, the
collective replaces the family. Love and care are shared among comrades who are
equals. The collective-as-family ideal in Kollontai’s vision does not imply ‘‘free-love’’
or promiscuous relationships; instead, the opposite is true: collectives that function
as families heighten the individual responsibilities and duties of each member to the
common good.

Where collectives function as families, the meaning and duty of motherhood is
transformed. Rather than motherhood being the private choice of a woman and her
partner, it becomes a contribution to the collective: ‘‘Society sees maternity as a
social task . . . in these months she no longer belongs to herself, she is serving the
collective, ‘producing’ from her own flesh and blood a new social unit of labour, a
new member of the labour republic’’ (Kollontai, 1977: 43–4).

The vision of motherhood as a social duty rather than an individual choice would
strike terror into the hearts of radical feminists, for whom women’s control over
their own reproductive capacities is paramount. Kollontai believed, however, that if
the hard work of motherhood was not the burden of individual women, but was
collectivized, mandatory maternity need not be oppressive to women. Fortunately,
the pragmatic side of Kollontai recognized that the early Russian communist state
was far from achieving the necessary social supports for obligatory motherhood
without it being oppressive for women. Thus, despite thinking that in the utopian
society there would be no need for abortion, Kollontai supported the legalization of
abortion in 1917 (Bryson, 1992: 144).

What effects have Marxism and Marxist feminism had on the family? Barbara
Einhorne (1993) provides one account of the effects of state socialism in (the former)
East Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary on women’s family and
economic roles. Einhorne’s analysis shows that under state socialism, government
policies pushed women into employment and political spheres. As in Western
democracies, the entrance of women into the labor force in large numbers was not
accompanied by a parallel move of men into the private sphere. Thus, under state
socialism women were left with the double burdens of public- and private-sphere
responsibilities, just as their counterparts were in capitalist countries.

Einhorne (1993) finds that giving women access to economic resources did not
challenge the historic power stratification within the home. By ignoring the other
sources of power men hold over women, and by sending women to perform market
work without addressing the power dynamics between men and women in the
family, the socialist state created a double burden for women. This burden resulted
from the gender assumptions built into social policies. For example, whereas the
state recognized men as workers, women were recognized both as workers and as
mothers in many socialist policies of Eastern Europe.2 Legislation was designed to
enable women to blend their two roles more easily, which reinforced their double
burden. Women, not men, were allotted a periodic ‘‘household day’’ to catch up
on housework. Similarly, women, but not men, were allotted paid sick leave for
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children; this reinforced women’s role of primary child-care provider. While both
women and men were given parental leave upon the birth of a child, because women
generally earned less, they were almost universally the only parent to take advantage
of parental leave. These kinds of policies served not only to reinforce women’s
double role as worker and mother, they also disadvantaged women in the work-
place. Over time, women proved to be less desirable employees because they took
more sick leave, exited and reentered the workplace with the addition of each
child, and generally were more fatigued on the job because of their double burden
(Einhorne, 1993).

FAMILY AND/OR MOTHERHOOD AS A SOURCE
OF RESISTANCE TO SEXISM

Not all feminists agree that the family is the seat of women’s oppression. Some
feminists claim that women’s family roles are sources of power and wisdom that
could be used to create a better society. They offer this intriguing thought: perhaps
the reason the feminists discussed above see the family as a site of oppression is
because they unwittingly buy into the sexist privileging of men’s activities and
devaluation of traditional women’s work. Pro-family radical and socialist feminists
have argued that women’s family roles and their exclusion from politics and eco-
nomics (and the selfishness, competitiveness, and individualism those entail in
capitalist society) result in superior female virtues of cooperation, caring, and
protecting learned in the domestic sphere. These feminists claim that the female
virtues acquired through their family roles may provide the antidote to male-
dominated culture.

SOCIAL FEMINISM AND THE FAMILY

In Public Man, Private Woman (1981) Jean Elshtain, a socialist feminist, argues that
women’s experience as mothers gives them a type of moral superiority that could be
used to govern society. In families, claims Elshtain, people experience the best of
human relationships, such as long-term ties, obligations, responsibilities, intimacy,
love, and attentiveness. Moreover, the family is the only place people can find love
and comfort in a capitalist society, because it is the only place where profit is not the
bottom line. Thus, the family is where individuals learn compassion, ethics, and
responsibility. Elshtain argues that these qualities are imparted through good
mothering. If the practice of mothering were extended to the social sphere, Elshtain
argues, then the underlying system of rules, rights, and responsibilities for individuals
would be radically changed. The family makes possible a morality of responsibility
for civic society, rather than a morality based on individual freedoms. Elshtain claims
that the practice of ‘‘social mothering’’ would fundamentally overturn our current
system that prioritizes individual rights over community obligations. This would
alter the feminist pursuit for gender equity. Rather than focusing on obtaining for
women the same civil liberties and individual rights as men, social mothering would
force men and women to focus on community welfare and responsibilities to others.

Elshtain attempts two radical moves in her theory of social mothering. First, she
rejects the social privileging of men and male virtues over women and female virtues.
Second, and here she distinguishes her theory, she rejects the privileging of the public
realm over the private. In Elshtain’s thinking, the separate spheres ideology that
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confined women to the private family sphere and men to the public sphere gives rise
to superior, not inferior, virtues for women. The pattern of human relationships
developed in the family – of compassion and responsibility – would be far more
functional for society than the human relationships that have evolved in the public
sphere that emphasize individual rights and independence.

What would the structure of the family look like in Elshtain’s utopia? ‘‘Social
mothering’’ refers to a practice that would change the underlying system of rules
governing social interaction. It does not imply the communal parenting practices
envisioned by radical or Marxist feminists in the previous section. In fact, Elshtain is
explicitly against communal parenting. She thinks that children need intimate
love with just two adults (parents) to best foster the development of family-based
virtues.

Elshtain has been criticized for romanticizing family life. Mary Deitz (1985)
charges that Elshtain ignores the fact that families can be neglectful, abusive, and
even violent. Dysfunctional families are not rare and are unlikely to impart the
values of responsibility and care that Elshtain praises as family virtues. Moreover,
Deitz points out that not all women are good mothers; in fact, not all women are
mothers at all. What is the role of these women in the society Elshtain envisions? If
motherhood is the only source of women’s perspectives and knowledge, are childless
women inferior? For example, women’s nonfamily experiences as workers, political
and religious leaders, and even beggars could also provide a basis of female experi-
ence and knowledge. Elshtain’s theory does not discuss these women’s experiences in
the public realm; in fact her theory reinforces the split between private and public
spheres, and male and female dominions. A final criticism of Elshtain is that the
mother–child relationship may not be the best model for social relationships in a
democratic society (Deitz, 1985). Even healthy mother–child relationships require a
power differential between the mother and the child. The mother is clearly the
authority and the child is the ultimate dependent. Power-dependence relationships
are the antithesis of a democratic relationship between equals. If power corrupts,
might not mothers fall victim to the same selfish trappings of the public realm that
men have?

Another feminist who argues that women have special values and insights due to
their historic confinement to the motherhood role is Sara Ruddick. In contrast to
Elshtain, Ruddick discusses the hard work and imperfection of mothering. She
admits that mothers can be violent and neglectful. She also tackles the criticisms
that connecting motherhood with governance and social justice can lead to the
idealization and sentimentalizing of the reality of motherhood: ‘‘Because I am a
mother, I know the demoralizing, mind-numbing effects of sentimental descriptions
of good mothering’’ (1989: 31). Finally, Ruddick recognizes the danger of overgen-
eralizing and ignoring the differences among mothers and families.

Despite the potential pitfalls of mothering, Ruddick claims that the best maternal
work is nonviolent and peacemaking. Mothers are not any more or less wonderful
than other people – but mothers identify (if not always personify) virtues appropri-
ate to the work of mothering. The work of mothers includes protecting, nurturing,
and training children. Mothers are not naturally endowed with the skills necessary
for good mothering; they develop them through thoughtful practice, or what
Ruddick calls ‘‘maternal thinking.’’ Ruddick argues that maternal thinking involves
the strategies mothers use to create a safe and nurturant environment for their
children. Maternal thinking is not effortless; in fact Ruddick claims it is a discipline
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in and of itself, like engineering. Unlike engineers, however, ‘‘mothers have been a
powerless group whose thinking, when it has been acknowledged at all, has most
often been recognized by people interested in interpreting and controlling rather
than in listening’’ (ibid.: 26).

Thus the social value of good mothering has been limited to the family. Ruddick
lobbies for an expansion of the principles of maternal thinking to greater society. She
argues that a more peaceful society would result from the principles of maternal
thinking and practice.

Is there any evidence to suggest that Elshtain’s and Ruddick’s arguments for using
motherhood as a basis of social governance would be effective? Some research
suggests that instead of women’s family roles as wife and mother blocking them
from participation in the public sphere, these roles can form the foundation of
their civic and market participation. Two examples of motherhood motivating
political action are found in Hondagneu-Sotelo’s 1994 study of Mexican migrant
women’s civic engagement, and in El-Or and Aran’s (1995) analysis of Jewish Israeli
women’s social protest.

El-Or and Aran (1995) show that maternal thinking led Israeli Jewish mothers to
protest violence in the West Bank. Moreover, maternal thinking shaped the form of
their protest. The mothers of El-Or and Aran’s study felt pressed into political action
out of their desire to keep their children safe. They had watched their husbands
attempt to root out the violence by taking revenge on the terrorists. El-Or and Aran
argue that the maternal ethics of care and nonviolence shaped the women’s response
to terrorist acts. The women in their study focused on transforming the conflict
through peaceful protest. The protest took the form of creating a settlement named
for a woman, Rachel, who had been the victim of terrorism. The female protesters
camped in this settlement on the West Bank, where recent violence had occurred,
and filled their days with studying the Torah. The peaceful and spiritual nature
of their protest differed markedly from the response of the men in their community.
El-Or and Aran contend that this was due to their different perspectives and skills as
women and mothers.

A second example of motherhood motivating political action is found in Hon-
dagneu-Sotelo’s (1994) analysis of Mexican migrant women in the US. Hondagneu-
Sotelo describes how, in Mexico, women are strongly defined through their mother-
hood status – an identity process called marianismo. While the status of mothers is
high in Mexico, their roles are mostly confined to the family. When Mexican
mothers migrate to work in the US, they and their families are subject to harsh
migration and immigration policies that affect the well-being of their children. In
Hondagneu-Sotelo’s research, children’s lack of access to good schools, medical
assistance, and even nutritional food pushed these formerly very private mothers
into political activism. Hondagneu-Sotelo shows how, on behalf of their children,
migrant Mexican mothers engaged in American civic life by taking English language
classes, seeking social assistance, and finding paid work to help support their family.
While these public activities would not be appropriate for married mothers in
Mexico, the need to ensure their children’s well-being pushed women into the public
realm as mother-activists. Thus women’s roles as mothers propelled them into civic
life.

Examples such as El-Or and Aran’s (1995) and Hondagneu-Sotelo’s (1994)
research provide some evidence of women’s family roles pressing them into political
action. However, there is no way to evaluate whether this basis of political action is
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superior to, or produces better outcomes than, political action motivated by ‘‘male’’
values of individualism. The ideas that maternal thinking and social mothering are
superior and would generate better societies are central to both Elshtain’s and
Ruddick’s theories. The empirical proof for these arguments has yet to be found.

RADICAL FEMINISM (AGAIN) AND THE FAMILY

Some radical feminists argue that motherhood itself is not the source of women’s
oppression, but patriarchy is. Thus, mothering in a patriarchal society is oppressive,
but mothering per se is not. These feminists claim that the ability to create life from
their own bodies is the source of women’s power. While Firestone (1970) argued that
women should abandon biological maternity for technological reproduction, other
radical feminists think that asking women to give up their ability to create life is akin
to asking women to give up the only power they have under patriarchy. Such a
relinquishment would make men completely powerful because they would not need
women at all, not even to reproduce.

The solution to end women’s oppression, from this perspective, is not to abandon
motherhood, but for women to reclaim its power. Adrienne Rich (1976) makes a
useful distinction between two forms of motherhood: (1) the potential relationship
between women and their reproductive power, and (2) the institution through which
patriarchal control is exercised over this female power. In patriarchal societies, men
control women’s reproductive power through the patriarchal institutions of hetero-
sexual marriage and motherhood. But what would motivate men to usurp women’s
reproductive independence and power? Rich argues that men fear women’s repro-
ductive power because if women can choose to give life, they can also choose to take
it away. This fear is rooted in men’s experience as being completely dependent on
their own mothers in infancy.

Whether or not one agrees with Rich’s argument about male fear of female
reproductive power, she and others (Mitford, 1992; Wolf, 2001) have offered
persuasive arguments that men, not women, have gained control of the childbirth
process. According to Rich, men have sought to take control of childbirth and child-
raising through the medicalization of childbirth and by acting as the authorities on
how to ‘‘properly’’ raise children. Prior to the twentieth century, childbirth was
considered a natural event. Typically, women gave birth in their homes with family
members at hand, particularly female relatives who were already mothers. Midwives
provided expertise and medical interventions were few. This arrangement was
gradually eroded during the 1800s. French anthropologist Jacques Gelis (1991)
meticulously documents the struggle over authority between midwives and the
growing number of obstetricians in early modern Europe. In the US, pregnancy
and childbirth became the province of the growing obstetrical branch of medicine
during the early twentieth century. By the 1930s, women were increasingly giving
birth in hospital settings in Westernized countries. Data from the National Vital
Statistics System shows that in 1935, 37 percent of US births occurred in hospitals.
By 1950 this percentage had increased to 88 percent, and by 1969 it reached 99
percent, where it remains today (NCHS, 1984, 2000). Feminists have pointed to the
growing practices of inducing labor, using anesthetics, performing episiotomies,
using a recumbent position for the laboring mother, using forceps, and performing
Cesarean sections as evidence of childbirth being wrested from the mother’s control
to that of the (historically male) physician (Mitford, 1992; Wolf, 2001).
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In addition to medicalization of childbirth, Rich (1976) and others argue that men
have also exerted power over how to best raise a child. As the popular adage of the
1950s said, ‘‘Father knows best.’’ Many women turned to the authority male
psychologists, such as Dr. Spock, for instructions on child rearing. Rich outlines
how, during this same era, male psychologists undermined women’s confidence by
blaming poor mothering for child problems ranging from poor self-esteem to juven-
ile crime. Ultimately, Rich claims, men’s takeover has alienated women from child-
birth and child-raising; it has undercut women’s authority and participation. She
argues that women need to take back more control of childbirth and child-raising in
order to reclaim their reproductive power.

Since the 1960s, women have begun to regain control of childbirth and child
rearing. In England, Sheila Kitzinger has greatly influenced the natural childbirth
movement since the 1960s (Garcia, Kilpatrick, and Richards, 1990). In the US, the
profession of midwifery has witnessed a renaissance (Mitford, 1992). Accredited
programs in midwifery education have grown in number and in size. Insurance
companies are increasingly reimbursing midwives for their work. Alternative
birthing centers, where ‘‘natural’’ childbirth with a minimum of medical intervention
is practiced in a more homelike setting, are a growing phenomenon. In addition to
childbirth, feminists are examining the process of child rearing and recommending
feminist ways of raising children. For example, Nancy Chodorow’s (1978) landmark
theory of mothering shows why women feel the need to mother and why the sex
division of parenting produces misogyny and sexism in children. Chodorow con-
tends that dual parenting, with equal investments from fathers and mothers, would
produce psychologically healthier children. Naomi Wolf (2001) uncovers the patri-
archal content of the advice literature on pregnancy and early infant care. Wolf
contends women’s experiences and knowledge are trivialized in much of this litera-
ture. Outside of the academy, individual women have formed feminist mothers’
support groups to discuss how children can be raised to resist patriarchal values
and practices. Such is the popularity of one such group, Feminist Mothers At Home,
that it has had to close its Internet listserve to new members!

When Public and Private Spheres Collide:

Feminism and the Future of the Family

Despite the gains that women have made economically, politically, and in their
familial relationships, much remains to be accomplished if the feminist project is
to succeed. In the world’s wealthiest nation, the US, the vast majority of the poor are
women and children. Divorce leaves American women and children with severely
reduced standards of living. In contrast to other Westernized nations like France,
Sweden, or Denmark, the majority of working women in the US are without
maternity leave and many women’s jobs lack health insurance for themselves or
their families (Clawson and Gerstel, 2002). Unlike many European countries,
child-care is expensive and quality care is difficult to find in the US. Further-
more, child-care workers, mostly women, are among the lowest-paid workers in
the American economy.

One important cause of these problems is the continued devaluation of work
traditionally assigned to women. This work remains unpaid in the home, and is paid
less than other forms of work in the marketplace (England, Budig, and Folbre,
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2002). The work many women enter into is often similar to their work in families.
Women’s employment is largely concentrated in helping or service professions.
These include nursing, social work, education, child-care, and clerical support
occupations. Just as women’s work in the family has long been devalued, so is the
work they do in the market. Caring for children, the elderly, the ill, the disabled, and
even for working adults is largely done by women at no or little cost to society.
Those who perform this work face earnings penalties for doing so (ibid.). One
solution to the impoverishment faced by those who perform caring labor is to
perform a different kind of labor. Liberal feminists have long sought for women’s
access to more rewarding and prestigious occupations. But this solution neglects the
fact that someone must care for children, the aged, and the ill.

In addition to being paid poorly for their work, women often find their employers
also do not value women’s commitments to their families. Parent-friendly jobs have
not become institutionalized despite increases in women’s employment. For women,
the lack of child-care, inadequate wages, and restricted or nonstandard working
schedules mean that mothers have a difficult time either being hired or finding a job
that allows them to handle their family responsibilities. The difficulty in meeting
both family and work demands may result in the earnings penalties suffered by
mothers, as compared to women without children (Budig and England, 2001).

The task for feminists in the coming years will be to dismantle the legacy of the
doctrine of separate spheres. It is not sufficient to grant women equal access to the
male playing fields of paid work and politics. For real gender equality, individual
men must play a greater role in the domestic sphere, just as women share in the
burden of financially supporting the family. Workplaces must change to accommo-
date the family obligations of employees. No longer can firms assume each worker
has a wife at home to free the worker from these obligations. Family-friendly work
policies, such as fully paid family leave for men and women, must be instituted.
But the greatest changes must come in how society distributes the costs of reprodu-
cing itself and supporting care work traditionally supplied from unpaid women.
Should mothers (and fathers) alone bear the cost of raising children? If some of us
elect to remain childless, are we not free-riding on the backs of parents who will
produce the next generation of workers? Finding ways to value and support the
important work of caring in the domestic sphere is an important challenge of future
feminists.

Notes

1 Becker also recognizes two other possible factors behind the sex division of labor. The first
is socialization. Becker argues that parents invest in sex-specific human capital for their
children. Because they assume that boys will grow up to specialize in market work, and
girls in domestic work, parents teach boys market-relevant skills and girls, domestic-
relevant skills. The second factor Becker recognizes in the 1991 edition of his Treatise
on the Family is that sex discrimination in the labor force systematically lowers wives’
earnings relative to their husbands’. Such discrimination may lie behind couples’ decisions
to specialize in market and domestic work in sex-traditional ways.

2 I do not mean to imply here that building social policy around employment relationships
for men and familial relationships for women is by any means unique to socialism, central
Europe, or the twentieth century.
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25
Work and Families

Shirley Dex

Introduction

Families have been changing, as have workplaces, the distribution of paid work, the
types of opportunities for individuals to be economically self-supporting and the
gender composition of the workforce. The paid work side of this equation tends to
get organized in labor markets through employers’ decisions. Families supply their
labor power to the market in exchange for money to support themselves, but also
need to engage in unpaid work in the home, in part to reproduce themselves. On the
supply side men and women have changed their participation in the labor market
and their hours of work in response to opportunities offered, new preferences, and
new constraints. However, the labor-market context in industrialized economies has
also changed. Competitive pressures of the global economy have led to a growth in
so-called flexible and insecure employment. Families have increasingly become two-
earner although, in some cases, no-earner households are evident. The two-earner
families have been faced with new issues and time schedules of combining the
responsibilities of paid work and caring for both children and elderly relatives.
Evidence has been mounting that families are under pressure either from having
too much paid work, time poor – money rich, or having too little and insufficient
income; time rich – money poor. Caring for children and elderly relatives have been
increasing outsourced.

This chapter focuses on families of heterosexual couples and their changing
relationships to the changing labor market and workplaces; other groups are given
more specific focus in other chapters. The new relationships of families to the labor
market are also mediated by and may contribute to other changes which are the
subject of other chapters in this volume; for example, increases in cohabitation
in preference to marriage commitments, and increases in marital breakdown.
Workplaces are being forced to respond to some of these changes, although
to varying degrees. As well as documenting the main dimensions of work and
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family change in this chapter, consideration is also given to explanations of why
changes have occurred and the outcomes, interventions, and responses. Some elem-
ents of this complex picture are well charted; others are in the infancy of being
researched.

This is a subject area ripe with sociological interest. Massive social change has
been displayed in this area of social life, and this raises obvious questions about
explanations: Why the changes? What are its drivers? Involved in these changes have
been a challenge to earlier societal norms about gender relations and the gendered
social structure. A new social structural map has been emerging in which women
and mothers have a clear public as well as a private role. Norms of social life that
used to be seen as neutral have been shown to have a male gender. Such views have
then been challenged. This has had knock-on effects in a wide range of other societal
institutions that have had to rethink their earlier rationale and modus operandi. In
the history of sociological theorizing, families’ functional role has been acclaimed,
criticized, and rejected. However, at this interface between paid work and family
life, the functional reproduction of the workforce or perhaps the population is
undoubtedly a critical issue of public interest for societies. The quantity and quality
of children produced will determine much of the future standard of living of our
aging populations and make this area of study, and our understanding of the nature
and reasons for change, a vital one.

Overview of Changing Labor Markets

Labor-market restructuring has taken place alongside the process of industrializa-
tion and, more lately, with the move to post-industrial societies. The decline in full-
time, male manufacturing employment and the rise in women’s service-sector em-
ployment seen in the British figures is replicated in all industrialized countries (table
25.1). In some countries, including Britain, Germany, and Scandinavia, much of
the increase in women’s labor-force participation has been part-time hours, and in
some countries, including Britain, in low-paid jobs. Some regions and communities
have felt very severe effects from the decline of men’s manufacturing jobs whilst
others are relatively untouched. Britain has also seen an increase in so-called ‘‘flex-
ible jobs’’ (Dex et al., 2000), where contracts are less secure (e.g., temporary, self-
employed), or working conditions and benefits have traditionally been worse (e.g.,
part-time). The intensity of work and feelings of insecurity have also increased
(Burchell et al., 1999).

Changes in the map of economic opportunities to support families have occurred
for a number of reasons. Clearly employers have reorganized and restructured many
jobs, in some cases, as part of a strategy to reduce costs and shift risk away from
employers, more toward employees (Beck, 1992; Purcell, Hogarth, and Simm, 1999;
Neathey and Hurstfield, 1995). In part this has been a response to competitive
pressures from the global economy, declines in demand for outdated manufactured
goods, and closures of companies in the face of these and macroeconomic pressures,
excess supply, recession, or high interest rates. A notable decline in the influence of
trade unions has taken place alongside the decline in male manufacturing jobs, their
traditional stronghold, and sometimes in the face of new legislation or company
pressures to curb trade-union power. Clearly, as well as the pressures employers have
faced to reorganize, many have designed new jobs with the new women’s labor
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Table 25.1 Sectoral distribution of employment in Britain, 1983–1997

1983 1987 1997

% total 000s % total 000s % total 000s

employment employment employment

Manufacturing 24.5 22.3 18.0

Men 3,862 3,547 2,880

Women 1,556 1,502 1,121

Part-time women 336 302 204

Services 65.8 69.2 76.0

Men 6,110 6,379 7,197

Women 7,060 7,868 9,696

Part-time women 3,346 3,774 4,908

Public administration 7.1 6.8 5.9

Men 835 831 658

Women 717 746 646

Part-time women 218 231 192

Total (%) 97.4 98.3 100

No. (000s) 20,572 21,080 22,236

Sources: Employment Gazette, Historical Supplement, 100, 6, June 1992; Labour Market
Trends, 106, 2, February 1998.

force in mind. The new labor force of mothers has proved an attractive reliable
workforce to many service-sector employers compared with unqualified young male
school-leavers and at the same, or sometimes lower, cost.

Families attempting to support themselves have been faced with a decline in the
men’s real earnings and job opportunities, an increase in risk attached to supporting
the family, and a growth in opportunities for women’s paid work. The growth in
married women’s and mothers’ paid work has been attractive as a way of diversify-
ing the family’s financial support system and the associated risks, as well as offering
the opportunity for a higher standard of living, and the potential for women to
engage in public as well as private life. The overall addition to household income
from having two earners has lowered the family risk attached to labor-market
participation. Even though many of the jobs taken up by women have been in the
higher risk and more vulnerable sector, the flexibility they offered has been wel-
comed by many mothers since it has allowed them to combine family responsibilities
with income-generating activities. Elements of the changes can be explained, there-
fore, in terms of individuals’ or family units’ economic incentives; and from behavior
under conditions of increasing risk. But, clearly, large-scale changes in attitudes and
increased levels of education are also underpinning the new work – family relation-
ships, and it is not always clear which was the chicken and which the egg.

Earnings and wages

As well as the distribution of male earnings having become increasingly unequal
(Gosling, Machin, and Meghir, 1996; Hills, 1995), there has been an increase in full-
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time, but not necessarily part-time women’s earnings relative to those of men (Elias
and Gregory, 1994; Harkness, Machin, and Waldfogel, 1995; Joshi, Davies, and
Land, 1996; Paci and Joshi, 1996). Women’s earnings were 80 percent of those of
men by 1995 (Hakim, 1996; Joshi et al., 1995), an increase from less than two-thirds
in 1970. The relative hourly wages of young male and female workers under 30 has
now come close to equality. On the other hand, the gap has widened between
women working full- and part-time, with wages experiencing a pay penalty from
part-time hours of work (Joshi, Davies, and Land, 1996; Paci and Joshi, 1996).
Research suggests that this disparity (between full- and part-time pay for women) is
an influential explanatory factor in the lower earnings of mothers compared with
women without children (Joshi, Macran, and Dex, 1996).

Unemployment

Unemployment has fluctuated along with the business cycle. Unemployment affects
family finances severely. Studies suggest that periods of unemployment can have a
lasting effect on labor-market prospects (Dex and McCulloch, 1997). Where men
have been unemployed and receiving means-tested benefit, this has had the effect of
lowering the participation rate of their wives (Dex et al., 1995). The effect has varied
across countries, depending on the details of the benefit regulations. What is also
evident is that married women appear to be more likely to be unemployed than men
in some countries. An examination of these differences suggests it is partly a product
of the incentives to register as unemployed, the unemployment benefit rules, and the
extent to which women see themselves as unemployed if they have other caring work
in the home to carry out, or have been working part-time (Dex, 1996). There are
effects on parents’ health from unemployment (Warr, 1987) and it possibly increases
the likelihood of marital breakdown (Lampard, 1994). There are also particular
cohorts of young men whose potential for family formation and supporting children
has been handicapped because they first entered the labor market at a time of severe
recession (Ermisch and Francesconi, 1996).

Families ’ Life Cycle of Involvement

in the Labor Market

We can chart a snapshot picture of how many mothers and fathers are working, for
how many hours at a point in time; how many have young or older children; where
mothers, fathers, both parents, or neither are employed. But this hides elements of the
social changes that have been taking place that can only be seen as we follow individ-
uals over time, andwe compare successive cohorts of parents passing through the same
stages of their life-course. These two types of accounts are not in conflict, but both are
needed to get the full picture of exactly which aspects of behavior have been changing.

The snapshot picture

The snapshot picture at the turn of the twentieth century shows the majority
of mothers and fathers in paid work in most industrialized countries. On the whole,
mothers with younger children are less likely to be in paid work than mothers where
the youngest child is older or a teenager. However, successive snapshot pictures do

438 shirley dex



show thatmotherswith a young child have been progressivelymore likely to be in paid
work since the mid-1980s in Britain. For married mothers with a child under 5, 58
percent were employed in 1997, compared with 45 percent in 1990; 78 percent with a
youngest child aged 10 or over were employed in 1997. Compared with white-
partnered mothers, Black-, Indian-, and Chinese-partnered mothers were more likely
to be economically active in 1991 when they had a youngest child under 5 years old.
The full-time/part-time split is most striking between couple mothers whose youngest
child is under 5, of whom 21 percent were working full-time, and mothers whose
youngest child was 10 or over, of whom twice as many were working full-time (36
percent) in 1997. While mothers in couples have dramatically increased their partici-
pation in the labor force, lone mothers’ employment rates had hardly changed up to
1997 (Holtermann et al., 1999).

Econometric estimations suggest that the age of the youngest child is the single
most important predictor of mother’s labor-force participation (Joshi, Macran, and
Dex, 1996), although the higher the woman’s own potential wage the more likely
she is to engage in paid work. These effects appear to be mediated by the extent of
child-care and the state subsidy for child-care which exists in a society. So the
depressing effect of children on women’s labor-force participation is less where the
extent of child-care for preschool children is greater (Dex, Walters, and Alden,
1993). The number of children is not a significant predictor of participation in
Britain, although it is more important in other non-Scandinavian European counties.
Levels of household income have also acted as a buffer for some couples, making it
less likely that the mother will work where her partner’s income level is higher. Over
time, however, successive snapshots suggest that the influence of partners’ income
has been declining.

There has been a change in the structure of financial support in families; a move
from one-earner to two-earner couples (see figure 25.1). However, the interaction
with the unemployment benefit system in some countries has meant that where
benefit is means-tested against the household income, there has been a disincentive
for women married to unemployed men to take up paid work. This has helped to
produce a small but significant percentage of no-earner households in Britain.

The same state support system has been responsible for some of the lower
participation rates of lone parents. Their incentive to work has been dampened by
a benefits system (including income support, housing benefit, and school-meals costs
for children) that has had high marginal tax rates if mothers started to work. If the
mother was only capable of low earnings either from a part-time job, or because of
low skill levels, she would be worse off by taking a low-paid job and losing all the
benefits.

There are fewer lone mothers in employment in Britain than in most European
countries (apart from the Netherlands, Germany, and Ireland). The gap between the
employment of lonemothers andmarriedmothers inBritain has grownboth from lone
mothers decreasing andmarriedmothers increasing their participation.However, part
of the gap is due to British lone mothers being relatively young in age compared with
all mothers (more than half of lone mothers are aged under 24). Another part of
the gap is due to the fact that lone mothers are more likely than all mothers to
have children under school age, and more than one child (Bradshaw et al., 1996).
The presence of children in the family has made little difference to men’s working
patterns apart from a slight increase in weekly hours of work of fathers in Britain
compared to other married men. Most fathers have a continuing commitment to
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full-time work through the arrival of children, and see themselves and their contri-
bution to the family as the main breadwinner (Warin et al., 1999). The moving
picture shows more of the dynamics and changes that have been occurring, mainly in
mothers’ behavior.

The arrival of children and mothers’ return to work

The arrival and then growing up of their children has had substantial effects on
women’s labor-force participation. In the mid-twentieth century it was common for
mothers to stop work altogether to devote themselves to unpaid family work and
care. A gradual move back into work occurred when children were older which
gained momentum such that by 1980, 90 percent of mothers had eventually returned
to work after having children. Cohort comparisons also started to see a progressive
shortening of the period spent out of paid work. The combination of many mothers’
preferences to keep contact with the labor market, and the income derived from it,
coupled with changing legislation in the form of maternity leave, facilitated mothers’
return to the same employer and helped to shorten the period spent out of work.

By 1988 in Britain, nearly half (45 percent) of women who were in work when
they became pregnant were back at work within eight or nine months of having a
baby. Even more marked was the increase in the number of mothers returning to
full-time work. Over one-fifth of women who were working full-time when they
became pregnant in 1988 returned to full-time work within eight or nine months of
the birth, compared with 7 percent in 1979 (McRae, 1991). Other surveys also
suggest that the proportion of women returning to work has continued to increase,
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particularly among the highly educated who delayed their first childbirth, and that a
higher proportion are returning to full-time employment after only very short
periods out of work (Macran, Joshi, and Dex, 1995; Callender et al., 1997).

Partnership and the structure of employment

It is the case that the vast majority of parents are married couples, so in this sense
parental status and legal marriage status overlap to a large extent. There are
relatively few considerations of the effects of marriage per se (independently of
children) on employment behavior. Some of the main findings, most extensively
documented in US research, are summarized below:

. married men work longer and harder compared with other men (Akerlof,
1998);

. marriage has been shown to be associated with improvements in all measurable
labor-market indicators for men, as well as with measures of health and well-
being (summaries in Akerlof, 1998; Morgan, 1999);

. men’s unemployment increases the likelihood of marital breakdown (Murphy,
1985; Cameron, 1995);

. mothers who work full-time and more continuously are more likely to divorce
than mothers who do not work (Ermisch, 1991).

Why do parents go out to work?

The main reason mothers go out to work is economic, and this has not changed since
the 1970s (Martin and Roberts, 1984; Harkness, Machin, and Waldfogel, 1995).
Other issues are relevant to the decision but less important overall; for example, the
practicalities of child-care, and whether the mother actually wants to return to work
(Thomson, 1995). Mothers clearly get more from being employed than just the
money. For example, 71 percent of those working full-time reported that their job
meant much more to them than simply a means of earning a living (Thomson, 1995).
However, there is also evidence in Britain that many women would prefer to have
more choice. One official survey (Department for Education and Employment,
1996) found that 87 percent of mothers of preschool children said they preferred
to look after their own children; if money were not a problem, two-thirds of
employed mothers with small children said they would prefer to stay at home.

A small qualitative study found that the arguments of mothers for staying at home
were mainly linked to the care of children. Mothers who were working spoke of
work as ‘‘a fall back in case anything happens’’ and ‘‘you can support yourself if you
need to,’’ as well as the need or wish to earn money (Spencer and Taylor, 1994).
Mothers working part-time were found to enjoy the combination of part-time
work and caring for a family (Watson and Fothergill, 1993), although clearly some
work part-time involuntarily (Dex and McCulloch, 1997). The extent of employ-
ment amongst married women (especially in the US, but also in the UK) is consistent
with the idea that they are taking out insurance against marital breakdown in the
face of weakened divorce law (Parkman, 1992). Fathers’ reasons for working have
been studied less frequently. Recent research on a small sample of fathers in the
northwest of England found that working for financial necessity to provide income
for the family was the main reason fathers gave for working (Warin et al., 1999).
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Many fathers saw this as integral to the role of being a father and, interestingly,
mothers and teenage children all agreed. In some cases, there was pressure to
provide clothes and other goods that teenagers demanded. This was in contrast to
many of the women who cited ‘‘to give independence’’ as their reason for being
employed.

Working adolescent children and unpaid family workers

The issue of children at work had received relatively little attention from the research
community and data sources have been limited. One national US study found that
61 percent of 10th-graders (15–16 years), 90 percent of 11th- and 12th-graders (ages
16–18) were employed at some time in the school year (Manning, 1990). A similar
British nationwide survey found that 52 percent of 13–15-year-olds had worked at
some time during the year compared with four-fifths of 16–18-year-olds. Most of the
younger age groupwereworking nomore than a fewhours aweek, commonly in retail
and service-sector jobs, and were doing so for financial reasons (Hibbett and Beatson,
1995). A further US study found that 47 percent of boys and 38 percent of girls
were working more than 20 hours per week (reviewed inMortimer and Finch, 1996).

There has been a concern in this literature with the extent of contravening legal
restrictions on children’s hours of work at given ages. Hibbert and Beatson’s (1995)
UK study found that contravention of legal restrictions was common. However,
others have argued for the focus to be less on hours of work and more on the effects
of the varying nature and quality of work (Mortimer and Finch, 1996). This change
of focus was derived from learning in the study of the effects of work on adults. The
findings from the subsequent programs of empirical research with children, based
often on longitudinal data, have largely supported this differentiated view.

Balancing Paid and Unpaid Work and Care – The

Family ’s Perspective

Implicit in fulfilling the care responsibilities to children while sustaining the family
financially is a division of labor within the household. Intact families can draw on the
unpaid work of a father and a mother as well, possibly, as paid help to do the caring.
Women’s pay rates are often lower than those of men. This straight economic calculus
would favor most mothers taking the caring responsibilities, with men being the
breadwinner through paid work. However, for some women, it will be an investment
decision where there are sufficient gains to their future income stream from staying in
the labormarket over childbirth.While this traditional pattern has beenmoderated by
mothers also engaging in paid work, the evidence suggests that most mothers are still
prepared to accept the major caring responsibility. They either work part-time and
fewer hours than men, and in any case mothers tend to be the parent responsible for
managing the care – work interface, arranging child-care, and attending to emergen-
cies when children are sick, even when others are paid to contribute.

Child-care

Mothers’ increasing participation in the labor force has gone alongside a growth in
outsourced child-care. The form this takes is very different across societies, even
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though the growth in mothers’ employment rates has been common. In the social
welfare regimes of Scandinavia, the state or regional authorities have provided
extensive and subsidized formal institutional child-care for preschool children. At
the other end of the spectrum, the relatively unregulated free-market economies of
the UK and US have left market forces to resolve the care business, with the results
that child-care is more disparate, ad hoc, costly, and less institutionalized. Compari-
sons across Europe in the mid-1990s found that British parents paid the highest
child-care costs in Europe. On average, in Britain, 93 percent of child-care costs
were met by parents. More latterly, and since 1997, the state has become partially
involved with the provision of child-care in the UK, and a National Child Care
Strategy has now been developed with targets for provision.

While the use of paid child-care provision has grown in Britain from 2 in 10 in
1989 to 4 in 10 child-care users in 1993 (Ford, Marsh, and McKay, 1995), the
majority of British mothers who work make do with informal sources of care. In
some cases, parents choose their shifts in order to cover the child-care between them
(La Valle et al., 2002). In other cases, and more often for schoolage children, cover is
arranged informally through a range of relatives, neighbors, and parents of other
school peers, all contributing to a complicated patchwork that covers after school,
early mornings, and school holidays. However, the choice by many mothers to work
part-time and arrange child-care informally, typical in Britain, is not so typical in
other countries. In France and the US, women are more likely to work full-time, and
use their enhanced earnings to pay for formal child-care, or access state-subsidized
child-care, as in France (Dex, Walters, and Alden, 1993; Dex and Shaw, 1986).
There is evidence that the relative lack of formal child-care provision has been a
factor in restricting a minority of women’s economic activity in Britain (Thomson,
1995; Callender et al., 1997), more so in the past. But is also appears that British
women differ in their attitudes toward nonmaternal care from mothers in some
other countries.

The growth in outsourced care seems unable to carry on increasing in Britain. The
gendered care workforce of women are now in short supply across nurses, child-care
and social care workers. As job opportunities for women have grown, fewer women,
the traditional carers both in unpaid and paid spheres, are wanting jobs that are
relatively low-paid, sometimes at unsocial times of day. Childminders have seen
notable falls in their numbers (Mooney et al., 2001). Care homes and the health
service are experiencing severe shortages. The dynamics of these shortages would be
predicted by economists to raise the wages of jobs in short supply. However, this
means raising the costs of mothers taking up paid jobs. Also, where the jobs are paid
for out of the public purse, this implies a tax rise for families which would affect the
rewards from work and, therefore, the decision to engage in paid work. How these
pressures and dynamics will work out is not clear.

The division of paid and unpaid work

It is well established that domestic household work is rarely shared equally by
women and men, even though men are doing more now than was once the case
(Gershuny, 1995; Gershuny and Robinson, 1988; Ringen and Halpin, 1995).
Women still tend to shoulder the lion’s share while the decline in their domestic
activity reflects the increasing time they are spending at work (Joshi, 1996). How-
ever, as a slight caveat about the figures which follow, Warin et al.’s (1999) small-
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scale, qualitative study suggested that survey and time-budget methods of noting
who does what may underestimate men’s contributions to domestic work.

An analysis of the time-use of parents in 1995 found that mothers spent more time
than fathers doing cooking and housework. Fathers spent more time than mothers
doing paid work. Where fathers are in employment, both mothers and fathers report
that mothers do most of the core domestic activities of cleaning, laundry, shopping,
and cooking, whether or not the mother herself is in paid employment. Although
fathers are more inclined to say that domestic chores are shared, while mothers
report that they do the most, there is more unanimity than disagreement between
them about who does most of these central tasks. Parents are most likely to share
domestic tasks when both are working full-time, while the share taken by mothers
increases markedly for those working part-time, and this is little different from the
share of mothers who are not employed outside of the home. Better-off, dual-earner
families are also able to buy in domestic help and so ease home demands on them
(Gregson and Lowe, 1993). Part of this disagreement may be due to the management
role women often take on (Warin et al., 1999; Hochschild, 1990), and to women

Table 25.2 Fathers’ responsibility for domestic chores as reported in 1991 for 33-year-olds

Dual worker Single worker

Wife f-t

(%)

Wife p-t

(%)

Wife works

(%)

Wife home

(%)

Preparing and cooking main meal

I do most 11 3 28 2

Wife does most 62 82 49 88

Shared equally 27 15 23 10

Shopping

I do most 9 5 33 6

Wife does most 51 67 49 66

Shared equally 40 28 18 28

Cleaning

I do most 2 1 17 1

Wife does most 63 83 58 88

Shared equally 35 16 25 11

Household repairs/DIY

I do most 72 79 76 77

Wife does most 2 3 5 5

Shared equally 26 18 19 19

Household money/paying bills

I do most 33 28 32 43

Wife does most 37 45 50 34

Shared equally 30 27 18 23

Note: Cohort fathers’ report of their responsibility for domestic chores.

Sources: Ferri and Smith (1996), unpublished tables 3.15–3.20 available from the authors;
National Child Development Study, Wave V.

444 shirley dex



Table 25.3 Mothers’ responsibility for domestic chores as reported in 1991 at age 33

Dual worker Single worker

Mother

f-t (%)

Mother

p-t (%)

Mother

works (%)

Mother

home (%)

Preparing and cooking main meal

I do most 66 85 69 90

Husband does most 10 2 6 2

Shared equally 24 13 25 8

Shopping

I do most 57 74 62 72

Husband does most 10 4 8 5

Shared equally 32 23 30 23

Cleaning

I do most 66 87 69 91

Husband does most 3 1 9 <1

Shared equally 31 12 22 9

Laundry

I do most 82 93 86 97

Husband does most 3 1 5 –

Shared equally 15 6 9 3

Household repairs/DIY

I do most 6 5 5 7

Husband does most 69 73 70 68

Shared equally 25 22 25 25

Household money/paying bills

I do most 44 48 42 40

Husband does most 23 27 20 35

Shared equally 33 25 38 25

Note: Cohort mothers’ report of their responsibility for domestic chores.

Sources: Ferri and Smith (1996), unpublished tables 3.15–3.20 available from authors;
National Child Development Study, Wave V.

feeling they are doing the emotion work (see Dunscombe and Marsden, 1993).
Emotion work underpins the management role, wanting everything to run
smoothly, sorting out changes to the schedule, and making sure relationships
are maintained with the wider family, but it also extends to worrying when children
have problems.

Just as the core domestic activities remain the responsibility of mothers, so house-
hold repairs and DIY remain overwhelmingly the responsibility of fathers (between
6 in 10 and three-quarters of families) as reported by both mothers and fathers.

Dealing with household money and paying bills are not reported as being tasks
falling predominantly to either mothers or fathers; rather, there is more variation in
how families assign these tasks. Between one-fifth and one-third reported that they
share them equally.
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Fathers appear to be fitting family commitments around their working lives and
are able to be ‘‘ ‘single minded’ in their focus on work’’ (Spencer and Taylor, 1994,
italics in original). For mothers, it is their labor-market activity which usually has to
be fitted around their family responsibilities (Ferri and Smith, 1996; Spencer and
Taylor, 1994). The effect is on the number of hours they worked rather than on the
decision to be employed or not, but also on their level of seniority or the responsi-
bility they felt able to cope with. On the other hand, women suggested that getting
support from both employers and partners increased their ability to reconcile the
conflicting demands of work and family life (Spencer and Taylor, 1994).

Other recent studies and reviews of fathers’ roles confirmed that there was no
evidence that men were signing up to the notion of being ‘‘new men’’ in large
numbers (Lewis and O’Brien, 1987). It has long been recognized that there are
competing forces on men’s involvement in the home (McKee and O’Brien, 1982).
Warin et al. (1999) found that fathering was constrained by the reluctance of both
fathers and mothers to give up their traditional roles. Young single and non-residen-
tial fathers had some different perspectives on being fathers (Speak, Camerson, and
Gilroy, 1997). They felt they were made to feel unimportant. In some cases, un-
employment and the resulting lack of money prevented young men from being
involved in the way they wanted to be.

Ferri and Smith’s (1996) analysis of the relationship between family employment
patterns and family activities found little difference in the activity patterns of families
with either a sole-earner father or where both parents were in employment (whether
or not themotherworked full- or part-time). LaValle et al.’s (2002) examination of the
family activities of mothers or fathers working at atypical times of day, weekends, or
long hours found that such working patterns did constrain parents from spending as
much time or doing activities with their children and with each other. Dissatisfaction
was expressed about the effects of working atypical hours on family life, with most
dissatisfaction expressed about the effects of regular work on Sundays.

The division of labor and its consequences

Some mothers have been happy with the earlier pattern of accepting almost full-time
responsibility for looking after their own children. These are the relatively few
single-earner families who have a clear-cut division of labor, the male partner
doing paid work, the female partner doing unpaid caring. Consequences of this
pattern are apparent in economic and sociological studies. These mothers experience
a loss of lifetime earnings, and a loss in their potential hourly wage rate if they decide
to return to work at a later date. The gap in working experience has a depreciating
effect on the rate of pay they can expect on return, in proportion to the length of
time out of paid work. However, in the US, there is evidence that former rates can be
caught up because of a faster wage-rate growth on return (England, 1982). How-
ever, pensions, relying as they do on employment tenure and levels of contributions,
are also lowered by periods out of employment, a factor many countries are now
struggling to face up to as the populations age and require pension payments for
longer than in the past. As well as the financial disadvantages, many mothers who
have extensive gaps in employment also experience a loss of confidence about their
labor-market skills and potential to contribute. Many of the jobs they finally return
to are at a lower occupational status than jobs they did prior to childbirth (Dex,
1992). For those women who have given priority to caring for children over paid
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work, they also give priority to convenient work which implies short travel-to-work
times, allowing for combining work and care responsibilities (Hakim, 2000). Such
jobs also tend to be lower paid than if unconstrained job searches were thought
possible. Some men’s jobs clearly rely on the men having a stay-at-home wife who
will take responsibility for all of the child-care and domestic management of the
home, and while some occupations offer high earnings to make this division more
acceptable, others do not (Finch, 1983). However, the mothers who put caring as a
priority over work may experience advantages in their quality of life, although not in
their income level, over those who work full-time.

Mothers who decide to return to work protect or improve their earnings potential,
their retirement pension, and increase their lifetime earnings and household income.
Other things equal, they are able to have a higher standard of living than couples
where the mother does not work. They may also gain career benefits through
promotion. However, there can be other disadvantages, that I will review later.

Childlessness

While many women have been postponing having a first child, partly in order to
establish their workplace career (Macran, Joshi, and Dex, 1995), some couples are
responding to the conflicting demands of work and families by forgoing having
children. The attractions to the woman of having a high-paid career have won over
against the risks of losing this status that having children has generated.

The proportions of women remaining childless have increased. In Britain, more
than one in six women born since 1950 (17 percent) were childless at age 40
compared with only 1 in 10 (10 percent) born a decade earlier. Current projections,
based on extrapolating from the trends in each cohort and questions about family
intentions in a large-scale official survey (GHS), suggest that as many as one-fifth of
women born since 1974 and later will remain childless (McAllister and Clarke,
1998). This will mean there will be fewer families with children, assuming these
women and men still marry or form coresidential partnerships. These families will
be relatively advantaged in socioeconomic terms and in their ability to participate in
work. A variety of reasons were given for remaining childless in one small-scale
study. They included, for some, the desire to pursue a career, and for some, the
feeling that they would not make good parents (McAllister and Clarke, 1998). This
trend potentially has very serious consequences for supporting the aging population
in future.

The Changing Organization of Work

Balancing the demands of paid work and care since women entered the labor force
in large numbers has become an important policy topic in most industrialized
countries. As evidence of pressures and family breakdown have risen, the idea that
those in work need to have greater flexibility to help them balance or integrate their
work and family or personal lives has surfaced. Greater work–life balance is one of
the planks politicians have been seizing on to help rescue us from declining popula-
tions, increasing work-related stress and ill health, the rising costs of care for the
elderly, at the same time as moving towards greater gender equity. These may be
somewhat conflicting aspirations.
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Businesses throughout the industrialized world have been facing increased com-
petition in the now global marketplaces and the 24/7 society. This has put pressures
on businesses to be competitive and keep their costs and wage bill low, looking out
for new efficiency gains and lean production processes that use the minimum of
workers. For some employers, designing their jobs to facilitate the new, often lower-
paid, women’s labor supply has been their response. For others, expecting employees
to work longer hours and harder has been an implicit strategy in their recruitment
and reward systems. A proliferation of models of working-time arrangements have
resulted from the same pressures operating in different product-market environ-
ments. Parents have got caught up in these trends and are more likely than other
workers to be working nonstandard hours and arrangements.

It may not be surprising, therefore, to hear calculations of the costs of absence and
stress to workplaces and the economy. One British government estimate put the
costs of employee absence to cope with work and family at £11 billion to the British
economy in 1999, an average of £500 per employee. Stress and ill health were
estimated to cause between 4.4 and 8.5 million days lost and cost £360 million in
the same year (DTI, 2000).

Unsocial hours

Working ‘‘unsocial’’ hours – evenings, nights, and weekends – has been increasing
(Hewitt, 1993; Mulgan and Wilkinson, 1995; Watson, 1994). According to the
Labour Force Survey (LFS) in 1994, 1 in 6 of those in employment ‘‘usually work
in the evening,’’ 1 in 7 ‘‘usually worked shift work,’’ and 1 in 17 ‘‘usually worked at
night.’’ Approximately 1,466,000 women and 2,414,000 men of working age did
shift work as part of their job in 1994. Approximately one-third of the jobs which
involved shift work were held by women and two-thirds were held by men. The LFS
also reveals that a quarter of those in employment in the UK usually worked on
Saturday in 1995 (Eurostat, 1996). Employees who usually work on Sundays
increased from 10.8 percent in 1992 to 12.5 percent in 1998, and those who
sometimes work on Sundays increased from 26.8 percent in 1992 to 30.3 percent
in 1998. Since employment increased in total over this period, there has been a large
increase in the numbers of employees working on Sundays.

Long hours of work are also very evident. Hogarth et al.’s (2000) survey found that
34 percent of men working full time and 17 percent of women worked more than 48
hoursperweek.Britishmenworked the longest averagehours inEurope (Moss, 1996).
Ferri and Smith’s analysis of the 1958 birth-cohort fathers in 1991 (Ferri and Smith,
1999) found that two-thirds of the fathers were working in the evening and 6 in 10 at
the weekends. Almost a third were working nights between 10 pm and 4 am and
slightly more between 4 am and 7 am . Parents, and especially lone parents, increas-
inglyworkonSundays andatother timeswhen their children are at home.Theyarenot
happy about these working arrangements, especially having to work regularly on
Sunday (LaValle et al., 2002).However, seen in a longer historical time frame,working
hours for employees and male parents are now clearly considerably shorter than 100
years ago. The increased intensification of work and stress associated with working at
the turn of the twenty-first centurymay saymore about our attitudes and lifestyle than
about the effects of changing hours of work (Wainwright and Calnan, 2002)

Other types of working arrangements on the increase have been working at home
during normal working hours, annualized hours; shift work, early mornings and late
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evenings. Part-time, temporary, self-employment, some types of shift work, home-
working and teleworking, often called flexible employment, are all more common
among mothers than they are among other women (Dex 1999).

Organizations’ responses

There is a growing consideration of the work–family interface from the sociological
and interdisciplinary perspectives embedded in management organizational behav-
ior theory and empirical research. Leading-edge organizations have not been slow to
recognize the issues their workforces face and to start to think about the implications
for their organization’s working arrangements, employment policies and practices,
and even for organizational culture. These corporate initiatives led the way in the
US, UK, and Australia, government policy interests following later in some cases.
There are considerations of why some organizations and not others have taken
strategic action to address these issues (Goodstein, 1994; Barringer and Milkovich,
1998; Dex and Smith, 2002); discussions of the business case for offering flexibility
(reviewed in Dex and Scheibl, 1999); the management problems in facing these
issues (Lewis and Lewis, 1996; Yeandle et al., 2002), unions’ roles (Bond et al.,
2002); focuses on small businesses (Dex and Scheibl, 2002); and action research
projects introducing flexibility into organizations (Rapoport et al., 2002).

The action research projects have led to other interesting developments (Rapoport
et al., 2002; Bailyn, 1993). The empirical work preceding such initiatives has
uncovered underlying assumptions about how work should be organized, and
what are the accepted ways of behaving, and theorizing about time and its organiza-
tion (e.g., Perlow, 1999). Assumptions have come to light showing managers’ and
workers’ assumptions that work is only efficient and productive if the worker is
visible in the workplace, now called presenteeism; and that long hours of work show
greater worker commitment than shorter hours. On these assumptions women can
often appear to have lower productivity than men, whereas per hour spent they may
even have higher productivity. Leading on from these findings, others have argued
that the modern workplace, with its appraisal systems, feedback, structured individ-
ual reward systems, message of valuing the workforce, opportunities for socializing
and friendship building, and social events have now taken the place of the home in
workers’ lives (Hochschild, 1997). The home, in contrast, is portrayed as a place of
conflict between partners and children. The demands of workplace commitments
impose a new rigid time-driven schedule on home and children, of getting to day
care early and leaving late in order for parents to be at work, where the rewards
make it seem worthwhile. While feminists used to argue for the higher valuation of
home and care work (Oakley, 1974), this argument has been lost, being replaced by
value accruing solely to paid and public work. Aided by the low societal valuation of
home and domestic work, mothers feel more valued and appreciated by going out to
paid work than they have done by staying home.

Equal opportunities in the workplace

That there should be gender equity and equal opportunities in the workplace is now
accepted by all industrialized societies and enshrined in legislation. Working through
the reality of implementing and mainstreaming equal opportunities in organizations’
recruitment, selection, training, and promotion procedures leaves much work to be
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done. But there is a still a debate to conclude over whose behavior patterns this is to be
modeled on. Uncovering more of how organizational norms traditionally reflect
men’s behavior has led to the questioning of whether men’s behavior (long hours of
work, presenteeism, responsibility-free workers, macho styles, individualized promo-
tion procedures) offers the model against which to judge women’s progress in the
workplace. A female model could be substituted (shorter hours, recognition of other
responsibilities, less individualistic, more relational management styles), or alterna-
tively some new hybrid negotiated to lie somewhere between the two. The outcomes
of this issue are crucial towhether nonstandard and shorter-hours contributions to the
labor market continue to be penalized and stigmatized. If we cannot reach a more
equitable valuation of paid work that relates to the quality of work done per hour, we
cannot hope to resolve the societal caring issues that are mounting from having two
parents accepting long hours of work in order to protect and enhance their careers.

The Influence of Paid Work on Family Life

There is now a substantial body of empirical work, much done by social psycholo-
gists, which has examined the various links between work and family, focusing on
employed individuals who are also family members as the units of analysis. The
reverse effects of family life on work are part of the same research considerations,
using similar concepts, and in many studies cannot be distinguished one from
the other. Many statistical associations can be shown, under a number of
subheadings:

. there are spillover effects between the two domains, e.g., from mood or satisfac-
tion, generating similarities between them;

. there are compensation effects, e.g., to offset dissatisfaction in one domain by
seeking satisfaction in another;

. there are segmentation effects, where individuals separate the two domains in
order to avoid them influencing each other;

. resource drain can occur if one domain is more demanding, leaving less energy to
tackle the other domain;

. congruence is the similarity between work and family owing to a third common
cause; and

. family-work conflict can occur, a form of inter-role conflict where the two
domains become incompatible.

Studies under each of these headings are reviewed in Edwards and Rothbard
(2000). However, these authors are also critical of much of this large body of
empirical work which they describe as ‘‘ambiguous metaphor’’ rather than ‘‘formal
theory’’ (p. 179). This judgment comes from the fact that much of the empirical
associations have not clarified the signs, causal structure, or forces behind the
statistical associations they have elaborated. Rather than throw out the decades of
family–work research, Edwards and Rothbard offer a compromise that respecifies
the causal relationships, the expected signs of those relationships, and whether there
is individual intention behind the relationships, using the existing family–work
concepts, as elaborated above. Under this more rigorous framework, the hard
evidence on each strand of relationships is much less than the literature might
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imply, although there is some evidence under each heading. The gaps needing further
research are also obvious.

On the effects of work on families, the main effects noted are mood, extent of
feeling valued, and work satisfaction, which can affect the individual’s family
functioning. Also, extended work hours have been linked to work/family conflict
and rigid work schedules to depression amongst women (Glass and Estee, 1997).
The outcomes at work caused by family problems are lower productivity, higher
turnover, higher absenteeism and sickness, and lower career achievement resulting
from family problems (Glass and Estee, 1997). These reported effects have the
problem that they often rely on self-reports by the workers or parents concerned.
This field cries out for greater availability and collection of longitudinal data, which
at least can chart the sequence in time of events and responses.

Outcomes for children

One area where effects of work are being examined using longitudinal data is that of
the outcomes for children of parents’ employment. Outcomes for children from
parents working cover a number of areas; their education and ability; their emo-
tional development; and, to a lesser extent, the use of illegal substances and other
criminal activity.

There has been a longstanding debate about the effect of parental employment on
children’s educational performance over a range of disciplines. The methods used to
evaluate these effects are very varied, as are their conclusions (Haveman and Wolfe,
1995). A recent focus of concern has been with the relationship of mother’s employ-
ment to the academic development of children. Research on teenagers in east
London found that the best educational performance (as measured by attainment
of GCSEs) of children arose where their mothers worked part-time (and fathers
worked full-time) (O’Brien, 1997; O’Brien and Jones, 1999). These results out-
stripped those of their peers whose mothers were not in employment or worked
full-time. Some earlier evidence found a positive relationship between the employ-
ment of mothers and children’s educational achievement (Ermisch and Francesconi,
1997). However, recent British studies using longitudinal data found some negative
effects on children’s education from mothers having worked, especially full-time,
when the child was of preschool age or a baby (Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000;
Joshi, 2000). One of these studies used siblings within the same family to control for
unobserved differences between families in how they bring up their children.

Gregg, Harkness, and Machin (1999) found that children growing up in house-
holds with financial hardship had significantly lower levels of educational attain-
ment by age 23.

There has been a growing literature on the effects of lone-parent status on
children. We are unable to review all of this material here since it is not particularly
focused on work and family life. However, it is worth noting that a large part of this
debate concerns the issues of whether poorer outcomes for children of lone parents
arise because of lower incomes and resources of lone parents or from the fact of
experiencing marital breakdown. Lone parents in Britain, and elsewhere are less
likely to be employed than other parents and this contributes, in many cases, to their
lower incomes. In this way, the lack of paid work of some lone parents may be
contributing to the lower levels of outcomes for their children, as reviewed in
Burghes (1994).
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Alongside the increase in maternal employment has gone a discussion about the
effects on children of different types of nonmaternal child-care arrangements. While
strong claims are made that nonmaternal care is both inferior and superior, the
evidence is in fact much weaker. It is mostly insufficiently detailed, representative, or
longitudinal to draw firm conclusions. Most of the assessments of the effects of
child-care have relied on cross-sectional studies and focused on development out-
comes in early childhood (Mooney and Munton, 1997; Morgan, 1996). They are
mixed in their findings (Waldfogel, 1999; Dex, 1999).

Conclusions

While there have been dramatic changes in the employment status of mothers, the
employment status of father has changed less. The division of domestic work within
the home has not changed in proportion to the changes of partners’ amounts of paid
work. Neither has spending on child-care increased to match the increases in
mothers’ hours of work, since the many couples manage with informal arrangements
for younger and older children, at least in unregulated market economies. The
nature of these changes means that, compared with the mid-twentieth century,
overlapping family time has been squeezed by the combination of growth in unsocial
hours of work, long hours of work, weekend work, outsourced child-care, and
parents taking shifts at caring for children. Surveys suggest that parents are not
entirely happy about the current state of affairs. Changes in parents’ structuring and
valuation of time and the valuations of paid and unpaid activities have been
occurring. The driver from the employer side has been increased global competition.
The driving force from the family side has come from pressures to raise income
partly from a decline in some men’s real earnings and probably in part from
aspirations for increased consumption. These changes have put pressures on many
parents. For men, the changes have contributed to growing insecurity and worsening
employment prospects, and for young men they are having implications for their
family formation.

However, while there is much in common in the trends across countries, there are
many differences in the way parents relate to the labor market, the hours of work
they do, and how child-care is organized. The level of variation is such that we have
only been able to touch on it in this chapter. Families are sometimes seen as
essentially private units making decisions based solely on their own preferences.
Fuller examinations of cross-national differences in work and family relationships
show that family units and their members need to be viewed within a wider
framework, one with four spheres; first, the context of a country’s industrial struc-
tures; second, the context of labor-market conditions; third, in terms of their work-
related regulation and organization policies; and fourth, in terms of a country’s
political economy of social reproduction, often reflected in the extent to which
support while not in paid work is provided by the state or welfare system. This
means that a full understanding of families’ relationships to work, both paid and
unpaid, has to be based on a consideration of the interactions between labor
markets, public and private welfare provisions, legislation, and individual family
support structures. While some elements of this complex framework are well under-
stood, other parts remain to be investigated and linked to the rest.
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Public Policy and Families

Wendy Sigle-Rushton

and Catherine Kenney

Introduction

This chapter provides a comparative overview of one important aspect of public
policy for families in the European Union (EU) – the development of governmental
responses to the often-conflicting needs for parents to reconcile their work and caring
responsibilities. While the range of laws, regulations, and policies that we could have
examined in this chapter is extremely broad, we opt for a narrow policy focus so that
we can provide a more comprehensive, comparative presentation. We choose this
approach because we believe a thorough comparison of welfare-state policies and
employment behaviors across countries can shed light on notable variations in cul-
tural conceptions of the role of the family in society and inform our understanding of
the changing interface between the family, the market, and the state. By understand-
ing differences in the roles of individualswithin families, as well as the roles of families
in society, sociologists can develop a more robust theoretical conception of how
families function and the way in which social policy influences, and is influenced by,
their behavior. Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind that our comparative
overview will rely on aggregate data measures that may mask important differences
among individuals (or groups of individuals) both within and across EU states. In our
attempt to exploit important variances across states, we will necessarily obfuscate
some of the potentially important differences within them.

We begin in the next section with an introduction to the post-industrial work–
family problem and the ways in which emerging welfare states developed policies to
support a male breadwinner–female carer division of labor within families. In
the third section,we discuss howdemographic and economic changes transformed the
gendered division of labor and challenged prevailing assumptions concerning
the structure and function of families. As a consequence of these changes, new
governmental policies were required to support families in their economic and
reproductive functions. In the fourth section, we discuss how ongoing work–family
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tensions in dual-earner families, along with a strengthening commitment to gender
equality on the part of the EU, have begun to lead to the development of policies that
offer a new solution to the balance of work and family.

The Male Breadwinning Family

Problems reconciling the responsibilities of work and family emerged, in part, as a
consequence of industrialization. As work moved increasingly outside of the home,
it became less compatible with child rearing and other domestic tasks. The family
became a more specialized arena of reproduction, socialization, and care, and time
spent caring for children increasingly became time that could not be spent earning
money to feed them. Families had to seek solutions that would allow them to
combine their newly disparate economic and reproductive functions. The ‘‘solution’’
that emerged was a gendered division of labor in which men went out to trade their
labor for wages and women took responsibility for the unpaid domestic and caring
work – the male breadwinning family (Havas, 1995).

Although a specialized division of labor gained wide acceptance as the best
possible resolution of competing demands, in reality few workers earned enough
to support a dependent wife and children. Nonetheless, adherence to this ideal
persisted well into the post-World War II period, when new sociological and psy-
chological theories reaffirmed a ‘‘separate spheres’’ sexual division of labor, at least
for families with children. American sociologist Talcott Parsons’s functionalist per-
spective was particularly influential in idealizing a male breadwinner–female carer
division of labor within the family, arguing that it was best suited to meeting the
emotional needs of adults and the socialization needs of children (Parsons, 1949). In
Parsons’s ideal family, men assumed an ‘‘instrumental’’ role, providing the economic
and emotional security that allowed women to stay at home, thus strengthening the
bond between mother and child. These ideas were echoed in contemporaneous
psychoanalytic theories of attachment that stressed the importance of the mother–
child bond (Bowlby, 1952; Winnicott, 1957).

It is not inconsequential that the development and expansion of modern welfare
states took place when this conception of family and society enjoyed generalized
acceptance. Consequently, Lewis (1992) argues, all modern welfare regimes have, to
some extent, supported the male breadwinning family (but Pfau-Effinger (1993)
presents some convincing evidence that Finland may be an exception). However,
since the degree of state support for the male breadwinning family has varied within
countries and over time, she suggests that welfare regimes can be classified according
to their level of adherence to the male breadwinning ideology, and that this previ-
ously overlooked factor cuts across other, preexisting welfare regime typologies like
the one put forward by Esping Anderson (1990).

In a pure male breadwinner state, we would ‘‘expect to find married women
excluded from the labor market, firmly subordinated to their husbands for the
purpose of social security entitlements and tax, and expected to undertake the
work of caring (for children and other dependents) at home without public support’’
(Lewis, 1992: 162). Using Ireland as an example of a strong male breadwinner state,
she points to marriage bars prohibiting the civil service employment of married
women that persisted until the late 1970s, to tax systems that discouraged the work
of married women, and to low child-care provision.
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Equally important, and often overlooked, is the way in which male breadwinning
states perpetuated a definition of men that prioritized their role as economic pro-
vider and marginalized their domestic role to one of social support for the mother.
Just as women were given unequal access to work and pay, men were given unequal
opportunities to care for and nurture their children. Responsible fathers were
expected to work long hours to provide for their families, and the level of absence
this required was rarely considered to be problematic. What children needed was the
continuous presence of their mother. Changes in custody rights from fathers to
mothers reinforced this notion of what fathers should provide and what children
required (Sarre, 1996).

Although there was substantial variation across European countries, most early
welfare-state programs subsidized a gendered division of paid and unpaid labor. In an
economy in which wages are set according to labor productivity and not family need,
the gendered division of labor in the male breadwinning model is expensive to
maintain. A married man faces greater economic challenges than an unmarried man
earning the same wage. Sommestad argues that ‘‘there is no industrialized nation in
which the male breadwinning system has been capable of carrying out the reproduct-
ive process without public support’’ 1977: 153). Consequently, one important source
of support that governments provided to male breadwinning families was financial.
Montanari (2000) demonstrates that by 1950, most European tax codes had intro-
duced tax concessions for married couples with dependent spouses. She argues that
the resulting marriage subsidy, along with family allowances and child benefits,
contributed to the achievement of a ‘‘family wage’’ – a wage large enough for a single
(male) earner to support a family. As long as the family wage was sufficient and social
norms supported a specialized division of labor, financial redistribution to male
breadwinning families was the way in which governments could support the recon-
ciliation of paid and unpaid work.

The Rise of the Dual-Earner Family

In the 1960s and 1970s, dramatic changes in both family structure and the economy
began to transform the beliefs and reality surrounding the intra-family distribution
of paid work. One particularly significant change was a drop in fertility levels, which
meant both a reduction in the number of years a given family needed to devote to
child rearing and, eventually, a shrinking population of young workers entering the
labor market. Between 1960 and 1996, the total fertility rate had fallen from above
to below replacement level in all EU countries (table 26.1). With fewer workers to
support an aging population, countries increasingly needed high rates of employ-
ment among the entire working-age population.

At the same time, the evolution of the economy and the expansion of the service
sector meant that women had increasing access to jobs that offered flexible hours
and did not require physical strength (Pfau-Effinger, 1993). Although the transition
began earlier in some European countries than others, between 1960 and 1999, all
countries experienced a substantial increase in their rates of female labor-force
participation (OECD, 2001). Over time, the dual-earner family became a common,
if not normative, arrangement for European two-parent families.

Another important family change was the increase in the prevalence of lone-parent
families, which resulted both from increases in family dissolution and in nonmarital
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birth ratios (table 26.1). Table 26.2 shows that in 1996, the percentage of households
with children that contained a lone parent, most of which are headed by women, was,
in most European countries, greater than 10 percent. Policies that redistributed
economic resources to families through a male wage-earner would no longer reach
many families with children, and women who specialized in domestic work often
found that when their families dissolved, so did their access to social benefits.

Government interventions facilitated the transformation from male breadwinning
to dual-earner families. Important policies include both those that granted women
more equal access to the labor market and those that subsidized their entry – either by
removing economic disincentives or by reducing the costs of child care. At an inter-
national level, the European Community has played a significant role in allowing
married women and mothers greater access to the labor market. EU equal opportun-
ity laws have been integral to dismantling the overt exclusionary and discriminatory
employment policies in some member states. In fact, EU involvement extends back to
Article 119 of the 1957 Treaty of Rome, which asserted that women and men should
receive equal treatment in matters of employment and pay (Crompton and LeFeuvre,
2000). This treaty, along with the subsequent adoption of a series of Directives on
equal treatment in the workplace, was an essential first step in the transformation of
the male breadwinning family. Although some European states continued to
embrace the male breadwinning ideal, EU equal opportunities polices began to lift
marriage bars, equalize treatmentwithin the labormarket and social security systems,
and allow for the greater inclusion of women into the labor force.

Unlike equal opportunities law, in which the EU took an active role from an early
date, the implementation of work-support policies was, at least until the 1990s, left
largely to the discretion of individual states. While the need for measures to address
the reconciliation of work and family was repeatedly mentioned, the issue was
delegated to ‘‘soft law’’ Communications and Recommendations that were not
obligatory. Finally, in 1992, an EU directive on maternity leave was adopted – but
as a health and safety measure. Except for this maternity leave Directive and a
parental leave Directive several years later, most other aspects of EU work–family
policy were non-binding. Consequently, national governments have been given a
good deal of freedom to develop the policies they deem appropriate.

Despite the absence of binding policies at the EU level, there has been considerable
convergence across states in some policies that would support the reconciliation of
work and family responsibilities. The public provision of child care for 3–6-year-olds
(generally preschool programs) is a good example. While public care for children
under the age of 3 continues to vary across European countries, after the mid-1980s,
public programs for children over the age of 3 were substantially expanded in those
countries where, previously, they had been rare (the UK, Portugal, the Netherlands,
and Luxembourg) (Randall, 1999). Furthermore, by the 1990s, maternity leave often
became more similar across states (as well as longer and more generous) and parental
leave more normative. As a consequence of the 1992 EU Directive, by 1997, all EU
countries offered at least 14 weeks of paid and job-protected maternity leave to new
mothers. Finally, in 1996, an EU Directive on parental leave was adopted – the first
primary legislation to address the reconciliation of work and family. This Directive
required member states to enact parental leave legislation that would allow parents at
least threemonths of job-protected leave so that they could provide full-time care for a
child (96/34/EC). While not requiring that the leave be paid, the 1996 Directive, like
the earlier maternity leave Directive, ensured a minimum standard for all EU citizens.
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Because standards have been set low, there continues to be substantial variation across
EU states in the nature and extent of policies to help families combine their work and
caring responsibilities.

Gender Arrangements Across the EU

In the last decades of the twentieth century, many European countries, in response to
dramatic changes in family life and the economy, developed a catalog of policies that
support some form of dual-earner families. Nevertheless, there are substantial
differences in policies, preferences, and in the rates and volume of employment
across countries.

Drawing from the work of Pfau-Effinger (1993, 1998), we use a gender arrange-
ment framework to characterize EU states. This framework assumes that government
policies can reflect cultural norms as well as manipulate them. Beliefs regarding the
appropriate division of labor between women andmen and the allocation of responsi-
bility for the care of children between the public and private spheres form the ‘‘gender
culture’’ of a given country (Pfau-Effinger, 1993). Policy institutions are createdwithin
existing gender cultures and also interact with them. The result is a variety of ‘‘gender
arrangements’’ for the division of paid and unpaid work (Pfau-Effinger, 1998). Based
on the current state of their policies, patterns of employment and preferences, we
would classify the EU nations into one of three ‘‘gender arrangements.’’

The dual earner–state carer arrangement

According to Pfau-Effinger, this arrangement is characterized by the ‘‘full-time inte-
gration of both sexes into the employment system.’’ (1998: 180). Full-time employ-
ment is the preference and the norm for bothwomen andmen. Child-care is effectively
externalized because of active state involvement in its provision at an early age.
Countries characterized by this gender arrangement are those countries that Hantrais
and Letablier describe as having a ‘‘juxtaposition of family and employmentwith state
support’’ (1996: 126). These countries include Denmark, Finland, and Sweden, all of
which, for explicit reasons of gender equity, have introduced a range of universal
support programs for working families. To encourage the labor-force participation of
marriedmothers, all three of these countries changed, relatively early, from systems of
joint taxation to independent taxation. With independent taxation and a progressive
tax schedule, married families face the smallest tax burden when both spouses’
earnings are roughly equal or, more precisely, fall within the same tax band. Whether
as a cause or consequence of tax reform, labor-force participation of mothers with
young children in these countries is high (table 26.2), and survey data collected from
couples with at least one employed adult – the Employment Options for the Future
Study – shows a strong preference for two full-time partners (table 26.3).
Only 3 percent of individuals in these countries preferred a male breadwinning
model (7–10 percent of those with a young child preferred male breadwinning).

France and Belgium have also, but in the context of different policy objectives,
achieved high levels of full-time employment with a range of government-provided
work supports (Hantrais and Letablier, 1996). In addition, both countries have
stood out in their willingness to intervene in the labor market to limit hours and
increase working-time flexibility. France, for example, mandated that a 35-hour
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working week for all companies with more than 20 employees take effect by January
2000. Although gender equity issues have become more salient over time, the
motivation for policies to support dual-earner families have been more broadly
motivated than in the Scandinavian countries, where gender equity was the prime
concern (Hantrais and Letablier, 1996). In the case of France, support for working
mothers emerged, in part, out of pronatalist concerns (Gauthier, 1996). As a conse-
quence, policies to support mothers have not included policies of positive action to
bring about more equal outcomes in the labor market (Crompton and LeFeuvre,
2000). In both France and Belgium, as well, there are more remnants of the male
breadwinning state. The tax systems in both countries continue to redistribute
economic resources, often very generously, to male-breadwinning and large families
(Shaver and Bradshaw, 1992). Table 26.3 shows that, compared to the Scandinavian
countries, preferences for male-breadwinning families are somewhat stronger. None-
theless, when the sample is restricted to couple families with a child under the age of
6, the majority would prefer to have two full-time earners. Because families with
small children are also likely to be younger, this may reflect recent changes in
attitudes about gender roles and the employment of mothers.

In all five of these dual-earner–state-carer countries, care for children is seen as a
collective rather than a private responsibility (Daly and Lewis, 2000). Consequently,
these countries have extensive programs of early childhood education and care that
provide coverage for a high proportion of children. Moreover, as table 26.4 demon-
strates, hours are set to accommodate the needs of working parents. The current

Table 26.4 Publicly funded early childhood education and care in the EU-15 countries

Year Children under

age 3 (coverage)

Children over

age 3a

Dual earner–state carer Hours Coverage

Sweden 1994 33% full day 72%

Finland 1994 21% full day 53%

Denmark 1994 48% full day 82%

Belgium 1993 30% full day 97%

France 1993 23% full day 99%

Modernized male breadwinner

West Germanya mid-1990s 2% 1/2 day 78%

Austria 1994 3% varies 75%

Luxembourga mid-1990s 3% full day 67%

Netherlands 1994 8% varies 71%

Italy 1993 6% full day 97%

United Kingdom 1993 2% varies 60%

Ireland 1993 2% varies 55%

Dual earner–family carer

Greece 1993 3% 1/2 day 70%

Spain 1993 2% full day 84%

Portugal 1993 12% 1/2 day 48%

Sources: Randall (1999); a Meyers and Gornick (2000).
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Scandinavian model is an integrated system of early childhood education and care
that falls under the authority of the social-welfare and educational systems. Access
for working parents is nearly universal and waiting times are short or nonexistent.
Both Sweden and Finland guarantee a place in publicly funded child-care from the
first year. The French and Belgian model is a two-tiered system in which care for very
young children is provided and regulated as a social welfare program. Between the
ages of 2 and 3, children move into a (full-time) pre-primary school program that is
offered through the educational system. When parents pay fees, the costs are
generally subsidized and parental contributions are based on their level of income
(Gornick and Meyers, 2001). Belgium has placed a great emphasis on the import-
ance of providing and subsidizing after school programs of care as well.

The dual-earner–state-carer states were also among the first to offer generous
parental leave options to new parents. The first parental leave policies were intro-
duced in Sweden in 1974 (Bruning and Plantenga, 1999). Finland followed in 1980,
France in 1985, and Denmark in 1992. Although Belgium’s parental leave was not
legislated until 1998, the country previously gave workers the right to ‘‘career
breaks’’ which most new parents used as a form of paid, parental leave. Parental
leave, by which we mean both parental and child rearing leave, can be taken by
either parent or shared between them. In most cases, parental leave is provided as
a supplement to maternity leave, and wage-replacement rates are less generous.
Table 26.5 shows that compensation for parental leave in these states is generous
relative to the rest of the EU, however.

The modernized male breadwinning arrangement

This arrangement is one in which the economic role of women is secondary to their
caring responsibilities (Pfau-Effinger, 1993). Child-care is viewed as a private and
family responsibility, and it is expected that parents (mothers) will reduce their
economic activity in order to provide care. For many, the preferred labor pattern
is one in which men work full-time and women, mothers with small children in
particular, work part-time (see table 26.3). This arrangement has emerged in states
where there is active state involvement in family policy but little emphasis on the full
integration of mothers into paid employment (Hantrais and Letablier, 1996). These
include Germany, Austria, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Italy.

These countries all follow a continental model of child-care similar to France and
Belgium, but without exception, programs for children under 3 are far less de-
veloped than in countries with dual-earner–state-carer arrangements (Randall,
1999; Kamerman, 2000b). Germany, Austria, and Luxembourg all have very poor
coverage for small children, while the Netherlands and Italy both have moderate
levels of coverage (table 26.4). Lower levels of coverage in these countries are often
justified by lack of demand. In the case of the Netherlands, there is low supply
because just ‘‘five percent of all women with children work at a full-time job. . . .
Most women stop working when they have their first child’’ (Schulze, 1999: 35–6).
Preschool programs are more widely available but they are often open for short
hours. In addition, primary schools frequently send children home for lunch. Only
Italy offers meal provision and supervision during lunch breaks for those children
who attend full days (European Commission, 1998a).

A modernized male breadwinning arrangement can also emerge as a result of non-
intervention by the state. This has been the case in Ireland and the UK, where there
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has been strong opposition to state interference in family life. The UK has often
effectively opposed EU legislation on maternity leave, parental leave, work organ-
ization, and child-care, and the British and Irish governments have shown great
reluctance to interfere with the rights of employers to negotiate contracts with their
employees (Hantrais and Letablier, 1996). The Irish tax system (along with those in
Germany and Luxembourg) redistributes relatively large amounts of income to
families with a dependent spouse – an increase in net income (relative to a single
person) of over 11 percent at average male earnings. In contrast, the UK tax system
is one of the most family-neutral in all of the EU (Shaver and Bradshaw, 1995). In
2000, tax concessions for married couples of working age were eliminated, and most
family instruments in the tax code are targeted toward low-income working families
with children.

Similar to Austria, the former West Germany, and Luxembourg, child-care cover-
age rates for children under 3 are extremely low in Ireland and the UK. Moreover,
existing programs tend to be targeted toward children at risk or in need. Unlike
other countries with low coverage for 3–6-year-olds, Ireland’s coverage rates
remained static at moderately low levels throughout the 1980s and 1990s. In the
late 1990s, the UK government set a goal of full coverage for 4-year-olds and a
doubling of places for 3-year-olds. Nonetheless, as table 26.4 shows, coverage for
3–6-year-olds in the UK (60 percent) and Ireland (55 percent) are extremely low by
European standards (Randall, 1999).

Countries with modernized male breadwinning arrangements can either use
their parental leave policies to encourage women to stay home and care for their
children, or they can, as a result of noninterference, give women few other options.
Germany is an example of the former type. In Germany, women are given the option
of caring for their children until they are 3 years old (table 26.5). Cash benefits are
available, although means-tested, for the first two years. Because the benefits are
made available to working and nonworking mothers, the policy operates more as a
wage formothering than awork support. The level of payments has, historically, been
modest, but in 2001 the grant was substantially increased. Despite being offered on a
gender-neutral basis, the right to leave is almost exclusively exercised by women, and
the policy reinforces a traditional caring role of women (Bruning and Plantenga,
1999). In contrast, Ireland and the UK are examples of the latter type. By the mid-
1990s, the UK and Ireland (and Luxembourg) had yet to legislate any form of parental
leave.When it was finally legislated in the UK and Ireland, leave was both unpaid and
of shorter duration compared to other European countries.

The dual earner/ family carer arrangement

Mothers in Greece, Spain, and Portugal have been unique in their ability to combine
high levels of full-time employment with minimal levels of government support.
Compared to their European counterparts, these countries are economically under-
developed and, as a consequence, social spending is meager. Even measured as a
proportion of GDP, however, social expenditures in these countries are well below
the European average. Low incomes and low levels of social protection mean that
many families must work long hours. Indeed, table 26.2 shows that in 1999, over 60
percent of all couple families with a child aged 0–5 in Portugal had both partners
working full-time. Although the rates are not quite as high, dual full-time employ-
ment patterns are also relatively common in Spain and Greece.
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There is some evidence that constraints on employers have limited the supply of
part-time jobs in both Portugal and Spain (Ruivo, do Pilar Gonzalez, and Varejaõ,
1998), but low family incomes have also limited the demand for part-time work.
Table 26.3 shows that among respondents in the Employment Options for the Future
Study, the majority in Spain and Portugal prefer a labor-supply pattern in which both
partnerswork full-time. InGreece, just under amajority (47 percent) express the same
preference.When the sample is further restricted to couples with a child under the age
of 6, the preference for two full-time workers increases substantially. With 84 percent
of these respondents expressing a preference for two full-time workers, Portuguese
parents show a higher level of preference for equal, full-time employment than even
Finnish parents. Preferences are not as pronounced in Spain and Greece, but nonethe-
less, 60 percent of Spanish and 66 percent of Greek respondents with a child under the
age of 6 would prefer to have both partners working full-time. These percentages are
much higher than those reported in the modernized male breadwinning states, where
part-time work for women tends to be preferred.

In both Spain and Greece, there is very low provision of care for children under 3
(table 26.4). In Portugal, where the focus has been on educational programs for pre-
school children, rates of coverage for children under 3 are moderate and similar to
those in Italy and theNetherlands (Randall, 1999). For children between the ages of 3
and 6, Spain stands out, with free and universal provision and coverage rates of 84
percent. Greece also has high rates of coverage at 70 percent, but care is generally
provided only for half a day. Starting in 1996–7, Portugal instituted policies to expand
care for children aged 3–6 (OECD, 2000a, 2000b), but rates of coverage are lower
than the other countries at 48 percent. Like Greece, the programs are usually only
half-day and so do not support, to any great extent, full-time dual earning.

Similar to the UK and Ireland, parental leave is minimal in these countries. In all
cases, parental leave is unpaid, although Portugal provides a relatively generous six-
month maternity leave, reimbursed at 100 percent of lost wages (table 26.5). Spain
allows parents the option of staying home to care for a child under the age of 3, but
because the leave is unpaid, this is not a viable option for many low-income families.
Spain also grants parents the right to part-time leave, which may help parents
combine work and family responsibilities. In the other countries, there is a large
gap between the age at which parental leave ends and the age at which access to
child-care (often for only half a day) begins. Portugal offers leave for a slightly
longer period than Greece, but given the shortage of places for children under 3, it is
unlikely that parental leave will effectively bridge the gap between birth and the
availability of child-care.

In the absence of comprehensive government support, many parents have relied
on family networks to provide care for young children (Lewis, 1993). This is made
possible, to some extent, because of strong extended family ties and rapid changes in
female labor-force participation. As young women moved into the labor force, often
on the same terms as men, they redistributed some of their caring work to older
female relatives, many of whom had no labor-market responsibilities. Unless trends
change, this strategy will only work in the short-term, however. In a few decades,
young women will not be able to rely on older women to provide care because they
will likely be working as well. Moreover, it is not clear that this intergenerational
redistribution of caring work is particularly effective at the moment. As table 26.1
makes clear, fertility rates in Spain, Greece, and Portugal are low both absolutely
and relative to the European average. With a total fertility rate of 1.15, Spain has the
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lowest fertility in the EU. Comparing 1960 to 1998, women in Spain now average
1.71 fewer children. Similarly, total fertility fell by 1.64 children in Portugal. Only
Ireland has experienced a bigger drop – from much higher initial levels – in total
fertility since 1960.

The Emergence of a Dual Earner–Dual Carer

Family?

In the dual-earner family arrangements presented above, both men and women
assume economic responsibilities and work for wages. Compared to the male
breadwinning family, the dual-earner family represents a change in the allocation
of responsibility to women. It is a family in which women engage in market work,
but they usually also retain a higher level of responsibility for the home and child-
care – with varying degrees of governmental support. Men are expected to work full-
time regardless of their partner’s employment level, and the role of men in the
domestic sphere continues to be marginal. In describing Sweden as a dual-earner
state, Lewis comments that ‘‘[women] have retained their responsibility for the
unpaid work of caring; men’s behavior has not been changed’’ (1992: 169).

Critics argue that the failure to generate any change in men’s balance of paid work
and caregiving makes the dual earner gender arrangements outlined above unsustain-
able (Hochschild, 1989). Women who work full-time and face a ‘‘second shift’’ of
domesticworkwhen their day is over simply cannot participate in the labormarket on
the same terms asmen. Inmany cases, women attempted a three-tiered solution – they
externalized some care, maintained responsibility for what they could, and left the
rest undone (Bianchi, 2000). As a result, most European societies (excluding, perhaps,
Ireland) have come to experience a ‘‘crisis of care’’ (Daly and Lewis, 2000).

The large deficits of time and care confronted by women and society suggest the
need for a new family form and the kind of policies that would help make it a reality.
One solution is to encourage men to move into the domestic sphere, creating a dual-
earner–dual-carer family. In a dual earner-dual carer arrangement, both men and
women would share equally in paid and unpaid family responsibilities. This model
can only obtain when the labor market is reorganized to allow parents the flexibility
to fulfill both their paid and unpaid responsibilities (Pfau-Effinger, 1998). While the
radical changes necessary for this arrangement to become a reality are far from
imminent, there is some evidence, at the European, country, and individual levels, to
suggest that support for dual-earner–dual-carer families may be taking shape.

In the last decade, the EU has shifted its attention back to the domestic sphere and
has expressed a growing interest in the responsibilities that men assume there. In a
1994 White Paper on social policy, the European Commission indicated that it
would move forward on the issue of child-care legislation, and expressed a commit-
ment to more direct legislative involvement in family policy at the European level.
This same document stressed the importance of a more equitable sharing of parental
responsibilities between men and women. With the formal adoption of ‘‘gender
mainstreaming’’ in 1996, the EU endorsed a new approach to policymaking, one
in which the gendered outcomes of all policies would be examined. The terms of the
1997 Treaty of Amsterdam solidify the EU’s commitment to gender mainstreaming,
making the incorporation of equal opportunities for men and women a fundamental
aim of all EU policies.
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As the EU moved toward a more comprehensive and broad approach to equal
opportunities, it also began to establish primary legislation that would address the
reconciliation of work and family. We have already mentioned the 1996 parental
leave Directive, which was instrumental in extending job protection to new parents
throughout Europe. The following year, an additional Directive laid the foundation
for the eventual restructuring of the labor market. This Directive assured equal
treatment to part-time and full-time workers, stressing that all employees should
be able to request changes in their hours of work and that access to part-time work
should be made available at all levels of a work establishment. Employment-related
Communications and Green Papers repeatedly connected issues of work organiza-
tion and family responsibilities. Despite early opposition, particularly by the UK, the
EU appears poised to offer a new solution to the competing demands of paid and
unpaid work that includes altering the structure of paid work and reassessing men’s
role in unpaid caring labor.

Since 1997, statements and policy changes at the state level have indicated a
growing level of support for the dual-earner–dual-carer family, as well. Support
has been particularly strong in countries that have strong state involvement in issues
of gender equity. Sweden, for example, has issued policy statements maintaining that
parents should have enough time to spend with their children and ‘‘women and men
should be able to combine a meaningful working life with active parenting’’ (quoted
in Kimbel, 1999). Not surprisingly, Sweden was one of the first countries to allow
parents to work at 75 percent full-time hours (Lewis, 1992). By 2001, many
countries had altered their parental leave arrangements to include the possibility
of part-time leave (see table 26.5). In addition, recently enacted changes to parental
leave entitlements have been implemented to encourage a greater level of father
involvement in caring and domestic responsibilities.

In 1997, most EU countries offered parental leave to families rather than individ-
uals. Only Greece, Denmark, and the Netherlands had adopted a system of parent-
specific allotments to encourage fathers to take parental leave. Sweden, however,
had introduced a combined system in which only part of the leave was transferable.
Finland, as well, set aside 12 days that only the father could take (Bruning and
Plantenga, 1999). Since then, there appears to have been a shift toward rules that
encourage a more equitable split of leavetaking and caring responsibilities. In recent
years, four countries adopted systems that encourage parents to share leave, either
by assigning rights to each parent specifically or by introducing a mixed system in
which some portion of the leave is set aside and the government stipulates who is
allowed to take it. Belgium has adopted a system with parent-specific allotments,
while Austria changed to a variant of the mixed system. After an initial 16 weeks of
maternity leave, parents have a right to take up to two years of parental leave, the
last 6 months of which can only be used by the other parent – usually the father
(Kamerman, 2000a). Luxembourg’s legislation, enacted in 1998, allows one parent
the option to take 6 months’ full-time leave or 12 months’ half-time leave in the 12
months following birth. The other parent is granted the right to a similar leave until
the child is aged 5. In 2000, Italy also set aside a portion of leave that can be used
only by fathers. Table 26.5 demonstrates that by 2001, slightly more than half of the
EU countries were making some attempt to encourage parents to share leave. Of
these 8 countries, 5 (Belgium, Denmark, Greece, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands)
offer parental leave in equal allotments. Because maternity leave is much longer than
paternity leave, equal allotments of parental leave does not mean that parents are
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granted the same total number of leave days, however. In Belgium, for example,
women can take 15 weeks of maternity leave and an additional 3 months of parental
leave, while fathers can take 3 days of paternity leave and 3 months of parental leave
(Bruning and Plantenga, 1999).

While data on takeup rates and leave durations within families is disappointingly
incomplete, one study finds that, in the mid-1990s, the percentage of parental leave
days taken by fathers was extremely low (Bruning and Plantenga, 1999). This is due to
the fact that fathers are less likely to take parental leave, and when they do, they take
fewer days. Even in countries like Sweden and Finland, where takeup among men is
fairly high, their share of parental leave days remains low. On average, Swedish men
account for just 16 percent of total leave days and Finnish men only 4 percent. In
Finland, the averageman takes just one day less than his 12-day, individual allotment.
Interestingly, the same study shows that, although rates of uptake are lower, when
Dutch and Danish fathers do take leave (generally middle-class, well-educated
fathers), couples split their parental leave more equally. Both of these countries
provide parent-specific allocations of parental leave that are equal and not transfer-
able. In addition, in the Netherlands, in 1994, 13 percent of fathers with small
children had temporarily reduced their working week to four days.

While the low rates of uptake suggest that men are not prepared to reduce their
paid work responsibilities in order to spend more time in the home, many fathers
report that employers’ attitudes are part of the problem (European Commission,
1998b). Some fathers fear they will be labeled as uncommitted to their work and will
not attain the same earnings and promotions as men who do not take leave. In order
to address this issue, Sweden has initiated public campaigns to educate employers
and unions about the benefits – to families and employers – of parental leavetaking
by fathers (Gornick and Meyers, 2001).

The Employment Options for the Future study shows that in most countries, men
would, in fact, like to reduce their work hours – even taking into account the lost
earnings. In fact, if men and women could achieve their preferred work schedules, the
gender gap in hours across the EU would decrease appreciably (Bielenski, Bosch, and
Wagner, 2000). A significant minority of couples would prefer a situation in which
each partner worked part-time – particularly in the Netherlands, Sweden, and
Denmark (table 26.3). While dual part-time employment was only a reality among 3
percent of the couples interviewed, 16 percent stated that arrangement as their prefer-
ence.At the same time, 47percentof all those interviewed thought that part-timehours
would be detrimental to their careers, and only 31 percent felt their employers would
react favorably to a request for shorter hours (Gasparini et al., 2000).

While, at this point, changes in individual behavior have been modest, it does
appear that there is a shift in attitudes taking place within EU countries. Both at the
national and international level, men are being more strongly encouraged to be
active parents as well as active laborers. Unions in some countries, like the Nether-
lands, are reinforcing the message with discussions of shorter working weeks so that
men can be more involved as parents (Polatnick, 2000). Although at the moment,
parental leave is taken mostly by middle-class and more highly educated men
(OECD, 2001), there is evidence that many families in the EU would prefer a
more equitable distribution of working hours between men and women. These
trends suggest that, eventually, dual-earner states will begin to accommodate dual
caring – particularly in countries like Denmark, Sweden, and the Netherlands, where
there has already been some shift in preferences and priorities.
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Conclusions

In this chapter, we discussed the relationship between public policy and the allocation
of responsibility for work and caring responsibilities within families. Originating at a
time of consensus about the ideal roles of men and women within families, early
welfare states all subscribed, both implicitly and explicitly, to the male breadwinning
ideal. Over time, equal opportunities legislation began to weaken and modify the
male breadwinner state. Today, the public policies of most EU countries support
some form of dual-earner family, although some states provide stronger support for
the externalization of child-care, while others tend to support policies that encourage
mothers to take time off from work, or work part-time, to care for their children.
Although some states have made greater strides toward gender equity in paid market
work and unpaid caring work, few comprehensively support a caring role for men. In
particular, the reluctance of the male breadwinning states to enter the private sphere
has outlived the predominance of the male breadwinning family.

There is evidence of imminent change, however. Policy trends at both the EU and
the country level, as well as preferences at the individual level, suggest a growing
level of support for a dual-earner–dual-carer family. Important policy innovations
are being devised with the expressed intention of promoting father involvement in
child-care and the domestic sphere. But evidence of a large-scale shift to a new, intra-
family distribution of paid and unpaid labor remains suggestive, at best. Although a
number of countries have begun to move in the direction of supporting a dual-
earner–dual-carer family, a great deal more will have to change before a more equal
allocation of paid and unpaid work is achieved within families and encouraged in
the policies that support them.

In these early stages, policies that encourage the more active involvement of
fathers in the home are limited largely to innovations in parental leave policies
and, to a lesser extent, working-time reforms. Women continue to retain responsi-
bility for unpaid work, while men continue to perform only a small portion of it.
Employers have not adapted their expectations so that neither women nor men are
discouraged or penalized for taking leave. With the adoption of gender mainstream-
ing, the EU has already committed itself, and its member states, to considering the
gendered outcomes of all policies. If taken seriously, this commitment has the
potential to restructure governmental institutions so that policy incentives will
encourage more equitable sharing of the rights, responsibilities, and fulfillments of
paid and unpaid work between men and women. The extent to which these policy
changes result in greater equality for men and women in the different countries of
the EU will also depend, however, on concomitant changes in the economic and
cultural institutions that have contributed to existing differences in behavior and
policy among these countries.
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27
Assisted Reproduction, Genetic
Technologies, and Family Life

Martin Richards

Introduction

While the claim that we have entered the biotech century may be both a little
premature and difficult to justify, it is undoubtedly true that the new genetic and
reproductive technologies are increasingly playing a part in our daily lives. Those
whose family medical histories suggest that they may be at risk of inheriting a
genetic disease can, in many cases, take DNA tests which will tell them whether or
not they are carrying the relevant gene mutation. In other contexts, the results of
DNA tests are being used to determine liability to pay child support or settle issues of
(biological) parentage, while others who thought they never would become parents
have achieved this through the use of in vitro fertilization (IVF) or other reproduct-
ive technologies. On the day when I began to write this chapter the BBC news
reported that, for the first time, a child in Britain had been treated, apparently
successfully, by gene therapy for a potentially fatal genetic disease.

In this chapter I will discuss some of the ways in which genetic and reproductive
technologies are being used, how they may influence family life and how our
attitudes and assumptions about the family may, in turn, shape their development
and use. The chapter begins with a discussion of DNA relationship testing and then
considers some of the assisted reproductive technologies (ARTs). Attention is then
turned to some of the medical genetic technologies, and the chapter concludes with a
consideration of cultural assumptions and public attitudes to current and future
technologies.

Relationship Testing

Until 1987 paternity and other genetic relationship testing was carried out using
blood-group proteins. Such tests, which were usually done in university laboratories,
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could rule out a child’s potential father but a match only indicated a genetic
relationship with a degree of probability. DNA tests are much more accurate than
this. Apart from cases involving monozygotic (‘‘identical’’) twins, DNA tests can
establish parent–child genetic relationships with a degree of accuracy that amounts
to certainty for all practical purposes. These tests analyze parts of our DNA which
do not constitute our genes and which are relatively variable in sequence from family
to family. Samples from a child and a potential father(s) are compared to see whether
various sections of the DNA have the same sequence of the four ‘‘letters’’ that make
up the genetic alphabet. Initially, these tests, which have been developed and
provided commercially, used DNA extracted from the white cells in a blood sample,
but today they may be based on hair follicles, cells collected from the inside of the
mouth or, indeed, almost any tissue in our body or from the material we excrete. Do-
it-yourself postal kits are available and the technology makes it easy for a sample to
be collected without someone’s knowledge or consent. In the UK the testing industry
is regulated by government guidelines (Department of Health, 2001a), which require
consent from interested parties and lay down technical standards for laboratories.
But there is also an unregulated international trade which operates via the Internet.

In the UK about 10,000 tests were done in 2002, the majority on behalf of the
state. The largest user was the Child Support Agency, for the purposes of settling
contested paternity where there may be a liability to pay for child support. The
second major government use is for the immigration control, when eligibility
depends on family membership. Other use arises from a wide variety of familial
situations where testing involves consenting adults and court sanctioned testing of
children. A best-interests standard is used by the courts to decide whether children
should be tested. Until very recently the judicial view was that testing was usually
best avoided because it can potentially disturb established family relationships, but
today there is more emphasis on a child knowing his or her genetic origins (Bainham,
2002). This shift in attitude may have been encouraged by both the easy availability
of testing and cases where the results of offshore, unregulated testing have been used
to bargain in the shadow of the law, as well as changing attitudes to an individual’s
need, or even right, to know the identity of their biological parents and the import-
ance of this to their knowledge of their origins. In the child maintenance situation,
there have been a number of cases where men have received repayment of child
support payments after DNA testing has shown them not to be the genetic father of
the relevant child. Such situations can lead to a child losing a social father without
gaining access to or knowledge of their biological father. Similar disruptions of
familial relationships have been reported as the result of using DNA testing for
immigration control (Taitz, Weekers, and Mosca, 2002). In many countries there are
categories for immigrants which depend on family relationships, and DNA testing is
widely used to provide proof of such relationships.

As social scientists have often observed, while maternity is seldom in doubt,
paternity can be much less certain. Indeed, functionalist explanations of marriage
patterns, the seclusion of women, and much else have been based on this observation
– as has a lot of speculation by sociobiologists and evolutionary psychologists.
However, in the new moral order where a conscientious lawyer may suggest a
DNA test as a sensible preliminary before a divorcing husband considers any
child-support issues, we may be witnessing a cultural shift. Under English common
law, there is a presumption that a child born to a married couple is a ‘‘child of the
family’’ and both mother and father have the rights and duties of parents regardless
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of the biological origins of a child, unless one of them is able to prove nonpaternity.1

A bill currently before the British Parliament will establish comparable arrange-
ments for most children of unmarried parents. However, it can be argued that the
existence of cheap and easily available DNA testing is shifting the situation to one in
which parenthood becomes more or less coterminous with parentage and the latter is
defined solely by shared DNA sequences.

The DNA techniques discussed thus far can establish whether or not there is a
genetic link between two closely related people. Other techniques have been
developed which can be used to trace family lineages. Male lines can be traced by
investigating the degree of similarity of Y-chromosomes. Because the male’s Y
chromosome is unpaired, unlike all their other chromosomes, it is passed down
over generations almost unchanged. This means that men with a common ancestor
will have identical (or almost identical) Y-chromosomes. Y chromosome tests are
available from several companies and are proving popular with genealogists and
those interested in family history, as well as providing a powerful research tool. The
test may be used, for example, to see if families with the same surname are biologically
related. A use of the test which receivedwide publicity was in the case of the American
President, Thomas Jefferson, and the longstanding accusation that he had fathered a
child with Sally Hemings, one of his slaves. Jefferson did not have a legitimate male
descendant, so Y-chromosome analysis was carried out on five male (living) descend-
ants of his paternal uncle, Field Jefferson. These were compared with an analysis of
DNA from Sally Hemings’s great-great-great-grandson. The Y-chromosomes did
match, so that we know that Jefferson (or a relative of Jefferson’s) fathered Sally
Hemings’s child. DNA testing has the power to rewrite our family history – at least
insofar as biological parentage is part of that history – and for some, revised family
histories may cause discomfort and changed attitudes toward their forebears.

Similar analyses can be carried out on female lineages using mitochondrial DNA.
Female X-sex chromosomes are paired, so would be unreliable for this kind of
analysis. However, mitochondria, which are small cell organelles, are passed from
a mother to her children in her eggs. Mitochondria have their own genome which
can be analyzed and compared in the same manner as the Y chromosome and can be
used to track female lineages. The best-known use of this technique was the identifi-
cation of the remains of the Romanovs, who had been executed in 1918 during the
Russian Revolution. Because the mitochondrial DNA of one female body recently
exhumed exactly matched that of the Duke of Edinburgh, the body was identified as
Nicholas II’s tsarina, Alexandra. Her maternal grandmother was Queen Victoria
who was also a direct ancestor of the Duke of Edinburgh.

Use of these techniques both by those interested in their family history or by
researchers exploring connections of human populations, like DNA paternity and
relationship testing, are likely to encourage ideas of genetic essentialism and the
iconic status of DNA (Nelkin and Lindee, 1995). Necessarily they equate lineage
and kin with a genetic connection and in confirming notions of the power of DNA,
they also underpin a cultural concept of kinship which is biological, or perhaps more
accurately, natural at root (Schneider, 1980).2 Schneider describes how natural ties
define identity and are a relationship of identity, while love provides a more diffuse
familial solidarity. It is, of course, common ground for many theorists (e.g., Giddens,
1991) to point to the declining role of kinship as notions of individualism and
independence have grown. But in this context it is worth drawing attention to the
enormous growth in interest in family history in Western Europe and those parts of
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the world which have received immigrants from the region. Now the use of official
and family records for genealogical enquiry can be supplemented and extended
using DNA techniques. Clearly, interest in the connections of descent and kin remain
strong and seem likely to receive reinforcement through the new possibilities of
search and verification provided by DNA techniques.

Assisted Reproduction Techniques (ARTs)

Assisted reproduction has a long history. The Old Testament (Genesis, 16: 2–3 and
30: 3–5) describes cases of what today would be termed partial surrogacy where the
birth mother, rather than the commissioning couple, provides the egg.3 The clinical
use of artificial insemination by a husband (AIH) was recorded by John Hunter in
about 1790, and the first insemination with donor sperm (AID4), ‘‘heterologeous
insemination,’’ followed in 18845 (Bartholomew, 1958). In the 1930s and 1940s this
practice was encouraged by the Eugenics Movement as a method of providing
‘‘eutelegenesis’’ (Brewer, 1935) or ‘‘germinal choice’’ (Muller, 1963;6 see also
Blacker, 1958), for couples where the husband might be likely to transmit deleteri-
ous characteristics to his children or where a donor would be a better eugenic bet.
But in Britain, at least, where in the 1930s there were a handful of clinics where AID
was offered, the clientele were probably largely couples who were unable to con-
ceive without help, rather than those driven by eugenic motives or trying to avoid
passing on a genetic disease to their children (Jackson, 1945). However, the practice
was widely condemned as a form of adultery. In 1948, for example, His Grace the
Archbishop of Canterbury’s Commission (1948) recommended that AID should be
criminalized since it involved masturbation7 and resulted in an illegitimate child.

The development of the ‘‘new’’ reproductive technologies may be dated from 1978
when the first IVF baby was born (Steptoe and Edwards, 1978), followed by the first
case of a child conceived after egg donation in 1984. Since these events there has
been a rapid development of the technologies and a widespread debate about ethics
and regulation of their use. Opponents of the new technology ranged from feminists
to religious conservatives. The latter argued that IVF would destroy marriage and
the nuclear family while the former (or at least, some of them in FINRRAGE –
Feminist International Network of Resistance to Reproductive and Genetic Engin-
eering – and other groups, but not all, e.g., Stanworth (1987) saw assisted reproduc-
tion as an appropriation of the female body by means of ‘‘the great technological
fuck’’ (Raymond, 1994) and its regulation merely an attempt to stabilize patriarchal
social relations (Spallone, 1987). Others suggested that the technique would frag-
ment women into womb, ovaries, and eggs and motherhood into segments of
genetics, biology, and child rearing, making women’s experience of reproduction
as discontinuous as that of men (Hanmer, 1987).

In some countries (such as parts of the US) regulation is largely a matter of the
market, while in others (such as the UK) there is legal control of the provisions of
ART services, as well as of who may have access to them and the legal status of
children created through their use.8 There is wide variation between countries in the
attitudes toward the development and use of ARTs, some of which reflect religious
affiliations. In the US, for example, attitudes to research in this area are closely
related to attitudes toward abortion (see Treas, chapter 23 in this volume). In other
countries the situation has changed with party political shifts. So Italy, for instance,
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moved in 2002 from having a largely unregulated system (‘‘The Reproductive Wild
West of Europe’’) to proposed legislation which considerably restricts the techniques
that can be employed.

In Britain, before the Family Law Act of 1987, DI children were regarded as the
illegitimate children of the donor. The Human Fertilization and Embryology Act
1990 (Morgan, 1991) allows children produced with the use of donated sperm, eggs,
or embryos to be registered on a birth certificate as the child of the couple or
individual being treated in a (registered) clinic. In Britain, 18,000 such children
have been born since 1991. Though this Act required clinics to take account ‘‘of the
welfare of any child who may be born as the result of the treatment (including
the need of that child for a father) and of any other child who may be affected by the
birth,’’ it takes a rather unusual approach to parentage. It allows men to become
legal fathers in cases where donated sperm is used, simply by being involved in
the treatment by accompanying a woman to the clinic, and in situations where a lone
woman receives treatment, it creates the novel concept of a legally fatherless child.
Donation of sperm,9 eggs, or embryos is anonymous and the child has no access to
information about their genetic parent.Nor does the donor get information about any
child that may be born.10 However, because of concerns of legislators about future
unwitting incest, the HFE Act has the provision that those of 16 years or older may
enquire of the Human Embryo and Fertilization Authority (HEFA), which holds
data about those using licensed clinics and the donors, whether they are (genetically)
related to someone they intend to marry.11 In addition, it may be possible for a
person conceived by the use of donated gametes or embryos, on reaching the age of
18, to request nonidentifying information12 about their genetic parent(s) from the
HEFA Register. However, the UK Government is currently consulting about this
issue (Department of Health 2001b) and, as yet, it is unclear what information may
be made available (see Haimes, 1998). The legislation treats gametes purely as a
biological material necessary to achieve conception, or as ‘‘genetic material,’’13 as
they are called in the Act. It has been suggested (e.g., Freeman, 1996) that this
approach stems from the medical context in which these technologies were de-
veloped. In contrast, adoption, where children do have access to information
about the birth parents and may be able to trace and contact them (Howe and
Feast, 2000), has developed as a part of social-work practice leading to more
attention to social and kin relationships.

There is now a considerable body of research on children born of DI and IVF and
their families. Studies (e.g., Golombok et al., 2002b) indicate that most parents are
concerned to normalize their ART families. Where children are conceived with
donated gametes or embryos they are usually not told of their genetic origins. These
‘‘as-if’’ families are createdby a systematicmisrecognition (Bharadwaj, 2003) inwhich
legislative regimes may collude with staff in clinics and parents to disguise a child’s
origins. This may be seen in the UK case, where legal parentage is created by the act of
fertility treatment and clinic attendance. Donations of gametes and embryos are
necessarily anonymous and donors and the recipient parents are ‘‘matched’’ on phys-
ical characteristics to facilitate the passing off of children as the parents’ own. Open-
nesswith children is not encouragedby the clinical staff involved and is often held to be
damaging for children (see Blyth, 1999). A similar situation involving secrecy has been
described in very different cultures such as India (Bharadwaj, 2003). However, this
pattern is not universal. A number of regulative regimes provide identifying infor-
mation about donors (e.g., Austria, Sweden and Victoria, Australia). On the other
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hand, Italy has approved a draft lawwhichwould ban the use of donor sperm, eggs, or
embryos in assisted reproduction on the grounds that it does not recognize the rights of
the conceived children and can cause fragmentation of the parental figures with
psychological and social consequences for the child (Reuters, 2002).

Some companies providing services in largely unregulated systems such as the US
may give both donors (or more accurately, sellers) of gametes and the recipients the
choice of secrecy or openness (Cook, 2002). Though research evidence remains
limited, it seems that couples using such fertility services may use one of two
approaches. All prefer to use their own gametes to conceive their children and
only when it becomes clear that this is not possible do they resort to using gametes
or embryos from others. At that point the majority continue to take the ‘‘as-if’’ route,
matching their characteristics with those of anonymous donors and maintaining
secrecy, while a smaller group are open with their children and, for them, there may
be an expectation of a continuing relationship between themselves and their child
and the donor (or birth mother, if another woman carries the pregnancy). In some
cases this may be formalized in kinship terms, with the donor or birth mother
becoming the child’s godparent or a fictive aunt, uncle, or parent (Richards, 2002).
This latter course is, not surprisingly, more commonly taken by same-sex couples14

and where egg donation is used. It seems to bear out Haimes’s (1993) contention
that woman-to-woman donation of eggs (or embryos) is seen as asexual when
compared with the man-to-woman donation of sperm which is seen as more intru-
sive, threatening, and potentially sexual. In a number of cultures the sisterly dona-
tion of eggs or embryos is seen as a primarily altruistic act, while the brotherly
donation of sperm carries connotations of incest. Similarly, there may be differences
in attitudes to a woman gestating an embryo produced by her daughter and partner,
as compared with that of a son and his partner.

Ethnographic work in clinics in the US has described how the actors ‘‘do kinship’’
in order to realign biological and social accounts (Thompson, 2001). So, for
example, a woman who used donor eggs from a friend stressed the small percentage
of pregnancy spent at the gamete and embryo stage, so minimizing the biological
contribution of the egg, while emphasizing the biological significance of her own
gestational role. She also pointed out that she and her friend shared a common
genetic pool as they came from the same ethnic background. The bonds of friendship
between the donor and the mother allowed the donor’s relationship to the baby to be
seen as an enhancement of that friendship.

In another case where a husband’s sister was the gestational surrogate, the
surrogate was seen as having a custodial role only – providing a site and nurture
for fetal development. ‘‘The children were fine with their auntie but could not wait
to be reunited with their parents.’’

As mentioned earlier, many professionals involved in fertility treatment may
regard openness about a child’s genetic origin to be potentially damaging for a
child. The little evidence available on the matter suggests that when children are
brought up with knowledge of their origins, this can have a beneficial effect on
parent–child relationships (Golombok et al., 2002a; see also Haimes, 1998). It is
also worth pointing out that though most children may not know about their genetic
origins, most parents tell other family members or friends about the manner of their
conception (Golombok et al., 1996). This means, especially with easy access to DNA
relationship testing and the growth of clinical genetic testing, that children are
increasingly likely to discover their origins. Those who discover their origins (or
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are told) as teenagers or adults may be angry and resentful of the way they have been
misled by their parents and the professionals involved (Donor Conception Support
Group of Australia, 1997; Turner and Coyle, 2000, Richards, 2000).

As we have already noted, in the UK, as in many other countries, there are
important differences in the ways in which the children of donor conception and
those of adoption are treated. Almost all adopted children are told of their origins
and given information about their birth parents. Increasingly, adoption is ‘‘open,’’
with the possibility of continuing contact for children with their birth parents.
Research suggests that adopted children benefit from openness (e.g., Grokevart
and McRoy, 1998). In the UK, adopted children at 18, following counseling, have
access to their birth certificates, and significant numbers use this information to try
and trace their birth parents. The most common motive for doing this is for a sense
of identity and connectedness with forebears (Howe and Feast, 2000). There also
may be issues for them about self-worth related to the reasons why their birth
parents gave them up for adoption and, for some, there is the possibility of a
continuing relationship with the birth parent(s). In Howe and Feast’s (2000) study,
a third of those who tried to make contact were either rejected by the birth parents
or found the contact unsatisfactory, but even these young people said they were glad
to have made the search and to have ‘‘completed the jigsaw.’’ Eight years after having
made a satisfactory contact with a birth mother, more than half the adopted children
maintained a relationship with her. Strathern (1992) suggests that kinship talk is
about the manner in which social arrangements are based on and provide the
cultural context for the natural processes of reproduction; and, we might add, also
the less than natural arrangements that are made for the use of assisted or ‘‘artificial’’
reproductive technologies.

Testing for Genetic Disease

Since the mid-1990s there have been intensive efforts, recently accelerated by the
information from the Human Genome Project, to identify the genes with mutations
that are associated with the Mendelian or single-gene diseases. Identification of the
genes and their mutations opens up the possibility of genetic testing, which is now
available for many of the 5,000 or so of these genetic diseases. All are rare, and many
are only recorded from a handful of families but, taken together, they may effect up
to 5 percent of the population. In terms of causation these diseases may be regarded
as a genetic spanner in the works. A fault in the gene – a changed DNA sequence –
which may be passed from parent to child, means that the protein which the gene is
involved in producing is changed, so that it cannot perform its usual functions, and
hence the disease. In the dominantly inherited Mendelian diseases, having a single
faulty gene is usually sufficient to cause the disease. One of the first genes associated
with a dominantly inherited disease to be identified is that associated with Hunting-
ton’s disease. This is a degenerative disease of the central nervous system which
generally develops in middle age,15 (most dominantly inherited diseases are adult-
onset).16 After about 15 years of increasing physical and mental disability the
disease is invariably fatal. Over the decade during which predictive genetic testing
has been available for Huntington’s disease, families with the condition have been
intensively studied by social scientists (Marteau and Richards, 1996; Cox and
McKellin 1999a, 1999b). These families have been called the ‘‘moral pioneers’’ of
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the new genetic era (Cox and Burgess, 2000; see also Kenen and Schmidt, 1978;
Rapp, 2000), facing novel decisions about genetic testing, communicating test
results to relatives and, more generally, living their lives in the shadow of a fatal
genetic disorder which remains incurable. As with any dominantly inherited dis-
order, children of an affected parent have a 50 percent chance of inheriting the
mutated form of the gene which leads to the disorder. Probably about 10 percent of
those in that situation have chosen to take the genetic test which tells them whether
or not they have the gene mutation (Marteau and Richards, 1996; Harper, Lim, and
Craufurt, 2000). ‘‘While there is uncertainty, there is hope,’’ is the way one family
member described their decision about testing (Wexler, 1979). In these families, as
those with other gene disease, communication about the disease is primarily under-
taken by the women. They are the ‘‘kin-keepers’’ or ‘‘genetic housekeepers’’ and are
more likely to use genetic testing than the men (Richards, 1996, 1998). Perhaps most
surprising is the very limited use made of fetal genetic testing by affected parents.
Here issues of genetic identity may be involved. To abort a fetus that has the gene
mutation is to destroy an individual that has the same gene mutation as the affected
parent.

With the recessively inherited diseases, only those with mutations in both their
copies of the relevant gene develop the disease; those with a single copy are normal
carriers. These are diseases which typically develop at or soon after birth. Better-
known examples here are thalassemia (particularly common in Mediterranean and
Middle Eastern populations), cystic fibrosis (northwest Europe), and Tay-Sachs
disease (Ashkenazi Jewish populations). Carriers of recessive diseases may have an
evolutionary selective advantage over noncarriers in these conditions. Thus carriers
of thalassemia and sickle-cell disease have resistance to malaria, while cystic fibrosis
carriers are thought to be resistant to typhoid. This evolutionary advantage (despite
the likelihood of producing children with the disease) may account for the relatively
high frequency in carriers in certain populations. In some of these cases population-
screening programs have been set up. In Cyprus, where about a fifth of the popula-
tion are carriers of thalassemia, couples are screened before marriage. When both
are carriers, they then use prenatal diagnosis and abortion.17 This has virtually
eliminated the birth of affected children on the island. In parts of the UK, pregnant
women are tested for cystic fibrosis-carrier status, if they test positive their partner is
tested, and where both are positive, prenatal diagnosis with the possibility of an
abortion of an affected fetus follows. But in most parts of the UK such screening is
not offered and most carrier couples discover their status when a child with cystic
fibrosis is born. This may then pose a profound dilemma for couples who want
further children. Should they use prenatal diagnosis and abortion to avoid the birth
of another child with the same condition as their existing child? In some orthodox
Jewish communities in North America and elsewhere, where prenatal diagnosis and
abortion are not acceptable, young people are screened for Tay-Sachs carrier status.
To avoid the possible damage to self-esteem that knowledge of carrier status can
bring, or of blighting marriage prospects, results are not given to the young person
but to the matchmakers that some communities use, who then avoid coupling two
carriers. Where matchmakers are not used there are schemes which offer young
people a choice of receiving their own results or a personal identification number.
This number then can be used together with that of a potential partner to determine
whether or not both are carriers. In this way, young people avoid learning their
carrier status except when both they and a potential partner are carriers.
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Another way of avoiding the birth of affected children without the use of abortion
is to employ pre-implantation diagnosis. This involves IVF and a genetic test is
carried out on the embryos before implantation. Only those embryos not carrying
the relevant gene mutation are then implanted. But, partly because of the low success
of IVF programs (under 20 percent of treatments in infertile couples lead to a
pregnancy)18 and the high cost, this technology is not widely used.

The recessively inherited conditions also provide one of the very rare examples of a
genetic disease for which there is a cure (more or less) brought about through environ-
mentalmanipulation. This is phenylketoneurea (PKU). Those affected lack an enzyme
which is necessary to digest a commonly occurring food component. This leads to
accumulation of byproducts in the body which may cause permanent brain damage,
especially during childhood while the brain is still developing. But by avoiding the
relevant dietary constituent in childhood, brain development is largely normal. In
many countries babies are screened at birth19 (a Guthrie heel-prick blood test)20 and
affected children (approximately 1 in 10,000) are then put on a special diet.

The final category ofMendelian single-gene disease which should bementioned are
the X-linked diseases such as Duchenne muscular dystrophy or Fragile X syndrome.
These diseases result from mutations from genes on the X-chromosome, one of the
sex chromosomes. While women have paired X-chromosomes, men have an X and a
Y. This means that if there is a gene with a potential disease producing on one of
a woman’s X-chromosomes, it is likely that she will have a normal copy of the gene on
her other chromosome and hence no disease. But, if a man inherits an X-chromosome
with a genewith the relevantmutation, he has no secondX-chromosome to ‘‘balance’’
this, so disease results. Thus, X-linked conditions are generally confined to males
but are inherited from their mothers. As has been reported in psychosocial
studies of families which carry Duchenne muscular dystrophy, this gendering of
the disease can produce difficult and complex dynamics in families (Parsons and
Bradley, 1994).

The great increase in genetic testing using DNA techniques has led to much media
discussion of diseases such as Huntington’s disease or the inherited breast cancer
syndrome and the family issues and dilemmas that genetic testing may raise. There
have been claims by social scientists that genetic testing is leading to a geneticization
of kinship and a new preoccupation with inherited disease; ‘‘DNA becomes a central
repository of human memory by assuming agency and true ontological status with its
alleged capacity to remember people’s ancestry’’ (Finkler, 2001). However, this may
be a rather ahistorical view (see the commentary published with Finkler, 2001). It is,
of course, true that when a familymember attends a genetic clinic and a family genetic
history is taken, and perhaps a DNA genetic test is carried out, there may be implica-
tions for family members which emphasize matters of genetic relationship. Assem-
bling a family history may involve enquiries about the health and diseases that distant
family members may have suffered. But the assembling of such family histories is not
new. The techniques, and indeed, the symbols used in the charts drawn up in genetic
clinics today, were developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by
the social scientists and geneticists involved in the Eugenics Movement (Nukago,
2002). At that time these ‘‘pedigrees’’ often recorded the psychological and moral
qualities which were central to the concerns of the eugenic movement as they waged a
‘‘jihad, or a holy war against customs and prejudices that impair the physical and
moral qualities of our race’’ (Galton, 1907). It was assumed that qualities like intelli-
gence, criminality, and drunkenness were inherited as Mendelian traits in the same
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manner as the single-gene diseases we have just been discussing (Paul, 1998). Family
histories were often published to demonstrate this. Often these published pedigrees
were designed to illustrate eugenic moral tales. For example, that of the woman who
married twice. First, to a ne’er-do-well with whom she produced a string of children
who themselves and whose descendants led lives of criminality and dissolution, and
second to an upstanding man whose progeny were all pillars of society. Such propa-
ganda was the stock in trade of the Eugenics Movement in North America, Europe,
and elsewhere. It was not until the 1920s, when quantitative genetics was well
established, that it was accepted that while such behavioral traits may be to a degree
heritable, they were not transmitted asMendelian traits ‘‘like the coat color of guinea
pigs,’’ as a poster of the American Eugenics Society had claimed.

These same concerns and interests in the inheritance of human qualities can be
traced back to the nineteenth century and earlier. For example, common themes in
nineteenth-century fiction concern inheritance in families and secrets of descent and
forebears, as well as madness and other ‘‘bad blood.’’ Contemporary preoccupations
with inheritance may have developed new narratives and themes with development
of DNA technologies (Nelkin and Lindee, 1995), but the metaphorical DNA, genes
and chromosomes of the twenty-first century (Richards, 2001) resonate strongly
with the good and bad blood of Victorian culture and ideology of eugenics in the
twentieth century. Ethnographic studies (Atkinson, Parsons, and Featherstone,
2001) have described the process by which clinicians construct the family as both
a social object and as a set of biological relationships. The professional work of
geneticists is thus seen as traversing the boundaries of the natural and the social and
the pedigree as a boundary object between these two discursive domains. This is a
discussion to which I will return below.

Novas and Rose (2000) suggest that the key event in the development of genetic
testing has been the creation of the person genetically at risk. This risk, it is argued,
induces new and active relations to one’s self and one’s future as it generates new
forms of ‘‘genetic responsibility’’ placing affected individuals and those at risk within
new communities of obligation and identification. This may, it is claimed, transform
the relations between patient and expert. ‘‘The birth of the person ‘genetically at
risk’ is part of a wider reshaping of personhood along somatic lines and mutation in
conceptions of life itself’’ (p. 486). Others have argued that a new kind of public
health practice is being created based on a new concept of genetic risk (Petersen and
Lupton, 1996; Petersen and Bunton, 2002).

Before leaving the topic of genetic testing, brief mention should be made of genetic
testing in relation to the common ‘‘complex’’ diseases. With almost all common
diseases, including infectious diseases, there are inherited differences which contrib-
ute to differential susceptibility. For some time a major research effort has been
underway to find the gene variants that are responsible for these differences in
diseases such as coronary heart disease, diabetes, and the common late-onset form
of Alzheimer’s disease. Unlike the mutation associated with the single-gene Mendel-
ian diseases which were discussed earlier, these gene variants are common and will
be carried by a significant proportion of the population. Rather than the spanner in
the works that the mutations associated with Mendelian single-gene diseases may
represent, these variants (or polymorphisms) are part of normal human variation.
Because these gene variants only contribute a small part of the variation in suscepti-
bility between individuals, it is unlikely that they will be useful in predictive testing.
And for common diseases there are many such gene variants involved. These will
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interact in complex ways with each other and environmental (dietary, lifestyle, etc)
factors. The aim of identifying these gene variants is to provide new ways to dissect
and analyze causal pathways involved in diseases21 and to identify targets for drug
development. Genetic variation may also be an important factor in the effectiveness
of particular drugs and other treatments and there are already situations where
patients are ‘‘stratified’’ in terms of gene variants to determine which drug, or
particular drug dosage, is likely to be most effective.

As has been said, testing for particular gene variants may not be useful for predic-
tion of common diseases. However, there are claims that by testing for many genetic
variants at once – and technology to do this is already available – it is, or soon will be,
possible to build up an individual’s health profile which could be used to advise
individuals about risk-reducing strategies. Indeed, a company has recently launched
such a service. However, until many more gene variants associated with common
diseases are identified (and research so far has not been very successful), and the very
complex interactions between these and other factors are well understood (and that is
a condition that is unlikely to be satisfied in the near future), most agree that such
genetic approaches are unlikely to add much of value to current understanding of risk
factors and risk prediction. The most likely way in which most of the population will
be affected by these developments in the immediate future will be through involve-
ment in the very large-scale studies of health, lifestyle, gene variation, and family
relationships which are being used to search for genetic variants associated with
common diseases. This includes the Icelandic database which involves the whole
population (subject to an individual opt-out) and the planned Wellcome Trust–
MRCBiobankUK, whichwill have half amillionmiddle-aged volunteer participants.
One of the features that made Iceland particularly attractive for the biotech company
that bought access to the country’s health records is that, typically, Icelandic families
have very full and careful records of their family histories, inmany cases going back to
the first settlement (Árnason and Árnason, 2001).

Biomedical technology: Deployment and cultural assumptions

Of course, biomedical researchers do not simply set out to understand our biological
world, they also wish to change it. As current debates illustrate, public responses and
attitudes to new developments are often complex (Gaskell and Bauer, 2001). In
discussing attitudes to reproductive and genetic technologies, I want to argue that
we are concerned with a particular set of values and a culture concerned with the
maintenance of the boundary between the natural sphere of reproduction and the
social sphere of family and kinship. Strathern (1992) and Edwards et al. (1999) have
suggested that human reproduction is seen, at least in Europe and societies derived
from these, as belonging to the domain of nature, not the domain of society, and the
two are connected by concepts of kinship. It is important to note that the domain of
nature referred to here is not the scientific world of biology but rather a cultural
conception of nature (see Yanagisako and Delaney, 1995).22 Where technologies
threaten to shift this boundary and extend the reach of society into the domain of
nature, there is unease and resistance. In the modern period, the first major assault
on this boundary was the increasing use of contraception, or the artificialmethods of
birth control, as they were then termed, from the latter part of the nineteenth
century onward. In 1877 there was the famous case in which Annie Besant and
Charles Bradlaugh were convicted for distributing a book which described methods
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of birth control which was held to be obscene. After some initial hesitation that the
availability of birth control might encourage the genetically well-endowed to have
smaller families, eugenicists did much to increase the knowledge and availability of
contraception in many countries. In Britain Marie Stopes set up her clinic for
mothers in a poor part of London in 1921 as part of the activities of her Society
for Constructive Birth Control and Racial Progress. Such efforts were swept along
by the rising tide of eugenics, which, of course, also forcibly controlled the repro-
duction of those deemed unfit through the policies of institutional segregation and
sterilization (Kevles 1985; Paul, 1998). However, there was continuing opposition
from sections of the population that regarded (artificial) birth control as unnatural
and against nature.23 In Britain, it was not until 1974 that contraception, as it was
now known, which by then included the pill, was generally available through
doctors in the National Health Service. Today the right to ‘‘found a family’’ is
included in the Human Rights Act of 1998 and there was a general acceptance of
a notion of reproductive autonomy allowing individuals the freedom to choose to
have or not to have children (Jackson, 2001).

From the 1950s onward the development of techniques for prenatal screening and
diagnosis provided new methods for choosing what kinds of children to have or not
have. There has been extensive research of attitudes toward the use of these tech-
niques. In Britain, as elsewhere, there is strong endorsement for the availability of
fetal tests and abortion for serious disease and disability (see Richards, 2002). But
support falls off when conditions that develop later in life are involved, or those
involving, for example, a restriction of growth. Table 27.1 shows data from the
British Social Attitudes Survey where respondents were asked whether or not they
thought it right for a woman to have a legal abortion in each of these situations.

Many opinion surveys on these issues have included questions about the use of
techniques to select the sex of a baby.24 These show that an overwhelming majority
of both the public and professionals reject the use of such techniques for sex
selection, and this is banned in many regulated systems (McMillan, 2002). Given
that in countries such as the UK, where the predominant preference of parents is to
have children of both sexes and the use of sex selection is unlikely to distort the sex
ratio or be damaging in other ways (Steinbock, 2002), at first sight the strength of
the opposition to this use of technology is perhaps surprising. However, here we are
concerned with what are widely termed ‘‘designer babies.’’25 Attitudes are very
different toward the use of technology to avoid the birth of babies with serious

Table 27.1 Attitudes about abortion with various hypothetical fetal conditions,
Great Britain (%)

For women

to have an

abortion

Serious

mental

disability

Serious

physical

disability

Healthy but

dies in

20s or 30s

Healthy but

height of

an 8-year-old

Never right 8 10 35 48

Sometimes right 39 45 42 32

Always right 49 41 18 16

Don’t know 3 3 4 4

Source: Stratford, Marteau, and Bobrow (1999).
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conditions and cases where the aim is in some way to enhance or choose a baby’s
characteristics. Overall, there is a strong public approval of the use of biotechnology
to prevent or treat disease (Gaskell and Bauer, 2001). However, to use techniques to
determine any attributes of an unborn child is seen as something quite different.
Once again, it is the boundary between the social and the natural domains which is
violated. Here using biotechnology is seen as ‘‘playing God,’’ or being against
‘‘nature’’ or the natural order of things (Wagner et al., 2002). The other area of
reproductive technologies where we find strong public and governmental opposition
is with reproductive cloning.26 Here again the natural order is disturbed. Cloning –
assuming of course it becomes possible27 – would permit a predictability of the
reproductive outcome as well as the foregoing of the natural union of egg and sperm.
An inherent characteristic of the natural processes of reproduction is a capricious
uncertainty of the outcome. Broadly speaking, children show a mixture of the
characteristics of their parents. They demonstrate familial traits. However, the
combinations and mixtures lead to unpredictable and unique characteristics.
When at birth a baby first enters the visible world, the same questions reoccur –
‘‘Is it a girl?’’, ‘‘Is it a boy?’’, ‘‘Is it all right?’’ – and mothers, as well as doctors and
midwives, count fingers and toes. Of course, other technologies, first X-rays and
now ultrasound, have made the unborn baby potentially visible (Oakley, 1984). But,
interestingly, while these techniques are used to reveal physical abnormality as part
of prenatal screening, in many situations parents do not learn the sex of their unborn
child. This is either kept hidden from them or they do not choose to know it before
the birth. And, of course, the personality and physical appearance of babies remain
unseen until after birth. The social child remains invisible. So a boundary between
the social world and nature remains intact. We may also notice that birth provides a
boundary after which the enhancement of bodily and mental functions becomes
commonplace, in contrast to the general rejection of such possibilities before birth.
Even young children may be subjected to cosmetic surgery or have their height
enhanced with growth hormone. We pin back ears, fix teeth, or even provide
adolescents with breast enhancement. But modification before birth – except
attempts to correct serious malformation – is not done, nor is any modification of
the genes to be passed to future children permitted. Birth marks a boundary. We
permit (in the UK, under license) genetic therapy of the already born – though, as yet,
success in such experimental therapy has proved largely elusive – but modification of
future children through germline therapy is not permitted. Yet it is difficult to see
why there should be objections were we able to safely restore the function of the
gene in devastating disorders such as Huntington’s disease.28

We could argue that the commodification of gametes in IVF and DI is part of this
same boundary maintenance. Reducing the reproductive processes of the production
and donation of eggs and sperm to the provision of ‘‘genetic material’’ denies and
excludes the social actions of donors from a part in the ‘‘natural’’ reproduction by
the couple receiving treatment. They are effectively written out of the story of the
origins of the child and so an apparently natural process of reproduction has taken
place. Strategies for ‘‘naturalizing kinship’’ in IVF clinics may be seen in the same
way (Thompson, 2001).

Of course, current boundaries may shift and, indeed, many have suggested that
they will do so. In the end pragmatism may rule for many.29 For example, Silver
(1998) has suggested that we are heading for a world of the ‘‘GenRich’’ and the
‘‘naturals.’’ The former will use all manner of genetic manipulation to enhance their
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capabilities and performance but the naturals, not least for economic reasons, will
continue to rely on the natural and uncertain processes of reproduction. With an
ever-increasing range of post-birth enhancements being used by those who have
access to them, many predict that we are on a ‘‘slippery slope’’ toward the kind of
future that Silver envisages. Cases like that of the English family who are using IVF
and pre-implantation selection30 to try to produce a genetically compatible child to
provide stem cells for transplantation to treat an existing child who has thalassemia
are cited as evidence of the slide. However, there may be a boundary which will
prove robust. What is certain on the basis of current practice is that almost all
parents, despite the possibilities of using gametes from all manner of desirable
sources, prefer to have their ‘‘own’’ children, conceived by their own egg and
sperm brought together through sexual intercourse (Richards, 2002).

Conclusions

The new DNA technologies have not been with us for very long and we have only
just begun to observe and analyze the ways in which they may play a part in family
life. In the words of the old country song, ‘‘we are living in the future, where we have
never been before,’’ and it is not possible to see ways forward very clearly. DNA
relationship testing allows a new explicitness in familial (genetic) connections and I
have suggested that their use may serve to further emphasize, and indeed define,
relationships in terms of shared DNA sequences. Here, as with the use of reproduct-
ive technologies, international markets become important. A country may attempt
to regulate access to certain technology but its citizens are free to travel or to access
global markets from their homes using the Internet. In the case of the UK, the use of
ARTs has been controlled in line with past practice and, as far as possible, with the
model of ‘‘natural’’ heterosexual reproduction. But medical tourism allows visits to
the uncontrolled marketplaces, for example, gay men may seek egg donors (at a
price) and birth mothers. Many travel from Europe31 to the unregulated clinics of
the US and the Far East; just as others surf the Net and travel to find babies for
adoption, or sources where they can buy body parts for transplantation. These
tourists may not be the GenRich but they need to be materially rich enough to
indulge in this expensive medical and reproductive tourism.

I have suggested that we see resistance where new technologies threaten to change
the boundary between the social world of human actions and activity and the unseen
domain of nature. ‘‘Artificial’’ birth control has shifted that boundary, and what was
once discouraged by law has been renamed contraception and has became part of
conventional medical practice, commerce, and family life. With the exception of
some minority religious dissent, contraception has become an accepted part of daily
life. Perhaps we shall see a similar shift in the boundary which currently determines
the acceptability of genetic and reproductive technologies. There is a wide accept-
ance of the genetic technologies which permit diagnosis and prediction of genetic
disease and the possibility of avoiding the birth of affected children by using prenatal
diagnosis and abortion or preimplantation diagnosis and embryo selection. Simi-
larly, postnatal somatic gene therapy, while still largely a biotechnological aspir-
ation, enjoys wide public support and encouragement. The current boundaries for
resistance lie where prenatal selection (or treatment) moves from avoiding serious
disease to the selection on the basis of social preference and prenatal enhancement. It
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is acceptable for parents to choose to select against a fetus with a serious genetic or
congenital abnormality, but not for them to chose to use sex selection (or indeed, for
deaf parents to choose to produce their desired deaf child).32 Having avoided
predictable abnormality, reproduction is left to the vagaries of natural uncertainty,
but wherever possible using parental sperm and eggs. ‘‘Designing’’ a baby to have
desired characteristics or replicating an individual by reproductive cloning (were this
to become technically feasible) are seen as steps too far. Indeed, approaching this
boundary is usually seen to be the beginning of the slide down a ‘‘slippery slope’’
which may lead to the boundary being shifted. However, if the history of contracep-
tion is any guide here, we may indeed be on a slippery slope and one day prenatal
enhancement and the design of babies will become accepted social practice, assum-
ing that there are widespread social pressures for these. When techniques become
available which allow selection or modification of the unborn in ways that are seen
to be socially desirable or useful, their use is likely to become acceptable. Then a
further part of the natural world will have been successfully colonized by the social.

Notes

1 There are complications to this situation where certain assisted reproductive technologies
are involved, which will be discussed below.

2 These ideas have been refined and developed in a number of important ways. See Barnes
(1973) and Franklin (2001), for example.

3 This was not an auspicious start. The first described case involving Sarah, Abraham, and
Hagar was the origin of a family feud which continues to the present day, with tragic
consequences.

4 Today the technique is generally referred to as donor insemination (DI). I shall comment
below on the significance of the name change.

5 Secrecy ruled from the beginning. In this case it is reported that sperm from ‘‘the best-
looking member’’ of a medical class was used, and neither the woman nor her husband
were told what had taken place. Later, the doctor who carried out the insemination told
the husband, but at his request the wife was never told (Achilles, 1992).

6 Muller, who was a Nobel prizewinning geneticist, was involved in setting up a sperm
bank which provided sperm from insemination from Nobel laureates and others deemed
to be of superior stock. Earlier in his career he spent some time in Russia, an experience
which led him to remove Marx and Lenin from his list of those of superior breeding
potential.

7 Indeed, the concern was sufficient for this body to consider a suggestion that semen might
be collected from the donor’s wife’s vagina (see Haimes, 1993).

8 The situation for reproductive cloning is rather different. This potential technology had
not been welcomed by the Eugenics Movement. ‘‘I think the idea of short-circuiting the
genetic lottery and having a child with a pre-determined genotype with no contribution
from either parent is decidedly unattractive; even if the child were to have an obviously
superior genetic endowment’’ (Carter, 1983). On this issue, the eugenicists were ahead of
the game. Following the birth of Dolly, the sheep, the first authenticated case of a cloned
mammal, most industrialized countries have banned human reproductive cloning. We
will return to the discussion of reproductive cloning later in the chapter.
We should also note that not all ethicists have supported the regulation of ARTs. Some

(e.g., Harris, 1998) have argued for a reproductive autonomy which should leave parents
free (more or less) to use any reproductive technology that is available. Others (e.g.,
O’Neill, 2002), however, draw a sharp distinction between an autonomy to decide
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whether or not to have children – the use of contraception, abortion, etc. – and that used
to create children. Where a child may be produced there are considerations of their well-
being and upbringing.

9 By this time, with wider acceptance of the technique, the ‘‘artificial’’ was dropped. AID
became donor insemination. In a similar way, ‘‘artificial birth control’’ became birth
control and, subsequently, contraception. As I will argue below, these rebrandings may
indicate very significant cultural shifts.

10 British evidence suggests that most sperm donors are young, single students who are
motivated by the modest payment they receive (Cook and Golombok, 1995). There are
indications that such donors, especially after they have their own children, may regret
what they have done and may become interested in the children they may have fathered
(Baran and Pannar, 1989).

11 Interestingly, this too follows a much earlier suggestion for such arrangements by the
Eugenics Society (Binney, 1949; Carter, 1983).

12 This consists of the height; weight; ethnic group; eye, skin, and hair color; occupation;
and interests of the donor. The donor is also invited to give a ‘‘brief description of
themselves as a person’’ (see Blyth and Hunt, 1998).

13 See Johnson (1999) for a discussion of this biologically misleading terminology.
14 See Weston (1996).
15 Huntington’s disease is somewhat unusual amongMendelian diseases in that all those who

carry the mutation will develop the disease (assuming they do not die of something else
first). As a geneticist would put it, it is 100 percent penetrant. In most Mendelian diseases
the penetrance is less than 100 percent, so that there are individuals who carry the
mutation who do not develop the disease. This means that genetic tests (which identify
those who carry the mutation) may be poor predictors of who will develop the disease.

16 If they had major effects early in life, they would effect reproduction so that there would
be selective pressure operating against the gene mutation.

17 Two carrier parents have a one in four chance of producing an affected child.
18 But there are indications that the success rate may be slightly higher, presumably because

couples using preimplantation diagnosis do not, in general, have fertility problems.
19 This test, which long predates the coming of DNA tests, is based on a biochemical

anomaly in affected children. But the gene involved in the disease has now been identified
and direct DNA tests are now possible.

20 This test has led to ethical dilemmas in a number of countries. Where there is screening
of the whole population at birth, the cards with the blood spots used for the test
could serve as a population DNA database. There are examples of the police using
Guthrie cards to match DNA taken at a crime scene in New Zealand and some other
countries.

21 This work may well lead to new biomarkers which may well be powerful predictors of
disease development. So while there may not be a future with new usefully predictive
genetic tests for common diseases, there may well be other physiological tests which are
predictive.

22 My very brief remarks here do far less than justice to this important body of work. See,
for example, Strathern (1999) and Franklin and McKinnon (2001).

23 We noted earlier the opposition to AID by groups such as His Grace the Archbishop of
Canterbury’s Commission. They termed the practice as artificial human insemination.

24 Currently the HFEA are carrying out a public consultation on the issue.
25 ‘‘Designer’’ in this context has two meanings; that which is deliberately made and

artifacts that are part of the world of high fashion and consumer culture.
26 Stem-cell cloning is another matter. That has very strong commercial support, as it may

lead to technologies for treatment of a wide range of degenerative diseases by providing
tissues for implantation which would be genetically identical with the recipient and so
avoid problems of rejection. Lines between stem-cell research and reproductive cloning
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are carefully drawn, and in some countries such as the UK there is strong governmental
endorsement of stem-cell cloning while in others both have been banned.

27 Human experimental reproductive cloning is banned in many industrialized countries.
However, there are a number of countries where such research is unregulated and,
indeed, is encouraged by governments interested in developing a biotech industry. This
has led to patterns of long-distance commuting for some scientists and technologists from
Europe and North America, largely to countries in the Far East.

28 The argument here would distinguish between the dominantly inherited conditions, such
as Huntington’s disease, and the recessively inherited conditions, such as cystic fibrosis,
thalassemia, or Tay-Sachs disease. For the latter, avoiding the creation of children with
these diseases or providing cures for them, if feasible, might be widely welcomed.
However, as we have noted, carriers of the gene mutations associated with these diseases
may have significant advantages in terms of disease resistance, and so there are reasons
for maintaining their numbers in the population. We should also note that changing
common gene variants will generally have multiple effects, so there may be little predict-
ability of outcome.

29 An interesting example of this is demonstrated by stem-cell research. In several countries
where stem-cell cloning has been banned, research proceeds with stem-cell lines which
have been created elsewhere.

30 Under license from the Human Fertilization and Embryology Authority. Interestingly, the
Authority did not permit another family to use the same approach in a situation where,
unlike the embryos from the parents carrying thalassemia, the embryos would not be at
risk of carrying a serious genetic condition and so would not also be subject to screening
for genetic disease. That couple subsequently travelled to the USA, where these proced-
ures were carried out, leading to the birth of a ‘‘saviour sibling’’ who is an appropriate
HLA match for their affected child. However, it can be argued that added procedures of
genetic screening for disease make no material difference and in both cases the key
feature is the selection of embryos for implementation on the basis of the genetic
compatibility with the potential stem-cell recipient.

31 There is also movement within Europe from the more regulated countries of the north-
west to the currently largely unregulated clinics in Italy.

32 There are reports of this being done in unregulated markets in the US, but in the face of
widespread social disapproval.
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Families in a Runaway World

Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim

Introduction

Of all the changes shaking the world today, none affect us more directly than those
at the core of our personal lives, at the very point where we experience the funda-
mental shifts in sexuality, marriage, parenthood, or divorce, and the ever-more
complex forms of living together, living apart, or a mixture of the two. Already
the question of what constitutes a family, where its frontiers are drawn, who does or
does not belong to it at any given time and from whose point of view – triggers an
avalanche of further questions. It also indicates a central problem that faces the
sociology of the family – the fact that in a runaway world the basic categories
themselves become unclear and unfocused. This happens not because of shortcom-
ings in the research, but because the research reflects deep changes in the field of
family sociology.

The difficulty of stabilizing elementary concepts and definitions in family research
points to something that many contributions to this volume demonstrate: namely,
that we find ourselves in the middle of a global revolution, in which people are
taking apart and renegotiating the apparently eternal laws of what used to be
straightforwardly known as ‘‘the family.’’ The ‘‘nature’’ of intimacy, rights, and
duties in relations between the sexes and generations, issues relating to collective
and individual existence, solidarity and identity: these all become matters to be
discussed and fought over.

It is undoubtedly true that the turbulence of the runaway world varies with the
region and culture: it manifests itself differently in Europe or North America than in
China, India, Africa, or South America. Nevertheless, the macrocosm of the run-
away world is mirrored in the microcosm of the family. Much as, in a global and
technological world, the boundaries between inner and outer, ourselves and others,
war and peace, life and death, nature and society, subject and object, break down
and have to be established anew, so too in family life the definitions of inner and
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outer, ourselves and others, death and life, men and women, fathers and mothers, are
in a state of flux. It therefore also becomes necessary to map the many new concepts
and new forms of relationships: egg donors and surrogate mothers, biological
mothers or biological fathers, cohabitation, committed relationships, same-sex part-
nerships, patchwork families, conjugal succession, post-divorce families, and all the
other forms that are constantly appearing. Of course, this scarcely solves the central
question: what actually constitutes the sociological unit for ‘‘family research’’? It
merely makes the question all the more pressing.

Does the concept of household perhaps offer us a solution? That is certainly one
way to go, which is often taken both in the analysis of social classes and in research
into consumption habits, lifestyles, or milieux. But then the next question immedi-
ately arises: what is a ‘‘household’’ nowadays? For the aggregate changes taking
place in society become visible precisely in the microcosm of the household. My,
your, our children; nonmarital living together or living apart together; divorce and
remarriage; commuter marriage and transnational migrant families: all these devel-
opments mean that a split has opened up between what used to thought of as
belonging naturally together, the spatial, social, and economic dimensions of the
household unit. These boundaries were once assumed to be identical in social science
and empirical class analysis. That assumption, however, is no longer valid.

So, if neither family nor household denotes a unified category of research, what is it
that sociologists study when they investigate ‘‘families’’? The French sociologist Jean-
Claude Kaufmann has given an exemplary answer to this question, by replacing
family and household with the couple as the unit to be investigated. What is a couple,
he asks, if it is no longer defined by a marriage certificate or by sexual relations? His
answer is that a couple is when two individuals get one washing machine, not two.
That is the start of a history of everyday entanglements, negotiations, speeches, and
counter-speeches, which Kaufmann links to the turmoil of ‘‘laundry’’ (1992). What
counts as dirty?Whowashes when and for whom? Does it have to be ironed?What if
he says yes and she says no? All this must be negotiated but may also not be
negotiated, because intimate relationships presupposewhat has to be reached through
negotiation: the unquestioned certainty of a shared life together.

It follows from what has been said so far that social science which occupies itself
with ‘‘families’’ must (like social science in general) discover again the bases of the
familiar yet unknown realities in which we live. It must discover how these realities
are produced, reproduced, and changed in people’s lives together and in the ways
they act, as well as how this can be understood, reconstructed, and explained in
sociological terms.

This is a daunting task. In what follows we break this down by considering three
questions. (1) What does ‘‘runaway world’’ signify in categories of sociological
analysis? What is the theoretical framework in which the historical transformation
of family life can best be represented? (2) How can this transformation be demon-
strated by the example of the individualization of the family? At which levels and
with what consequences does individualization operate within the family? (3) What
points of departure does this framework offer for a new postfamilial sociology of the
family?
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Theoretical Premises: The ‘‘Second Modernity ’’

The ‘‘runaway world’’ metaphor (see Giddens, 1999) stands for radical social change
– or, rather, for a meta-change of modernity, in which the foundations and coordin-
ates of change themselves undergo change. We address this historical self-transform-
ation of modernity within a theory of reflexive modernization (Beck, Giddens, and
Lash, 1994; Beck, 1997; Beck, Bonss, and Lau, 2003). What is meant by this
‘‘reflexive modernization’’ or ‘‘second modernity’’? And how, in this theoretical
framework, should we understand the historical transformation of family life and
of sociological categories of the family?

First, talk of a second modernity does not imply a division of epochs such that the
first modernity lasted up to a certain point – say, the mid-1970s – and then the
second modernity took over and everything that had constituted the first modernity
came to an end and vanished. Talk of a second modernity refers to a different
concept, one which has both a sting and a point. The sting is directed against
many theorists of postmodernism who, though pursuing the deconceptualization
of science, leave us in the lurch when it comes to its reconceptualization. What arises
where modernity ends and postmodernity begins? The sociologist of postmodernity
maintains, in much the same manner as conventional modernization theory, that
there cannot be another future, another modernity; hence the future of postmodern-
ity is postmodernity – a circular model of the eternal present of postmodernity. Now,
this is where the theory of a second modernity comes in; this is precisely where it has
its point. Insofar as the first and second modernity are distinguished from each other,
modernity is retrospectively relocated in history and, at the same time, pluralized
with regard to the future that is beginning to emerge; it thereby appears as contra-
dictory, ambivalent and open-ended. This all assumes a community of ‘‘entangled
modernities’’ (Randeria, 1999), which have to be transnationally defined in the
confrontation between periphery and center, in the interplay of Asian, African,
Chinese, South American, and North Atlantic experiences and modernization pro-
jects. Some of the assumptions of the first modernity are still present in this concept,
while others undergo a category change. Within the framework of second modernity
theory, there are four principal ideas that constitute its novelty.

(1) Inner globalization: One characteristic of the social science dominant today is
what might be described as its ‘‘methodological nationalism.’’ This approach, which
equates societies with national societies or territorially distinct units, is deeply rooted
in the sociological imagination. A sociology of the second modernity must radically
change the point of view – away from the nation state as a basic unit of conceptual-
ization and research, and away from the North Atlantic space in which, according to
the prevailing legend, the future always first shows itself; forward to a global social
cosmos in which the postcolonial voices of the so-called periphery play an important
role (Beck, 2002a, 2002b). Thus, what used to be called society in the sense of
national societies must be opened out to cover transnational areas and their experi-
ences, crises, risks, ideas of justice, and so on. This brings into view, for example, the
following phenomenon. The inner globalization of work, culture, and the economy,
of personal experiences and biographies, escapes the territorial frontiers that were
drawn in the first modernity as well as the self-understanding of those societies as
national societies. For globalization means the removal of boundaries, including
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between local and international, indigenous and foreign, and this manifests itself not
least in the sphere of the family. An ever-increasing number of families are transna-
tionally networked: they no longer live in just one place, are no longer rooted in just
one country, but are developing into intricate wickerwork relationships spread over
several countries or even continents.

(2) Individualization: The automatic equation of societies with collectives
becomes questionable under conditions of ‘‘institutionalized individualization.’’
This term denotes a twofold tendency (see Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). On
the one hand, the traditional social ties, relations, and belief systems that used to
shape people’s lives in the narrowest way are today losing more and more of their
significance. From family unit and village community through region and religion to
class, occupation, and gender role – that which once gave a framework and rules
to everyday life is continuing to crumble away. For the individual, this brings
historically new free spaces and options: he can and should, she may and must,
now decide how to shape their own life, within certain limits at least. For at the same
time – and this is the other side of the individualization dynamic – people are linked
into the institutions that arose with modern society, such as the labor market and
citizenship, the education system, the legal system, social security, and so on. These
produce their own rules – demands, instructions, requirements – which are typically
addressed to the individual, not to the family as a whole. And the crucial feature of
these new forms of regulation is that they call upon individuals to live a ‘‘life of their
own,’’ beyond the link to the family or other groups, and, indeed, actually urge them
to break free of such ties and to act without regard for them. The creed of the new
institutions is to promote and demand an active and self-directed conduct of life. But
this immediately poses the question of what happens when the spiral of individual-
ization gains ever more momentum. What then becomes of the family?

(3) The economy of insecurity: The ‘‘third industrial revolution’’ brings into the
economy and labormarket a political economyof insecuritywhich has domino effects
in both the public and the private sphere. Things which complemented and reinforced
one another in the first modernity – full employment, guaranteed pensions, high tax
revenue, leeway in government policy – now become insecure and mutually
threatening. Paid employment becomes flexibilized and precarious; basic principles
of the welfare state cease to apply; the normal course of people’s lives becomes fragile;
risks are distributed so that they are no longer borne by the state and economy but
shifted on to individuals and families. Consider, for example, the shape of the new
labor market or the meaning of deregulation and flexibilization in the private sphere
(e.g., Franks, 1999; Presser, 2000). Seven-day weeks and twenty-four-hour days, shift
work and irregularly changing rhythms, training courses in a different city, weekend
seminars, business trips, evening appointments: you can take that kind of life if you
are young, healthy, and single. But what if there are two of you, maybe with children?
How long can you discuss and agree on duty rosters or your place of residence?When
does it become too exhausting? Who finds it all too much to cope with? How many
relationships reach a point when they can no longer take the strain?

(4) The intertwining of nature and society: ‘‘Society’’ over here, ‘‘nature’’ over
there – this opposition is one of the basic assumptions of the first modernity. But in
the second modernity an ever-larger number of novel hybrids emerge which tran-
scend that opposition. This may be seen in medical technology, for instance, espe-
cially in human genetics and reproductive medicine, where people are increasingly
granted a creative role in relation to their own nature. The application of genetic
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engineering to human beings produces completely new forms of intervention in
the realm of reproduction, health and sickness (see, e.g., Andrews, 1999; Beck-
Gernsheim, 1995; and Richards, chapter 27 in this volume), with the result that
the natural basis of motherhood, fatherhood, family, or kinship – which went
without saying in the first modernity – is transformed into a range of alternative
options, decisions, and their side effects. The biological foundations of primary
family relationships become increasingly open to planning and correction. That
which, in the first modernity, was summarized in the notion of a biologically and
socially inherited unity of the family is now broken down into a number of separate
and independent situations: egg donor, surrogate mother, social and legal mother,
sperm donor, social, legal, and economic father.

The question of who are the grandparents no longer has a ‘‘natural’’ answer in the
brave new world of genetic options and pressures; instead, it becomes the object of
rival claims and decisions and the material for human, social, and legal disputes,
perhaps dependent on the biographical circumstances, financial staying-power, or
social status of the relevant individuals and their interests. But this means that,
whereas ‘‘family’’ and ‘‘relatives’’ used to be named and allocated to each individual
with the self-evidence of a natural fact, they have now become a ‘‘both-and’’ – both
allocated and open to choice.

If we summarize the criteria and perspectives just sketched out, we can outline
what reflexive modernization means with regard to the family. The first modernity
established certain foundations, boundaries, and models of the family, which were at
once cultural, social, political, class-related, legal, and biological. Today, however,
these are partly dissolving and giving way to optional choices, so that rival claims
come into play and have to be negotiated and settled by various authorities, insti-
tutions, and individuals. This is the basic idea that we shall now develop in connec-
tion with ‘‘the family and individualization.’’ In order to specify more clearly what is
meant by meta-change of the family, it may be useful here to distinguish between
reflexion and reflexivity (Beck, 1999), the idea being (as applied to our present
theme) that meta-change of the family can be adequately described not in semantic
but only in historical and social-structural categories. Thus, the second modernity
arises when reflexivity triumphs over reflexion: that is, when the modernization
process becomes reflexive and renders obsolete the self-images and models of mod-
ernity (in our case, of modern family life) that appeared with the first modernity.

With this in mind, we shall have to distinguish between self-description and
description by others (Luhmann, 1995: 171–86). The thesis of a meta-change of the
family will accordingly be developed and examined at three levels: the first refers to
everyday lifeworlds, to people’smodels, expectations, and behavior, or in other words
to social self-description; the second refers to politics and law, and the regulations and
guidelines prevailing there, or in other words to political description by others; and
the third refers to sociology and its interpretative models, categories, and research
theories, that is, to the perspective of the sociological observer (description by others).

Individualization of the Family

Individualization in a very general sense – that is, a process whereby people
are released from pre-given ties, social relations, and belief systems – has undoubtedly
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existed in previous epochs. Earlier historical phases of individualization occurred in
the Renaissance, in the courtly culture of theMiddle Ages, in the inward asceticism of
Protestantism, in the emancipation of the peasantry from feudal bondage and in the
loosening of intergenerational family ties in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. European modernity has freed people from historically inscribed roles.

What, then, is new and distinctive about individualization processes in the second
modernity? The answer is that they acquire not only a new scale but a new form,
the form of institutional individualization (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). Indi-
vidualization means here a structural transformation of social institutions that estab-
lishes a new relationship between individual and society; in the second modernity
the individual is for the first time in history the basic unit of social reproduction.
Individualization in this sense does not denote a merely subjective phenomenon – for
instance, a change in people’s ideas, wishes, or hopes – over and against firmly
established objective social structures such as classes, families, or gender roles. No,
individualization is the paradoxical social structure of the second modernity. Central
institutions of the Western world – e.g., basic civil, political, and social rights – are
now addressed to the individual, not to the collective or to groups. The education
system, labor-market trends, job careers, indeed, markets in general are indivi-
dualizing structures, individualizing institutions, hence ‘‘engines’’ of individualiza-
tion.

Under these conditions, individualization becomes an open-ended, highly ambiva-
lent ongoing process. Individualization in a ‘‘non-linear mode’’ (Lash, 2002) is a
structure which does not reproduce but transforms itself, enforcing biographies full
of risk and precarious freedom. We shall show in a moment what this means for the
sphere of the family. Our basic thesis is that, in the second modernity, there is not
simply a change of the family but a meta-change – not change within given struc-
tures and models, but change of those structures and models.

Family change in the first modernity

To make this thesis clear, let us begin by summarizing the family trends that were
characteristic of the first modernity. Until the 1960s there was a generally accepted
model of the family in Western societies, one to which people’s lives approximated
more or less closely according to their material circumstances, social class, religion,
region, and so on. This normal family consisted of an adult couple and their own
children; the adults were a man and a woman, never of the same sex; they were
married and remained so until death did them part; and they operated a kind of
division of labor whereby the husband-breadwinner went out to work and the wife
took responsibility for the home and family. Even in those days, there were other
lifestyles that individuals might either consciously choose, if they were especially
daring, or find themselves forced into. Crucially, however, these were seen as deviant
forms; people entered into them fairly seldom, usually without broadcasting the fact
or by putting up some front. They were ‘‘indiscretions’’ or ‘‘aberrations,’’ due to
unfortunate circumstances or external constraints such as the madness of war and its
ensuing upheavals.

Conditions did not, of course, remain static throughout the first modernity: many
different processes of change were taking place in the private sphere. But we can see
from the population figures that these processes remained within relatively narrow
bounds – or, rather, they remained within the framework of the model.
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Throughout much of the twentieth century, trends in family and household composition
in Britain and many other European countries followed a relatively predictable
trajectory. Changes occurred, but they did so in ways that outside wartime were
generally consistent. For example, in Britain between 1900 and 1970, the rate of
marriage for single women increased from 45 per 1,000 unmarried women to 60 per
1,000, age at first marriage declined from 25.4 to 23.2 for men and from 24.0 to 21.3
for women, divorce rates remained relatively low, the number of children born within
the average marriage declined from about four to less than two, and relatively
few children were brought up by single parents. (Allan, Hawker, and Crow, 2001:
819).

Demographic change followed similar lines elsewhere in Western Europe, although
of course there were national variations depending on welfare policy, religious
education, and so on.

We can say, then, that although changes in the private sphere certainly did occur in
the first modernity, the institutionalized structures, expectations, and models did not
break down but remained in place. Broadly speaking, this was true at all three levels
– self-description in the everyday life of family members, self-description in law and
politics, and the language of the sociological observer. Insofar as images of the
family at the different levels concurred, they could actually validate and reinforce
one another.

Family change in the second modernity

This is precisely what is different in the second modernity. The normal family, as we
have described it, has not completely vanished, but it has many other forms along-
side it and, above all, the norm itself has lost much of its force. In recent years
changes have occurred ‘‘both in family behavior and in what is understood by a
family,’’ and now we see ‘‘different forms alongside one another, with equal rights
being claimed for by all’’ (Lüscher, 1994: 19). Consequently, ideas of what is and is
not normal are becoming relativized. This is, in fact, the decisive point. What
characterizes the second modernity is not just that ‘‘deviations’’ occur ever more
widely and with ever-greater frequency, but that formerly ‘‘deviant’’ forms of living
together have now become normal and acceptable. This model-shift makes devi-
ations the normal thing. It is a central feature (an operational criterion) of the second
modernity.

In other words, what is now asserting itself is, much more than simple diversity,
the normalization of diversity, whether in family law, the self-images of family
members, or the observational viewpoint of sociology.

Meta-change in the law

Let us start with family law. There can be no doubt that the state used to prescribe a
clear order geared to the normal family in the sense described above; nor that such
prescriptions have come under increasing attack and, more recently, often ceased to
apply altogether. The rules that are taking their place acknowledge a wider range of
family forms and lifestyles. This is true especially of relations between the sexes,
where there has been a root-and-branch reform of the relevant legislation. Let us
take the example of Germany.
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Original version of the Civil Code,

in force since 1900

Reform of the laws governing

marriage, in force since 1977

§ 1354 The husband has the final say in all

matters concerning married life,

particularly in the choice of

residence.

Revoked.

§ 1355 The wife receives the husband’s

surname.

As their marital name, the couple

may decide either on the husband’s

name of birth or the wife’s name of

birth.

§ 1356 The wife . . . has a right and a duty to

manage the common household.

The spouses shall conduct the

housekeeping by mutual agreement.

In Germany, as in other Western countries, many further reforms have operated in a
similar direction (e.g., Mason, Fine, and Carnochan, 2001; Röthel, 1999). Just a few
examples are: the greater ease of divorce; improvements in the legal position of
cohabiting couples and children born out of wedlock; and the growing legal recog-
nition of long-term homosexual relationships. The aim of legislation is less and less
to prescribe a certain way of living, more and more to clear the institutional
conditions for a multiplicity of lifestyles to be recognized.

One paradoxical yet predictable consequence of this trend is a new spiral of
regulatory clauses. The more the old barriers set by legislation, tradition, or religion
are relaxed, and the more choice there is in personal lifestyles, the more a new need
for regulation emerges in the legal and social sphere. For society always requires
rules and predictability in dealings among its members. If a divine or natural order
no longer tightly prescribes how people live, then new laws and regulations must
produce some order to prevent the multiplicity of lifestyles from leading to chaos.
If gay or lesbian couples are able to marry or enter into officially recognized
relationships, does this mean that they also have a right to parenthood through
adoption or the latest achievements of reproductive medicine? If the wife no longer
automatically takes her husband’s name at marriage, which name should be given
to the children? If more and more people marry twice or three times, what would
be an equitable financial settlement among partners, ex-partners, ex-ex-partners,
and their respective children? If, amid the changing family constellations, a child
relates to several different persons as his or her adult references, which of the
biological or social parents should have custody and which should have visiting
rights? How should one handle new medical options of parenthood in situations
without any precedent in human history – for example, deep-frozen embryos where
the biological procreators suddenly die? Or, if a surrogate mother does not want to
hand over the child after it is born, is she or those who ordered the pregnancy
entitled to take it? Evidently, in reproductive medicine, ‘‘the increasing range of
treatment options . . . creates pressure for the law to respond’’ (Mason, Fine, and
Carnochan, 2001: 871). And the options that arise in other areas have similar
consequences.

Wherever we look, then, the questions whirl around and provide more and more
professionals with their daily bread. Whether politicians, judges dealing with family
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cases, divorce lawyers, experts on ethical matters, psychologists, or conciliation
advisors, they all have to weigh up which of the new options are just and socially
digestible. How can one mediate between the different parties and their respective
claims, when there is not yet a generally recognized authority on such matters –
when, instead, there is a discordant chorus in which commissions clash with organ-
izations representing particular groups of individuals, spokesmen for science with
spokesmen for the church, experts with counter-experts? Not only does this continu-
ally create new questions; the answers too are continually called into question.

Meta-change in everyday life

The multiplicity of lifestyles is apparent not only in the law courts but also in
everyday behavior. Today there is a ‘‘far greater degree of diversity in family and
domestic arrangements than existed throughout most of the twentieth century’’
(Allan, Hawker, and Crow, 2002: 824; Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Teachman, Tedrow,
and Crowder, 2000). This is strikingly illustrated in the events out of which the
so-called family cycle used to be made up. Let us recall that the model of a proper
family used to include a clearly defined temporal sequence: ‘‘love – marriage – baby
carriage’’; first the meeting of hearts, then the union certified by the registry office
and/or church, then, as the culmination of love, children. That was the norm,
and most people more or less approximated to it – on pain of massive sanctions.

This picture of a ‘‘correct sequence’’ still exists in the minds of many people, and
wide sections of the population still live it out. Ever more openly and frequently,
however, different models are appearing alongside it. For example, love does not
necessarily have to lead to the registry office: an increasing number of couples live
together without a certificate. In Germany there were 2.2 million such cases in 2001
– which means that nearly every ninth couple was living together out of wedlock
(Statistisches Bundesamt, 2003: 41). Parenthood is also increasingly separate from a
marriage certificate. In 1960 the proportion of births outside of marriage in West
Germany stood at 6.3 percent (Statistisches Bundesamt, 1995: 102); by 2000 it had
risen to 25 percent for the whole of Germany (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2003: 38).
And of those who sooner or later – usually later – decided to marry, many no longer
kept to the old command that it should last for life. Meanwhile, every second couple
in the US divorce, and every third in northern and Western Europe; the figure is
lower in the Catholic countries of Europe, but it is clearly rising there too (Allan,
Hawker, and Crow, 2001: 819). Many never marry; many do so a number of times
in ‘‘successive polygamy,’’ giving rise to complex, new family networks in which one
finds marriage and divorce chains, ex-partners and part-life companions, serial
marriages, patchwork families, serial parenting, and serial stepfamilies.

In other words, the clearly prescribed order of old has given way to a variety of
trajectories and models. In everyday life, and in the branch of sociology concerned
with it, the assignation of people involved in these different paths is becoming hard
work and a source of ambiguity.

Notions such as family and household can no longer be understood in as simple a
manner as they once were. The whole question of who is a family member now raises
substantial issues that were of minor consequence two generations ago. For example,
when does a cohabiting partner become a member of your family, and when does he or
she become a member of your children’s, your parents’, or your siblings’ families? . . .
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With increasing separation and divorce, complicated further by repartnering, it is
evident that many parents and children have different families in ways that were
uncommon two generations ago. So too, the term household contains a range of
elements that makes it necessary to recognize the permeability of household boundaries
rather than assume membership can be categorized in an unproblematic way. Indeed,
people may be thought of as members of different households for different activities or
alternatively, be members or partial members of households for some periods of the day
or week but not others. (Allan, Hawker, and Crow, 2001: 824)

Membership, like boundary lines, becomes uncertain or unsteady over time, at the
mercy of the hopes and disappointments, interests, and claims of the people con-
cerned. Who sees himself or herself as part of a couple, household or family, and of
which family, at what stage of life and in what state of the emotions? How do the
relevant others – partner, parents, children, sisters, brothers – view this at each stage
of their lives and emotions? There is no longer one simple answer to these questions;
different persons each have their own answers, which sometimes do and sometimes
do not tally with those of others, perhaps do and perhaps do not remain the same
over the years (Furstenberg and Cherlin, 1991; Schmitz and Schmidt-Denter, 1999;
Seltzer, 2000; White, 1998). But this means that any collectively shared definition of
relationships and individual positions is gone.

This individualization of interpretations must raise considerable methodological
and conceptual problems for sociological research. For it becomes unclear what
‘‘objectively’’ constitutes the reference unit of family research and how it can
be circumscribed; what should be ascertained and investigated, how and within
which perspective. If men and women see themselves in the high plateau of their
feelings as a cohabiting couple, but at the end of their love for each other
describe their relationship as a short-term sexual affair (Trost, 1992: 102); if, to a
simple question such as how many brothers and sisters they have, the same respond-
ents give different answers over a period of time, because who figures as a brother
or sister varies with the family constellation and the type of household or
living arrangement (White, 1998) – how then does the researcher order, count and
classify?

Where family relations are so ambivalent, sociological research is faced with a
twofold challenge. On the one hand, it becomes ever more important that the
researcher should consciously listen to the subjects, should deliberately open up to
their interpretations.

If we are to acknowledge noninstitutionalized family forms created by rising rates of
nonmarital fertility, cohabitation, divorce, and remarriage, and if we are to recognize
what Bourdieu (1977) has called kinship in practice, we must give credence to how
respondents define their families . . . . We need to recognize that family structure has a
larger subjective component than we have accorded it. (White, 1998: 732)

In other words, the distinction between family structures and family consciousness is
no longer productive. What individualization of the family essentially means is that
the perceived family is the family structure, and that consequently both the percep-
tion and the structure vary individually between members both within and between
‘‘families.’’

On the other hand, this is also the reason why family research itself must find a
new framework – otherwise its field will be lost in the jungle of subjective viewpoints.
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Unless the sociological observer is ultimately prepared to accept that ‘‘the family’’ is
always what respondents take it to be, then a consensus becomes necessary that is
not identical with the images that the actors have. How can we develop definitions,
hypotheses, and concepts that allow us to probe the reality lying behind labels such
as ‘‘family’’ or ‘‘quasi-family network,’’ and to grasp the variety of antecedent,
intermediate, and posterior forms emerging here?

Meta-change in sociology

At the same time that diversity is spreading in the behavior and self-images of actors,
greater diversity is also apparent in the perspective of the sociological observer. In
other words, the new reflexivity of the modernization process is expressed in the fact
that the classical self-images of modernity are becoming obsolete, from the viewpoint
both of its actors and of the sociological observer. Thus, the functionalist language of
observation in the sociology of the family (which goes back to Talcott Parsons) –
together with its assumptions about functional prerequisites of male and female roles,
parent–child relations, and so on – is deflated by the plural reflexivity of the sociology
of the family.Whereas, in the first half of the twentieth century, it was exclusivelymen
(white men) who carried out and set their stamp on sociological research into the
family, what we find today is still mainly white men – but also, increasingly, other
groups alongside them. The sociology of the family has had forced upon it a reflexivity
that comprehends the diversity of lifestyles.

It was women who made a start. ‘‘By talking gender as a basic category of
analysis, feminists have made important contributions to family theory’’ (Thorne,
1982: 2). Today many, if not quite all, family researchers would probably agree with
that judgment. But what is now so evident was then nothing short of a revolution.
When the feminists of the 1960s and 1970s began analyzing the family, they came up
with a perspective radically questioning the then dominant view. Is the family a place
of rest, emotion and intimacy? No – was now the militant answer. The family is also
a place of work (women’s work), and a place of everyday violence and oppression.
As well as ‘‘history’’ there was now ‘‘herstory.’’ Two marriages were discovered
where there had been only one: the husband’s marriage and the wife’s marriage,
partly overlapping but also partly diverging horizons (Bernard, 1976: 19ff.). Again
and again the discussion turned to ‘‘experiences of inequality in everyday family life’’
(Rerrich, 1990).

Because families are structured around gender and age, women, men, girls, and boys do
not experience their families in the same way. Feminists have explored the differenti-
ation of a family experience mystified by the glorification of motherhood, love, and
images of the family as a domestic haven. Feminists have voiced experiences that this
ideology denies: men’s dominance and women’s subordination within as well as outside
of the family, and the presence of conflict, violence, and unequally distributed work
within the ‘‘domestic haven.’’ (Thorne, 1982: 2)

The critical reflexivity of feminist family research was immediately answered by a
counter-movement of antifeminist research, which rediscovered the family as a
‘‘haven in a heartless world’’ (Lasch, 1977); the ‘‘war over the family’’ was soon in
full swing (Berger and Berger, 1983). The next phase of reflexion and self-criticism
began with the gradual rise of multiculturalism, especially in the US and Britain, as
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representatives of minority groups made their voices heard with increasing confi-
dence. And the very reproach that women had made against male-dominated studies
of female experience in society – that they were partial, one-sided, and distorted –
was now turned around and raised against the women’s movement. More, it was
now raised by women – women from minority groups. White! Middle-class! Het-
erosexual! Such were the charges. Whereas it had previously been a question of
‘‘the’’ family, and then of the different experiences of women contrasted with those
of men, now the ‘‘sisterhood’’ self-image began to break down and diversity among
women came to the fore (Ang, 2001). Demands such as ‘‘White women, listen!’’
were raised (Carby, 2000), and representatives of ‘‘black feminism’’ explained why
family had a quite different value for them than for white women:

We would not wish to deny that the family can be a source of oppression for us but we
also wish to examine how the black family has functioned as a prime source of resistance
to oppression.We need to recognize that during slavery, periods of colonialism and under
the present authoritarian state, the black family has been a site of political and cultural
resistance to racism . . . . The way the gender of black women is constructed differs from
constructions of white femininity because it is also subject to racism (ibid.: 83)

Not only feminist but multicultural observer perspectives: this is the second line of
self-reflexion, whose effects have vigorously shaken the understanding that family
research has of itself and of what seemed to be its empirical evidence. Because so-
called minority groups (not least the numerous and heterogeneous families of a new
batch of immigrants) have gradually come into focus, and because some of today’s
researchers themselves come from immigrant families or belong to minorities of
another kind, old basic assumptions of family research are being devalued.

More and more women, people of colour, lesbians and gays, and scholars from
working-class backgrounds compose the academy. These scholars have challenged
their exclusion by discourses that are presented as generic family reality, and some of
us from the dominant groups who earlier saw families in a White, male, middle-class
image have been listening and learning. (Marks, 2000: 611)

The image of the standard family as white and Anglo-Saxon has not entirely disap-
peared, but it has become much more brittle (McLloyd et al., 2000). Where the
formulas used to reflect a self-assured consensus, doubts have begun to set in.

Until we in the dominant group begin to ‘‘unpack (the) invisible knapsack’’ of privileges
that accrue to our race, class, gender, and sexual orientation, our progress . . . will be
retarded or stalled. We will slip back, without awareness, into White-think, middle-
class-think, men-think, hetero-think or some combination of these, and the erasure of
key components of the everyday experience of people in nondominant family arrange-
ments will be inevitable. (ibid.: 614)

Two lessons should be drawn from this.
(1) The demand for objectivity is often used as a shield to decree certain defin-

itions of what constitutes a ‘‘proper’’ family. In other words, a nonreflexive sociology
of the family, which insists on the ‘‘objectivity’’ of its definitions and mass data,
threatens to become ideology.
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(2) In order to understand sociologically the changing self-images of members of
various family-like constellations, and thereby to found a new ‘‘postfamilial’’ family
research that is at once innovative and empirically aware, we need to include
research into the subjective preferences and self-perceptions of the researchers
themselves, instead of unthinkingly making them the foundation of categories of
sociological observation.

Although many researchers still ignore them, it has become indispensable to ask a
number of questions. How is a sociology of the family to be achieved that no longer
concerns itself just with the indigenous majority and its male component? How can
we design a family research whose framework, categories, and basic assumptions
no longer ignore ‘‘other’’ groups but take in and give space to their everyday lives
and their horizons of experience? The struggles and disputes over the ‘‘politics
of recognition’’ (Taylor, 1992) have now come to family research. An irritating,
uncomfortable question is in the air and cannot be avoided: ‘‘Theorizing diversity:
Whose standpoint?’’ (Marks, 2000: 611).

Prospects

Family research in the framework of a theory of second modernity opens up the
questions pertaining to a ‘‘sociology of the family’’ without the security of a concept
of the family, or, in other words, forces both the major and minor questions to be
posed anew. The sociology of the first modernity was essentially a classificatory
sociology, which conceptually sorted and tried to regularize conditions within the
framework of methodological nationalism. In this discourse, the family was categor-
ically defined and empirically grasped as the ‘‘nucleus of society’’ and the pillar of the
state order. In the same process deviations from the norm were clearly marked. The
key question of a postfamilial sociology of the family was ignored: what binds
people together when interconnection and cohesion no longer rest upon inheritance,
economics, and formal marriage? What binding quality characterizes marital ties
and parent–child ties? How do these relate to ties of friendship, work obligations, or
ethnic ties? How are the questions of justice and social inequality posed in relation-
ships beyond the traditional heterosexual family? What ideas and obligations to
children and partners develop in stepfamilies and serial marriages? Does legal
divorce come up against limits in the indissolubility of the father–child and
mother–child relationship, so that marriage but not parenthood can be dissolved?
Should the emotions of family life be investigated anew in relation to emotional
qualities of sexuality, partnership, maternity, and paternity, as well as to the emo-
tional giving and taking of children within changing constellations of parenthood?
How does the idea of inheritance change in postfamilial family constellations?
Which morals, which obligations, and which traditions emerge under these condi-
tions? What significance does religion have in this context? Do quasi-family rela-
tions perhaps emerge where living together is released from moral obligations and
where people can leave without having to justify themselves?

What does everyday life together mean when, on the one hand, it heeds the ideals
of partnership and ‘‘emotional democracy’’ (Anthony Giddens) but, on the other
hand, faces a labor market where women are sucked into insecure employment,
flexible working hours and the inequalities associated with them? What does it
mean when, on the one hand, politicians invoke ‘‘family values,’’ motherhood, and
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fatherhood but, on the other hand, demand and solemnly promise that everyone
should be constantly and generally available on the labor market – a labor market,
moreover, that offers ever fewer protected areas and long-term guarantees? What
does it mean for couples when they have to bridge different national and ethnic
origins in their daily lives? Is a society without established traditions a theology
without God? Can there ever be a relationship between two egos without a con-
scious, deliberate transcendence of the ego? What can be the basis for such a
relationship if it is based only on itself? Is there anything like an inherent limit
to individualization, where the individualization of one becomes a problem for
the other?

What are the political implications of the individualization and globalization of
family constellations? Politics, understood as parliamentary and governmental pol-
itics, presupposes an aggregation of interests, and this in turn presupposes a rela-
tively clear and stable (which has so far meant national) social structure together
with corresponding parties and associations. The concept of interests (especially as it
is posed in political theory) assumes the kind of collective society that is becoming
questionable in the wake of individualization and globalization. Does reflexive
modernization abolish the social preconditions of collectively binding decisions
and state-political action? Or does a new form of politics arise, resting upon the
norms and issues of a cosmopolitan society, and thus on recognition of the alterity of
others rooted in human rights?

Individualized constellations of community and family can no longer be defined
and integrated through pregiven norms, values, and hierarchies; rather, they must be
defined through risky freedoms, and hence through non-integration. Accordingly,
we must consider the constitutive legal, political, and economic norms of risky
freedoms. But there is no longer any pregiven normative model that binds people
together, no essentialist definition of human beings, men, women, Christians, Jews,
blacks, Muslims, Americans, or Chinese. As Alain Touraine notes, culture becomes
an experiment whose aim is to discover ‘‘how we can live together as equal but
different.’’ So what is it, in the process of individualization and globalization, which
keeps alive an awareness that the bases of one’s own life can be gained only in public
and political interchange with others? How does it become possible for men and
women, blacks and whites, Israelis and Arabs, Christians, and Muslims, to share a
non-individualist and non-essentialist definition of the human condition?
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