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SO 326: POPULATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE (Richard Lampard)

Handout for Week 10 Lecture:

Marriage and ‘the Family’: Theories, Critiques and Defences

________________________________________________________________________
Book-ends a quarter of a century apart...
Fletcher, R. (1962) The Family and Marriage in Britain.

- Asks the question “Is the family in decline?” (especially in terms of parental responsibility/stability).

- Concludes that the family is well-adapted to modern society, and is a robust and improved institution.

Fletcher, R. (1988) The Abolitionists.

(This can arguably be regarded as a gratuitously rude/aggressive book. Its companion volume The Shaking of the Foundations (1988) purportedly looks at the empirical ‘facts’, while The Abolitionists concerns itself with critics of marriage/the family).

- The book observes that over the preceding quarter of a century the “strong” family had been seen by some observers as a source of discontent/problems

- IT NOTES THAT THIS COULD BE VIEWED AS A CURIOUS SHIFT OF EMPHASIS!

- Critics during this interval are noted as including:

(i) Leach: Introspective family, decline of community, shift of balance between nuclear and extended family. (Kinship/community/anthropological-historical perspective).

(ii) Laing, Cooper and Esterson: Pathological relationships (schizophrenia) in a social/family context. (Psychology/sociology borderline? Establish the importance of social context for psychiatry).

(iii) Marxism/New Left: Family viewed as agent of exploitative capitalism. However, (according to Fletcher) the views of this category of critics are based on a misinterpretation of Marx and Engels, who wanted to reform the bourgeois, sexist family.

(iv) Feminism: Patriarchy/repression/exploitation. (Includes sexual, legal and literary criticism perspectives). Fletcher suggests that “sensible” feminists reject conventional marriage and the nuclear family rather than marriage per se (e.g. the ‘companionate’ form of marriage), and that the rejection of marriage and the family by other feminists constitutes a “political rebellion”.

(v) Alternatives (e.g. communes): Fletcher suggests that these didn’t constitute an effective criticism because they “don’t work”...

Overall, Fletcher reasserts the robustness and value of the family and marriage in modern society. This is clearly, at least in part, an ideologically-rooted standpoint!

[Note that much of the debate about the family took/takes place outside ‘sociology’.]

________________________________________________________________________
Changes from the 1960s to the 1980s: David Morgan
Morgan (1975) Social Theory and the Family.

Perspectives examined:

(a) Functionalism: Morgan’s evaluation is not entirely critical.

(b) Kinship: He notes that an emphasis on a shift in structure from the extended to the nuclear family is not entirely empirically convincing.

(c) ‘The Modern Family - A Success Story’ (e.g. Fletcher): Morgan reflects on whether it is a mistake to ignore the extent to which the family is dysfunctional.

(d) Laing et al.: Morgan views their views as valuable because they are radical and experimental.

(e) Women: Morgan notes that early material on gender stratification has parallels with the examination of class stratification (being influenced by a Marxist tradition). [In a sense this material is a partial prequel to the debate on ‘women and social class’].

(f) Sex/sexuality and capitalism: Morgan feels that these concepts are autonomous but that there are links between sexuality and economic context.

Suggested future agenda (for research relating to the family):

The study of individual families.

Historical studies (looking at the process of change in the family).

Literary sources.

(N.B. The quantitative study of the family is taken for granted by Morgan).

------------------------------------------------------------------------
Morgan (1985) The Family, Politics and Social Theory.

Issues/themes considered:
By the 1980s marriage had climbed up the social policy agenda.

A ‘medicalization’ of marriage had occurred: e.g. marital therapy, counselling. [More of this in Week 11!]

Marriage and the family at a political level: party politics and familistic ideology.

The family as a source of, or prop for, class and gender inequalities.

Marriage as a public issue: its social construction as a problem by:

(i) 
Politics, church, law;

(ii) 
The women’s movement;

(iii) 
Professionals.

The Rapoports: (theoretically) eclectic, policy-orientated empirical research.

Systems theorising (largely developed outside ‘sociology’, but with similarities to Parsonian functionalism, and with links to family therapy. The family is viewed as a social system interacting with an external environment).

The growth of family history, looking at the family as a changing institution (including various sub-categories, among these being historical demography).

Phenomenological approaches: typically micro-level in focus, and concerned with ‘everyday life’ and the view from the actor’s perspective. (This might be seen as an early stage of the later dominance by qualitative studies of sociological research on the family).

Critical perspectives: Marxism/Feminism/etc.: Do they lean towards the abolition of ‘the family’ or are they more reformist in nature?

Conclusions

It is difficult to define ‘the family’.

Families are heterogeneous.

One can view the family from personal and structural perspectives.

· Macro/Micro

· Society/Individual

· Institutional/Personal

· Public issue/Private troubles

The family is dynamic and changes over the life-cycle (better term = life course).

Question: Is the family the only practical basis for performing some social functions?

Ideology: the ideology of the family is embedded in modern society.

[Morgan also notes that the family can be a good ‘case study’ for developing social theory and theorising more generally, a theme taken up his (1996) Family Connections.]

________________________________________________________________________

See also Elliot (1986) The Family: Change or Continuity?, which looks at the development of debates about and critiques of marriage and the family in relation to underlying continuities and changes in marriage and family life.

Similarly, Gittins (1993) The Family in Question looks at similarities and differences between family ideology and the empirical ‘reality’ of the family. (Are they that close to each other? Do they necessary change in parallel?)

________________________________________________________________________

Clark (ed.) (1991) Marriage, Domestic Life and Social Change.

Chapter themes

1940s/1950s (Finch and Summerfield): ‘Companionate’ marriage: teamwork or hierarchical asymmetry?

1960s/1970s (Richards and Elliott): Shift from institution to relationship?

1980s (Finch and Morgan): ‘Realism’ in family research: examination of changes in family life but in the context of ongoing continuities within marriage and the family; tension between political agendas and research agendas; focus on ‘normal’ families or ‘diverse’ families?

A demographic chapter by Elliott provides an empirical backdrop, whereas a later chapter by Burgoyne looks at the relationships between public debates, ‘experts’ and actual empirical change, and reflects on the following themes: public/private, myth/reality, and the views of ‘experts’ (and their validity):

“As a result, the orchestration of a ‘balanced’ broadcast, in the sense beloved by the BBC, has become an increasingly complex matter. It is, however, very significant that such lay experts and pundits have also begun to act as if the legitimacy of their own expertise lies in their access to ‘backstage’ secrets of married life” (1991: 237).

________________________________________________________________________

Clulow (ed.) (1995) Women, Men and Marriage.

A demographic chapter by Ceridwen Roberts sets the quantitative/empirical scene. There are various and diverse other chapters, the diversity resulting from and emphasising the ‘interdisciplinary’ nature of marriage as a focus of attention. Some of the various themes picked out/summarised by Clulow are:

· The privatisation of marriage

· The egalitarian dream

· The shift from absolute values to relativism

· The paradox of an emphasis on partnership leading to conflict and failure

· The shift from public rights to private responsibilities.

________________________________________________________________________

Two late 20th Century theoretical contributions
Giddens (1992) reflects on the following:

· Trends towards :



“Pure relationships” (for their own sake)



“Plastic sexuality” (freed from the needs of reproduction)



“The reflexive project of self” (‘Who am I and where am I going?’)



“Confluent love” (based on a special relationship rather then a special person)

· A shift from addictive relationships to intimate ones

· The threat of intimacy to male power/masculinity

· Orthodox marriage as just one life-style among others.

Are these ‘changes’ universal? Is Giddens too heavily influenced by therapeutic, self-help and psychoanalytic perspectives as a source of ideas? Does he underestimate the importance of influences external to individuals/couple relationships? Are his ideas adequately empirically grounded?

Jamieson (1998) suggests that Giddens underplays the widespread nature of the roots of gender inequality, and points out that other authors are more pessimistic than optimistic about the consequences of the growth of self-reflexivity. (For a more focused critique of Gidden’s concept of the ‘pure relationship’, see Jamieson, 1999; see also Gross and Simmons, 2002).

Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1990/1995) focus on:

· Individualization and self-identity: concern with ourselves leads both to investment of hopes in couple relationships and to (inevitable?) disappointment

· The growth of the female biography (freed from family duties), and the problems of meshing two biographies: “being yourself as part of a lasting togetherness”

· Conflict between individual decision-making and the outside influences constraining one’s decisions.

Bulcroft et al. (2000) develop Beck’s ideas on risk within their discussion of responses to perceptions of risk when making rational choices about ‘romantic’ relationships.

Some common themes are visible in the work of the above authors: the self and identity, intimacy, gender tensions. Other authors have written about the same or related themes: Cancian (1987) also considers themes of love, the self, gender and intimacy. Benjamin (1998) examines the way in which the ‘therapeutic discourse’, with its emphasis on self-development, gives women the power to change and shape their marital experiences. Bauman (2003) expresses the view that contemporary intimate relationships are “frail”, undermined by high expectations (which are unlikely to be satisfied) and a low level of commitment.
Smart and Neale (1999) note differences between the analyses of this section’s ‘featured’ authors, for example, the greater emphasis on agency within Giddens’ work, and the greater significance attached to children by Beck and Beck-Gernsheim. However, they criticise both Giddens and also Beck and Beck-Gernsheim for taking a narrow view of intimacy and not looking at it within the context of ‘families’ which include relationships with wider kin. (Their preferred understanding of the term ‘family’ is one that acknowledges diversity {and, for example, can accommodate the radical notion of ‘families of choice’}, and they see a need to consider concepts such as ‘care’ alongside the concept of ‘love’.)

________________________________________________________________________

Other (categories of) relatively recent material:

· Jamieson’s book (1998), which is an interesting and excellent overview of theories and empirical realities in relation to intimacy and personal relationships

· ‘New Right’ material from the IEA (see also Popenoe, 1993) and material relating to the politics of the family (e.g. Jones and Millar, 1996)

· Jagger and Wright (1999) contains chapters on contemporary discourses of ‘family crisis’ and on the balance between a focus on ‘nuclear families’ and a focus on (postmodern?) ‘family diversity’ within sociological research on the family

· Scott (1997) provides empirical evidence that the family is still of considerable perceived importance to people in contemporary Britain, though the degree of importance does vary between different categories of person 

· McRae (1999) contains the findings of various linked empirical research projects which collectively demonstrate the importance of themes such as increasing family diversity and complexity, and a greater degree of choice alongside the persistence of commitment to some cultural norms relating to the family. 

· Family policy-related material (e.g. Harding, 1996)

· Morgan’s third family-orientated book (1996) which links the family to other areas of social inquiry

· Bernardes’ general family studies text (1997), emphasising the family as diverse, complex and changing

More recently…

· Lewis (2001) suggests that while traditional marriage may be in decline, strong relationships of various types are thriving, but that, while a new norm of partnership equality is emerging, full gender equality is a long way off. According to Lewis, in spite of the apparent growth of individualism, people aim to balance individuality and commitment, and have a particular concern for the welfare of children.

· Allan and Crow (2001) explore the growing diversity that there is in people’s domestic circumstances, and are particularly concerned with the blurred boundaries between households and families.

· Chambers (2001) looks at the ways in which academic research and welfare policy have colluded with political rhetoric and the popular media to re-invent a mythical ideal family.

· The contributions to Carling et al. (2002) analyse the social processes responsible for the current changes in family life, focusing both on the moralities and rationalities that underpin the ways in which families work and also on how social policy interacts with what families actually do. There is a particular concern with the understandings that people with an interest in family life (whether family members, academics or policy makers) have of actions in this context and with the scope for (and merits of) intervention.  

· Beck-Gernsheim (2002) examines the breakdown of the conventional family unit, explores the new choices that are open to individuals, and analyses our anxiety over the ensuing loss of stability.

· Various authors (e.g. Weeks et al., 2001; Stacey and Davenport, 2002; Gabb, 2001) look at lesbian and gay relationships/family forms in a way which highlights some key issues (such as diversity and intimacy) with respect to love, ‘marriage’ and the family more generally. 

· Evans (2002) critiques “romantic love” and exposes the particular problems that a form of love based around intimacy and individualism (as described by authors such as Giddens and Beck) poses for women.

· In different ways, both Smart and Shipman (2004) and Roseneil and Budgeon (2004) suggest that contemporary diversity means that ‘universal’ frameworks for looking at patterns of/trends in contemporary intimacy and care are problematic. The former paper highlights the tendency of authors promoting the individualization thesis to overlook the significance of ‘families’ and subgroups within the population who are inconsistent with this thesis, and the latter paper highlights the way in which the idea of ‘families’ serves to downplay the extra-familial, radically counter-heteronormative nature of some contemporary relationship and friendship networks, including (among others) those of (many) lesbian and gay people  
Most recently…

· Empirical evidence continues to suggest that attitudes to marriage and the family are characterised by both change and continuity (Duncan and Phillips 2008), and some authors (echoing Fletcher!) conclude that marriage is an adaptable institution that has accommodated the vast changes that have occurred in society over recent decades (Amato et al. 2007). Other authors continue to comment on the (changing?) nature of intimate relationships and social ties in ‘post-traditional’ societies supposedly characterised by individualism and fluidity (Budgeon 2006; Chambers 2006; Roseneil 2007), sometimes expressing a cautious optimism about changes relating to intimacy (Weeks 2007), or balancing a recognition of the importance of diversification (but not necessarily ‘decline’!) relative to a traditional notion of ‘the family’ with suggestions that values such as commitment have an ongoing relevance (Smart 2007). For a recent overview of some relevant themes from the literature see Charles et al. (2008).
· For two contributions which see the contemporary emphasis on reflexivity within what used to be labelled ‘the sociology of the family’ as shifting the focus too far away from an examination of the ongoing role of ‘marriage’ and traditional family-related norms, see Gross (2005) and Gilding (2010). [Gross, N. 2005. ‘The Detraditionalization of Intimacy Reconsidered’, Sociological Theory 23.3: 287-311.]
The web sites of some influential bodies/organisations that carry out and/or collate and/or commission research on marriage and the family are as follows:

One Plus One:
(Marriage and


Partnership Research)

http://www.oneplusone.org.uk/
Policy Studies Institute:

http://www.psi.org.uk/
Joseph Rowntree Foundation:

http://www.jrf.org.uk/
Department for Work and Pensions:
http://www.dwp.gov.uk/
Families, Lifecourse and Generations (FLaG) Research Centre (Univ. of Leeds):


http://www.sociology.leeds.ac.uk/flag/about/
Morgan Centre for the Study of Relationships and Personal Life (Univ. of Manchester)


http://www.socialsciences.manchester.ac.uk/morgancentre/
Centre for Research on Families and Relationships, University of Edinburgh


http://www.crfr.ac.uk/
National Family and Parenting Institute: http://www.familyandparenting.org/
Civitas (Institute for the Study of Civil Society): http://www.civitas.org.uk/
