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Suppose you were to ask a large group of people in the United States to describe their families. What would they say? Many would describe

divorced families. Some would describe

single-parent families. Some would describe

stepfamilies with new siblings and a new parent from remarriage. Others would describe gay or lesbian households

in which a single gay parent or a couple of the same sex is raising children.

Still others would describe the so-called traditional family with two parents living as husband and wife in the same residence as their biological children. Also included would be adoptive families and families with foster children. The variety of descriptions would reflect the enormous diversity in families today Families have become so diverse that it is no longer possible to speak of “the family” as if it were a single thing.

The family ideal—a father employed as the major breadwinner and a mother at home raising children—has long been the dominant cultural norm, communicated through a variety of sources, including the media, religion, and the law. Few families now conform to this ideal, and the actual number that conformed in the past is probably less than generally imagined (Coontz 1992).

Regardless of their form, families now face new challenges—possibly living on one income or managing family affairs when both parents are employed.

Many families also feel that they are under siege by changes in society that are dramatically altering all family experiences.

Families have an enormous influence on our personal lives and the relationships we form. Many live in loving families, where the family provides stability and nurturing care for its members. But the popular image of families as providing refuge from the impersonal, hectic world outside is not shared by everyone.

Families can be conflict-ridden and sorrowful. Family affairs are also believed to be private, but as an institution, the family is very much part of the public agenda. Public policies shape family life both directly and indirectly, intentionally and unintentionally, and family life itself shapes the dynamics of behavior in other institutions. Family life is now being openly negotiated in political arenas, corporate boardrooms, and courtrooms, as well as in the bedrooms, kitchens, and living rooms of individual households.

Many view the changes taking place in family life as positive. Women have new options and often greater independence. Fathers are discovering that there can be great pleasure in domestic and child-care responsibilities.

Change, however, also brings
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difficulties: balancing the demands of family and employment, coping with the interpersonal conflicts caused by changing expectations, and striving to make ends meet in families without sufficient financial resources. These changes bring new questions to the sociological study of families. •••

392 ••• CHAPTER 15 Families

influence the resources available to different families and influence the power that individual members have within families. Children, for example, have fewer rights than adults; the very old are often relatively powerless within families. Heterosexual privileges also shape the resources available to certain families because our social institutions presume that families will be heterosexual; this sociological insight has also been revealed in the public debates about gay marriage, with advocates of legalizing gay marriage seeking the same rights that other families have.

The family is also intertwined with other social institutions in the society, such as law, religion, and education.

Changes in one institution affect other institutions.

For example, economic changes can greatly affect families during changes in patterns of employment.

The employment status of a family member affects not only the financial condition of the household, but also the social dynamics within the family. Similarly, differences in religious values affect family behaviors, including reproduction, marriage, divorce, and sexual behavior.

The effect of social institutions on the family even extends to things considered private. For example, the

Defining the Family

Sociologists address the family as a social institution.

They are interested in how changes in the society affect families and how families, in turn, affect people’s experiences in the society. People commonly believe that families are shaped by the personalities of family members. Individual personalities affect family relationships, and personality is heavily influenced by family experience. Sociologists who study families, however, tend to focus on different issues, such as how families are shaped by the economic, political, social, and cultural institutions of the society.

As a social institution, the family is an established social system that changes and persists over time. Even with social change, the family, like other institutions, is somewhat stable. This does not mean that all families are the same. Studying the family as an institution simply recognizes that families are organized in socially patterned ways. Institutions are “there”; we do not reinvent them each day upon waking, yet they are constantly evolving as people make adaptive changes. Institutions shape and direct our action, and they make it appear that the only options available to us are those deemed acceptable by society. Perhaps you find it hard to imagine living in a family where the husband is expected to have both a wife and a concubine or where children do not live with their parents. The institutional structure of the family in this society does not support such family practices. Institutions shape both the form of families and the expectations we have for family life.

Like other institutions, families are shaped by their relationship to systems of inequality in society. Race, class, gender, and age stratification affect how society values certain families. These systems of stratification
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Interview three people from different family backgrounds (for example, a White, Black, and Latino student or people from a stepfamily, a female-headed household, and a male-headed household). Ask each about how his or her family is organized. Based on your interviews, how would you describe the kinship system of each family? What does each reveal about the social structure of families and how they adapt to social change?
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Kinship systems vary in different societies, but families usually have the responsibility of caring for different generations.

ships to one another. Kinship systems vary enormously across cultures and at different times. Thus, although most societies recognize marriage in some form as a durable relationship between men and women, in some societies, marriage is seen as a union of individuals; in others, marriage is seen as creating alliances between groups. In some societies, maintaining multiple marriage partners may be the norm; in others, marriages are arranged—either by parents or a marriage broker (Croll 1995). At the heart of all these diverse family patterns are the social norms and structures associated with kinship systems.

Kinship systems can generally be categorized by the following features:

• how many marriage partners are permitted at one time;

• who is permitted to marry whom;

• how descent is determined and how property is passed on;

• where the family resides; and,

• how power is distributed (O’Kelly and Carney 1986).

Number of Marriage Partners Polygamy is the practice of men or women having multiple marriage partners. Polygamy usually involves one man having more than one wife—technically referred to as polygyny.

(People commonly use the term polygamy mistakenly when they are actually referring to polygyny.) Polyandry

is the practice of a woman having more than one husband—an extremely rare custom.

Within the United States, polygynous marriage was once practiced among the Mormons, whose religious doctrine allowed men to have more than one wife. In 1890, polygyny was prohibited by the Mormon Church and had previously been outlawed by the U.S. Congress.

The theological basis of polygyny is the Mormon belief that whole families should live as a unit under priestly authority in the afterlife. Mormon theology defines exultation (a state of extreme religious joy) as dependent on the number of children a man fathers and, for women, the number they bear. Under polygyny, men were assured more children than they could have with only one wife. Very few Mormons actually practiced polygyny. Plural marriage had to be approved by the church and was mostly confined to the church leadership.

It is practiced now only by a few Mormon fundamentalists (about 2 percent), who do so without official church sanction (Bachman and Esplin 1992; Driggs 1990; Brooke 1998) or legal recognition.

Although polygyny is most commonly associated with Mormons, Old Testament patriarchs also had plural wives. Other groups have practiced this form of marriage in Muslim societies, such as in Morocco, family is closely regulated by the government. Why else would one need a license to marry? Legally married, heterosexual couples can file joint tax returns, but in most states gay and lesbian couples who own property together and share expenses and income cannot. In this case, the government is dictating what relationships can be considered a family. The poorest families are those most likely to experience the intrusion of government because for them state intervention in family life can be an everyday fact of life.

Given the diversity among families, how do we define the family? The family has traditionally been defined as a social unit of people related through marriage, birth, or adoption who reside together in officially sanctioned relationships and who engage in economic cooperation, socially approved sexual relations, and reproduction and child rearing (Gough 1984). Not all families fit these conditions, however. Following divorce, for example, the family does not typically share a common residence. Some working parents leave their children in the care of others as they pursue seasonal or regional employment, often far from their families (including across national borders). This pattern is most common among immigrant groups, racial–ethnic families, and now, transnational families, as will be discussed later.

As social scientists have become more aware of the diversity in family life, they have refined their analyses to better show the different realities of family situations.

The family is now broadly defined to refer to a primary group of people—usually related by ancestry, marriage, or adoption—who form a cooperative economic unit and care for any young (and each other); who consider their identity to be intimately attached to the group; and who are committed to maintaining the group over time (Lamanna and Riedmann 2003: 10).

The U.S. Census Bureau, in collecting data about the U.S. population, also refers to households, defined as all of the people who occupy a housing unit. This can include family households but is a broader term meant to include the diverse array of living arrangements that characterize modern life.

Comparing Kinship Systems

Families are part of what are more broadly considered to be kinship systems. A kinship system is the pattern of relationships that define people’s family relation-
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Identify two popular family shows on television. Count how often the family ideal is portrayed by these shows.

What do your observations reveal about how the family ideal is communicated through the popular media?
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Tunisia, Egypt, and Kuwait, although mostly among the elite class. Polygyny was also historically linked to high prestige among Muslim men because men with the most wives (and presumably the greatest sexual drive) held the highest social status (Mernissi 1987). Polygyny also has an economic function. It provides wealthy men who can afford multiple wives with a source of cheap labor—their wives. As a result, polygyny has been most common in agrarian societies, where a large and inexpensive labor force is needed—societies where the birthrate is also high.

Monogamy is the practice of a sexually exclusive marriage with one spouse. It is the most common form of marriage in the United States and other Western industrialized nations. In the United States, monogamy is not only a cultural ideal, but is also prescribed through law and promoted through religious teachings. Lifelong monogamy is not always realized, however, as evidenced by the high rate of divorce and extramarital affairs.

Many sociologists characterize modern marriage as serial monogamy, in which individuals may, over a lifetime, have more than one marriage but maintain only one spouse at a time.

Who Marries Whom? In addition to determining how many marital partners one can have, kinship systems determine whom one can marry. In contemporary U.S. society, people are expected to marry outside their own kin group; in other societies, people may be expected to marry within the kinship network. Exogamy

is the practice of selecting mates from outside one’s group. Endogamy is the practice of selecting mates from within one’s group. The group may be based on religion, territory, racial identity, and so forth.

In the United States, neither exogamy nor endogamy is mandated by law, although some religious doctrines condemn marriage outside the faith. Even if certain forms of marriage are not explicitly outlawed, society establishes normative expectations for an appropriate marriage partner. The incest taboo, generally considered to be universal, for example, is a cultural norm forbidding sexual relations and marriage between certain kin. Research on incest shows, however, that despite this cultural taboo, incest does occur with alarming frequency in this society and others (Russell 1986; Margolis 1996; Adkins and Merchant 1996). Many cultures have a tradition of arranged marriages, in which parents (or other elders) make rationally calculated choices about the appropriate marriage partner for their children.

Arranged marriages work like business arrangements, perhaps even including a broker, in which a sum of money or property brought to the marriage may be part of the calculation about an appropriate partner.

In general, people in the United States clearly tend to select mates with social characteristics similar to their own—a pattern referred to as homogamy. Whether it is class, race, religion, or educational background, people tend to choose partners who have a similar background (Kalmijn 1991). Although no laws in the United States prohibit marriage between people of different social rank, such marriages are relatively infrequent.

Most marriages are also between members of the same racial group. Sociologists have often used public attitudes about intermarriage as being indicative of the public’s support for or against integration, because marriage is the ultimate loss of social distance between the so-called races. Attitudes toward intermarriage have changed dramatically during the past few decades. In 1972, 73 percent of White Americans disapproved of intermarriage, compared to 33 percent now; in 1972, 24 percent of Black Americans disapproved of intermarriage, compared to 17 percent now (Schumann et al. 1997). Even with changing attitudes, interracial marriage is infrequent, although increasing. Interracial couples are now about 2 percent of married couples (U.S. Census Bureau 2004).

Some groups are more likely to intermarry than others.

African Americans and White Americans are the least likely to marry outside their group. Native Americans are the most likely to intermarry, with approximately one-third of Native Americans marrying outside their group (McLemore 1994). There is also an increase of different Asian Americans (Chinese, Korean, Japanese, and others) marrying each other, in part as recognition of their common identity as Asian American (Shinagawa and Pang 1996).

The growth of interracial marriage is contributing to a more multiracial and multicultural society. The presence of mixed-race people brings new issues into sociological focus. Most obviously, as we saw in Chapter 11, it highlights the inadequacy of seeing race as a fixed category. Mixed-race people must negotiate a complex route to identity formation, but their experience provides us with new perspectives on the meaning of race and culture in society (Root 2001, 1996; Storrs 1999; Waters 1998).

Although interracial marriages are not common, historically a tremendous amount of energy has been put into preventing them. Antimiscegenation laws have prohibited marriage between various groups, including between Whites and African Americans and between Whites and Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos, Hawaiians, Hindus, and Native Americans (Takaki 1989). Laws against intermarriage have been less rigidly enforced when women of color married White men (Kennedy 2003).

Antimiscegenation laws are significant not only for how they regulated marriage, but also for the importance they have had in establishing definitions of racial groups. As we saw in Chapter 11, the concept of race is socially constructed. To prohibit marriage across racial groups, courts first had to decide who belonged to what
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race. Definitions of race varied from state to state. In North Carolina and Tennessee, for example, state laws prohibited the marriage of Whites to persons whose ancestry was one-eighth “Negro.” Texas and Georgia prohibited marriage between Whites and a person with any “Negro” ancestry. California enacted a law in 1880 prohibiting marriage between a White person and any “negro, mulatto, or Mongolian” (Takaki 1989: 102).

Later, when the goal was prohibiting marriages between Whites and Japanese Americans, anyone considered “Mongolian” was not allowed to marry a White person. In 1934, when a debate arose about whether “Mongolians” included Filipinos, the courts cited an earlier precedent that defined Caucasian as excluding the Chinese, Japanese, Hindus, American Indians, and Filipinos. Marriage between these groups and Whites was outlawed. Soon thereafter, another California law forbidding marriage between Whites and “Malays” (Malaysians) was written to include Filipinos explicitly in this ban (Takaki 1989). These laws were finally declared unconstitutional in 1967—quite recently. The enactment of such restrictions provides examples of how the state regulates marriage according to the social norms of the time.

Property and Descent Kinship systems also shape the distribution of property in society, most notably by prescribing how lines of descent are determined. In

patrilineal kinship systems, family lineage (or ancestry) is traced through the family of the father. (The prefix

patri means “of the father.”) Offspring in patrilineal systems are typically given the name of the father.

Matrilineal kinship systems are those in which ancestry is traced through the mother. Among Native American groups, family ancestry is often traced through maternal descent (Allen 1986). Among Jewish people, one is considered Jewish when born to a Jewish mother. Others may convert to Judaism, but orthodox Judaism limits Jewish identity to matrilineal descent. This practice evolved under early Talmudic law as the result of widespread persecution and military conquest of Jews. The prevalence of rape of Jewish women following military conquest made paternity difficult to establish. Thus, a child’s proven religious identity was established on the basis of the mother’s faith.

Many kinship systems involve a mix of both systems.

In bilateral kinship systems, descent is traced both through the father and the mother. Bilateral kinship is practiced in the United States, although there is a
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from their families. The majority of families are not extremely hostile but put strong pressure on the interracial couple (Majete 1999). And although most Blacks and Whites profess to have a color-blind stance toward interracial marriages, when pressed, they raise numerous qualifications and concerns about such pairings (Bonilla-Silva and Hovespan 2000). Among college students, approval of family and friends is the strongest indicator of one’s attitude toward interracial dating. Racial minority students are more accepting of interracial dating than are White students; students in the Greek system of fraternities and sororities are less accepting than those who are not (Khanna et al.

1999).

Regardless of these attitudes, interracial marriage is on the rise, although still a small percentage of marriages formed. Patterns of intermarriage vary by age and other social characteristics.

Among African Americans, for example, younger men and women are more likely to intermarry than are older African Americans. Among Hispanics, Mexican Americans are least likely to marry outside their own group (Sung 1990). The most likely marriages are between Black men and White women and between Hispanics and non-Hispanics. National data on Asian American marriage is limited, but studies find that Asian Americans are increasingly likely to marry other Asian Americans, though often someone of a different Asian heritage (Shinagawa and Pang 1996). The data on interracial dating and marriage show how something seemingly “uncontrollable” like love is indeed shaped by many sociological factors.

Source: Khanna, Nikki D., Cherise Harris, and Rana Cullers.

1999. “Attitudes toward Interracial Dating.” Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Society for the Study of Social Problems; Bonilla-Silva, Eduardo, and Mary Hovespan.

2000. “If Two People Are in Love: Deconstructing Whites’ Views on Interracial Marriage with Blacks.” Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Southern Sociological Society; Majete, Clayton A. 1999. “Family Relationships and the Interracial Marriage.” Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Sociological Association; Shinagawa, Larry, and Gin Yong Pang. 1996. “Asian American Panethnicity and Intermarriage.” Amerasia Journal 22 (Spring): 127–152. •••

Picture this: A young couple, stars in their eyes, holding hands, intimacy in their demeanor. Newly in love, the couple imagines a long and happy life together. When you visualize this couple, who do you see? If your imagination reflects the sociological facts, odds are that you do not imagine this to be an interracial couple. Although interracial couples are increasingly common (and have long existed), people are more likely to form relationships with those of their same race—as well as social class, for that matter. What do sociologists know about interracial dating and marriage?

First, patterns of interracial dating are influenced by both race and gender.

Black men (81 percent) are those most likely to say they would date a person of another race, although they and White women are the least likely to say they would marry someone of another race.

White women are least likely to say they would date someone of another race.

Both Blacks and Whites in interracial relationships report negative responses

UNDERSTANDING DIVERSITY

Interracial Dating and Marriage

patrilineal bias in that children commonly take the name of the father. Descent, however, is traced through both the mother and the father. The practice of children taking the father’s name is also changing, as more women are keeping their names. Children’s names also may be hyphenated with both parent’s names, taken from the mother only or, in rare cases, simply made up.

Note, however, that even when the mother and father have different names, children most typically are given the name of the father.

Place of Residence Residential patterns are also shaped by kinship systems. In the United States, newly married couples are expected to establish independent households if they can afford to do so. In many other societies, however, and among some groups within the United States, newly married couples often take up residence in the household of one spouse’s parents. In patrilocal kinship systems, after marriage, a woman is separated from her own kinship group and resides with the husband or his kinship group. In matrilocal kinship systems, a woman continues to live with her family of origin. The husband resides with the wife and her family, although he does not give up membership in his own group. Neolocal residence is the practice of the new couple establishing their own residence. In most matrilocal societies, the husband retains his importance in the group of his birth and may exercise authority over his sisters and their children.

Who Holds Power? Finally, marriage systems vary according to who holds power in the marriage. A patriarchy

is a society or group where men have power over women; conversely, in a matriarchy women hold power. Patriarchal societies are far more common than matriarchal societies. In egalitarian societies men and women share power equally, are equally valued by all societal members, have equal access to resources, and share decision making. Although women may have different roles than men in such societies, both men and women are perceived as contributing to the common good and are judged to have equal social worth (Leacock 1978). Among Eskimos, as an example, women traditionally sewed fishing nets and men fished (as did some women), but the activity of both was culturally defined as critical to economic survival (Hensel 1996).

In many Native American societies, gender roles were far more egalitarian than in the societies of White colonizers. In some Native American groups, women held political power in the sense that they had a significant voice in decisions affecting the group as a whole.

In some cases, there were councils of women with an equal role in decision making to councils of men. Each group was seen as having different but complementary responsibilities. The colonists disrupted these forms of governance, finding that what they called “petticoat government” violated the norms of Christian patriarchy (Allen 1986: 32).

Extended and Nuclear Families

Another important distinction is whether family systems are extended or nuclear. These concepts refer to the whole system of family relationships and whether the family resides in extended or relatively small household units.

Extended Families Extended families are the whole network of parents, children, and other relatives who form a family unit. Sometimes extended families, or parts thereof, live together, sharing their labor and economic resources to survive. For example, extended families are common among the urban poor because they develop a cooperative system of social and economic support. Kin, in such a context, may refer to those who are not related by blood or marriage but who are intimately involved in the family support system and are considered part of the family (Stack 1974).

As an example, among African Americans, there are those who sociologists have termed othermothers.

These are “women who assist bloodmothers by sharing mothering responsibilities” (Collins 1990: 119). Having othermothers is an adaptation to the demands of motherhood and work that characterize African American women’s experience, given that they have always been likely to be employed and have families. This dual responsibility in families and in paid labor has meant that African American women have created alternative means of providing family care for children—a situation that the majority of all women now face. An othermother may be a grandmother, sister, aunt, cousin, or a member of the local community, but she is someone who provides extensive child care and receives recognition and support from the community around her.

Extended families are also found at the very top of the socioeconomic scale. For example, family compounds, such as the Kennedy estate in Hyannisport, Massachusetts, serve as community centers for extended kin groups (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 2002). Among the elite, extended family systems preserve inherited wealth, whereas among the poor, extended family systems contribute to economic survival. In sum, extended families provide a means of adaptation to economic conditions that require great cooperation within families.

The system of compadrazgo among Chicanos is another example of an extended kinship system. In this system, the family includes godparents, to whom the family feels a connection that equals actual kinship. The result is an extended system of connections between “fictive kin” (not related by birth but considered part of
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the family) and actual kin that deeply affects family relationships among Chicanos. Cultural traditions among Mexican Americans foster strong ties between families and godparents, but culture alone does not explain the prevalence of extended family networks among Mexican Americans (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 2002). Many of these families have migrated, and they rely on kin support for financial assistance, help finding housing and employment, and for assistance in child care and household work (Angel and Tienda 1982; Baca Zinn and Eitzen 2002). Not all Mexican American families have experienced migration, and middle-class Mexican Americans, like middle-class African Americans, are more likely to live in nuclear families.

Nuclear Families The nuclear family is comprised of one married couple residing together with their children.

Like extended families, nuclear families developed in response to economic and social conditions, particularly industrialization. Before industrialization in Western societies, families were the basic economic unit of society, and large household units produced and distributed goods. Production took place primarily in the home, and all family members were economically vital.

No sharp distinction was made between economic and domestic life, because household and production were one, whether in small communities or large plantations and feudal systems where slaves and peasants provided most of the labor. Women’s role in the preindustrial family, though still marked by patriarchal relations, was publicly visible and economically valued. Women performed and supervised much of the household work, engaged in agricultural labor, and produced cloth and food. Although the tasks women, men, and children performed might differ, together they were an interdependent unit of economic production.

With industrialization, the transition to wages paid for labor created an economy based on cash instead of domestic production. Families became dependent on the wages that workers brought home rather than goods they were able to produce at home. Single women were among the first to be employed in the factories; the shift to wage labor was accompanied by a patriarchal assumption that men should earn the “family wage,” that is, provide for dependents. Thus, men who worked as laborers were paid more than women (offering a great savings for industries employing women), and women became more economically dependent on men. At the same time, men’s status was enhanced by having a wife who could afford to stay at home—a privilege seldom accorded to working-class or poor families. The family wage system has persisted and is reflected in the unequal wages of men and women today.

Another result of industrialization was the separation of the family and the workplace. Paid labor was performed in factories and public marketplaces. The shift to factory production moved workers out of the household, which soon created dual roles for women as paid laborers and unpaid housewives. Moreover, the invisibility of women’s labor in the home eventually diminished their perceived status.

Racial–ethnic families have developed in the context of disruptions posed by the experiences of slavery, migration, and urban poverty. These experiences have created unique social conditions that affect how families are formed, their ability to stay together, the resources they have, and the problems they face. Chinese American laborers were explicitly forbidden to form families by state laws designed to regulate the flow of labor. Only a small number of merchant families were exempt from the law. Thus, the development of Chinese American families was channeled not only by racial exclusion, but also by class differences.

Under slavery, African American families faced a constant threat of disruption. Marriages among slaves were not officially recognized in law, because slaves were not considered citizens. Slaves formed families nonetheless, although the children of slave parents were the legal property of the slaveholder. Slave owners found it economically advantageous to allow the formation of slave families because the reproduction of new slaves added to their labor force. Slave owners maintained strict control over slave life and, when it served the owners’ needs, would sell or separate family members.

After slavery was abolished, African Americans faced new challenges in holding families together under new conditions of rural poverty and urban unemployment.

African American men could typically find only unskilled or seasonal employment; African American women were most likely employed as domestic workers, a more year-round occupation. As a result, African American women were often the steady providers for their families, resulting in the strong role of women in African American families (Gutman 1976).

Families of other racial–ethnic groups have also been uprooted as workers have had to travel to find jobs.

Many Mexicans who had settled in the Southwest, for instance, were displaced when Whites seized Mexican lands during the westward expansion of the United States. The loss of their land disrupted the family and kinship system they had developed, and they became more dependent on the dominant White society for economic survival. In the rapidly industrializing United States of the 1800s, many Mexican Americans were able to find work in the mines opening in the new territories or building the railroads spreading from the East toward the Pacific. Employers apparently thought that they had better control over laborers if their fam-
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ilies were not there to distract them, so families were typically prohibited from living with the worker. As a result, prostitution camps were developed, which followed workers from place to place. Some wives also followed their husbands to the railroad and mining camps (Dill 1988).

Poor families often find it necessary for all members to work to meet the economic needs of the household. A family pattern in which three earners span different generations within the family (children, parents, and grandparents, for example), is part of many Cuban American families, one of the most economically successful immigrant groups.

Migration to a new land and exposure to new customs and needs also disrupt traditional family values.

Among Korean immigrants, for example, the majority of Korean wives are employed as full-time workers—a change from traditional Korean values, according to which a wife is expected to be totally devoted to her family. Not all changes in customs and values are bad.

In this example, Korean women gained new opportunities and the possibility for expanded social roles. Immigrant women who enter the labor force often change their expectations about their gender role, but usually they also find they must continue to perform traditional household tasks. Studies of Korean wives who are employed indicate that, after a while, they begin to feel an acute sense of injustice. Their experience is probably shared by women in other immigrant families (Kim and Hurh 1988: 162).

The experience of Chinese Americans is another example of how social policies shape the experience of family life. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 prohibited the wives and children of resident Chinese laborers from entering the country. The result was an extraordinary sex imbalance in the Chinese American population —26.8 males for every female in 1890. The Chinese Exclusion Act was buttressed by the Immigration Act of 1924, which prohibited Chinese women to enter the United States, making family formation impossible. As a result, Chinatowns in the early twentieth century were primarily bachelor societies (Glenn 1986; Takaki 1989).

These historical examples show how the ability to form and sustain nuclear families is directly linked to the economic, political, and racial organization of society.

Sociological Theory and Families

The complexity of family patterns makes it impossible to understand families from any singular perspective.

Is the family a source of stability or change in society?

Are families organized around harmonious interests, or are they sources of conflict and differential power?

How do new family forms emerge, and how do people negotiate the changes that affect families? These and other questions guide sociological theories of the family.

Sociologists who study the family have used four primary perspectives in their analyses. These are functionalism, conflict theory, feminist theory, and symbolic interaction (see Table 15.1).

Functionalist Theory and Families

According to functionalist theory, all social institutions are organized to provide for the needs of society. Functionalism also emphasizes that institutions are based on shared values among members of the society. Functionalist theorists interpret the family as filling particular societal needs, including socializing the young, regulating sexual activity and procreation, providing physical care for family members, assigning identity to people, and giving psychological support and emotional security to individuals. According to functionalism, families exist to meet these needs. Marriage is conceptualized as a mutually beneficial exchange wherein women receive protection, economic support, and status in return for emotional and sexual support, household maintenance, and the production of offspring (Glenn 1987). At the same time, in traditional marriages, men get the services that women provide—housework, nurturing, food service, and sexual partnership. Functionalists also see families as providing care for children, who are taught the values that society and the family purport to have.
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The family is the major institution where socialization of children occurs.

When societies experience disruption and change, according to functionalist theory, institutions such as the family become disorganized, weakening the social consensus around which they have formed. Currently, some functionalists interpret the family as “breaking down” under societal strains, suggesting this breakdown is the result of the disorganizing forces that rapid social change fosters.

Functionalists also note that, over time, other institutions have begun to take on some functions originally performed solely by the family. For example, as children now attend school earlier in life and stay in school for longer periods of the day, schools (and other caregivers) have taken on some functions of physical care and socialization originally reserved for the family. The family’s share of these functions has been dwindling, while other institutions have taken on more of the original functions of the family. Functionalists would say that the diminishment of the family’s functions produces further social disorganization because the family no longer carefully integrates its members into society. To functionalists, the family is shaped by the template of society, and things such as the high rate of divorce and the rising numbers of female-headed and single-parent households are the result of social disorganization.

Conflict Theory and Families

Conflict theory makes different assumptions about the family as an institution, interpreting the family as a system of power relations that reinforces and reflects the inequalities in society. Conflict theorists are especially interested in how families are affected by class, race, and gender inequality. This perspective sees families as the units through which the privileges and the disadvantages of race, class, and gender are acquired. Families are essential to maintaining inequality in society because they are the vehicles through which property and social status are acquired (Eitzen and Baca Zinn 2004).

The conflict perspective also emphasizes that families in American society are vital to capitalism because the family produces the workers that capitalism needs.

Accordingly, within families, personalities are shaped by adapting to the needs of a capitalist system. Thus, families socialize children to become obedient, subordinate to authority, and good consumers. Those who learn these traits become the workers and consumers that capitalism wants. Families also serve capitalism in other ways—for example, giving a child an allowance teaches the child capitalist habits for earning money.

Whereas functionalist theory conceptualizes the family as an integrative institution—it has the function of maintaining social stability—conflict theorists depict the family as an institution subject to the same conflicts and tensions that characterize the rest of society. Families are not isolated from the problems facing society as a whole. The struggles brought on by racism, class inequality, sexism, homophobia, and other social conflicts are played out within family life.

Feminist Theory and Families

Feminist theory has contributed new ways of conceptualizing the family by focusing sociological analyses on women’s experiences in the family and by making gender a central concept in analyzing the family
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Table 15.1

Theoretical Perspectives on Families

Functionalism Conflict Theory Feminist Theory Symbolic Interaction

Families Meet the needs of soci- Reinforce and sup- Are gendered institu- Emerge as people interety to socialize children port power relations tions that reflect the act to meet basic needs and reproduce new in society gender hierarchies in and develop meaningful members society relationships Teach people the norms inculcate values Are a primary agent of Are where people learn soand values of society consistent with the gender socialization cial identities through their needs of dominant interactions with others institutions Are organized around Are sites for conflict Involve a power im- Are places where people a harmony of interests and diverse interests balance between men negotiate their roles and reof different family and women lationships with each other members Experience social disor- Change as the eco- Evolve in new forms as Change as people deganization (“breakdown”) nomic organization the society becomes velop new understandings when society undergoes of society change more or less egalitarian of family life rapid social change

as a social institution. Feminist theories of the family emerged initially as a criticism of functionalist theory.

Feminist scholars argued that functionalist theory assumed that the gender division of labor in the household is functional for society. Feminists have also been critical of functional theory for assuming an inevitable gender division of labor within the family. Feminist critics argue that, although functionalists may see the gender division of labor as functional, it is based on stereotypes about men’s and women’s roles.

Influenced by conflict theory, feminist scholars see the family as not serving the needs of all members equally. On the contrary, the family is one primary institution producing the gender relations found in society.

Feminist theory conceptualizes the family as a system of power relations and social conflict (Glenn 1987; Thorne 1993). In this sense, it emerges from conflict theory but adds the idea that the family is a gendered institution (see Chapter 12).

Symbolic Interaction Theory and Families

Sociologists have also used symbolic interaction theory to understand families. Remember that symbolic interaction emphasizes that the meanings people give to their behavior and the behavior of others is the basis of social interaction. Symbolic interactionists tend to take a more microscopic view of families and might ask how different people define and understand their family experience. They also study how people negotiate family relationships, such as deciding who does what housework, how they will arrange child care, and how they will balance the demands of work and family life.

To illustrate, when two people get married, they form a new relationship that has a specific meaning within society. The newlyweds acquire a new identity to which they must adjust. Some changes may seem very abrupt—a change of name certainly requires adjustment, as does being called a husband or wife. Some changes are more subtle, for example, how one is treated by others and the privileges couples enjoy (such as being a recognized legal unit). Symbolic interactionists see the married relationship as socially constructed; that is, it evolves through the definitions that others in society give it, as well as through the evolving definition of self that married partners make for themselves.

The symbolic interaction perspective emphasizes the construction of meaning within families. Roles within families are not fixed but will evolve as participants define and redefine their behavior toward each other. This perspective is especially helpful in understanding changes in the family because it supplies a
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wrong in a comedy because their use suggested “sexual laxity and obscenity” (Martin 1970: 283).

Now, family images on television are more diverse: Fathers are shown in parenting roles; some families are divorced or re-blended following divorce; working mothers are typical, not exceptional; and children may be stepchildren.

Not all TV families are heterosexual, though most are. Still, the media continues to construct an ideal for family life—one that continues to stereotype men and women in family roles. What does research show about these social constructions?

• Most family characters are middle-class.

• Men appearing with children are most likely to be shown outside, less likely to be portrayed doing family chores; they are also more likely to be seen with boys, not girls.

• Fathers are infrequently seen with infants.

• Fathers are shown playing with, reading to, talking with, and eating with children, but not preparing meals, cleaning house, changing diapers, and so forth.

• Women are disproportionately shown in family settings in the media.

What gender stereotypes do such images project? How do they influence people’s views of ideal family roles?

How realistically do they portray the actual gender division of labor in families?

What race and class images confound these results?

Sources: Kaufmann, Gayle. 1999. “The Portrayal of Men’s Family Roles in Television Commercials.” Sex Roles 41 (September): 439–458; Coltrane, Scott, and Melinda Messineo. 2000. “The Perpetuation of Subtle Prejudice: Race and Gender Imagery in 1990s Television Advertising.”

Sex Roles 42 (March): 363–389. •••

Cultural norms about motherhood and fatherhood come from many places, but the media is certainly a strong influence on how family ideals— and the ideals for mothers and fathers— are created in society. Media images of the family have certainly changed since the inception of television. In the 1950s, Hollywood Codes—that is, official rules in Hollywood about what could and could not be seen on television —meant that families were always shown as two-parent, marriage intact, father working, and mother staying at home. Parents never talked about sex; indeed, it appeared as though they never had it, because the Hollywood Codes required that scenes of passion could never be explicit and bedrooms, when shown, were supposed to be presented in an “innocent” manner. The codes went so far as to say that the use of bedrooms as a location was

A SOCIOLOGICAL EYE ON THE MEDIA

Idealizing Family Life

basis for analyzing new meaning systems and the evolution of new family forms over time. Each theoretical perspective used to analyze families illuminates different features of family experiences.

Diversity Among Contemporary American Families

Today, the family is a rapidly changing institution of society (Lempert and DeVault 2000). Family forms emerge as adaptations to new societal conditions. Central to sociological analyses of the family is that families are systems of social relationships that emerge in response to social conditions and that, in turn, shape the future direction of society.

Among other changes in the family, families today are smaller than in the past, with fewer births that are more closely spaced. These characteristics of families vary by social class, region of residence, race, and other factors. Because of longer life expectancy, childbearing and child rearing now occupy a smaller fraction of the adult life of parents. Death, once the major cause of early family disruption, has been replaced by divorce. In earlier periods, death (often from childbirth) was more likely to claim the mother than the father of small children, and men in the past would have been more likely to raise children on their own after the death of a spouse.

That trend has reversed, and it is now women who are more likely to be widowed with children (Rossi and Rossi 1990).

Demographic and structural changes have resulted in great diversity in family forms. Compared to thirty years ago, married couples make up a smaller proportion of households; single-parent households have increased dramatically, and divorced and never-married people make up a larger proportion of the population (Fields and Casper 2001; see Figure 15.1). Overall, married-couple families are three-quarters of household types, but this varies significantly by race. Singleparent households (typically headed by women), postchildbearing couples, gay and lesbian couples, and those without children are increasingly common. It is now also becoming common for people to spend more years caring for their elderly parents than they did raising their children. These changes mean that few families actually experience the family ideal often extolled by politicians as the only desirable family form.

Female-Headed Households

Perhaps one of the greatest changes in family life has been the increase in the number of families headed by women. Half of all children can expect to live with only one parent at some point in their lives. The odds of living in a single-parent household are even greater for African American and Latino children (see Figure 15.2),

Figure 15.1 Diversity in U.S. Families

Source: Fields, Jason, and Lynne M. Casper. 2001. America’s Families and Living Arrangements: March 2000. Current Population Reports, P20–537.Washington, DC: U.S. Bureau of the Census, p. 3.

Figure 15.2 Family Structure by Race

Source: Fields, Jason, and Lynne M. Casper. 2001. America’s Families and Living Arrangements: March 2000. Current Population Reports, P20–537.Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau, p. 2.
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although the number of households headed by women has risen across all racial groups (Bock 2000; Fields and Casper 2001).

The two primary causes for the growing number of women heading their own households are the high rate of pregnancy among unmarried teens and the high divorce rate, with death of a spouse also contributing.

Although the rate of pregnancy among both White and Black teenagers is lower today than it was in 1960, the proportion of teen births that occur outside marriage has increased. Teens who become pregnant are now less likely than in the past to marry so that the number of never-married mothers is now higher (Fields and Casper 2001).

Regardless of race, teen mothers are among the most disadvantaged groups in society. They find it difficult to get jobs, their schooling is often interrupted (if not discontinued), and they are unlikely to receive child support (Kaplan 1996). Teen fathers also are less likely to
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Female-headed families are more common among some groups than others. Twenty-three percent of Hispanic families are headed by women.

This map shows the percentage of births to teenage mothers as a percent of all births. Although you cannot see the historic change from this map, it is the case that the rate of teen pregnancy has been declining in the United States, but so has the likelihood of marriage for teen mothers who give birth. These data include births to both married and unmarried teen mothers. If you were trying to explain why the rates of teen pregnancy vary from stateto- state, what factors would you want to examine and why?

Data: From the U.S. Census Bureau. 2004. Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2003. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, p. 78.

MAPPING AMERICA’S DIVERSITY

MAP 15.1 Births to Teenage Mothers

complete school and therefore they have lower earnings (Nock 1998). The likelihood of poverty is great for teen parents, many of whom come from families that are already poor. (For more discussion on teen pregnancy, see Chapter 13.)

Divorce, the second reason for the increase in the number of female-headed households, also contributes to the growing rate of poverty among women. Most women see a substantial decline in their income in the year following divorce (Hoffman and Duncan 1988; Peterson 1996a, 1996b; Weitzman 1985). In addition, women who marry but later divorce are more likely to experience poverty than never-married women (Lichter et al. 2003). Contrary to popular belief, most men also experience a decline in their standard of living after divorce, primarily due to the loss of wives’ income. Men’s loss, however, is not as great as what women experience (McManus and DiPrete 2001). Following divorce, most men pay very little support, either to their wives or to their children. Following divorce, of those supposed to receive child support payments (almost all of whom are mothers), only two-thirds actually receive any and only about half receive all that is due. The average amount paid amounted to only $3787 in a year (U.S. Census Bureau 2004).

Another cause for the large number of femaleheaded households among African Americans and Latinos is the economic status of minority men. High unemployment among young African American men makes marriage unlikely because, according to some sociologists, women are not likely to marry men who are economically unstable. What further diminishes the pool of potential African American husbands is their relatively low life expectancy and high rate of incarceration (Thornberry et al. 1997; Wilson 1987).

Many people see the rise of female-headed households as representing a weakening of social values. An alternative view is that the rise of female-headed households reflects the growing independence of women, some making decisions to raise children on their own.

Not all female-headed households are women who remain single, however. Many are divorced and widowed women, whose circumstances may be substantially different from those of younger, never-married women.

DEBUNKING SOCIETY’S MYTHS

Myth: If a teen woman who gets pregnant would marry the father of the child, a more stable family would be formed.

Sociological perspective: Because the social conditions that produce unstable families (poverty, unemployment, and low wages, to name a few) are more likely among teens, marriage for young people is more unstable than other marriages (Kaplan 1996).

Some claim that female-headed households—or father-absent families—are linked to problems such as delinquency, the school dropout rate, poor self-image, and other social problems. Sociologists, however, have not found the absence of men to be the only basis for such problems. Instead, economic pressure faced by female-headed households, compared with male-headed families, puts female-headed households under great strain—the threat of poverty being by far the greatest problem they face (see Figure 15.4 on page 408). As we saw in Chapter 9, one-third of households headed by women live below the poverty line. The problem is not the makeup of households headed by women, it is the fact that they are so likely to be poor (Brewer 1988).

Although the majority of single-parent families are headed by women, families headed by a single father are also increasing. In most of these families, the father has gained custody of the children following a divorce or after the mother has died. Unlike female-headed households, where there is typically not a man to help with housework and children, single fathers commonly get help from women—either girlfriends, daughters, or mothers (Popenoe 2001; Hilton et al. 2001). Mothering, however, is not exclusively a skill restricted to women. Single fathers report feeling competent as parents.

Compared with married fathers, single fathers spend more time with their children, report more sharing of feelings between father and child, are more likely to stay home with children when they are sick, and take a more active interest in their children’s out-of-home activities (Risman 1987, 1986).

Despite social stereotypes, many if not most unwed fathers try to take some responsibility for their children, but the likelihood of economic disadvantage, especially among young, unwed fathers, is high. Most young unwed fathers are generally less well educated than other groups, have limited employment prospects, and are more likely to engage in crime (Lerman and Ooms 1993). These conditions make it difficult for these fathers to support their children, particularly if they are young and poor.

DEBUNKING SOCIETY’S MYTHS

Myth: Father absence is the cause of numerous social problems; if these fathers would just adopt “family values,” families would be stronger and children wouldn’t get into so much trouble.

Sociological perspective: Research on never-married, poor, noncustodial African American fathers finds that they want to be able to provide for their children; that they spend a lot of time with their children; and they want to be good “daddies.” Understanding what fatherhood means to them requires understanding the context in which they live (Hamer 2001).
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Married-Couple Families

The marriage relationship is based on intimacy, commitment, and love—two individuals coming together to form a complex and long-term relationship. How well they can do this, though influenced by their personalities and past histories, is the result of sociological factors, including age at marriage, economic resources, religion, and family histories (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 2002).

For many, marriage is a beneficial and satisfying relationship, evidenced by the fact that married people generally have better mental and physical health than single people (Waite and Gallagher 2000). Married people also tend to have more economic resources than others. On the other hand, marriage can be a source of conflict and disappointment. Moreover, men and women have different experiences within marriage, with the benefits of marriage generally accruing more to men than women. Men get greater health benefits from marriage and as a rule work less, at least when considering both employment outside the home and housework and child care done inside the home.

Among married-couple families, a significant change in recent years has been the increased participation of women in the paid labor force. As we saw in Chapter 9, families sustain a median income level by having both husband and wife in the paid labor force. Although the increase in women’s work is most dramatic among White families—minority and poor families have long had women in the labor force—most families are experiencing substantial speedup. This is reflected in longer hours worked—especially among women (Mishel et al.

2003).

Women in particular work a “second shift” of unpaid household work even when they also have paid employment.

Arlie Hochschild has studied the effects of the second shift on dual-career families. She finds that women who try to become “supermoms” report feeling numb and out of touch with their feelings. Women develop a variety of strategies for coping with the combined demands of work and family. Some women feign helplessness over certain tasks as a way to get men to do them; others avoid conflict by taking on more work; others cut back on their expectations or reduce their hours of paid employment (which in turn causes more household stress, given the income loss). Often women turn to women friends and family members for help or, if they have the economic ability, pay other women to work for them. The result is that many find life in the family to be like work, whereas work is where many find personal fulfillment, recognition, and emotional support (Hochschild 1997, 1989; see also Chapter 18).

Women’s labor force participation has created other changes in family life. One example is the number of married couples who have commuter marriages, an arrangement that typically arises when work requires one partner in a dual-earner couple to reside in a different city much of the time. Commuter marriage tends to be associated with dual-career couples, separated by job transfers or jobs too distant for a daily commute.

The common image of a commuter marriage consists of a prosperous professional couple, each holding important jobs, flashing credit cards, and using airplanes like taxis. But commuter marriages also occur among the working class when one or both partners have to seek work in a place distant from the family’s residence.

Agricultural workers may follow seasonal jobs; although their commute is less glamorous than that of professional spouses, they are commuting nonetheless.

When all types of commuter marriages are considered, this form of marriage is more prevalent than typically imagined.

The movement of one or more members of a family in search of employment strongly affects family relations.

Migration includes any movement through which people are seeking work in a new geographic area. This can include professional workers, people in the skilled trades, service workers, and domestic and farm laborers.

Living in a new culture results, possibly changing the family roles of men and women. Faced with the usual routines of domestic life (cooking, child care, cleaning, and so on) but without each other to depend on, men and women learn new behaviors. Women learn to act more assertively and autonomously; men learn to cook and clean up after themselves. These behavioral changes can also change the expectations that men and women have, making the family more egalitarian when they are reunited (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994, 1992).
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Social speedup has fallen particularly on women, although most parents find themselves having to juggle multiple tasks when combining work and family commitments.

Stepfamilies

Stepfamilies are becoming more common in the United States, matching the rise in divorce and remarriage. Stepfamilies take numerous forms, including married adults with stepchildren, cohabitating stepparents, and stepparents who do not reside together (Stewart 2001).

When two family systems are combined or when new people join an existing family system, stepfamilies can face a difficult period of readjustment. Parents and children discover that they must learn new roles when they become part of a stepfamily. Children accustomed to being the oldest child in the family, or the youngest, may find that their status in the family group is suddenly transformed. New living arrangements may require children to share rooms, toys, and time with people they perceive as strangers. The parenting roles of mothers and fathers suddenly expand to include more children, each with complex needs. Jealousy, competition, and demands for time and attention can create tense relationships within stepfamilies.

The problems are compounded by the absence of norms and institutional support systems for stepfamilies. Even the norms of language are vague in describing stepfamilies.

When a woman’s former husband remarries, how does the woman refer to the husband’s new wife? On visitation weekends, she may take care of the woman’s children more than the ex-husband does (Coontz 1992). There are no norms to follow, and people have to adapt by creating new language and new relationships. Many develop strong relationships within this new kinship system. Others find the adjustment extremely difficult, resulting in a high probability of divorce among remarried divorced couples with children (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 2002).

Gay and Lesbian Households

The increased visibility of gay and lesbian households challenges the traditional heterosexual understanding of the family. Although, in most states, lesbians and gays do not have the official supports of social institutions, many gay and lesbian couples form longterm, primary relationships that they define as marriage. Like other families, gay and lesbian couples share living arrangements and household expenses, make decisions as partners, and in many cases, raise children (Dalton and Bielby 2000; Dunne 2000).

Researchers have found that gay and lesbian couples tend to be more flexible and less gender-stereotyped in their household roles than heterosexual couples. Lesbian households, in particular, are more egalitarian than are either heterosexual or gay male couples. Unlike heterosexual couples, for lesbian couples, money has little effect on the balance of power in the relationship or on the couple’s feelings about each other. Among gay men, however, the highest earner usually has more power in the relationship.

Some researchers have concluded from these results that, regardless of their sexual orientation, men have been socialized to believe that money equals power.

Lesbians, on the other hand, tend to be critical of the power relationships between men and women in marriage and actively construct different household relationships (Jacobs 1997).

At the same time, lesbian families are shaped by some of the same structural features of society that shape heterosexual families. Sociologist Maureen Sullivan has studied lesbian coparents—those who together are raising children—finding that these couples tend to have gender equality within their households, provided
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Research finds that children raised in gay or lesbian households develop less genderstereotyped roles and identities.

both partners are employed.

Nonetheless, patterns of employment still shape their relationship.

Where one partner is the primary breadwinner and the other the primary caregiver for children, the partner staying at home becomes economically vulnerable, less able to negotiate her needs, and more devalued as a person and daily contributor—just as in heterosexual relationships where women stay home and men are the primary breadwinners.

Sullivan’s research shows that social structural arrangements, not just the values of domestic partners, shape the ability of individual people to influence family decisions, to be seen as an equal partner, and to have his or her needs satisfied (Sullivan 1996).

Gay and lesbian couples also face unique domestic problems because the dominant culture denies them benefits and privileges such as shared health-care plans and other benefits that go along with a legally recognized marriage that heterosexual couples receive. An increasing number of businesses now allow same-sex partners to be enrolled in employee benefit plans, and some municipalities give legal recognition to gay marriage, but these remain the exception. Gay and lesbian couples are also frequently the targets of hostility, and children can be affected when custody disputes arise over whether a gay parent has the right to custody. Although the law does not formally deny custody to lesbian mothers or gay fathers, judges tend to take sexual orientation into account in awarding custody, even when there is no evidence it creates adverse effects on the children (Duran-Aydintug and Causey 1996; Crawford and Solliday 1996; Zicklin 1995).

Many people think that being raised in a gay or lesbian family has adverse effects on children, yet research does not support this claim. There is little difference in outcomes for children raised in gay or lesbian households and those raised in heterosexual households.

What differences are found result from other factors— not simply the sexual orientation of parents. Thus, the homophobia directed against children in lesbian and gay families can stigmatize them in the eyes of others.

But children raised in gay or lesbian families are less likely to develop stereotypical gender roles and are more tolerant and open-minded about sexual matters.

They are no more likely than children raised in heterosexual families to become gay themselves (Allen 1997; Stacey and Biblarz 2001). If we lived in a society more tolerant of diversity, the differences that do emerge might be viewed as strengths, not deficits.

Gay and lesbian marriages are producing new social forms and new social debates. Should gay marriage be recognized in law? The Supreme Court of Massachusetts has ruled to recognize gay marriage, setting off a public debate about whether gay marriage should be legal and prompting conservative groups to propose that there should be an amendment to the U.S. Constitution defining marriage as only between a man and a women. Forty-two percent of the American public believes that gay marriages should be recognized as valid and given the same rights as heterosexual marriage; 55 percent disagree. A larger number (48 percent) believe that civil unions between gays should be legally valid, suggesting that the word marriage per se is imbued with meaning that many do not want to extend to gay couples (Moore and Carroll 2004). Gay marriage is also more acceptable in the eyes of younger people than to older groups, raising the question of whether over time social support for gay marriages will increase or whether as young people age, they will shift their values (see Figure 15.3). In the meantime, in most states and municipalities, gays and lesbians who form strong

DEBUNKING SOCIETY’S MYTHS

Myth: Children raised in gay and lesbian families are likely to become gay.

Sociological perspective: Children raised in gay or lesbian families are no more likely to become gay than children raised in heterosexual families. The primary problem for children raised in gay and lesbian families is the prejudice directed against them (Stacey and Biblarz 2001).
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Figure 15.3 Acceptance of Gay Marriage

Source: Lyons, Lydia. 2003. “U.S. Next Down the Aisle Toward Gay Marriage?” Princeton, NJ: The Gallup Organization.Website: www.gallup.com

and lasting relationships do so without formal institutional support and, as a result, have had to be innovative in producing new support systems.

Singles

Single people (those never married) today are 28 percent of the population. Since 1970, the proportion of younger women (age 20 to 24) who have never been married has doubled; for women age 30 to 34, the number never married has tripled. Men, too, are more likely single—84 percent of those aged 20 to 24 (compared to 55 percent in 1970) and 30 percent of those aged 30 to 34 (compared to 9 percent in 1970; Fields and Casper 2001). The rise in the number of never-married people is partially the result of men and women marrying at a later age. Longer life expectancy, higher educational attainment rates, and cohabitation contribute to this later age for a first marriage.

As sexual attitudes have moved toward greater permissiveness, many people find the same sexual and emotional gratification in single life as they would in marriage.

Being single no longer holds the same stigma it once did, especially for women. Single women were once labeled “old maids” and “spinsters.” Now they have the image of being carefree, sexually active, unencumbered by family obligations, and free-thinking, even though this stereotype is an inaccurate portrayal of the diversity within single lifestyles. Changes in social attitudes about single life seem to have had some effect on the happiness of singles as well. For many years, sociologists have documented a tendency for married people to report greater happiness than singles.

Now, greater diversity in family forms means that personal happiness and satisfaction are found in a variety of lifestyles.

Among singles, Black women are likely to remain single longer than Black men or White women. Although Black women see marriage as a desirable goal, it is not regarded as an end in itself. They expect to work to support themselves and do not assume that someone else will be financially responsible for them. Many
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cluding sex, but rarely going out on “dates.” For others, it means just “hanging out.” For some, dating and hooking up mean the same thing, but “dating” is not generally used to describe the relationship.

3. “Hooking up” also carries multiple meanings. For some it means kissing, for others it means sexual-genital play but not intercourse; for some, it means sexual intercourse. The vagueness of the term contributes to its becoming a shared cultural phenomenon.

4. Hooking up commonly occurs when both participants are drinking or drunk.

5. Two-thirds of women say hooking up made them feel desirable, but also awkward. Forty percent of women say they have experienced a hookup; 10 percent say more than six times.

But women are wary of getting a bad reputation from “hooking up” too much.

6. It is rare for college men to invite college women out on a date; women also report that men do not acknowledge when they have become a couple, although men, not the women, make the decision about when they are committed.

7. Even with the hooking-up culture, the majority of college women still want to meet a spouse while at college, a result that is compromised by the average sex ratio on campus (seventynine men for every hundred women).

The sociologists who conducted this study did so for a conservative organization that interpreted the results as interrupting “an important pathway to traditional marriage” (Glenn and Marquist 2001: 7). They recommended more adult involvement in establishing dating norms on college campuses and that men take more initiative in dating.

What is the hooking-up culture on your campus? How do gender relations influence the culture? Given what you see and the preceding results, do you agree with the recommendations of these authors?

Source: Glenn, Norval, and Elizabeth Marquardt. 2001.

“Hooking Up, Hanging Out, and Hoping for Mr. Right.” New York: Institute for American Values. •••

There was a time when dating on college campuses was a quite formal activity. There were clear social norms about who dated who, how the date was arranged (by the young man), and what was expected—perhaps a first kiss after several dates, then a more formal stage of courtship prior to marriage, and sex only after marriage.

Does this sound like the current dating scene on your campus? Not likely!

A national study of a diverse group of women on eleven different campuses, coupled with a nationally representative sample of 1000 college women interviewed by telephone in 2000–2001, found the following about the current college “dating” scene:

1. “Hooking up”—meaning sexual interaction without commitment—is widespread on college campuses and influences the campus culture, although only a minority of students engage in it (about 40 percent of college women).

2. The meaning of “dating” varies for college women. For some, it means a highly committed relationship, in-

FORCES OF SOCIAL CHANGE

“Hooking Up”: Dating and Mating on College Campuses

White working-class women are also raised to prepare themselves for work; however, somewhat different from Black women, they see their work as contributing to family income, not as the potentially sole source of economic support (Higginbotham and Weber 1992). Single people have been studied less often than married people, yet research is beginning to show that some remain single by choice. Embedded in this decision may be a critique of traditional marriage, a lack of available marriage partners, or pursuit of educational and career plans—a pattern that has been found among Chinese and Japanese American women but may be true of other singles as well (Ferguson 2000).

Finally, a rising number of single people are remaining in their parents’ homes for longer periods.

Known as the boomerang generation, these young people return home in their twenties when they would normally be expected to live independently. The increased cost of living means that many young people find themselves unable to pay their own way, even after marrying or getting an education. They economize by joining the household of their parents. Many pregnant, unmarried women also stay in their parents’ homes, forming extended households, often with multiple generations living in a single residence.

Cohabitation

Cohabitation (living together) has become common among single people. More than three times as many couples live together without being married now than was true in the 1970s. Some cohabitating couples have never been married; others live together while families are re-forming following divorce. Some couples cohabit because they are critical of the existing norms surrounding marriage (Elizabeth 2000). Estimates are that one-quarter of all children will at some time during their childhood live in a family headed by a cohabiting couple (Graefe and Lichter 1999), indicating how common cohabitation has become.

Those who cohabit tend to have more egalitarian attitudes toward gender roles (Sanchez et al. 1998; Barber and Axinn 1998). However, studies also find that cohabiters tend to develop a division of labor within household roles similar to that of married heterosexual couples. But cohabiters are more likely to remain together when they establish conditions of equality within the relationship (Brines and Joyner 1999).

Marriage and Divorce

Although there is extraordinary diversity of family forms in the United States, the majority of people will marry at some point in their lives (see Figure 15.4). The United States has the highest rate of marriage of any Western industrialized nation, as well as a high divorce rate. Even with a high rate of divorce, a majority of people place a high value on family life. People’s opinions about their preferred family lifestyle have changed considerably in recent years. Most people know the importance of both parents working, although few think it is ideal to have both parents working full time. But the public is not unified in this view. Men (45 percent) are more likely than women (38 percent) to think only one person should work, but most people (69 percent) say it does not matter which parent remains the fulltime worker (McComb 2001). Opinion is one thing, reality another, since most families now find it necessary for both parents in two-parent families to work.

Marriage

The picture of marriage as a consensual unit based on intimacy, economic cooperation, and mutual goals is widely shared. But marital relationships also involve a complex set of social dynamics, including cooperation and conflict, different patterns of resource allocation, and a division of labor. For example, the amount of money a person earns can shape that person’s relative power within the marriage (such as the ability to influence decisions and the degree of independence held by each partner). Studies have traditionally shown that
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Figure 15.4 Marital Status of the U.S. Population

Data: From Fields, Jason, and Lynne M. Casper. 2001. America’s Families and Living Arrangements: March 2000. Current Population Reports.Washington, DC: U.S. Bureau of the Census, pp. P20–537.

greater marital power is exercised by the partner with the highest educational and occupational level, but this is not the case when wives earn more than husbands.

Women who earn more than their husbands seem to have no greater power in marriage than women in more conventional marriages (Tichenor 1999; Komter 1989).

Thus, gender—not just income and occupational level— influences power within marriage.

Such findings reveal that marriage is shaped by systems of social stratification—systems that, although part of the structure of society, have tremendous influence on the social interaction within people’s day-to-day lives. Yet, people actively negotiate power relationships in marriage; how they do so depends on the attitudes and beliefs each partner has about marriage and the resources each brings to the household (Pyke 1994).

Other factors also influence social dynamics within marriage, including the presence of children. Children can enrich marriage relationships, yet the time devoted to caring for children can detract from the quality of a marriage relationship. As a result, as reported in one study of over 6700 married couples, people report higher marital quality in the pre- and post-parental stages of the marriage (Benin and Robinson 1997). This does not mean that marriage suffers because of children, but it points to the time, cost, and stress that raising children involves, which can increase tension within marriage.

The values of partners, as well as the roles they play, influence their experience of marriage.

Even with the ideal marriage defined as one based on consensus, harmony, and sharing, men and women have different experiences within marriages (Bernard 1972; Thorne 1993). As marriage roles change, the amount of work people do in families varies significantly for women and men.

Women still do far more work in the home and have less leisure time.

Are men more involved in housework? Yes and no. Men report that they do more housework, but they devote only slightly more of their time to housework than in the past. Studies find a large gap between the number of hours women and men give to housework and child care. Among couples where both partners are employed, only 28 percent share the housework equally. Fathers do more when there is a child in the house under two years of age.

For the most part, the increases in fathers’ contributions to household work have been in the amount of child care they provide, not the housework they do.

Interestingly, sociologists have found that the allocation of housework is greatly affected by men’s and women’s experience in their own families of origin; men and women who come from households with a more egalitarian division of labor are likely to carry this into their own relationships (Cunningham 2001).

The arrival of a first child significantly increases the gender division of labor in households; women increase the housework they do and lessen their employment.

There is far less effect for men (Sanchez and Thomson 1997). The end result is that men have about eleven more hours of leisure per week on average than women do (Press and Townsley 1998).

Despite a widespread belief that young professional couples are the most egalitarian, studies find that there is little difference across social class in the amount of housework that men do (Wright et al. 1992). With regard to race, African American husbands provide a greater share of housework than do White husbands.

Latino households have more diversity in gender roles than stereotypes about machismo would lead us to believe (McLoyd 2000). Almost two-thirds (61 percent) of women say the amount of work they have to get done during the day is a cause of stress, and one-half
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Despite the high divorce rate, marriage is a cultural ideal and most people marry at some point in their lives.

say that they feel resentment, at least sometimes, about how little their mate helps around the house and about their lack of free time (Roper Organization 1995).

Although marriage can be seen as a romantic and intimate relationship between two people, it can also be seen within a sociological context. Marriage relationships are shaped by a vast array of social factors, not just the commitment of two people to each other. You see this especially when examining marital conflicts.

Life events, such as the birth of a child, job loss, retirement, and other family commitments, such as elder care or caring for a child with special needs, all influence the degree of marital conflict and stability (Moen et al.

2001; Crowley 1998). As conditions in society change, people make adjustments within their relationships, but how well they can cope within a marriage depends on a large array of sociological—not just individual— factors.

Divorce

The United States leads the world not only in the number of people who marry, but also in the number of people who divorce. More than sixteen million people have divorced but not remarried in the population today; more women are in this group than men, since
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tasks). But this is not what Gerstel and Gallagher found.

Gender attitudes did not influence men’s involvement in caregiving. Rather, the characteristics of the men’s families were the most influential determinant of their engagement in housework and child care. Men whose wives spent the most time helping kin and men who had daughters were more likely to help kin; having sons had no influence. But, men with more sisters spend less time helping with elder parents than men with fewer sisters. Furthermore, men’s employment (neither hours employed, job flexibility, or job stability) had no effect on their involvement in care work.

Gerstel and Gallagher conclude that it is the social structure of the family, not only gender beliefs, that shape men’s involvement in family work. As they put it, “It is primarily the women in men’s lives who shape the amount and types of care men provide” (2001: 211).

This study shows a most important sociological point: Social structure, not just individual attitudes, is the most significant determinant of social behavior.

Questions to Consider

1. Think about the care work that is done in your family (both your immediate and extended family). Who does it? Is it related to the social organization

of your family, as Gerstel and Gallagher find in other families? Keywords:

care work, family division of labor, gender and housework

2. Do you think that men’s gender identity

changes when they become more involved in care work? What hinders and/or facilitates men’s engagement in this form of work? Keywords: men and child care, men and nurturing

We have included InfoTrac College Edition keywords at the end of each question to make it easier for you to find more to read on these topics. Go to

www.infotrac-college.com, an online library, to begin your search.

Source: Gerstel, Naomi, and Sally Gallagher. 2001. “Men’s Caregiving: Gender and the Contingent Character of Care.” Gender & Society 15 (April): 197–217. •••

Much research has documented the fact that women do the majority of the housework and child care within families. Why? Many have explained it as the result of gender socialization.

Women learn early on to be nurturing and responsible for others, while men are less likely to do so. Yet, things are changing and some men are more involved in the “care work” of family life. What explains whether men will be more engaged in family care work?

This is the question that sociologists Naomi Gerstel and Sally Gallagher examined in their study of one hundred eighty-eight married people.

They interviewed ninety-four husbands and ninety-four wives, married to each other; the sample was 86 percent White and 14 percent African American but was too small to examine similarities or differences by race. You might expect that men who had attitudes expressing support for men’s family responsibilities would be more involved in family care (defined by Gerstel and Gallagher to include elder care, child care, and various household

DOING SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Men’s Caregiving

Figure 15.5 Marriage and Divorce Rates, 1950–2000

Data: U.S. Bureau of the Census. 2004. Statistical Abstract of the United States 2003.

Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, p. 100.

women are less likely to remarry following a divorce.

Since 1960, the rate of divorce has more than doubled, although it has declined recently since its all-time high in 1980 (see Figure 15.5).

You will often hear that one in every two marriages ends in divorce, but this is a misleading statistic. The marriage rate is 8.4 marriages per 1000 people and the divorce rate, 4.0 per 1000 people (U.S. Census Bureau 2004). At first glance, it appears that there are half as many divorces as marriages. But these are divorces out of all married couples, not just those formed in one year, so divorce is not as widespread as half of all marriages.

Still, the rate of divorce is high and it has risen since 1950, though fallen again in recent years. The likelihood of divorce is not equally distributed across all groups, however. Divorce is more likely for couples who marry young (in their teens or early twenties). Second marriages are more likely to end in divorce than first marriages.

Divorce also varies by race and class. It is somewhat higher among low-income couples, a fact that reflects the strains that financial problems put on marriages.

Divorce is also somewhat higher among African Americans than among Whites, partially because African Americans make up a disproportionate part of lower-income groups. Hispanics have a lower rate of divorce than either Whites or Blacks, probably the result of religious influence. Recently, the divorce rate among Asian Americans has also risen, interpreted as the possible shedding of cultural taboos (Fields 2003; Armas 2003). This explanation seems supported by the fact that Asian Americans born in the United States are more likely to be divorced than Asians who immigrated (McLoyd et al. 2000). Those who come from divorced families are also more likely to be divorced themselves at some point, although children of divorced families are less likely to become married than those from other families (Wolfinger 2003).

A number of factors contribute to the current high rate of divorce in the United States. Demographic changes (shifts in the composition of the population) are part of the explanation. The rise in life expectancy, for example, has an effect on the length of marriages.

In earlier eras, people died younger, and thus the average length of marriages was shorter. Some marriages that earlier would have ended with the death of a spouse

THINKING SOCIOLOGICALLY

Identify a small sample of students in your school who have experienced divorce in their families. Design a short interview to test the research conclusions reported in this chapter on the effects of divorce on children. Do your results support the conclusions in this earlier research?

What additional sociological insights does your research reveal?

may be now be dissolved by divorce. Still, cultural factors also contribute to divorce.

In the United States, individualism is highly valued, placing a high value on individual satisfaction within marriage. The cultural orientation toward individualism may predispose people to terminate a marriage in which they are personally unhappy. In other cultural contexts (including years ago in this society), marriage, no matter how difficult, may have been seen as an unbreakable bond, whether one was happy or not. As we have seen in the preceding data, for racial-ethnic groups in the United States, cultural factors can also influence the likelihood of divorce.

Changes in women’s roles also are related to the rate of divorce. Women are now less financially dependent on husbands than they once were, even though they still earn less. As a result, the economic interdependence that bound women and men together as a marital unit is no longer as strong. Although most married women would be less well-off without access to their husband’s income, they could probably still support themselves.

This can make it possible for people to end marriages that they find unsatisfactory.

To people in unhappy marriages, divorce, though painful and financially risky, can be a positive option (Kurz 1995). The belief that couples should stay together for the sake of the children is now giving way to a belief, supported by research, that a marriage with protracted conflict is more detrimental to children than divorce. Although there are periodic public cries about the negative effect of divorce on children, many other factors influence the long-term psychological and social adjustment of children. Few children feel relieved or pleased by divorce; feelings of sadness, fear, loss, and anger are common, along with desires for reconciliation and feelings of conflicting loyalties.

But most children adjust reasonably well after a year or so.

Moreover, children’s adjustment is influenced most by factors that precede the divorce per se. The single most important factor influencing children’s poor adjustment is marital violence and prolonged discord (Stewart et al. 1997; Arendell 1998; Furstenberg 1998; Cherlin et al. 1998; Amato and Booth 1997). The emotional strain on children is significantly reduced if the couple remain amicable. If both parents remain active in the upbringing of the children, the evidence shows that children do not suffer from divorce; especially important is the ability of the mother to be an effective parent after a divorce. This, in turn, is affected by the resources she has and her ongoing relationship with the father (Buchanan et al. 1996; Simons et al. 1996; Furstenberg and Nord 1985).

In the aftermath of divorce, many fathers become distant from their children. Sociologists have argued that the tradition of defining men in terms of their role

Marriage and Divorce ••• 411

as breadwinners minimizes the attachment they feel for their children. If the family is then disrupted, they may feel that their primary responsibility, as financial provider, is lessened, leaving them with a diminished sense of obligation to their children. A man may also distance himself as a way of minimizing or avoiding conflicts with his former wife. Salvaging a sense of masculinity may also play a role. Many fathers report feelings of emasculation when they are displaced from their home, especially if being the head of a household was a primary gender identity. In the absence of this, some men may reassert another aspect of their masculine role—independence (Arendell 1992). One consequence of distancing is the limited child support that families receive from fathers after divorce. Only two-thirds of those supposed to receive child support actually receive any; almost half of those receive only a partial amount (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2004).

Family Violence

Generally speaking, the family is depicted as a private sphere where members are nurtured and protected from the influences of the outside world. This situation is true for many, yet families can also be locales for violence, disruption, and conflict. Family violence is a phenomenon that, hidden for many years, has now been the subject of much sociological research. It can affect all age groups—not only partners in relationships, but also children and, as we saw in the prior chapter, older people in the form of elder abuse.

Partner Violence Estimates of the extent of partner violence are difficult to determine and notoriously unreliable because most cases of domestic violence go unreported.

The National Violence Against Women Office estimates that 25 percent of women will be raped, physically assaulted, or stalked by an intimate partner in their lifetime. Twenty-two percent experience physical assault; 7–10 percent are raped by intimates; 5 percent will be stalked by an intimate partner. (The numbers do not total to 25 percent since a given person may experience multiple violent events.) Men also experience partner violence, though far less frequently, and women who experience violence are also twice as likely to be injured (Brush 1990; Tjaden and Thoennes 2000; West 1998).

Violence also occurs in gay and lesbian relationships, although silence about the issue may be even more pervasive, given the marginalized status of gays and lesbians.

Men living with male intimate partners are just as likely to be raped, assaulted, or stalked as women who live with men, but the incidence of violence against women by women intimates is about half as likely. Researchers conclude that this is because most domestic violence is committed by men, and violence is usually accompanied by emotionally abusive and controlling behavior. Partners who are jealous and dominating are the most likely perpetrators of domestic violence (Renzetti 1992).

One common question about partner (or domestic) violence is why victims stay with their abuser. The answers are complex and stem from sociological, psychological, and economic factors. Victims tend to believe that the batterer will change, but they also find they have few options. They may perceive that leaving will be more dangerous given that violence can escalate when the abuser thinks he (or she) has lost control.

Many women are also unable to support their children and their living expenses without a husband’s income.

Mandatory arrest laws in cases of domestic violence exacerbate this problem because they may, despite their intentions, discourage women from reporting violence for fear their batterer will lose his job (Miller 1997).

Despite the belief that battered women do not leave their abuser, however, the majority do leave and seek ways to prevent further victimization (Gelles 1999).

Sociological analyses of violence in the family conclude that women’s relative powerlessness in the family is at the root of high rates of violence against women.

Two perspectives have been developed to explain vio-
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Violence against women in the family is the result, sociologists argue, of the differential power of men in the family and women’s economic and emotional dependence upon them.

lence in the family: The family violence approach emphasizes that violence occurs in families because the society condones violence. According to this perspective, violence is endemic in society, and the general acceptance of violence is reflected in family relationships (Straus et al. 1980). The feminist approach places inequality between men and women at the center of analyses of violence in the family, arguing that because most violence in the family is directed against women, the imbalance of power between men and women in the family is the source of most domestic violence. The feminist perspective also emphasizes the degree to which many women are trapped in violent relationships because they are relatively powerless within the society and may not have the resources to leave their marriage (Kurz 1989; McCloskey 1996).

Child Abuse Violence within families also victimizes many children who are subjected to child abuse. Not all forms of child abuse are alike. Some consider repeated spanking to be abusive; others think of this as legitimate behavior. Child abuse, however, is behavior that puts children at risk and may include physical violence and neglect. As with battering, the exact incidence of child abuse is difficult to know, but annually 1.5 million children receive preventative services (Sedlak and Broadhurst 1996; National Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect 2003). Whereas men are the most likely perpetrators of violence against their spouses, with child abuse, women are the perpetrators as frequently as men.

Research on child abuse finds a number of factors associated with the abuse, including chronic alcohol use by a parent, unemployment, and isolation of the family. Sociologists point to the absence of social supports —social services, community assistance, and cultural norms about the primacy of motherhood—as related to child abuse because most abusers have weak community ties and little contact with friends and relatives (Eitzen and Baca Zinn 2004).

Incest Incest is a particular form of child abuse, involving sexual relations between persons who are closely related. A history of incest has been related to a variety of other problems, including drug and alcohol abuse, runaways, delinquency, and various psychological problems, such as the potential for violent partnerships in adult life. Studies find that fathers and uncles are the most frequent incestuous abusers and that incest is most likely in families where mothers are, for one reason or another, debilitated. In such families, daughters often take on the mothering role, being taught to comply with men’s demands to hold the family together.

Thus, scholars have linked women’s powerlessness within families to the dynamics surrounding incest (Herman 1981).

Changing Families/ Changing Society

Like other social institutions, the family is in a constant state of change, particularly as new social conditions arise and as people in families adapt to the individual changes that come from the birth of a new child, the loss of a partner, divorce, migration, and other life events. These changes are what C. Wright Mills referred to as “troubles” (see Chapter 1), although not all of them constitute troubling events. Some may even be happy events. The point is that they are changes that happen at the individual level, such as the birth of a child. These microsociological events are interesting to sociologists, particularly when sociologists see common patterns in people’s reactions and adjustments to such situations.

At the macrosociological level, other social changes affect families on a broad scale, and as Mills would have pointed out, many microsociological things that people experience in families have their origins in the broader changes affecting society as a whole. Migration is a good example. Certain economic, social, and political conditions may encourage people to move. How they do so, where they go, what kind of work they seek, and who can go all affect family life. This example shows how the immediate conditions of family life can be understood in the context of larger social patterns.

Global Changes in Family Life

Changes in the institutional structure of families are being affected by the process of globalization. The increasingly global basis of the economy means that people often work long distances from other family members—a phenomenon that happens at all ends of the social class spectrum, yet varies significantly by social class. A corporate executive may accumulate thousands—even millions—of first-class flight miles, criss-crossing the globe to conduct business. A regional sales manager may spend most nights away from a family, likely staying in modestly priced motels, eating in fast-food franchises along the way. Truckers may sleep in the cabs of their tractor-trailers, after logging extraordinary numbers of hours of driving in a given week. Laborers may move from one state to the next, following the pattern of the harvest, living in camps away from families, and being paid by the amount they pick.

These patterns of work and migration have created a new family form—the transnational family, defined as families where one parent (or both) live in one country, while other immediate family members (such as children) live in another country. A good example is found in Hong Kong, where most domestic labor is per-
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formed by Filipina women, who work on multiple-year contracts, managed by the government, typically on a live-in basis. They leave their children in the Philippines, usually cared for by another relative, and send money home because the meager wages they earn in Hong Kong (the equivalent of about U.S.$325 per month) far exceed the average income of workers in the Philippines (on average, the equivalent of U.S.$1500 per year).

This pattern is so common that the average Filipino migrant worker supports five people at home; one in five Filipinos directly depends on migrant workers’ earnings (Constable 1997; Parreñas 2001; Hondagneu- Sotelo 2001).

One need not go to other nations to see such transnational patterns in family life. In the United States, Caribbean women and African American women have had a long history of leaving their children with others as they sought employment in different regions of the country. Many Latinas are experiencing similar pulls on their need to work and their roles as mothers. Central American and Mexican women may come to the United States and work as domestics or in other service jobs, while their children stay behind. Mothers may return to see them whenever they can, or alternatively, children may move for part of the year but spend part of the year with other relatives in a different location.

Sociologists studying transnational families find the mothers must develop new concepts of their roles as mothers. Their situation means giving up the idea that biological mothers should raise their own children.

Many have expanded their definition of motherhood to include breadwinning, traditionally defined as the role of fathers. Transnational families also create a new sense of home, one not limited to the traditional understanding of “home” as a single place where mothers, fathers, and their children reside (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila 1997; Das Gupta 1997; Alicea 1997).

Apart from transnational families, the high rate of geographic mobility that emerged in the United States

Women-headed households are increasingly common in the industrialized world. What factors do you think result in this family form? As you can see from this map, they are more common in some areas of the world than others, although note that information on this is not available for many regions. What do you think influences the formation of female-headed households?

Source: United Nations. 2000. The World’s Women 2000: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations. Used with permission.

VIEWING SOCIETY IN GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

MAP 15.2 Women-Headed Households Around the World
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in the late twentieth century means that many U.S.

families are geographically separated from their families of origin. Grandparents, sisters and brothers, aunts and uncles rarely live in the same community—a pattern that has profoundly affected systems of care. The extended family is dispersed too widely to provide child care and other forms of family support. Coupled with the presence of women in the labor force, there is a great need for state-sponsored child care. As the Baby Boom cohort grows older, there will also be an increased need in the United States for services for an aging population (see Chapter 14). To sociologists, global developments that produce new work patterns, wars that change the mix of women and men in a given region, and gender relations that change with new patterns of societal development are all fascinating processes that affect many dimensions of life, not the least of which is change in the family as a social institution.

Families and Social Policy

Family social policies are the subject of intense national debate. Should gay marriages be recognized by the state?

What responsibility does society have to help parents balance the demands of work and family? What should society do to discourage teen pregnancy? Should marriage be promoted by the government? Many of the issues on the front lines on national social policy engage intense discussions of families. Some claim the family is breaking down. Others celebrate the increased diversity in families. Most people still form intimate partnerships, have children, and form cooperative household arrangements.

But new forms of the family are emerging.

Despite the changes that have taken place in the institution of the family, the family ideal persists in public discussions about family values and is a potent element in national policy discussions about the family (Stacey 1996). Many blame the family for the social problems our society faces. Drugs, low educational achievement, crime, and violence are often attributed to a crisis in “family values,” as if rectifying these attitudes is all it will take to solve our nation’s difficulties. The family is the only social institution that typically takes the blame for all of society’s problems. Is it reasonable to expect families to solve social problems? Families are afflicted by most of the structural problems that are generated by racism, poverty, gender inequality, and class inequality.

Expecting families to solve the problems that are the basis for their own difficulties is like asking a poor person to save us from the national debt.

Who Cares?: The Spillover of Work and Family The United States is one of the hardest working societies in the world (see also Chapter 18). For those who are employed, hours of work seem to be increasing.

At the same time, more employees have responsibility for caring for others—children, parents, or other relatives. This means that the long-assumed 40-hour work week is no longer the experience of most working people. Those employed full time now work an average of more than 43 hours per week, and that is counting only paid employment, not the extra work of unpaid work in the home. With more women in the labor force, this also means that the dual-earner family is now the norm (Moen 2004; Bureau of Labor Statistics 2004).

In this context, who cares for children and others whose needs must be met? The concept of care work

is relatively new, defined to mean all of the labor that is needed to nurture, reproduce, and sustain people— in other words, work that is critical to the maintenance of social institutions. Care work includes such things as child care, elder care, and even caring for oneself but is a broader concept than just child care and housework.

It has been developed to emphasize the actual
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The argument has been made that denying lesbians and gays the right to marry is similar to earlier bans on interracial marriage. Interracial marriage was banned by laws in many states until the Supreme Court (in Loving v.

Virginia) ruled in 1967 that such laws were unconstitutional. What similarities do you see between earlier debates about interracial marriage and current debates about gay marriage? Are there differences?

Taking Action

Go to the Taking Action Exercise on the Companion Website—at http://sociology .wadsworth.com/andersen_taylor4e/— to learn more about an organization that addresses this topic. •••

Adebate is taking place in the United States about whether gay marriage should be legally recognized. Some courts have supported gay marriage.

A substantial portion of the public support gay marriage and even more support civil unions among same-sex couples. Opponents of gay marriage have argued that an amendment to the U.S. Constitution is needed to define marriage as only between a man and a woman.

TAKING ON SOCIAL ISSUES

Gay Marriage

labor that is required to support daily life (Litt and Zimmerman 2003; Cancian and Oliker 2000).

In this society, care work—in its various forms— falls most heavily on women, and it is work that is typically either unpaid or underpaid and generally devalued, despite its being necessary for the maintenance of human life. Many argue that because care work has historically been the work of women in traditional families, social institutions have not yet emerged to meet the new demands coming from the increased role of women in public life. Work places are not yet “family friendly;” social policies still tend to presume that women will do most of this work. Even when care work is acknowledged, it is not regulated nor counted as are other forms of paid labor. And care work often falls to women of color and immigrant women to perform, such as in the use of domestic workers (often immigrants) who manage households for professional women and men.

For most families, care work—in the form of balancing the multiple demands of work and family—is a daily challenge. Even the traditional family dinner at the end of the day seems to be at risk: Less than half of all families report that they eat together four to six days a week; only one-quarter say they eat together seven days a week and another quarter say zero to three days (Mason 2004). Many people report feeling like they have to do more in less time. Simply coordinating the activities of different family members, getting them where they need to be, and staying in touch requires new solutions and produces new forms of stress. Armed with beepers, cell phones, and elaborate family calendars, parents and children all work to manage the complex affairs of family life. As we saw in Chapter 12 on gender, with more parents employed, having time from one’s paid job to care for newborn or newly adopted children, tend to sick children, manage the family’s affairs, or care for elderly parents requires great organizational skill, often with little recognition of the importance of this work.

Among industrialized nations, the United States provides the fewest federally supported maternity policies (see Table 15.2). The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), adopted by Congress in 1993, is meant to help address these conflicts. It requires employers to grant employees a total of twelve weeks in unpaid leave to care for newborns, adopted children, or other family members with a serious health condition. The Family and Medical Leave Act is the first law to recognize the need of families to care for children and other dependents. The Family and Medical Leave Act is gender neutral, meaning this right is available to men or women. The policy requires that employers continue their contribution to the employee’s benefits during the leave. The employee must also be reinstated to the
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Table 15.2

Maternity Leave Benefits: A Comparative Perspective

Length of Percentage of Wages Country Maternity Leave Paid in Covered Period Provider of Coverage

Zimbabwe 90 days 6–75% Employer Cuba 18 weeks 100% Social Security Iran 90 days 66.7% for 16 weeks Social Security China 90 days 100% Employer Saudi Arabia 10 weeks 50 or 100% Employer Canada 17–18 weeks 55% for 15 weeks Unemployment insurance Germany 14 weeks 100% Social Security to a ceiling; employer pays difference France 16–26 weeks 100% Social Security Italy 5 months 80% Social Security Japan 14 weeks 60% Social Security or health insurance Russian Federation 140 days 100% Social Security Sweden 14 weeks 450 days, 100% paid Social Security United Kingdom 14–18 weeks 90% for 6 weeks; Social Security flat rate thereafter

United States 12 weeks 0 n/a

Source: United Nations, 2000. The World’s Women 2000: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations, pp. 140–143. Used with permission.

same or similar position upon return. In addition, the law states that it is not intended to subvert more generous policies, only to establish minimum standards for employers. This law is a major step forward in promoting balance between work and family demands.

A number of conditions, however, limit the effectiveness of the FMLA, not the least of which is that the leave is unpaid, making it impossible for many employed parents. The law covers only employers who have fifty or more employees within a seventy-five-mile radius. Employees must have been employed by the granting employer at least one year or 1250 hours to be eligible. Although it provides twelve weeks of leave, employers may require employees to use other forms of leave first, including sick leave and accrued vacation time. Extensive verification is also required to document the illness of someone for whom the employee needs to provide care. Finally, it is not yet clear by legal test of this law if it will apply to gay and lesbian workers (Gowan and Zimmermann 1996; Auerbach 1992; Rosenthal 1993). Many workers in firms where there are family-friendly policies worry that taking advantage of these policies will harm their prospects for career advancement (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002).

Currently, only 13 percent of workers have child-care benefits available to them from employers (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2003). Family leave policies that give parents time off to care for their children or sick relatives are helpful but of little use to people who cannot afford time off work without pay.

Child Care Family leave polices, much as they are needed, also do not address the ongoing issue of child care. For employed parents, child-care expenses require a large portion of their budget. For most families, this is problematic, but it falls especially hard on poor and single-parent families. Low-income families have to pay a higher portion of their earnings for child care (16 percent) than do higher-earning families. Single-parent families need 16 percent of their income (or $258 per month on average) to pay for child care, (6 percent; Giannarelli and Barsimantov 2000). In most urban areas, it now costs as much to send a four-year-old to child care as it does to pay public college tuition (Folbre 2000). At the same time, child-care workers also remain among the poorest-paid workers in the labor force (U.S. Department of Labor 2004). Furthermore, for a job that is so important, specialized training is seldom required and employee benefits for workers are usually nonexistent.

Most families have to find care for more than one child (Harris et al. 2002), and parents struggle to find good and affordable child care for their children. Some rely on relatives for care; others, on paid providers; and, for some, a combination of both. Half of children age three and two-thirds of four-year-olds in the United States now spend much of their time in child-care centers.

But the national approach is one of patching together different programs and primarily relying on private initiatives for care. Compare this to France, for example, where participation is voluntary but almost all parents enroll young children in the école maternelle

system, where a place is guaranteed to every child age three to six. These child-care centers are integrated with the school system and are seen as a form of early edu-
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Child care is one of the lowest paid occupations, despite its importance in the socialization of children.
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Elder care is most often provided by the family, usually by a woman.

Given the increase in life expectancy, most adults can now anticipate spending as many years providing elder care as they have providing child care.

cation. Moreover, whereas parents in the United States pay child-care costs equivalent to tuition at public universities, in France, child care is seen as a social responsibility and is government-sponsored and free to parents. National norms about whether families are a private or public responsibility clearly shape social policy (Clawson and Gerstel 2002; Folbre 2001).

Elder Care Child care is not the only form of care work. Elder care and caring for other dependents, including those with disabilities, still falls mostly on the shoulders of women. Little wonder that women in their thirties and forties report that time, stress, and money are their most pressing concerns (Newport 2000).

The shrinking size of families means that the proportion of elderly people is growing faster than the number of younger potential caretakers; moreover, as life expectancy has increased and people live longer, elder care becomes a greater and greater need. Family members provide 80 to 90 percent of long-term care for the elderly—work that is often taken for granted. Some estimate that for every $120 spent in publicly funded long-term care, families provide $287 of unpaid services (Glazer 1990; Meyer 1994).

Women, who shoulder the work of elder care, can now expect to spend more years as the child of an elderly parent than as the mother of children under eighteen (Watkins 1987). Indeed, young people now can expect to spend more years caring for an elderly parent
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than raising their own children. The effects of the burden of care are apparent in the stress that women report from this role.

Because families are so diverse, different families need different social supports. Some policies will benefit some groups more than others—one reason that policymakers need to be sensitive to the diversity of family experiences. Policies also need to recognize the gender-specific character of people’s experiences within families. Policies can contribute to change in such matters in several ways. For example, legislation can create incentives for employers to allow men to take greater responsibility for family life. The institution of flexible work hours, for instance, can permit more flexible parenting. Social policies cannot solve all the problems that families face, but they can go a long way toward creating the conditions under which diverse family units can thrive.

Chapter Summary

Given the diversity in family forms, how do sociologists define the family?

Because of the diversity of families, it is difficult to define the family as a single thing. Families are primary groups of people—usually related by ancestry, marriage, or adoption—who form a cooperative economic unit and care for any young (and each other); who consider their identity to be intimately attached to the group; and who are committed to maintaining the group over time.

What are the different kinships systems that exist in societies?

All societies are organized around a kinship system.

Different kinship systems are defined by how many marriage partners are allowed, who can marry whom, how descent is determined, family residence, and power relations within the family. Extended family systems develop when there is a need for extensive economic and social cooperation. The nuclear family arose as the result of Western industrialization that separated production from the home. In the United States, most people marry within their class and race background, although the number of interracial marriages is increasing.

What sociological theories are used to understand families?

Sociologists use functionalism, conflict theory, feminist theory, and symbolic interaction to explain families.

Functionalism emphasizes that families have the function of integrating members into society’s needs. Conflict theorists see the family as a power relationship, related to other systems of power and inequality. Feminist theory

emphasizes the family as a gendered institution and is critical of perspectives that take women’s place in the family for granted. Symbolic interaction tends to take a more microscopic look at families, emphasizing such
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things as how different family members experience and define their family experience.

How are families changing in contemporary society?

One significant change in families has been the increase in female-headed households, which are more likely than others to live in poverty. The increase in women’s labor force participation has also affected experiences within families, resulting in dual roles for women. Stepfamilies

face unique problems stemming from the blending of different households. Gay and lesbian households are also more common and challenge traditional heterosexual definitions of the family. Single people make up an increasing portion of the population, in part as a result of the later age when people marry.

How are marriage and divorce shaped by social changes?

The United States has the highest marriage and the highest

divorce rates of any industrialized nation. The majority of people now prefer a lifestyle in which the husband and wife work and share household responsibilities, although many retain more traditional values. The high divorce rate is explained as the result of a cultural orientation toward individualism and personal gratification, as well as structural changes that make women less dependent on men within the family. Following divorce, women experience a decline in economic well-being.

What changes are occurring in family structures as the result of globalization?

Changes at the global level are producing new forms of families—transnational families—where at least one parent lives and works in a different nation than the children.

Patterns of migration, war, and economic development have a profound effect on the social structure of families. Changing patterns of family relationships create new social policy needs.

How is the family linked to public discussions of social problems and social policy?

The family is often blamed for many social problems the nation experiences. Social policies designed to assist families should recognize the diversity of family forms and needs and the interdependence of the family with other social conditions and social institutions.
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1. Among all respondents, what percentage report their marriage is very happy?
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Socio- Demographic Category Category Variable Most Likely Least Likely Significant?

Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No

3. Describe what characteristics are most likely among people whose marriages are “very happy.”
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Fourth Edition
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