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Chapter 10
The Changing Family

Social Problems in the News

OHelp for Domestic Violence Victims Declining,O the headline said. In Georgia, donations and other financial
assistance to battered womenOs shelters were dwindling because of the faltering economy. This decreased
funding was forcing the shelters to cut back their hours and lay off employees. As Meg Rogers, the head of a
shelter with a six-month waiting list explained, OWe are having to make some very tough decisions.O

Reflecting her experience, shelters in Georgia had to turn away more than 2,600 women and their children in

the past year because of lack of space. Many women had to return to the men who were abusing them. This
situation troubled Rogers. Ol think their safety is being compromised,O she said. OThey may go to the abuserOs
family even if they donOt go back to the abuser.O A domestic violence survivor also worried about their fate and
said she owed her own life to a womenOs shelter: Ol love them to this day and IOm alive because of them.O

SourceSimmons, 201%immons, A. (2011, October 29). Help for domestic violence victims decliniihg. Atlanta
Journal-ConstitutioRetrieved fromhttp://www.ajc.com/news/crime/help-for-domestic-violence-1212373.html

Once upon a time, domestic violence did not exist, or so the popular television
shows of the 1950s would have had us believe. Neither did single-parent
households, gay couples, interracial couples, mothers working outside the home,
heterosexual spouses deciding not to have children, or other family forms and
situations that are increasingly common today. Domestic violence existed, of
course, but it was not something that television shows and other popular media
back then depicted. The other family forms and situations also existed to some
degree but have become much more common today.
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Chapter 10 The Changing Family

The 1950s gave usave It to Beawaand other television

shows that depicted loving, happy, OtraditionalO

families living in the suburbs. The father worked

outside the home, the mother stayed at home to take

care of the kids and do housework, and their children

were wholesome youngsters who rarely got into trouble

and certainly did not use drugs or have sex. Today we

have ABC®4odern Familwhich features one

traditional family (two heterosexual parents and their

three children) and two nontraditional families (one

with an older white man and a younger Latina woman B

and her child, and another with two gay men and thejr Families shown in todayOs
. .. television shows are very

adopted child). Many other television shows today and iterent from the traditional

in recent decades have featured divorced couples or  family depicted in popular

individuals, domestic violence, and teenagers doing  television shows of the 1950s.

drugs or Committing crime. Television fgmllles from the
1950s consisted of two

heterosexual parents, with the

father working outside the home
In the real world, we hear that parents are too busy and the mothger staying at home

working at their jobs to raise their kids properly. We  ith two or more wholesome
hear of domestic violence as in the story from Georgia &hildren.

the start of this chapter. We hear of kids living without

fathers, because their parents are divorced or never  © Thinkstock

were married in the first place. We hear of young people

having babies, using drugs, and committing violence.

We hear that the breakdown of the nuclear family, the

entrance of women into the labor force, and the growth

of single-parent households are responsible for these problems. Some observers
urge women to work only part-time or not at all so they can spend more time with
their children. Some yearn wistfully for a return to the 1950s, when everything
seemed so much easier and better. Children had what they needed back then: one
parent to earn the money, and another parent to take care of them full time until
they started kindergarten, when this parent would be there for them when they
came home from school.

Families have indeed changed, but this yearning for the 1950s falls into what
historian Stephanie Coontz (200Gpontz, S. (2000The way we never were: American
families and the nostalgia trif@w York, NY: Basic Boolaalls the Onostalgia trap.O
The 1950s television shows did depict what some families were like back then, but
they failed to show what many other families were like. Moreover, the changes in
families since that time have probably not had all the harmful effects that many
observers allege. Historical and cross-cultural evidence even suggests thatLthave

It to Beavestyle family of the 1950s was a relatively recent and atypical
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phenomenon and that many other types of families can thrive just as well as the
1950s television families did.

This chapter expands on these points and looks at todayOs families and the changes
they have undergone. It also examines some of the controversies and problems now
surrounding families and relationships.
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10.1 Overview of the Family

1. A group of two or more people
who are related by blood,
marriage, adoption, or a
mutual commitment and who
care for one another.

2. A family composed of two
parents and their children
living in the same household.

3. A family in which parents,
children, and other relatives
live in the same household.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Describe why many children throughout history have not lived in a
nuclear family.

2. Understand the status of the nuclear family in the United States since
the colonial period.

3. Describe the major marriage and family arrangements in the United
States today.

Afamily 1is a group of two or more people who are related by blood, marriage,
adoption, or a mutual commitment and who care for one another. Defined in this
way, the family is universal or nearly universal: Some form of the family has existed
in every society, or nearly every society, that we know about (Starbuck,
2010)Starbuck, G. H. (2010yamilies in contef@nd ed.). Boulder, CO: Paradigivet

it is also true that many types of families have existed, and the cross-cultural and
historical record indicates that these different forms of the family can all OworkO:
They provide practical and emotional support for their members and they socialize
their children.

It is important to keep this last statement in mind, because Americans until the last
few decades thought of only one type of family, and that is theclear family % A
married heterosexual couple and their young children living by themselves under
one roof. The nuclear family has existed in most societies with which scholars are
familiar. An extended family 3, which consists of parents, their children, and other
relatives, has a nuclear family at its core and was quite common in prehistoric
societies. Manyone-parentamilies begin as (two-parent) nuclear families that
dissolve upon divorce or separation or, more rarely, the death of one of the parents.
In recent decades, one-parent families have become more common in the United
States because of divorce and births out of wedlock, but they were actually very
common throughout most of human history because many spouses died early in life
and because many babies were born out of wedlock.
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Although many prehistoric societies featured nuclear

families, a few societies studied by anthropologists have

not had them. In these societies, a father does not live

with a woman after she has his child and sees them

either irregularly or not at all. Despite the absence of a

father and the lack of a nuclear family, this type of

family arrangement seems to have worked well in these o

societies. In particular, children are cared for and grow ~houdh the nuclear family is a
. . L . common family arrangement

up to be productive members of their societies (Smith, oqay, historically many children

1996)Smith, R. T. (19961.he matrifocal family: Power, lived with only one parent

pluralism, and politicBlew York, NY: Routledge. because spouses died early and
many babies were born out of

wedlock.
These examples do not invalidate the fact that nuclear
families are almost universal. But they do indicate that © Thinkstock
the functions of the nuclear family can be achieved
through other family arrangements. If that is true,
perhaps the oft-cited concern over the ObreakdownO of
the 1950s-style nuclear family in modern America is at
least somewhat undeserved. As indicated by the examples just given, children can
and do thrive without two parents. To say this is meant neither to extol divorce,
births out of wedlock, and fatherless families nor to minimize the problems they
may involve. Rather, it is meant simply to indicate that the nuclear family is not the
only viable form of family organization (Seccombe, 2012¢ccombe, K. (2012).
Families and their social wo(Rtsd ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.

In fact, although nuclear families remain the norm in most societies, in practice
they are something of a historical rarity: Until about a century ago, many spouses
died by their mid-forties, and many babies were born out of wedlock. In medieval
Europe, for example, people died early from disease, malnutrition, and other
problems. One consequence of early mortality was that many children could expect
to outlive at least one of their parents and thus essentially were raised in one-
parent families or in stepfamilies (Gottlieb, 199%}ottlieb, B. (1993)The family in the
Western world from the black death to the industriNegerork, NY: Oxford

University Press.

During the American colonial period, different family types abounded, and the
nuclear family was by no means the only type (Coontz, 19@%pntz, S. (1995,
summer). The way we werenOt: The myth and reality of the OtraditionalO family.
National Forum: The Phi Kappa Phi JolitizlANomadic Native American groups

had relatively small nuclear families, while nonnomadic groups had larger extended
families. Because nuclear families among African Americans slaves were difficult to
achieve, slaves adapted by developing extended families, adopting orphans, and
taking in other people not related by blood or marriage. Many European parents of
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colonial children died because average life expectancy was only 45 years. The one-
third to one-half of children who outlived at least one of their parents lived in
stepfamilies or with just their surviving parent. Mothers were so busy working the
land and doing other tasks that they devoted relatively little time to child care,

which instead was entrusted to older children or servants.

Moving much forward in US history, an important change in American families
occurred during the 1940s after World War Il ended. As men came home after
serving in the military in Europe and Japan, books, magazines, and newspapers
exhorted women to have babies, and babies they did have: People got married at
younger ages and the birth rate soared, resulting in the now famoboaby boom
generationMeanwhile, divorce rates dropped. The national economy thrived as auto
and other factory jobs multiplied, and many families for the first time could dream
of owning their own homes. Suburbs sprang up, and many families moved to them.
Many families during the 1950s did indeed fit thieeave It to Beaveodel of the
breadwinner-homemaker suburban nuclear family. Following the Depression of the
1930s and the war of the 1940s, the 1950s seemed an almost idyllic decade.

Even so, less than 60 percent of American children during the 1950s lived in
breadwinner-homemaker nuclear families. Moreover, many lived in poverty, as the
poverty rate then was almost twice as high as it is today. Teenage pregnancy rates
were about twice as high as today. Although not publicized back then, alcoholism
and violence in families were common. Historians have found that many women in
this era were unhappy with their homemaker roles, Mrs. Cleaver (BeaverOs mother)
to the contrary, suffering from what Betty Friedan (196B}iedan, B. (1963 he
feminine mystiqué&ew York, NY: W. W. Nortofamously called the Ofeminine
mystique.O

During the 1960s and 1970s, women began to enter the labor force. They did so to
increase their families® incomes and to achieve greater self-fulfilment. More than
60 percent of married women with children under 6 years of age are now in the
labor force, compared to less than 19 percent in 1960. At about the same time,
divorce rates increased for several reasons that we examine later in this chapter.
Changes in the American family had begun, and along with them various
controversies and problems.

Marriage and the Family in the United States Today

In the United States today, marriage remains an important institution. Only about
27 percent of all adults (18 or older) have never been married, 56 percent are
currently married, 10 percent are divorced, and 6 percent are widowed ($&gure
10.1 "Marital Status of the US Population 18 Years of Age or Older, 20T0Us 72
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percent of American adults have been married, whether or not they are currently
married. Because more than half of the never-married people are under 30, it is fair
to say that many of them will be getting married sometime in the future. When we
look just at people aged 45D54, about 87 percent are currently married or had been
married at some point in their lives. In a 2010 poll, only 5 percent of Americans
under age 30 said they did not want to get married (Luscombe, 2Q13combe, B.
(2010, November 18). Who needs marriage? A changing institutiime Retrieved
from http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2032116,2032100.html
These figures all indicate that marriage continues to be an important ideal in
American life, even if not all marriages succeed. As one sociologist has said,
OGetting married is a way to show family and friends that you have a successful
personal life. 1tOs like the ultimate merit badgeO (Luscombe, 2Dd§3ombe, B.
(2010, November 18). Who needs marriage? A changing institutiime Retrieved
from http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2032116,2032100.html

Although marriage remains an important institution, two recent trends do suggest
that its importance is declining for some segments of the population (Cohn, Passel,
Wang, & Livingston, 2011¢ohn, D., Passel J., Wang, W., & Livingston, G. (2011).
Barely half of US adults are marriedNa recariMashington, DC: Pew Research
Center.First, although 71 percent of adults have been married, this figure
represents a drop from 85 percent in 1960. Second, education greatly affects
whether we marry and stay married, and marriage is less common among people
without a college degree.
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Figure 10.Marital Status of the US Population 18 Years of Age or Older, 2010

Source: Data from US Census Bureau S@2fis8gal abstract of the United States: \B@khington, DC: US
Government Printing Office. Retrievedhfitpofwww.census.gov/compendia/statab

Recent figures provide striking evidence of this relationship. Almost two-thirds (64
percent) of college graduates are currently married, compared to less than half (47
percent) of high school graduates and high school dropouts combined. People with
no more than a high school degree are less likely than college graduates to marry at
all, and they are more likely to get divorced, as we shall discuss again later, if they
do marry.

This difference in marriage rates worsens the financial situation that people with
lower education already face. As one observer noted, OAs marriage increasingly
becomes a phenomenon of the better-off and better-educated, the incomes of two-
earner married couples diverge more from those of struggling single adultsO
(Marcus, 2011Marcus, R. (2011, December 18). The marriage gap presents a real
cost. The Washington PdRetrieved fromhttp://www.washingtonpost.com/
opinions/the-marriage-gap-presents-a-real-cost/2011/12/16/

glQAz24Dz0O_story.html?hpid=z8ne of the many consequences of this education
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gap in marriage is that the children of one-parent households are less likely than
those of two-parent households to graduate high school and to attend college. In
this manner, a parentOs low education helps to perpetuate low education among the
parentOs children.

The United States Compared to Other Democracies

In several ways, the United States differs from other Western democracies in its
view of marriage and in its behavior involving marriage and other intimate
relationships (Cherlin, 2010; Hull, Meier, & Ortyl, 201€herlin, A. J. (2010The
marriage-go-round: The state of marriage and the family in Ameriddetodégrk, NY:
Vintage; Hull, K. E., Meier, A., & Ortyl, T. (2012). The changing landscape of love and
marriage. In D. Hartmann & C. Uggen (EdShe contexts read@nd ed., pp. 56D63).
New York, NY: W. W. Nortorkirst, Americans place more emphasis than their
Western counterparts on the ideal of romantic love as a basis for marriage and
other intimate relationships and on the cultural importance of marriage. Second,
the United States has higher rates of marriage than other Western nations. Third,
the United States also has higher rates of divorce than other Western nations; for
example, 42 percent of American marriages end in divorce after fifteen years,
compared to only 8 percent in Italy and Spain. Fourth, Americans are much more
likely than other Western citizens to remarry once they are divorced, to cohabit in
short-term relationships, and, in general, to move from one intimate relationship to
another, a practice callegerial monogamyhis practice leads to instability that can
have negative impacts on any children that may be involved and also on the adults
involved.

The US emphasis on romantic love helps account for its

high rates of marriage, divorce, and serial monogamy. It

leads people to want to be in an intimate relationship,

matrital or cohabiting. Then when couples get married

because they are in love, many quickly find that

passionate romantic love can quickly fade; because their

expectations of romantic love were so high, they

become more disenchanted once this happens and

unhappy in their marriage. As sociologist Andrew J.

Cherlin (2010, p. 4herlin, A. J. (2010The marriage-go- americans place more emphasis

round: The state of marriage and the family in America toglesuropeans on the ideal of

New York, NY: Vintagebserves, OAmericans are romantic love as the basis for

conflicted about lifelong marriage: they value the marriage. This emphasis helps
. . . account for why the United

stability and security of marriage, but they tend to

believe that individuals who are unhappy with their

marriages should be allowed to end them.O Still, the
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ideal of romantic love persists even after divorce,

leading to remarriage and/or other intimate States has a higher divorce rate
relationships. than many European nations.
Children and Families © Thinkstock

The United States has about 36 million families with

children under 18. About 70 percent of these are

married-couple families, while 30 percent (up from about 14 percent in the 1950s)
are one-parent families. Most of these latter families are headed by the mother (see
Figure 10.2 "Family Households with Children under 18 Years of Age, 2010"

Figure 10.2

Source: Data from US Census Bureau S@2fisfgal abstract of the United States: \B@khington, DC: US
Government Printing Office. Retrievecdhitpmiwww.census.gov/compendia/statab

The proportion of families with children under 18 that have only one parent varies
significantly by race and ethnicity: Latino and African American families are more
likely than white and Asian American households to have only one parent (see

Figure 10.3 "Race, Ethnicity, and Percentage of Family Groups with Only One Parent,
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2010%. Similarly, whereas 30 percent of all children do not live with both their
biological parents, this figure, too, varies by race and ethnicity: about 61 percent of
African American children, 15 percent of Asian children, 33 percent of Latino
children, and 23 percent of non-Latino white children.

Figure 10.3Race, Ethnicity, and Percentage of Family Groups with Only One Parent, 2010

Source: Data from US Census Bureau S@2fisgal abstract of the United States: \B@khington, DC: US
Government Printing Office. Retrievedfitpmiwww.census.gov/compendia/statab

We will discuss several other issues affecting children later in this chapter. But
before we move on, it is worth noting that children, despite all the joy and

fulfillment they so often bring to parents, also tend to reduce parentsO emotional
well-being. As a recent review summarized the evidence, OParents in the United
States experience depression and emotional distress more often than their childless
adult counterparts. Parents of young children report far more depression,

emotional distress and other negative emotions than non-parents, and parents of
grown children have no better well-being than adults who never had childrenO
(Simon, 2008, p. 48imon, R. W. (2008). The joys of parenthood, reconsidered.
Contexts(Z), 40D45.

Children have these effects because raising them can be both stressful and
expensive. Depending on household income, the average child costs parents
between $134,000 and $270,000 from birth until age 18. College education obviously
can cost tens of thousands of dollars beyond that. Robin W. Simon (Z8@&)n, R.

W. (2008). The joys of parenthood, reconsideré&bntexts,(Z), 40b4%argues that
American parentsO stress would be reduced if the government provided better and
more affordable day care and after-school options, flexible work schedules, and tax
credits for various parenting costs. She also thinks that the expectations Americans
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have of the joy of parenthood are unrealistically positive and that parental stress
would be reduced if expectations became more realistic.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

¥ Although the nuclear family has been very common, many children
throughout history have not lived in a nuclear family, in part because a
parent would die at an early age.

¥ Most Americans eventually marry. This fact means that marriage
remains an important ideal in American life, even if not all marriages
succeed.

¥ About 30 percent of children live with only one parent, almost always
their mother.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Write a brief essay in which you describe the advantages and
disadvantages of the 1950s-type nuclear family in which the father
works outside the home and the mother stays at home.

2. The text notes that most people eventually marry. In view of the fact
that so many marriages end in divorce, why do you think that so many
people continue to marry?

3. Some of the children who live only with their mothers were born out of
wedlock. Do you think the parents should have married for the sake of
their child? Why or why not?

10.1 Overview of the Family 495
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10.2 Sociological Perspectives on the Family

LEARNING OBJECTIVE

1. Summarize understandings of the family as presented by functional,
conflict, and social interactionist theories.

Sociological views on todayOs families and their problems generally fall into the
functional, conflict, and social interactionist approaches introduced i€hapter 1
"Understanding Social Problems"LetOs review these views, which are summarized

in Table 10.1 "Theory Snapshat"

Table 10.ITheory Snapshot

Functionalism

The family performs several essential functions for society. It socializes
children, it provides emotional and practical support for its members, it
helps regulate sexual activity and sexual reproduction, and it provides it

members with a social identity. Family problems stem from sudden or far

reaching changes in the familyOs structure or processes; these problem
threaten the familyOs stability and weaken society.

%)

Conflict
theory

The family contributes to social inequality by reinforcing economic
inequality and by reinforcing patriarchy. Family problems stem from

economic inequality and from patriarchal ideology. The family can also he

a source of conflict, including physical violence and emotional cruelty, fg
its own members.

=

Symbolic
interactionism

The interaction of family members and intimate couples involves shared
understandings of their situations. Wives and husbands have different
styles of communication, and social class affects the expectations that

spouses have of their marriages and of each other. Family problems stem
from different understandings and expectations that spouses have of thg

marriage.

r

Social Functions of the Family

Recall that the functional perspective emphasizes that social institutions perform
several important functions to help preserve social stability and otherwise keep a
society working. A functional understanding of the family thus stresses the ways in
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which the family as a social institution helps make society possible. As such, the
family performs several important functions.

First, the family is the primary unit for socializing childreiNo society is possible
without adequate socialization of its young. In most societies, the family is the
major unit in which socialization happens. Parents, siblings, and, if the family is
extended rather than nuclear, other relatives all help socialize children from the
time they are born.

Second, the family is ideally a major source pfactical
and emotional suppéot its members. It provides them
food, clothing, shelter, and other essentials, and it also
provides them love, comfort, and help in times of
emotional distress, and other types of support.

Third, the family helpsregulate sexual activity and sexu@ne of the most important

reproductionAll societies have norms governing with  functions of the family is the

whom and how often a person should have sex. The Socfa't',za“t?]” ‘f)f Cﬁllqretnr{ In most
. . . . . societies the tamily Is the major

family Is the major unit for. teaching these norms and i through which socialization

the major unit through which sexual reproduction ocCurs.

occurs. One reason for this is to ensure that infants have

adequate emotional and practical care when they are g Thinkstock

born.

Fourth, the family provides its members with gocial

identity. Children are born into their parentsO social class, race and ethnicity,
religion, and so forth. Some children have advantages throughout life because of
the social identity they acquire from their parents, while others face many
obstacles because the social class or race/ethnicity into which they are born is at
the bottom of the social hierarchy.

Beyond discussing the familyOs functions, the functional perspective on the family
maintains that sudden or far-reaching changes in conventional family structure
and processes threaten the familyOs stability and thus that of society. For example,
most sociology and marriage-and-family textbooks during the 1950s maintained
that the male breadwinnerbfemale homemaker nuclear family was the best
arrangement for children, as it provided for a familyOs economic and child-rearing
needs. Any shift in this arrangement, they warned, would harm children and, by
extension, the family as a social institution and even society itself. Textbooks no
longer contain this warning, but many conservative observers continue to worry
about the impact on children of working mothers and one-parent families. We
return to their concerns shortly.
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The Family and Conflict

Conflict theorists agree that the family serves the important functions just listed,
but they also point to problems within the family that the functional perspective
minimizes or overlooks altogether.

First, the family as a social institution contributes to social inequality. Because
families pass along their wealth to their children, and because families differ
greatly in the amount of wealth they have, the family helps reinforce existing
inequality. As it developed through the centuries, and especially during
industrialization, the family also became more and more of a patriarchal unit (since
men made money working in factories while women stayed home), helping to
reinforce menOs status at the top of the social hierarchy.

Second, the family can also be a source of conflict for its own members. Although
the functional perspective assumes the family provides its members emotional
comfort and support, many families do just the opposite and are far from the
harmonious, happy groups depicted in the 1950s television shows. Instead, they
argue, shout, and use emotional cruelty and physical violence. We return to family
violence later in this chapter.

The conflict perspective emphasizes that many of the problems we see in todayOs
families stem from economic inequality and from patriarchy. The problems that
many families experience reflect the fact that they live in poverty or near poverty.
Money does not always bring happiness, but a dire lack of money produces stress
and other difficulties that impair a faminC)s functioning and relationships. Tiote
10.9 "Applying Social Researclibx discusses other ways in which social class
influences the family.

Conflict within a family also stems from patriarchy. Husbands usually earn more
money than wives, and many men continue to feel that they are the head of their
families. When women resist this old-fashioned notion, spousal conflict occurs.
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Applying Social Research
Social Class and the Family

A growing amount of social science research documents social class differences
in how well a family functions: the quality of its relationships and the cognitive,
psychological, and social development of its children. This focus reflects the

fact that what happens during the