Assignment Guide for Chapter 7

In the light of contemporary diversity, how useful is it to talk about ‘the family’ in the singular?

As chapter 7 notes, many sociologists prefer to use the term ‘families’ to capture the diversity of forms in contemporary societies like Britain. A family is defined on page 206 as ‘a group of persons directly linked by kin connections, the adult members of which assume responsibility for caring for children’ and ‘kin’ are those linked by marriage or blood relationships. The chapter contains many examples of different forms that fall within this definition – single-parent families, extended families often associated now with some minority ethnic groups, reconstituted families where children are raised, often within two households, based around biological parents and their new partners and children. There are also households which do not fit this definition of the family, but would see themselves as families. Many families exist outside marriage through both heterosexual or gay and lesbian cohabitation or civil partnership. The children raised within these households may not be biologically related to one or both of the adults in the household. There are also increasing numbers of households that contain childless individuals and couples – do these count as families?

The chapter does, then, contain ample evidence of the diversity of forms which families and households can take and your first task in this essay is to describe this variation.

At one level it would be possible to conclude the essay on empirical grounds alone. You have shown that there are lots of different types of family forms, so it may simply be inaccurate to describe them all with the simple term ‘family’. Politically, some authors would argue that because ‘the family’ as a concept conjures up a picture of the white, middle class, heterosexual unit, it is unacceptable to use the term in the singular, as this imposes a norm on all other family forms.

There is another step in the essay that you might like to consider. The functionalist theorists discussed on pages 238–9 based their arguments very much upon the white, middle-class norm discussed above and have been criticized for doing. They also made another important claim: that the family in advanced societies acts as the main source of the primary socialization of children and of the stabilization of adult personalities. One way of thinking about the family would be to turn the functionalist argument around and for the purposes of sociological analysis deem any private, domestic arrangement which secures these two functions to be ‘the family’.

Your conclusion will draw your argument together. This essay should demonstrate the diversity of family forms, or families if you prefer. It is very much up to you, based on the evidence you have presented, to decide which form of words you think best helps us towards a sociological analysis of these phenomena.

