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ix

improve family resiliency; (4) family policies reflect histori-

cal, cultural, political, and social factors; and (5) under-

standing families in the United States requires a 

comparative perspective.

Families Are Both a Public Social 
Institution and a Private Personal 
Relationship
Families fulfill many of our personal needs for love, 

warmth, and intimacy. Nonetheless, I remind students that 

families are also a public social institution, with a set of 

beliefs and rules that are organized to meet basic human 

needs. Families are a social institution in much the same 

way our political, economic, religious, health care, and 

educational systems are social institutions. Families can 

best be understood by examining how they interact with, 

influence, and are influenced by other social institutions. 

Families can’t merely be separated out as “havens” from 

the rest of society. Patterns of education, religious customs, 

economic systems, and political systems all shape family 

patterns, attitudes, behaviors, and the constraints and 

opportunities experienced by individual members.

Most people don’t reflect very often on families as 

social institutions. Instead, they focus on the day-to-day 

experience of being in their own family. People tend to 

think about their families in individualized terms, often 

without seeing their interconnection to these larger social 

structures. Yet, many aspects of family life are affected by 

broader social structures in which we’re embedded, includ-

ing our sex, race, and social class. For instance, how does 

one’s level of education affect the chances of getting mar-

ried, having children, or divorcing? Is the relationship 

between level of education and the likelihood of these 

events identical for men and women, and for Black and 

White people? And how may they be related to capitalism, 

urbanization, or the distribution of money and other 

resources? Although humans technically do have free 

choice, it’s important to identify the ways that we are influ-

enced by the structure of the society in which we live.

Social Inequality Has a Powerful 
Influence on Family Life
Most Americans believe that the United States provides 

nearly equal opportunities for everyone. However, I show 

that American society is highly stratified on the basis of 

Family courses are popular on college campuses because 

families themselves are entities of profound interest. We 

are intensely curious about families, and they are the 

 center of many of our conversations, movies, television 

shows, songs, news stories, and cartoons. Families can 

offer some of the most exciting times of our lives: falling in 

love, getting married, or the birth or adoption of a baby. 

Families also can offer some of the worst times: disagree-

ments, betrayal, violence, and divorce. What students tend 

to  forget, however, is that families are far more than just 

personal relationships. Families are a powerful social 

 institution with a set of rules, regulations, and norms 

(sometimes written, sometimes not) that are situated in a 

particular culture in a particular historical time.

I hope that you find this an upbeat and high-quality text 

written for students in sociology, family science, and social 

work programs. I envision that many students may have 

likely taken at least an Introduction to Sociology course, and 

would therefore be familiar with general sociological 

 concepts, for example, culture, stratification, social  structure, 

socialization, and race and ethnicity. I review and build 

upon these concepts—highlighting the “sociological 

 imagination”—and show how they can be applied to a spe-

cific substantive area—the field of families. I want to teach 

 students to think about families beyond their own personal 

experiences, and even beyond family structure in the United 

States. I hope to impart a passion for critical  thinking as stu-

dents see that families exist within social worlds.

My overarching goal is to show that our conceptions 

and organizations of families are embedded within our 

social structure, and to make the discovery of this fact 

interesting to students as I showcase how and why family 

scholars do their work. Moreover, a sociological imagina-

tion reveals that many family concerns are really social 

issues rather than merely private ones; therefore, solu-

tions to these concerns must be social in nature as well. 

Embedded in each chapter are important policy consider-

ations to illustrate what is currently being done, and per-

haps even more importantly, what can be done to 

strengthen families and intimate relationships. “Social 

Policy and Family Resilience” identifies social policies 

that have made a real difference in the lives of millions, in 

the United States and elsewhere.

We will cover several key themes: (1) families are both 

a public social institution and a private personal relation-

ship; (2) social inequality has a powerful influence on fam-

ily life; (3) an expanded strengths-based perspective can 

Preface



x Preface

family traits. However, I suggest that these are often not 

enough to help families through a myriad of challenges. 

Social problems require social solutions. Sometimes we 

only have to look within our own communities for ideas to 

increase resiliency. In other contexts, we may need to look 

further, perhaps to other countries, to see the models that 

they provide. My goal within each chapter is to offer an 

example of how families truly can become more resilient, 

with the aid of a macro-level helping hand.

Family Policies Reflect a Complex 
Set of Historical, Cultural, Political, 
and Social Factors
If families are public social institutions in addition to pri-

vate personal relationships, then we must recognize the 

importance of federal, state, and local involvement. The 

fourth theme of this text is that government regulates 

many conditions of families, and these policies reflect his-

torical patterns, cultural values, social conditions, and 

political viewpoints. This may occur by enacting specific 

policies targeting certain groups or certain aspects of fam-

ily life, such as welfare reform, requiring partners to get a 

blood test before marrying, or passing legislation to pro-

hibit gays and lesbians from marrying.

Conversely, historical, cultural, political, and social 

factors may also exercise a strong influence backhandedly 

by the absence of specific policies. For example, the U.S. 

government offers no systematic paid leave to women who 

have just given birth. This is in sharp contrast to other 

industrialized nations (and many nonindustrialized ones). 

Commonly in other countries, women will receive 6 to 12 

months off of work, with full or nearly full pay. Why does 

the United States offer so little to new parents? The United 

States is far more likely than other countries to believe that 

family matters are personal issues, reflecting our long-

standing belief in rugged individualism. Family policies 

reflect values about personal responsibility versus collec-

tive good, the role of work in our lives, the expectations 

placed on mothers and fathers to manage the inherent con-

flicts between their work and family lives, and the level of 

concern over social inequality.

We will explore the origins of many critical family pol-

icies (e.g., social security, welfare, employer-sponsored 

health insurance) and reveal how they operate today and 

with what consequences. Drawing upon United States and 

cross-cultural examples, policy discussions are integrated 

into each chapter to illustrate how specific policies can be 

used to strengthen families and make them more resilient. 

Examples include maternity leave, child care, family allow-

ance, child support, affirmative action, and universal 

health care.

economics, power, and social status. Inequality is woven 

into many of our basic social structures and institutions. 

These patterns of social inequality filter down and shape 

all dimensions of family life, for example, the  neighborhood 

in which you live, your gendered expectations, whether 

you are legally allowed to marry your partner, the values 

you are likely to hold for your children, the type of job you 

are likely to get, your consumption patterns, daily stress-

ors, and your coping mechanisms. Social class, sex, race 

and ethnicity, and sexual orientation affect the way family 

members interact with one another and the way that they 

are responded to.

Conversely, patterns of social inequality are also 

shaped by families. Americans fantasize that they can be 

anything they want to be, but in reality there is little sub-

stantial upward (or downward) social mobility. People 

usually live out their lives in generally the same social class 

in which they were born. Families pass on their wealth and 

social capital (or their lack of it) to their newest members, 

and this perpetuates social inequality. For example, 

because of U.S. inheritance laws, affluent parents are able 

to distribute their wealth to their children upon their death. 

Consequently, some of the richest people have only mar-

ginal employment histories. Yet others work relentlessly, 

often in the unglamorous but growing service sector, and 

find no real route to a better life. Their wages are low, they 

may not receive health insurance or other benefits, and 

they live on the margin only one paycheck away from 

impoverishment. My goal is to reveal to students the 

 complexities of social inequality, and its deleterious effects 

on families.

An Expanded Strengths-Based 
Perspective Can Demonstrate Paths 
to Family Resiliency
The family strengths perspective is a world-view, or per-

spective, that is based in optimism. I do not ignore family 

problems; in fact, I describe many problems in consider-

able depth—poverty, rape, racism, divorce, female genital 

cutting, and stalking, to name just a few. However, a 

strengths perspective focuses on identifying, creating, 

mobilizing, advocating, and respecting the resources, 

assets, wisdom, and knowledge that every person and 

every family has to ameliorate problems. Rather than 

working from a deficit model, I want to highlight how 

members of our society can work together to make families 

more resilient. Resiliency is the capacity to rebound from 

adversity, misfortune, trauma, or other transitional crises 

and become strengthened and more resourceful. Most of 

the literature offering a strengths-based perspective focuses 

on micro-level factors such as individual personality or 
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countries, and life expectancy is among the lowest. How 

can a society as richly endowed as the United States have 

such poor health statistics? U.S. poverty is rising and is 

among the highest of developed countries as are teenage 

pregnancy rates and the likelihood of divorce. What can we 

learn from other countries to better understand our own?

Likewise, it is easy to ignore history and only focus on 

the here and now. But many of our current family issues 

are rooted in the traditions of the past. For example, to 

truly understand the high rate of divorce in the United 

States we should be aware of the ways in which the notion 

of love, which evolved in the eighteenth century, changed 

the entire basis on which mates were chosen, and thereby 

increased the likelihood of couples ending an unhappy 

marriage.

These themes are designed to get students thinking, 

analyzing, comparing, and contrasting modern-day 

 families with models found throughout the world and 

throughout history. I hope to show students the insights 

that come from growing their sociological imagination. 

Let’s get started!

Understanding Families in 
the United States Requires a 
Comparative Perspective
The fifth theme shows that one of the best ways to under-

stand what is happening in the United States today is to 

examine what has happened in other times and in other 

places around the world. Learning how other societies 

structure families, how they collectively think about fami-

lies, how they encourage members to interact, and how 

they deal with the challenges families face can provide 

insight into our own concerns. We cannot ignore what is 

happening in other places because societies are becoming 

increasingly interconnected. New technologies, immigra-

tion, commerce across borders, and greater ease in world 

communication and travel have increased visibility, and the 

United States can no longer remain isolated. Although 

many problems, such as poverty or HIV/AIDS, are consid-

erably worse in other countries, other problems loom larger 

in the United States than elsewhere. For example, the U.S. 

infant mortality rate is among the highest for developing 
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 policy, the DACA program, the  Affordable Care Act 

(AKA Obamacare), climate change, same-sex marriage, 

parental leaves after childbirth, and Social Security and 

Medicaid.

• There is additional focus on global issues, including

Saudi women’s new legal opportunity to drive cars,

changes to the one-child policy in China, world family

planning efforts, genocide among the Rohingya in

Myanmar, and girls’ access to education.

• Photos and graphics are enhanced and designed to

grab students’ attention and help them better retain

the ideas and concepts presented. World maps show

differences and similarities across countries on

 different family-related topics.

• Thought-provoking critical thinking questions are

placed throughout each chapter, encouraging students

to integrate course content, and to think theoretically

and empirically.

• This version of Revel contains more sophisticated

interactives, videos, prompts, and assessments that are

designed to make students active rather than passive

learners. Students engage more fully with the  material,

increasing their understanding, retention, and respect

for a sociological analysis of families.

This fourth edition of Families and their Social Worlds keeps 

the same basic structure as the last edition, which makes it 

easy for instructors to move from the third edition to the 

fourth without having to recreate their entire course 

 materials. I know instructors will appreciate that.  However, 

this new fourth edition has been updated with specific 

examples and ideas to which today’s students will relate. 

It’s easy to forget that four years ago, when the third edi-

tion was published, many of our students were still in mid-

dle school! To them, four years is a significant portion of 

their lives, and  examples from their middle school years do 

not make the course look fresh and relevant. So, in addi-

tion to the  standard updating of statistics and research 

findings, I have made a concerted e�ort to update ideas 

and  examples that will resonate with today’s undergradu-

ate students. For example:

• Current social issues are addressed, such as the #MeToo

movement, online dating, discrimination against gays

and lesbians, hookups, revenge porn,  sexual assault in

the college environment, continued racism, and

 economic issues in a post-recession era.

• Greater attention is given to the political debates that

affect families and intimate relationships, such as increas-

ing the minimum wage to $15 an hour,  immigration

New to this Edition
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Chapter 1 

Families and the Sociological 
Imagination

Learning Objectives

 1.1 Determine the multiple definitions of family

 1.2 Compare scientific approaches to sociology

 1.3 Analyze major political perspectives on 
family in the U.S.

 1.4 Evaluate the U.S. approach to family policy

 1.5 Summarize themes in the study of family

What could be more mundane than families—getting up, 

having breakfast, carpooling the kids, going to work, mak-

ing dinner, doing homework, watching TV, and putting 

everyone to bed? Yet, at the same time, we’re intensely 

curious about families; they are the center of many of 

our movies, television shows, songs, news stories, and 

cartoons.

Families offer some of the most exciting times of our 

lives: falling in love, getting married, or the birth or adop-

tion of a baby. However, families can also offer some of the 

worst times: disagreements, betrayal, violence, and divorce.

Virtually all of us grew up within some type of family, 

and most of us hope to recreate a new family through mar-

riage or a partnership, and possibly with children. Although 
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we talk about “the family” as though there is only one type 

of experience, we also know that there are tremendous dif-

ferences. Some families have no children, whereas others 

have many; some have two parents, whereas others have 

only one; some have biological children, whereas others 

include adopted children or stepchildren; some have grand-

parents living with them, whereas others don’t. Some fami-

lies celebrate Christmas, whereas others focus on different 

traditions during the season, such as Hanukkah or Kwan-

zaa. Some families are happy, whereas others are riddled 

with conflict or grief.

Given the differences among families, along with 

racial, ethnic, class, and cultural diversity, how is it pos-

sible to understand families in any systematic way? This 

course will use a sociological perspective to examine and 

interpret families and show that all human behavior, 

including family life, occurs in a social context. Together 

we’ll explore how our personal relationships are shaped 

by this social context.

1.1: What Are Families?
OBJECTIVE: Determine the multiple definitions of 

family

In
te
r
a
c
ti
v
e

00:05/06:30

Watch WHAT IS A FAMILY?

We are all familiar with the word “family,” but do we agree upon 

its definition? In this video you will meet Becca, Melanie, Meghan, 

Jono, Tracey, Juan, Karen, and Betsy, who represent some of 

today’s families. The proportion of “traditional” two-parent, hetero-

sexual families has declined, while diverse forms of family are on the 

rise. Together we will examine these trends, look at their causes, and 

discuss their implications.

The U.S. Census Bureau defines a family as two or more 

people living together who are related by birth, marriage, or 

adoption. This definition remains the basis for many social 

programs and policies, including employee fringe benefits, 

such as health and dental insurance or family and medical 

leaves.

Nonetheless, this official definition doesn’t really reflect 

the rich diversity of family life today (Amato, 2014). Some 

suggest that if people feel that they are a family and behave 

as though they are a family, then they should be recognized 

as such. The focus should be on greater inclusion of family 

Families in Comics

Family life is serious business, even in comic 

strips. The popularity and long lives of comic 

strip families make them trusted observers and 

reporters of the public discourse. More than 

100 million people read the daily comics, and 

they come away with a variety of interpretations, 

including perceptions of ideal families, gender 

stereotypes, and proper roles for mothers and 

fathers. A research team headed by Ralph 

LaRossa, a sociologist at Georgia State University, 

systematically examined the content of 490 

Father’s Day and Mother’s Day comic strips 

published from 1940 to 1999. The oldest comic in 

the study was Gasoline Alley, first published in 

1919. Others such as Blondie, Bloom County, Cathy, 

Dennis the Menace, the Family Circus, Garfield, Hi and 

Lois, Little Orphan Annie, Peanuts, Pogo, and Ziggy 

were also included.

Focusing in particular on the roles of fathers, the 

researchers found that the depiction of fatherhood 

fluctuated significantly. In the past, fathers were 

often viewed as incompetent or were mocked as 

they performed (or tried to perform) parenting 

duties. Likewise, during the 40-year period from 

the mid-1950s to the mid-1990s, fathers were rarely 

shown to be supportive or nurturing. Comic strips 

today have a greater emphasis on fathers spending 

quality time with their children. “The fluctuation 

reflects societal shifts,” says LaRossa. “When you 

look at the figures across six decades, they go up 

and down in a way understandable with what was 

happening in larger society.”

The researchers also noted that the comics 

generally portrayed a homogeneous and 

stereotypical picture of family life. For example, 

virtually all characters were White. In this sample, 

only 5 percent of the comics featured a Black 

parental figure as a main character. Families also 

tended to be middle-class, nuclear in structure, and 

with two parents in the home. Other family types 

were largely excluded (LaRossa, Jaret, Gadgil, & 

Wynn, 2000).
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relationships. In 2001, the scholarly journal published by 

the National Council on Family Relations changed its name 

from The Journal of Marriage and the Family to The Journal of 

Marriage and Family (deleting the word “the”) to reflect the 

growing recognition of multiple family forms. This seem-

ingly small change corresponds to the public’s evolving 

attitudes toward families.

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

1.1.1 Describe different kinds of families

1.1.2 Explain how legal definitions impact families

1.1.1: Defining Family
OBJECTIVE: Describe different kinds of families

Many Americans, especially younger Americans, accept 

divorce, cohabitation, remaining single, same-sex marriage, 

and being childfree as legitimate lifestyles, while at the same 

time also espousing that marriage, children, and a strong fam-

ily life are important goals toward which they strive (Wang 

& Parker, 2014). For example, only about a third of adults 

under age 30 say that it is “very important” to them that a 

couple legally marries if they plan to spend the rest of their 

lives together. Contrast this to nearly two-thirds of those 65 and 

over who report to feel this way. This is shown in Figure 01-01.

Even teenagers espouse these views. Among high 

school seniors, the vast majority see cohabitation as a good 

testing ground for marriage (Anderson, 2016). Over half of 

high school seniors agree that having a child without being 

married is experimenting with a worthwhile lifestyle, and 

that cohabiting before marriage is a good idea (National 

Marriage Project, 2012).

We use a broader and more inclusive definition than 

that taken from the Census Bureau. Families are defined 

here as relationships by blood, marriage, or affection, in which 

members may cooperate economically, may care for any children, 

and may consider their identity to be intimately connected to the 

larger group.

This definition could also include fictive kin, who are 

nonrelatives whose bonds are strong and intimate, such as 

the relationships shared among unmarried homosexual or 

heterosexual partners, or very close friends. In fact, these 

bonds could be stronger than those between biological rela-

tives. For example, my favorite “Nana Marge” isn’t really 

a relative at all. Fictive kin can provide important services 

and care for individuals, including assistance around the 

holiday season, or through critical life transitions, such as 

the birth of a child or a divorce (Heslin et al., 2011). Our use 

of the term families draws upon these relationships as well 

as more traditional ones. The box “Role of Family” shows 

how different families can be.

Families play a primary role in all cultures around the 

world. Family roles, responsibilities, and even member-

ship may vary from one region to another. For example, 

the United States and most developed countries recognize 

grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins on both your 

mother and father’s side of the family. We call this a bilateral 

approach to family. However, in many parts of the world, 

only one side is recognized as kin: either those on the father’s 

side (patrilineal) or those on the mother’s side (matrilineal).

1.1.2: Why Definitions Are Important
OBJECTIVE: Explain how legal definitions impact 

families

Does it really matter how we define the term family? Yes, 

it matters a great deal. The definition used has important 

consequences with respect to informal and formal rights 

(Human Rights Campaign, 2014). For example, neighbors, 

schools, and other community groups interact with fam-

ily members differently than with other nonrelated groups 

who live together. Families even get special membership 

discounts to a wide variety of organizations that roommates 

or friends don’t get. You may find that an individual mem-

bership to a particular organization you want to join is $25, 

but a family rate is $30, regardless of family size!

However, far more is at stake than a few dollars. The 

agreed-upon definition has important consequences that 

are legally recognized. For example, under most employer 

insurance plans only a worker’s spouse and legal chil-

dren can be covered by a health or dental insurance policy. 

Domestic partners, defined as adults in long-term committed 

relationships and responsible for each other’s financial and 

emotional well-being, are usually excluded from coverage 

(Human Rights Campaign, 2017). Domestic partners, either 

heterosexual or homosexual, have faced many obstacles 

simply because they lack the legal basis of marriage.

Figure 01-01 Percent Who Say It is “Very Important” 

to Them That a Couple Legally Marries If They Plan to 
Spend the Rest of Their Lives Together

Do you believe it is important that a couple who plans to spend their 

lives together legally marry?
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Role of Family
Despite some differences, there are many similar functions of 

families across many cultures. These include the regulation of 

sexual behavior, reproduction and socializing children, provid-

ing a path for inheritance, economic cooperation among mem-

bers, social status placement, and a mechanism for providing 

warmth,  intimacy, and protection.

Families are universal. Although they may vary in size or social 

roles, they remain a cornerstone of life in all cultures. In develop-

ing countries families often take the place of social institutions 

such as schools or health care.

Family size has been shrinking in the United States. Most American 

families have only two children. However, unlike some countries 

such as China and India that put significant pressure on families to 

remain small to control population growth, American families can 

be as large or small as desired.

Although the teenage pregnancy rate has been steadily declining, 

the number of older single parents is on the rise. Adoption is a 

popular mechanism for having a child, although the number of 

international adoptions has been declining since 2005.

About one in five people today say that they do not want to have 

children. This couple is very happy with one another and their 

dog, “Scooby.” They think of Scooby as part of the family.

Same-sex couples worked diligently to secure the right to marry 

and be recognized as legitimate families in the eyes of the law. 

Most people now agree with the position that same-sex couples 

should be allowed to marry.
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Some employers recognize that denying benefits to 

domestic partners may not only be unjust, but bad for busi-

ness as well. In 1982, the New York City weekly newspaper 

The Village Voice became the first employer to offer domestic 

partner benefits to its lesbian and gay employees. Since that 

time, tens of thousands of employers have chosen to offer 

domestic partner benefits to an employee’s unmarried part-

ner, whether of the same or opposite sex. These employers 

include the majority of Fortune 500 companies, along with 

city, county, and state agencies. Documentation of proof of 

domestic partnership, such as financial statements or writ-

ten statements by each partner, is left up to the discretion of 

the employer. Most employers who cover domestic partners 

do so regardless of sexual orientation. Despite the contin-

ued growth in the number of employers who offer domes-

tic partner benefits, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) has 

ruled that domestic partners cannot be considered spouses 

for federal tax purposes.

majority of scientists, the effects of climate change on fami-

lies will continue to intensify as storms destroy homes and 

livelihoods, and interrupt farming and food distribution 

(Union of Concerned Scientists, 2017).

Using a sociological imagination reveals general 

 patterns in what otherwise might be thought of as simple 

random events (Mills, 1959). C. Wright Mills stressed the 

importance of understanding the relationship between indi-

viduals and their society. Family problems, such as lack of 

affordable housing, unemployment, child abuse, limited 

access to health care, work-family stress, and finding ade-

quate child care, are more than just personal troubles expe-

rienced by a few people. They are issues that affect large 

numbers of people and originate in a society’s institutional 

arrangements. In other words, individual experiences are 

linked to the social structure and broader social factors.

Peter Berger elaborated on these ideas in his 1963 book 

Invitation to Sociology. Although we think of ourselves as 

individuals, much of our behavior is actually patterned on 

the basis of what social categories we fall into, such as age, 

income, race, ethnicity, sex, and physical appearance. For 

example, men and women behave differently for reasons that 

often have nothing to do with biology. Many of these pat-

terns are socially produced. In other words, boys and girls, 

men and women, are each taught and encouraged to think 

of themselves differently and to behave in different ways. 

For example, why are over 90 percent of students in bach-

elor of science nursing programs female? This is not the result 

of some biological imperative, some quirk of the occupation 

itself, or some random event. Rather, society even has a hand 

in shaping something as seemingly personal and individual as 

the choice of a college major (Beutel, Burge, & Borden, 2017).

Emile Durkheim (1897) conducted an early study on 

the subject of suicide, documenting how social structures 

affect human behavior. At first glance, what could be more 

private and individualized than the reasons that surround 

WRITING PROMPT

Your Definition of Family

How do you define family? Are fictive kin included? Does your defini-

tion of family differ from those within your family? What role does the 

legal definition of family play in your definition?

The response entered here will appear in the performance 

dashboard and can be viewed by your instructor.

Submit

1.2: The Sociological 
Imagination
OBJECTIVE: Compare scientific approaches to sociology

Many of our personal experiences are not simply random 

events. Instead, they are shaped by social structure, which is 

the organized pattern of relationships and institutions that 

together form the basis of society. For example, how has 

your sex influenced your life experience? Has being male 

or being female influenced your choice of a college major, 

your hobbies, interests, and relationships? How has your 

family structure affected you? You may have grown up with 

one parent, two parents, or with no parents at all. How did 

this affect your financial well-being, your social capital, and 

overall opportunities?

Broader social issues also affect families and personal 

relationships. One critical example is climate change, which 

encompasses global warming, but refers to the broader 

range of changes that are happening to our planet,  including 

rising sea levels; shrinking mountain glaciers; heat waves 

and droughts in much of the world; and changes in plant 

blooming and growing seasons. According to the vast 

There is widespread consensus among scientists that climate change 

is a real and present danger. It has the potential to seriously disrupt 

families unless immediate changes are made in our lifestyles and use 

of fossil fuels.
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a person’s decision to take his or her own life? The loss of a 

loving relationship, job troubles, financial worries, and low 

self-esteem are just a few of the many reasons that a person 

may have for taking his or her own life. Yet looking through 

official records and death certificates, Durkheim noted that 

suicide was not a completely random event, and that there 

were several important patterns worthy of attention. He 

found that men were more likely to take their own lives than 

were women; Protestants were more likely than Catholics 

and Jews; wealthy people were more likely than the poor; 

and it appeared that unmarried people were more likely to 

take their own lives than were married people. Although 

his study was conducted over 100 years ago, recent research 

indicates that these patterns persist. Suicide today is a major 

social problem, with 800,000 people worldwide, and 41,000 

Americans, taking their lives each year (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, 2015; World Health Organization 

(WHO), August 2017). It’s the tenth leading cause of death 

for all Americans, and the second for persons aged 15–34 

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015).

The sociological imagination draws attention to the fact 

that seemingly private issues are often public ones (Mills, 

1959).

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

1.2.1 Explain how the comparative perspective 

functions in sociology

1.2.2 Characterize the empirical approach to sociology

1.2.3 Identify major sociological theories

1.2.1: Comparative Perspective
OBJECTIVE: Explain how the comparative perspective 

functions in sociology

The sociological imagination uses a comparative perspec-

tive to study families. If we want to know what is hap-

pening in the United States, it’s especially meaningful to 

compare the country to something else, such as other cul-

tures or other points in history. For example, an examina-

tion of the nature of dating practices or weddings in the 

United States becomes far more insightful when compared 

to the practices in other cultures, such as that of India, or at 

other points in time, such as in colonial America.

It’s easy to sit back and assume that our society’s way 

of doing things is always the best way. However, this eth-

nocentrism can have considerable costs. A comparative per-

spective allows Americans to learn how other countries and 

cultures organize their social life and respond to its chal-

lenges (Ember & Ember, 2011). This, in turn, allows us to 

learn about ourselves.

Perhaps nowhere is a comparative approach more 

important than in the realm of family life. The structure 

and dynamics of families affect all of us in substantial ways. 

Learning how other societies structure families, how they 

collectively think about families, and how they deal with 

the challenges families face can provide insight into our own 

concerns. Many problems that we face in the United States 

are more serious elsewhere, such as the tremendous poverty 

among developing nations. Other problems loom larger here.

For example, the infant mortality rate in the United 

States is among the worst of industrialized nations, as 

shown in Figure 01-02. The U.S. rate, at 6.0 deaths per 1,000 

live births, is higher than most of western Europe, Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand, Japan, Iceland, and Hong Kong 

(Population Reference Bureau, 2017). Given the vast wealth 

of the United States, it’s alarming that the infant death 

rates are comparable to countries that are so much poorer, 

including Cuba, Croatia, and Taiwan. Why is the U.S. infant 

mortality rate so much higher than that of peer nations? A 

comparative perspective examines the organization, values, 

and policies of those nations and evaluates their relevance 

for the United States. Obviously, with respect to lowering 

infant mortality, they are doing something right and the 

United States could take note.

1.2.2: An Empirical Approach
OBJECTIVE: Characterize the empirical approach to 

sociology

The sociological imagination also values an empirical 

approach, a method that answers questions through a sys-

tematic collection and analysis of data. Uncovering patterns 

of family dynamics can be extremely important for building 

stronger families.

Most of us have commonsense ideas about intimacy, 

domestic violence, and child rearing (or any other type of 

family interaction for that matter) based upon personal 

experience or habits, religious teachings, cultural customs, 

or societal laws. Because virtually all of us were raised in 

families, we may think we’re experts on the topic.

Historically, the common-sense view of violence among 

intimates was that it was okay for men to beat their wives—

within reason. However, common sense changes over time. 

Today, it’s against the law in the United States for husbands 

to hit their wives (and vice versa). However, violence 

against an intimate partner is still not illegal in many parts 

of the world. There, cultural norms suggest that violence 

can be justified and it’s the husband’s prerogative to hit his 

wife, although again, usually within “reasonable” limits 

(e.g., a husband can beat, but not kill his spouse).

A recent analysis conducted by the World Health Orga-

nization (WHO) with the London School of Hygiene and 

Tropical Medicine and the Medical Research Council, based 

on existing data from over 80 countries, found that world-

wide, almost one-third 30 percent of all women who have 
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been in a relationship have experienced physical and/or 

sexual violence by their intimate partner. The prevalence 

estimates range from 23.2 percent in high-income countries 

and 24.6 percent in the Western Pacific region to 37 percent 

in the WHO Eastern Mediterranean region, and 37.7 percent 

in the South-East Asia region. The World Health Organiza-

tion takes violence against women very seriously (World 

Health Organization, November 2018).

If common sense is subject to historical and cultural 

whims, then what can we depend on to help us understand 

family dynamics? Sociologists and other family scientists 

use an empirical approach in collecting and analyzing data. 

The goal can be to:

• Describe Some Phenomenon—how many women have 

been physically assaulted by someone close to them; how 

this compares to the number of men who are assaulted 

by their partners each year; how abused women and men 

interpret the reasons for the assault.

• Examine the Factors That Predict or Are Associated 

with Some Phenomenon—what factors are associated 

with violence among intimates; what factors predict 

whether a victim will report the assault to the police.

• Explain Cause-And-Effect Relationships or  Provide 

Insight into Why Certain Events Do or Do Not Occur—

the relationship between alcohol and violence among 

intimates; the relationship between attitudes of male 

dominance and domestic violence.

• Understand the Meanings Attached to Behavior or 

 Situations—how do people interpret their roles as 

 victims or perpetrators?

Because of empirical research, we know that violence is 

a serious and pervasive social problem. Nearly 1.9 million 

people are victims of domestic or intimate partner violence 

annually in the United States (Truman & Morgan, 2016). 

How can a sociological perspective help people who are bat-

tered by their partners? Family scholars conduct basic and 

applied research to understand the phenomenon, striving to 

reveal information about the incidence, predictors, social fac-

tors associated with violence, and the experience of violence. 

Psychologists, social workers, and politicians could use this 

information to develop programs to prevent violence, assist 

victims, and treat the perpetrators. Intimate partner violence 

is a social problem, not simply an individual one, and the 

goal is to uncover the social patterns that underlie it.

SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH METHODS Sociologists 

and other family scientists use different methods to collect 

and analyze data. A full discussion of them is beyond the 

scope of this text. However, Table 01-01 summarizes six pri-

mary ways of collecting data, outlining their advantages 

and limitations.

Some researchers focus on quantitative methods in 

which the focus is on collecting data that can be measured 

numerically. Examples are found in surveys, experiments, 

or doing further analyses on available government statistics 

(such as from the U.S. Census Bureau) or another source. 

This research yields percentages and other statistics that can 

be easily interpreted.

Others use qualitative methods that focus on narrative 

description with words rather than numbers to analyze pat-

terns and their underlying meanings. Examples of qualitative 

research methods include in-depth interviews, focus groups, 

observational studies, and conducting a further analysis using 

narrative documents, such as letters or diaries. Qualitative 

research doesn’t usually offer statistics but can reveal a rich 

description and understanding of some phenomena.

None of these methods are inherently better or worse 

than the others. The method used depends on the research 

questions that are posed. For example, if we want to bet-

ter understand what family life was like in the nineteenth 

century, we wouldn’t want to conduct a survey today. The 

best method would be to conduct a further analysis of docu-

ments that were written during that time period. Diaries, let-

ters, or other lengthy correspondence between people, and 

other such qualitative data could help us understand the 

common everyday experiences within families. Likewise, 

we could analyze quantitative data from historical records 

to get an aggregate picture about, for example, immigration 

trends, age at first marriage, or the average length of time 

between marriage and first birth. Census records, birth, 

marriage, and death registers; immigration records; slave 

auctions and other transactions; church records; newspa-

pers and magazine articles; employment ledgers; and tax 
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Watch QUALITATIVE VS. QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

Sociologists and other family scientists use a variety of research 

methods to collect and analyze data. Quantitative methods focus on 

data that can be measured numerically, while qualitative methods 

focus on narrative descriptions.
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Method Application Advantages Limitations

Survey For gathering information about issues that 
are not directly observed, such as values, 
 opinions, and other self-reports. Can be by mail, 
 telephone, or administered in person.  Useful 
for descriptive or explanatory purposes; can 
 generate quantitative or qualitative data.

Sampling methods can allow 
researcher to generalize findings 
to a larger population. Can provide 
open-ended questions or a fixed 
response.

Surveys must be carefully prepared to 
avoid bias. A potential for a low return or 
response rate. Can be expensive and time 
consuming. Self-reports may be biased.

In-depth 
Interview

For obtaining information about issues that are 
not directly observed, such as values, opinions, 
and other self-reports. Useful for getting in-
depth information about a topic. Conducted in 
person, conversation is usually audiotaped and 
then transcribed. Generates qualitative data.

Can provide detailed and high-
quality data. Interviewer can probe 
or ask follow-up questions for 
clarification or to encourage the 
respondent to elaborate. Can 
establish a genuine rapport with 
respondent.

Expensive and time consuming to 
 conduct and transcribe. Self-reports 
may be biased. Respondent may feel 
 uncomfortable revealing personal 
information.

Experiment For explanatory research that examines cause-
and-effect relationships among variables. 
 Several types: classical experimental design and 
quasi- experimental designs based on degree 
of controlling the environment. Generates 
 quantitative data.

Provides greatest opportunity 
to assess cause and effect. 
Research design relatively easy to 
replicate.

The setting may have an artificial  quality 
to it. Unless the experimental and 
 control group are randomly assigned or 
matched on all relevant variables, and the 
 environment is carefully controlled, bias 
may result.

Focus 
Groups

For obtaining information from small groups 
of people who are brought together to 
 discuss a particular topic. Often exploratory in 
nature.  Particularly useful for studying public 
 perceptions. Facilitator may ask only a few 
questions; goal is to get group to interact with 
one another. Generates qualitative data.

Group interaction may produce 
more valuable insights than 
 individual surveys or in-depth 
interviews. Research can obtain 
data quickly and inexpensively. 
Good at eliciting unanticipated 
information.

Setting is contrived. Some people may feel 
uncomfortable speaking in a group and 
others may dominate.

Observa-
tion

For exploratory and descriptive study of 
people in a natural setting. Researcher can 
be  participant or nonparticipant. Generates 
 qualitative data.

Allows study of real behavior in 
a natural setting. Does not rely 
on self-reports. Researchers can 
often ask questions and take 
notes. Usually inexpensive.

Can be time consuming. Could be 
ethical issues involved in certain types of 
 observation studies (i.e., observing without 
consent). Researcher must balance roles 
of participant and observer. Replication of 
research is difficult.

Secondary 
Analysis

For exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory 
research with data that were collected for some 
other purpose. Diverse. Can be large data 
sources based on national samples (e.g., U.S. 
Census), or can be historical documents or 
records. Generates quantitative or qualitative 
data, depending on the source of data used.

Saves the expense and time of 
original data collection. Can be 
longitudinal, with data collected at 
more than one point in time. Good 
for analyzing national attitudes or 
trends. Makes historical research 
possible.

Because data were collected for another 
purpose, the researcher cannot control 
what variables were included or excluded. 
Researcher has no control over sampling 
or other biases of the data.

Table 01-01 Six Research Methods: A Summary

Each research method has advantages and limitations. No single method is perfect. It all depends on the researcher’s goals.

1.2.3: Theory Helps Us Make Sense 
of the World
OBJECTIVE: Identify major sociological theories

Research is guided by theory, which is a general framework, 

explanation, or tool used to understand and describe the 

real world (Smith & Hamon, 2012). Theories are important 

both before and after data have been collected because they 

help us decide what topics to research, what questions to 

ask, and how to interpret the answers. Before collecting 

data, theories can help frame the question. When data have 

been collected and patterns emerge, theories can help make 

sense of what was found.

records can also provide insight into the family lives of large 

numbers of ordinary people.

However, if we want to assess today’s opinions, per-

haps a survey or in-depth interviews would be best. We 

may want to ask the same questions of everyone in our 

sample, and offer a standard set of answers from which they 

can choose, such as “How many children do you personally 

want to have? Would you say it is zero, one, two, three, four, 

or five or more?” We can easily quantify this information. 

Or, if we’re interested in broader questions that allow each 

person in our study to elaborate in their own words, such 

as “How did you come to decide on the number of children 

that you would like to have?”, we would likely use in-depth 

interviews, which then yield qualitative data.
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Family Theories

Theoretical perspectives make different assumptions about 

the nature of society. The following summarizes the most 

common theories applied in studying families (Smith & 

Hamon, 2012). Some theories are more macro in nature and 

focus on understanding broad societal patterns. These 

include structural functionalism, conflict theory, and fem-

inist theory. Other theories are more micro in nature and 

focus on personal dynamics and face-to-face interaction, 

such as social exchange, symbolic interaction, developmen-

tal theory, and family systems theory.

Structural Functionalism—Often abbreviated as function-

alism, structural functionalist theory looks at the structure, 

systems, functions, and equilibria of social institutions, 

including families. A popular theory in the 1940s and 1950s, 

the focus is on how families are organized, how they interact 

with other social systems, the functions that families serve, 

and how they are a stabilizing force in society  (Parsons, 1937; 

1951). For example, Parsons & Boles (1955) focused on the 

division of labor in families, noting the ways in which sepa-

rate spheres for men and women contributed to the stability 

and functionality of families. Expressive roles and tasks fell 

to women, whereas instrumental roles fell to men (Parsons & 

Boles, 1955), which they argued contributed to smooth family 

functioning. Functionalists rarely note the tensions, conflicts, 

or political ideologies behind their ideas, which may explain 

why this trend has fallen out of fashion in recent decades.

Conflict Theory—While emphasizing issues surrounding 

social inequality, power, conflict, and social change, con-

f lict theory also includes how these factors influence, or 

are played out, in families. Those who follow the writings 

of Karl Marx focus on the consequences of capitalism for 

families—tensions and inequality generated by the gross 

distribution of wealth and power associated with capital-

ism (Marx & Engels, 1971). Other conflict theorists look at 

a wider set of issues surrounding conflict, inequality, or 

power differentials. For example, a conflict theorist might 

ask why virtually all elderly persons regardless of income 

receive government-subsidized health care (Medicare) 

when no similar universal program exists for children. Does 

this difference in treatment arise because the elderly repre-

sent a large special interest group and powerful voting bloc, 

whereas children are virtually powerless?

Feminist Theory—Although related to conflict theory, femi-

nist theory is different in that gender is seen as the central 

concept for explaining family structure and family dynam-

ics (Lloyd et al., 2009; Osmond & Thorne, 1993). It focuses 

on the inequality and power imbalances between men and 

women and analyzes “women’s subordination for the pur-

pose of figuring out how to change it” (Gordon, 1979). It 

suggests that sex and gender are powerful organizing con-

cepts fraught with power and inequality. For example, 

research indicates that women do far more household labor 

than men even when both partners are employed full-time 

for pay. Feminist theorists see the gendered division of 

household labor as a result of power imbalances between 

men and women that are embedded in larger society and 

have virtually taken on a life of their own. It’s an example of 

“doing gender” as West & Zimmerman (1987) say.

Social Exchange Theory—This theory draws upon a model 

of human behavior used by many economists. Social exchange 

theory assumes that individuals are rational beings, and their 

behavior reflects decisions evaluated on the basis of costs 

and benefits (Becker, 1981; Nye, 1979). Exchange theorists 

Figure 01-03 Family Theories
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would suggest that a particular type of family structure or 

dynamic is the result of rational decisions based on social, 

economic, and emotional costs and benefits, as compared 

to the alternatives. For example, Becker (1981) argued that a 

woman often rationally chooses to exchange her household 

labor for the benefits of a man’s income because she under-

stands that men are more “efficient” in the labor market 

(they usually earn higher wages than women).

Symbolic Interaction Theory—The emphasis of symbolic 

interaction theory is the symbols we use in everyday inter-

action—words, gestures, appearances—and how these are 

interpreted by others (Mead, 1935). Our interactions with 

others are based on how we interpret these symbols. Some 

symbols are obvious (an engagement ring, a kiss, a smile) 

and show us how to interact or what roles to play. Others are 

less obvious and confusing to interpret, thereby causing ten-

sion or conflict in a relationship. For example, the symbol of 

a mother is relatively straightforward, and we have a general 

agreement about what she is supposed to do for her family. 

But what is the role of a stepmother? What is she supposed 

to do? There is much confusion about step-parenting roles.

Developmental Theory—This theory suggests that families 

(and individual family members) go through distinct stages 

over time, with each stage having its own set of tasks, roles, 

and responsibilities. The developmental changes within 

development theory include (1) married couple; (2) childbear-

ing; (3) preschool age; (4) school age; (5) teenage; (6) launch-

ing center; (7) middle-aged parents; and (8) aging family 

members (Duvall & Miller, 1985). Early development theo-

rists claimed that the stages were inevitable and occurred 

in a relatively linear fashion. However, we now recognize 

that stages aren’t always neat and tidy. Some families never 

have children. Other families have children later in life, so 

that parents may face tasks associated with middle age 

(e.g., planning for retirement) before children leave home. 

The developmental approach uses both micro and macro 

approaches to describe and explain family relationships 

over the various family stages (Rodgers & White, 1993).

A related approach, the life course perspective, exam-

ines how individuals’ lives change as they pass through spe-

cific events, with the recognition that many events are shared 

among a cohort of people (Elder, 1998; Schaie and Elder, 

2005). For example, sociologist Glen Elder’s (1999) longitudi-

nal study followed a cohort of children throughout the Great 

Depression and afterward to see how a historical event of such 

magnitude affected a cohort of Americans. Another example 

of a cohort study would be to track men and women who 

served in combat in the Vietnam War to see how a major trau-

matic event such as war influenced their lives.

Family Systems Theory—A system is more than the sum of 

its parts. Likewise, the family systems theory proposes that 

a family system—the family members and the roles they 

play—is larger than the sum of its individual members 
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(Broderick & Smith, 1979). Collectively the family becomes a 

system, but it also includes subsystems within it, such as the 

married couple subsystem, the sibling subsystem, or the 

parent–child subsystem. All family systems and subsystems 

create boundaries between themselves and the environment 

with varying degrees of permeability. They also create rules 

of transformation so that families function smoothly and mem-

bers know what to expect from each other. All systems tend 

toward equilibrium so that families work toward a balancing 

point in their relationship, and they maintain this equilibrium 

by feedback or control. Therefore, the family systems theory 

is particularly useful in studying how members of the fam-

ily (or subsystems within the family) communicate with one 

another and the rippling effects of that communication.

1.3: Families and Social 
Change
OBJECTIVE: Analyze major political perspectives on 

family in the U.S.

Any cursory review of family history will show that families 

have undergone tremendous changes over time. That fact 

is rarely disputed. It’s the meanings and implications of these 

changes that generate considerable debate. Some people are 

concerned that the family is in trouble (National Marriage 

Project, 2012), citing “the neglect of marriage,” “lack of com-

mitment by men,” “loss of child centeredness,” “the rise in 

cohabitation,” and “fatherless families.” Others remind us 

that the good old days of the past never really existed as 

we’ve fantasized about them. They argue that families have 

always faced challenges, including desertion, poverty, and 

children born out of wedlock (Coontz, 1997; 2005).

Families are changing in composition, expectations, 

and roles. What is causing these changes? Are these 

changes good or bad? What are the consequences of fam-

ily change? A debate is ongoing over the implications of 

these changes—a debate that is woven firmly into the U.S. 

political discourse, as you can see in any nightly news 

show, from Fox News to MSNBC. Janet Giele (1996) sum-

marizes three conflicting political viewpoints about the 

causes and consequences of changes in families, as shown 

in Figure 01-04.
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Changes Within Families

Review some of the more significant changes within families over the past generation.

Changes within Families Rationale for Change

Both men and women are postponing 
marriage.

Because of expanding opportunities and changing norms, people are marrying at later ages than in the 
past. Women now marry at an average age of almost 27, compared to 21 in 1970. Men now marry at 
an average age of nearly 29, compared to 23 in 1970.

The percentage of persons who have 
never married has declined slightly.

About 4 percent of elderly women have never married, down from 6 percent in 1980. Among men, 
the decline in lifelong singlehood is less dramatic, but exists nonetheless: 4 percent of elderly men 
aged 65 and older have never married, down from 5 percent in 1980. In other words, people now are 
somewhat more likely to marry, not less likely.

Family size is shrinking. Fewer people are having three or more children today. Family size is particularly shrinking among 
Black and Hispanic families.

The divorce rate has declined over the 
past few decades.

In the 1960s, the divorce rate began to rise rapidly, peaking at approximately 23 divorces per 1,000 
married women around 1980. However, since that time the divorce rate declined.

Mothers are increasingly likely to be 
employed for pay outside the home.

Although single mothers usually have had to work outside the home, now more than half of married 
women with children even younger than two years of age are in the workplace.

Single-parent households are on the 
rise, particularly among men.

Since 1970 there has been a 300 percent increase in single-parent households headed by mothers, 
although today the rate has stabilized, and a 500 percent increase in those headed by fathers. Today 
more than a quarter of White families, half of Black families, and a third of Hispanic families are headed 
by one parent.

Hispanic groups are now the largest 
minority in the United States, comprising 
17 percent of the population.

In contrast, Blacks constitute 13 percent of the population. Nearly two-thirds of Hispanics are of 
Mexican origin. Because birth and immigration rates are higher among Hispanics, it’s estimated that 
their presence in the United States will continue to grow much faster than other groups.

The teenage birthrate has declined 
significantly.

The birthrate among teenagers rose steadily until the early 1990s, when it began a steady and sharp 
decline. This decline occurred among all racial and ethnic groups, and is particularly pronounced 
among Blacks and Hispanics.

Unmarried couples living together are 
becoming increasingly common.

The number of unmarried couples who live together has increased to over 8 million. Growth has 
occurred in all age groups, including the elderly.

The number and proportion of elderly 
in society are increasing rapidly.

In 1900, only a small portion of people—1 in 25—were aged 65 or older. It’s likely that many younger 
people spent long portions of their lives rarely even seeing an elderly person. Today, we’re a rapidly 
aging society. The large baby-boom generation (those born after World War II) are now in their 60s 
and 70s.

Figure 01-04 Causes and Consequences of Family Change

Conservative, liberal, and feminist perspectives differ as to what causes family change, and in their interpretation of the consequences of these 

changes.
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By the end of this module, you will be able to:

1.3.1 Characterize the conservative perspective on 

family changes in the U.S.

1.3.2 Explain the liberal perspective on family changes 

in the U.S.

1.3.3 Relate feminism to a sociological theory of 

family changes

1.3.1: Conservative Perspective
OBJECTIVE: Characterize the conservative perspective 

on family changes in the U.S.

Conservatives express grave concern that changes in fam-

ily structure put children at risk (Herrnstein & Murray, 

1994; Murray, 1984; 2012; 2016; National Marriage Project, 

2012). They suggest that many challenges families face are 

linked to gross cultural and moral weakening. According 

to this perspective, this weakening contributes to father 

absence and family disorganization through divorce or 

having children outside of marriage. This ultimately 

results in greater poverty, crime, drug use, and a host of 

other social problems that cause stress for many families. 

The conservative model is diagrammed in Figure 01-04 and 

is contrasted with the liberal and feminist perspectives that 

are also described here.

Conservatives argue that the weakening of the U.S. 

moral fabric can be traced to the modern secularization of 

religious practice and the decline of religious affiliation. 

They suggest that these trends have reshaped our cultural 

norms so that certain harmful practices are no longer 

seen as immoral, such as nonmarital sex, cohabitation, or 

having a child outside of marriage. When this happens, 

we witness the breakdown of the traditional two-parent 

family, which conservatives argue is the cornerstone of 

society. Fathers become increasingly irrelevant in the lives 

of women and children. Divorce rates and illegitimacy 

soar. Husbands divorce their wives, leaving their children 

“behind.” They form new unions and have additional chil-

dren, referred to as “multiple partner fertility,” often with-

out providing financially or emotionally for the children 

they already have. Conservatives suggest that welfare and 

other social programs actually serve to undermine fami-

lies, rather than help them, because they encourage family 

breakups.

When families break up and fathers become increas-

ingly marginalized, social problems flourish. Poverty 

becomes rampant, and children fail to thrive. They do 

worse in school, and possibly turn to alcohol, drugs, and 

crime to try to alleviate their suffering. Conservatives 

suggest that the solution to this downward spiral is to 

strengthen and support traditional marriage. To restore 

the ideal of the two-parent family, other types of families 

should be made less attractive. The government should 

minimize its support of single mothers and encourage 

couples to marry and rely upon one another for the care 

of their children.

1.3.2: Liberal Perspective
OBJECTIVE: Explain the liberal perspective on family 

changes in the U.S.

Liberals also note that families have changed significantly 

in recent decades, resulting in many negative challenges. 

However, liberals suggest that these family challenges 

result from economic and structural adjustments that place 

new demands on families without offering additional 

social supports. The liberal model is also diagrammed in 

The U.S. teenage birth rate has declined steadily over the past 

25 years. This decline has occurred among all racial and ethnic 

groups, in part due to sex education programs designed to inform 

teens about sexuality and pregnancy. However, conservative groups 

often prefer an abstinence-based program.

Forty thousand Michigan workers at AT&T Mobility, which provides 

wireless service to 134 million people, began a three-day strike to 

protest the lack of progress in contract negotiations. Job security 

is a key issue: the company wants to outsource jobs or send them 

 overseas. The liberal perspective identifies economic issues as the 

primary driver of family change.
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Figure 01-04. These changes include the loss of relatively 

high-paying manufacturing jobs, an erosion of the mini-

mum wage, a decline in employer-sponsored fringe benefits 

such as health insurance, and a rise in the number of low-

paying service sector jobs. These economic changes have 

several implications for families, and men and women’s 

relationships within families. First, there is an increasing 

need for both husbands and wives to work and earn a two-

paycheck income. Second, less time is available for prenatal 

child care, and there is a greater need for child care centers. 

Third, young women may be less inclined to marry men 

with few good economic prospects. According to William 

Julius  Wilson (1996), a scholar and former president of the 

 American Sociological Association, it’s partly the lack of jobs 

in the inner city that drives up the rate of out-of-wedlock 

births, because the men aren’t considered “marriageable.”

The result is the creation of an underclass. Poor children 

face extraordinary challenges because they don’t have the 

social supports to weather these changes. Liberals essen-

tially believe in a market economy, but they ask for suffi-

cient social supports to help families in the bottom tier. Such 

supports include welfare benefits, job training programs, 

educational subsidies, expansion of programs such as Head 

Start, and strengthening supports for working families, 

such as through Earned Income Tax Credits (EITCs), or 

high-quality child care.

1.3.3: Feminist Perspective
OBJECTIVE: Relate feminism to a sociological theory of 

family changes

The feminist perspective (also shown in Figure 01-04) blends 

elements of both conservative and liberal perspectives. In 

common with conservatives, they share a heightened respect 

for the often invisible, but very important caregiving work 

done in families. With liberals, they share a concern that the 

changes in economic conditions have had many deleterious 

consequences for families, particularly those families that 

are most vulnerable. Yet, while having features in common 

with both perspectives, there are also sharp differences. The 

feminist perspective criticizes conservatives for exploiting 

female caregivers to allow men to be more active in the pub-

lic realm. Meanwhile, liberals perpetuate the notion that the 

best families are those that are somehow self-sufficient.

Feminists attribute the difficulties children face to a lack 

of cooperation between the community, family, and employ-

ers to improve the quality of life. A sense of individualism 

permeates U.S. culture and has replaced a collective respon-

sibility for each other’s welfare. Comparative research in 

other countries reveals that where support is generous 

enough to help all families (not just the most vulnerable), 

poverty and its associated problems plummet, and health, 

education, and well-being soar (Minguez, 2017). Instead, in 

the United States, the lack of collectivism results in families 

in which adults feel routinely stressed and overburdened. 

Although poor families may feel these stresses more acutely 

than the middle class, all families suffer. Children may suf-

fer because they lack sufficient care and attention from their 

parents, who receive so little outside help. Instead, families 

are expected to fend for themselves.

Feminists critically evaluate the U.S. economic system 

and ask for alternative policies that place higher value on 

the quality of human relationships. They work for reforms 

that build and strengthen neighborhoods and volunteer 

groups, support caregiving activities, and encourage educa-

tion and employment among both women and men. Family 

policies should be enacted to protect and nurture families, 

including in the areas of child care, maternity benefits, 

health care, work guarantees, and other economic supports. 

In sum, feminists judge the strength of a family not by its 

form (dual parent versus single parent), but by the social 

well-being that comes from parents knowing that they have 

the support necessary to be family caregivers and produc-

tive workers (Giele, 2012).

This child care director holds one of her babies in a classroom at the 

Merrill Lynch Family Center at the World Financial Center, a state-of-

the-art child care center offering backup child care, infant transition 

care, and full-time infant and toddler care for Merrill Lynch employ-

ees. The feminist perspective suggests that mothers, too, just like 

fathers, have a right to be active in the public realm, and that outside 

assistance should be available to help all family members thrive.

The response entered here will appear in the performance 

dashboard and can be viewed by your instructor.

Submit

WRITING PROMPT

Perspectives on Family Issues

Identify a family issue that has changed over the past generation, 

such as the number of mothers who work outside the home, greater 

gender equality, or same-sex marriage. Compare how each per-

spective would analyze that issue.
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1.4: The Government and 
Family Policy
OBJECTIVE: Evaluate the U.S. approach to family 

policy

Compared to many other developed nations, the United 

States conspicuously lacks a national family policy, yet 

the importance of policy to families can’t be overstated 

 (Bogenschneider, 2014; Giele, 2012). Americans are more dis-

trustful of big government. Independence and self-reliance 

are seen as good virtues, and Americans are  uncomfortable 

with offering “too much” assistance, because they fear that 

it will decrease initiative and encourage dependence. There-

fore, families are generally expected to fend for themselves 

with only minimal assistance. Policies and programs that 

are in place are usually selective in nature, and available 

only for a few, often as tax breaks that come once a year. 

Other developed countries lean more toward offering uni-

versal policies and programs that are regularly available to 

all citizens.

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

1.4.1 Explain the sociocultural impetus behind  

means-tested public programs in the U.S.

1.4.2 Compare the public program approaches 

between the U.S. and the rest of the world

1.4.1: Selective Programs
OBJECTIVE: Explain the sociocultural impetus 

behind means-tested public programs 

in the U.S.

Social policies do not exist in a vacuum; they represent a 

nation’s history, rich cultural traditions, and values. The 

United States has a long history of rugged individualism 

and a distrust of government and its programs (Stern & 

Axinn, 2017). Much of colonial America was populated by 

people trying to flee government controls or what were 

viewed as government intrusions into their lives. There-

fore, it’s not surprising that family policies in the United 

States reflect and promote the concepts of individual-

ism and self-sufficiency. U.S. policies reflect our belief 

that people should be in charge of their own destinies. 

We acknowledge that some people may need a helping 

hand, but Americans have little tolerance for people who 

seem unwilling or unable to “pull themselves up by their 

bootstraps.” Borrowing from early English “poor laws,” 

U.S. policies evolved over the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries and make clear distinctions between “worthy” 

needy people (people who can’t support themselves 

through no fault of their own, such as the disabled or 

children) and the “unworthy” (able-bodied men and 

women).

Not surprisingly then, the United States has a laissez-

faire approach in which families are largely left to fend for 

themselves (DiNitto & Johnson, 2017; Karger & Stoesz, 

2018). Many programs tend to be selective, meaning that 

persons need to meet some eligibility requirement to qualify 

for benefits. Most often this means that persons must meet 

certain income thresholds; for example, people have to be 

below a certain income to qualify for Medicaid (a health 

insurance program). This is referred to as means-tested. 

Income thresholds are kept relatively low to limit the num-

ber of users of the program and thus control their costs. 

There is a general distrust and fear that people will take 

undue advantage of services and programs if they’re made 

too accessible (Seccombe, 2015).

However, not all programs in the United States are 

means-tested. Police and fire protection and public educa-

tion are available to all persons, regardless of income. It’s 

not always clear to the observer why some programs are 

available to everyone and others aren’t. For example, why 

is education a “right,” but health insurance a “privilege,” 

primarily available to persons with generous employers, to 

those who are poor enough to qualify for Medicaid (along 

with other criteria), or to persons over the age of 65? Is edu-

cation really more important than health care? Or is it sim-

ply a result of some historical circumstance, such as early 

unions fighting for universal education rather than univer-

sal health insurance?

The United States has some universal programs that do not require 

a means test. Public education is one of these. However, compared 

to other developed (and less developed nations), the United States 

offers fewer of these types of programs to its citizens.
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Although Americans think of these issues in individu-

alistic terms and expect parents largely to figure it out them-

selves, other countries have specific policies to ensure that 

all people can receive these benefits as shown in case study: 

What a Difference Location Can Make. Unfortunately, many par-

ents in the United States aren’t able to “figure it out them-

selves.” How does one figure out how to get health insurance 

when an employer doesn’t offer it and the costs of purchasing 

it yourself far exceed your budget? How do you arrange for 

a paid maternal leave after the birth of your child when an 

employer tells you that you will be fired if you don’t quickly 

return to work? How do you find a family allowance, when 

most people in the United States have never even heard of 

such a program and the government doesn’t offer one?

In other countries, these programs are financed by pro-

gressive taxation—those who earn more money pay a higher 

percentage of their income in taxes. They have adopted these 

1.4.2: Universal Programs
OBJECTIVE: Compare the public program approaches 

between the U.S. and the rest of the world

When we compare the philosophy of the United States to 

the philosophies of most of Europe, Canada, and other 

countries, we see great differences in approaches. Most 

developed nations have an interrelated, coordinated set 

of proactive and universal programs available to all persons 

that are designed to help strengthen all families. Universal 

programs aren’t means-tested; rather, they are social and 

economic programs available to everyone. However, the 

United States is the only one of these countries without uni-

versal health insurance coverage, paid maternal/parental 

leave at childbirth, or a family allowance/child dependency 

grant, as shown in Table 01-02 (Social Security Administra-

tion, 2013).

COUNTRY

UNIVERSAL HEALTH 

INSURANCE/HEALTH CARE

PAID PATERNAL/MATERNAL 

LEAVE AT CHILDBIRTH

FAMILY ALLOWANCE/CHILD 

DEPENDENCY GRANT

Australia Yes Yes Yes

Austria Yes Yes Yes

Belgium Yes Yes Yes

Canada Yes Yes Yes

Czech Republic Yes Yes Yes

Denmark Yes Yes Yes

Finland Yes Yes Yes

France Yes Yes Yes

Germany Yes Yes Yes

Hungary Yes Yes Yes

Iceland Yes Yes Yes

Italy Yes Yes Yes

Japan Yes Yes Yes

Luxembourg Yes Yes Yes

Netherlands Yes Yes Yes

New Zealand Yes Yes Yes

Norway Yes Yes Yes

Poland Yes Yes Yes

Portugal Yes Yes Yes

Spain Yes Yes Yes

Sweden Yes Yes Yes

Switzerland Yes Yes Yes

United Kingdom Yes Yes Yes

United States No No No

SOURCE: Social Security Online, 2013

Table 01-02 Safety Net Policies in 23 Developed Countries, Compared with the U.S.

The United States is the only developed nation without universal health insurance, paid leave at childbirth, or a family allowance grant.
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programs because their citizens tend to believe in structural 

explanations for poverty and inequality, and therefore look 

for structural solutions. Americans are much more likely to 

equate poverty and its consequences with individual fail-

ure, immorality, lack of thrift, or laziness. For example, when 

asked, “Why are there people in this country who live in 

need?” 39 percent of Americans blamed personal laziness, 

compared to only 16 percent of Swedes and 15 percent of the 

French (Larsen, 2006). The Swedes, French, and many other 

people around the world believe families shouldn’t be left to 

fend for themselves, because they are the collective respon-

sibility of all citizens. Therefore, citizens of those countries 

are generally more willing to pay higher taxes than are U.S. 

 citizens to ensure that all members of the community are taken 

care of. How does this form of government policy work?

1.5: Themes of This Course
OBJECTIVE: Summarize themes in the study of family

This course will introduce you to the social side of family 

and intimate relationships. However, you’ll learn more than 

a bunch of random facts. Five themes are woven through-

out this course that will help guide our discussion on issues 

ranging from courtship to divorce. These themes also help 

us to understand signature concepts such as gender, race, 

and class, and how these shape family structures and 

dynamics. The overarching goal is to get students to think 

sociologically—using empirical methods and a compara-

tive approach to illustrate that many of our personal experi-

ences are shaped by social structure. Along this academic 

Case Study

What a Difference Location Can 
Make!
In this case study, one woman describes the assistance provided 

to her as a new mother living in France. Compare her story to 

any new mother living in the United States. Examining specific 

family policies, or the lack thereof, can tell a great deal about U.S. 

 collective family values.

I was living in France, a country that has an astounding array 

of benefits for families—and for mothers in particular. When my 

children were born, I stayed in the hospital for five comfortable 

days. I found a nanny through a free, community-based referral 

service, then employed her legally and full-time, for a cost of about 

$10,500 a year, after tax breaks. My elder daughter, from the 

time she was 18 months, attended excellent part-time preschools, 

where she painted and played with modeling clay and ate cookies 

and napped for about $150 a month—the top end of the fee scale. 

She could have started public school at age three, and could have 

opted to stay until 5 P.M. daily. My friends, who were covered by 

the French social security system (which I did not pay into), had 

even greater benefits: at least 4 months of paid maternity leave, 

the right to stop working for up to 3 years and have jobs held for 

them, cash grants after their second children were born, starting 

at about $105 per month.

And that was just the beginning. There was more. A culture. 

An atmosphere. A set of deeply held attitudes toward mother-

hood—toward adult womanhood—that had the effect of allowing 

me to have two children, work in an office, work out in a gym, 

and go out to dinner at night and away for a short vacation with 

my husband without ever hearing, without ever thinking, the word 

“guilt” (pp. 9–10).

 . . . I know what had worked for me in France. It wasn’t just 

that I had access to a slew of government-run or subsidized sup-

port services; it was also that I’d had a whole unofficial network of 

people to help and support me—materially and emotionally—as I 

navigated the new world of motherhood. There was the midwife 

who’d appeared as if by magic on day four in the hospital to offer 

tissues as I succumbed to the tears of the “baby blues” and who’d 

said matter of factly, “Everything is coming out now. Blood, milk, 

tears. You have to let it flow.”

There was my local pharmacist who, unasked, filled my shop-

ping bag with breast pads. The pediatrician who answered his own 

phone. The network of on-call doctors who made house calls at 

any time of the day or night. The public elementary school principal 

who gave us a personal tour of her school and encouraged us to 

call her if we had any questions. In short, an extended community 

of people who’d guaranteed that I was never, from the moment I 

became a mother onward, left to fend for myself alone (pp. 30–31).

WRITING PROMPT

Benefits for Families

How does the experience of a new mother in France differ from 

that of a new mother in the United States? What factors keep the 

United States from moving toward the French model?

The response entered here will appear in the performance 

dashboard and can be viewed by your instructor.

Submit
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journey, we hope that you can apply these connections to 

your own life.

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

1.5.1 Characterize the relationship between social 

structure and individual experience in families

1.5.2 Relate social inequality to family life

1.5.3 Identify sources of resiliency for families

1.5.4 Explain the sociopolitical elements of public 

family policy

1.5.5 Describe the functions and practices of the 

comparative perspective

1.5.1: Families Are Both a Public 
Social Institution and a Private 
Personal Relationship
OBJECTIVE: Characterize the relationship between 

social structure and individual experience 

in families

Families fulfill many of our personal needs for love, warmth, 

and intimacy. It’s within families that we raise our children 

and nurture their social, emotional, and physical growth. 

Nonetheless, we should not forget that families are also a 

public social institution. A social institution is a major sphere 

of social life, with a set of beliefs and rules that are organized 

to meet basic human needs. In addition to talking about your 

specific family, we talk about the family. Families are a social 

institution in much the same way our political, economic, 

religious, health care, and educational systems are social 

institutions. In early human civilizations, families were the 

center of most activities. The earliest hunting and gather-

ing societies were based almost exclusively on kinship. In 

families, we learned and practiced religion, we educated 

the young, and took care of the sick. However, with the 

advent of technology and the Industrial Revolution, other 

institutions developed and took on many of these functions 

that used to be done within families. Today, we worship in 

churches, synagogues, and mosques; children are educated 

in schools; and we go to hospitals when we’re sick.

Yet, families continue to represent a major sphere of 

social life for most people—and despite their diversity, 

families still have a surprisingly organized set of beliefs 

and rules to meet certain fundamental needs. For example, 

in virtually every society, families are considered the best 

place to raise children.

Families can best be understood by examining how 

they interact with, influence, and are influenced by other 

social institutions. Families can’t merely be separated out as 

“havens” from the rest of society. Patterns of education, reli-

gious customs, economic systems, and political systems all 

shape family patterns, attitudes, behaviors, and the constraints 

and opportunities experienced by individual members. For 

example, norms associated with social institutions may influ-

ence who is considered an appropriate mate, which family 

members work outside the home and what kind of work they 

do, who has the primary responsibility for housework and 

other domestic labor, how children are raised and disciplined, 

how children can be schooled, how power and decision mak-

ing among family members will be allocated, and the roles 

that extended family members are expected to play.

However, in all likelihood, most people don’t reflect 

very often on families as social institutions. Instead, they 

focus on the day-to-day experience of being in a family, 

either in their family of orientation (defined as the family they 

were born into) or the family of procreation (more broadly 

used to refer to the family made through partnership, mar-

riage, and/or with children). People tend to think about 

their families in individualized terms, often without see-

ing their interconnection to larger social structures. Many 

aspects of family life, however, including our chances of 

marrying or being in a committed partnership, of bearing 

children, of divorcing, the kind of neighborhood we live in, 

the type of job we’re likely to get, the sort of child care we’re 

likely to use, our general health and well-being, and the 

likelihood of living to see our grandchildren, are affected by 

broader social structures in which we’re embedded, includ-

ing our sex, race, and social class.

It’s important to recognize how our personal choices 

and behaviors are shaped by these larger social structures. 

For instance, how does one’s level of education affect the 

chances of having children? Is the relationship between 

level of education and the likelihood of having children 

identical for men and women? Are children viewed as an 

asset, and how might views toward children be related to 

capitalism, urbanization, or the distribution of money and 

other resources?

At the same time, being mindful of these social forces 

doesn’t imply that we’re passive recipients of them. Human 

agency is the ability of human beings to create viable lives 

even when they are constrained or limited by social forces 

(Baca Zinn et al., 2016). Rich, poor, male, female, young, or 

old—we’re all actively producing our lives, even in light of 

the structural factors that help shape our opportunities. We 

do have free choice, but it’s important to be mindful of the 

ways that we are influenced by the structure of the society 

in which we live.

1.5.2: Social Inequality
OBJECTIVE: Relate social inequality to family life

Our second theme is that social inequality is a critical orga-

nizing feature in society and has an important influence  

on family life. Most Americans believe that the United States 

provides nearly equal opportunities for everyone. However, 
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WRITING PROMPT

The “Normal American Family”

How might someone define a “normal American family”? Which 

types of families does this definition include and exclude, and 

why? How might someone who doesn’t live in the “normal 

 American family” be impacted by this definition?

The response entered here will appear in the performance 

dashboard and can be viewed by your instructor.

Submit

Case Study

Ideology of “Family” Shapes 
Perceptions of Immigrant 
Children
All children want to feel that they live in a typical, “normal” family. 

But how are definitions of “normal” constructed, and what are 

the consequences of living in a family that does not conform to 

the definition? Sociologist Karen Pyke explores these sensitive 

issues in her own research based on adult children of Korean and 

Vietnamese immigrants.

The cultural imagery of American families that we see on 

television and throughout the media suggests that “normal” fami-

lies contain a mom, a dad, and siblings, all of whom are expected 

to behave toward each other in very specific ways. The problem 

is this cultural imagery is at odds with the reality of life for many 

families. The values of non-white, immigrant, and gay and lesbian 

families are largely excluded from this narrow imagery of “normal” 

families. This family ideology implicitly denigrates those families 

whose structure or cultural practices are different. This contributes 

to negative self-images and even self-derogation among members 

of such families, as I found in my research.

I conducted interviews with 73 grown children of Korean and 

Vietnamese immigrants and found that when these young adults 

contrasted behavior in their immigrant families with mainstream 

images of normalcy, they interpreted their own family life, as well 

as that of Asians and Asian Americans in general, as deficient. 

In their descriptions, they emphasized Americanized definitions 

of love that stress expressiveness, such as the display of affec-

tion, sentimentality, and close communication. They downplayed 

their parents’ instrumental style of love emphasized in Asian cul-

tures, such as their material support of children well into adult-

hood and—in the case of many Korean parents—their decision to 

immigrate in search of a better life and education for their children. 

However, because their parents did not conform to Americanized 

notions of expressive love, these children often described them as 

distant, unloving, uncaring, and not “normal.”

Dat, 22, who left Vietnam at age 5, referred to images of 

normal American families he saw on television and among friends 

as motivating his desire for more affection and closeness with his 

father. “Sometimes when I had problems in school, all I wanted 

was my dad to listen to me, of all people,” he said. “I guess that’s 

the American way and I was raised American. . . . That’s what I 

see on TV and in my friends’ family. And I expected him to be that 

way too. But it didn’t happen.”

Similarly, Paul, a 21-year-old born in the United States to 

Korean immigrant parents, had similar feelings. “As a child I was 

always watching television and watching other friends’ fathers,” 

he said. “All the relationships seemed so much different from me 

and my father’s relationship. . . . I can remember watching The 

Brady Bunch reruns and thinking Mike Brady would be a won-

derful dad to have. He was always so supportive. . . . Basically, I 

used what I saw on TV as a picture of what a typical family should 

be like in the United States. I only wished that my family could 

be like that.”

The widespread family ideology promotes the white middle-

class, heterosexual family as the norm and the superior standard. 

This ideology put immense pressure on many of the children of 

immigrants in this study to assimilate and encouraged some to 

denigrate their own ethnic family styles as deficient in comparison. 

They internalized a negative view of their own Asian immigrant 

family life, while glorifying the cultural practices associated with 

white families.

As Robert, 24, who emigrated from Korea at age 7, explained, 

“I still find myself envying white American families and wishing that 

my family was perfect like theirs. So basically I find myself suckered 

into this ideal image of the American family. And I realize, sadly, 

that my family is not the American family and never will be. God, 

you know, this really upsets me when I keep striving for this intangi-

ble thing because then I never really feel happiness or satisfaction.”

Author: Karen Pyke

SOURCE: Pyke, 2000a; 2000b
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U.S. society is highly stratified on the basis of economics, 

power, and social status. Inequality is woven into many basic 

social structures and institutions. These patterns of social 

inequality filter down and shape all components of family 

life—the neighborhood in which you live, your gendered 

expectations, the values you’re likely to hold for your children, 

the type of job you’re likely to get, your consumption patterns, 

daily stressors, and your coping mechanisms. Social class, sex, 

race, and ethnicity affect the way family members interact 

with one another and the way in which they are responded to.

Conversely, patterns of social inequality are also shaped 

by families. Americans fantasize that they can be anything 

they want to be, but in reality, there is little substantial 

upward (or downward) social mobility. People usually live 

out their lives in generally the same social class in which 

they were born. Families pass on their wealth and social 

capital (or their lack of it) to their newest members, and this 

perpetuates social inequality. For example, because of the 

U.S. inheritance laws, affluent parents are able to distribute 

their wealth to their children upon their death. Relatively 

little of the wealth is taxed and redistributed, as is the case 

in other countries. Consequently, some of the richest people 

have only marginal employment histories. They don’t need 

to work for a living—yet others who work relentlessly, often 

in the unglamorous but growing service sector, find no real 

route to a better life. Their wages are low; they may not 

receive health insurance or other benefits; they live on the 

margins, only one paycheck away from impoverishment. 

What type of wealth or social capital do these parents have 

to pass on to their children?

This course examines the assumptions, values, and 

 ideologies that are used to justify or explain social inequal-

ity and its shaping of families. We’ll see that the  ideologies 

of more powerful groups are often presented as “nor-

mal” or “common sense” rather than showing their true 

 ideological slant.

1.5.3: Family Resiliency
OBJECTIVE: Identify sources of resiliency  

for families

A family-strengths perspective is a worldview based on opti-

mism (Saleebey, 2013). We will not ignore family problems; 

in fact, poverty, rape, racism, divorce, female genital cutting, 

and stalking, to name just a few, are described in consider-

able depth. However, a strengths perspective focuses on 

identifying, creating, mobilizing, advocating, and respect-

ing the resources, assets, wisdom, and knowledge that 

every person and every family has to help ameliorate prob-

lems. Rather than working from a deficit model, this course 

highlights how members of our society can work together 

to make families stronger and more resilient. Sometimes we 

only have to look within our own communities, but in other 

contexts we may need to look further, perhaps to other soci-

eties, to see the models they use.

Resiliency is the capacity to rebound from adversity, 

misfortune, trauma, or other transitional crises and become 

strengthened and more resourceful (McCubbin et al., 1997; 

Walsh, 2011). Let’s take the example of poverty; the well-

cited Kauai Longitudinal Study will show us the power of 

resiliency (Werner, 1994; 1995; Werner & Smith, 1989; 1992).

Based on a sample of 698 children born in 1955 on the 

Hawaiian island of Kauai, researchers followed them for 

nearly 40 years to examine the long-term effects of growing 

up in high-risk environments. Approximately one-third of the 

children were considered high risk because of exposure to a 

combination of at least four individual, parental, or household 

risk factors, such as having a serious health problem, familial 

alcoholism, violence, divorce, or mental illness in the family.

The children were assessed from the perinatal period 

to ages 1, 2, 10, 18, and 32 years. The research team found 

that two-thirds of high-risk two-year-olds who experienced 

four or more risk factors by age two developed learning or 

behavior problems by age 18. One-third had no behavior 

problems, and instead developed into stable, competent, 

confident, and productive adults. In a later follow-up, at 

age 40, all but two of these individuals were still successful. 

In fact, many of them had outperformed the children from 

low-risk families. Moreover, among the two-thirds of the 

surveyed high-risk children who had learning or behavioral 

problems at age 18, one-half did not exhibit these problems 

at age 30. As adults, they had satisfying jobs, stable mar-

riages, and in other measures, they were deemed successful 

by the research team. Consequently, it appears that resil-

iency can be developed at any point in the life course. Con-

versely, a few individuals identified as resilient at age 18 

had developed significant problems by age 30.

The evidence shows us that many adults and children 

reared in poverty or with other risk factors do overcome 

their adversities. Why is this?

Most research on three broad factors that can promote 

resiliency. These include (1) Individual-Level Protective 

Factors; (2) Family Protective and Recovery Factors; and 

(3) Community Factors. Each of these are described in the 

feature box, Three Factors of Resilience.

Three Factors of Resilience

Most research on resilience has focused on three types 

of factors that promote resiliency in the face of adverse 

conditions.

Individual-Level Protective Factors—Individual person-

ality traits and dispositions that enhance a person’s ability 

to be successful are called individual-level protective factors. 

In their review of research and clinic experience, Wolin & 

Wolin (1993) identified seven traits of adults who survived 

a troubled childhood: insight (awareness of dysfunction); 
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Community Factors—There are also community factors—

resources that help develop resilient youth and foster resiliency 

among adults (Walsh, 2011). Blyth & Roelkepartian (1993) 

indicate several types of community strengths. First, oppor-

tunities for participation in community life, such as extracur-

ricular activities in school, religious youth groups, or scouting 

can bond youth to their communities and teach important 

skills, such as teamwork, group pride, or leadership. Second, 

strong communities provide avenues for contributing to the 

 welfare of others, which can foster a sense of inner strength 

and self-esteem. Third, involvement in the community pro-

vides  opportunities to connect with role models or a confidant.

Community resources such as the Girl Scouts and other  organizations 

can provide an important sense of belonging.

As important as individuals, families, and communities 

are, something is missing. Noticeably absent is an emphasis 

on structural-level conditions, such as national and statewide 

policies that can strengthen families (Seccombe, 2002). For 

example, poverty contributes to poorer nutrition, lower-

quality home environment, parental stress, fewer resources 

for learning, housing problems, and poor-quality neighbor-

hoods, which in turn lead to further negative consequences. 

Can we expect families to be resilient without supportive 

family policies? Is it enough to surround a poor child with 

a loving extended family, church, and community groups? 

Certainly, these are important components of resiliency, but 

they are most often insufficient by themselves. The family 

may also need help with affordable housing, child care sub-

sidies, or food  assistance—all requiring sound social policy.

One study examined the gap in math and science 

achievement of third- and fourth-graders who lived with a 

single parent versus those who lived with two parents in 11 

different countries (Pong et al., 2003). The researchers found 

that countries that provided the fewest policies to equal-

ize the resources of parents, such as the United States and 

New Zealand, had the largest achievement gap between 

children in single- versus two-parent families. In contrast, 

those countries with family policies specifically designed to 

independence (distancing self from troubles); supportive 

relationships; initiative; creativity; humor (reframing the 

situation in a less threatening way); and morality (justice 

and compassion rather than revenge). For example, the resil-

ient high-risk adolescents in the Kauai Longitudinal Study 

developed a sense that obstacles were not insurmountable, 

and they believed that they had control over their fate. They 

had a high degree of self-esteem and self-efficacy, and many 

developed a special skill or hobby that was a source of pride.

This young man’s musical talent gives him confidence. It is an 

 individual-level protective factor.

Family Protective and Recovery Factors—These factors are 

central features of the resiliency literature (Black & Lobo, 

2008; Center for the Study of Social Policy, 2012). Family 

protective factors (FPF) are those characteristics or dynam-

ics that shape the family’s ability to endure in the face of 

risk factors; family recovery factors (FRF) assist families 

in “bouncing back” from a crisis situation (McCubbin 

et al., 1997). Key characteristics of resilient families include 

warmth, affection, cohesion, commitment, clear expecta-

tions, shared goals, and emotional support for one another. 

Resilient families participate in family celebrations, share 

spiritual connections, have specific traditions, and have pre-

dictable routines (Saleebey, 2009).

This boy has the protective factor of a loving mom. Here she helps 

her son with his homework.
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equalize resources between single- and two-parent families 

were far more successful in decreasing the achievement gap.

1.5.4: Family Policies
OBJECTIVE: Explain the sociopolitical elements of 

public family policy

If families are public social institutions in addition to pri-

vate personal relationships, then we must recognize the 

importance of federal, state, and local involvement (DiNitto 

& Johnson, 2017; Karger & Stoesz, 2018). Our fourth theme 

is that government regulates or fails to regulate many con-

ditions of families, and these policies (or lack thereof) reflect 

historical patterns, cultural values, political viewpoints, and 

many social conditions, including the distribution of power 

and inequality in society. This may occur in the passing of 

specific policies targeting certain groups or certain aspects 

of family life, such as welfare reform, requiring partners to 

get a blood test before marrying, or passing legislation to 

prohibit gays and lesbians from marrying.

Conversely, historical, cultural, political, and social 

factors may also have great influence backhandedly by the 

absence of specific policies. For example, the U.S. govern-

ment offers no systematic paid leave to women who have 

just given birth. This is in sharp contrast to other devel-

oped nations (and many developing ones), as you’ll learn in 

upcoming chapters. Commonly in other countries, women 

Case Study

Families as Lived Experience—
Meet Nathan Cabrera
Nathan Cabrera won a scholarship award from the Children’s 

Defense Fund for his success in beating the odds against him. He 

is celebrated for his ability to overcome extreme adversity to suc-

ceed in school and in life. Since 1990, the Children’s Defense Fund 

has recognized the achievements of over 600 courageous young 

people who overcame incredible odds stacked against them—

poverty, violence, abuse, illness—problems that would derail most 

young lives. Yet, with an effort and determination that are inspiring, 

these young men and women are thriving and becoming leaders 

in their communities.

Nathan Cabrera has never really had a childhood—he has 

had to be mature and responsible almost his entire life. Born to 

a 14-year-old mother who used drugs and subsequently had 

three more children by three different fathers, Nathan became the 

one responsible for taking care of the children while his mother 

worked afternoon and evening jobs. He could never spend time 

with friends because he was busy feeding and bathing his younger 

siblings and making sure their homework was done. With a father 

in prison and a teenage mother, Nathan said it was more like 

being raised by a peer than by a parent, and the only time he felt 

like a kid was when he was with his grandmother, who lives in 

North Carolina.

Along with juggling numerous responsibilities at home, 

Nathan worked hard at school, determined to show his siblings 

that education was the key to a normal life. But after years of 

watching his mother act like an irresponsible teenager, he him-

self eventually became rebellious and reckless. Concerned about 

Nathan’s behavior and talk of suicide, his pastor intervened and 

began working with the family. Nathan’s relationship with his 

mother improved and he helped her earn her GED. She even held 

down a regular job for a while but could not stop surrounding 

herself with the wrong crowd.

In September 2007, she was killed in retaliation for helping 

a friend escape from the control of a Latino gang. His father then 

tried to come back into Nathan’s life, but was physical and control-

ling, and even attempted to kidnap Nathan one night. Fortunately, 

Pastor Frank again was there for Nathan and helped arrange a 

safe place for him to live. Nathan’s siblings moved in with relatives 

of their respective fathers. Currently, in addition to maintaining his 

high academic standards, Nathan is running a t-shirt business 

with Pastor Frank, encouraging teens to avoid temptation with 

their t-shirts’ unique designs and simple messages. He said he is 

looking forward to earning a business management degree and 

to bringing his siblings back together one day soon to all live as 

a family again.

SOURCE: Children’s Defense Fund 2010. www.childrensdefense.org/
newsroom/real-children-real-stories/beatthe-odds/nathan-cabrera.html

WRITING PROMPT

Resilience

What type of factors can you identify that helped Nathan become 

more resilient? Can you think of any formal policies or programs 

that would have helped him as well?

The response entered here will appear in the performance 

dashboard and can be viewed by your instructor.

Submit

http://www.childrensdefense.org/newsroom/real%E2%80%90children%E2%80%90real%E2%80%90stories/beatthe%E2%80%90odds/nathan%E2%80%90cabrera.html
http://www.childrensdefense.org/newsroom/real%E2%80%90children%E2%80%90real%E2%80%90stories/beatthe%E2%80%90odds/nathan%E2%80%90cabrera.html
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receive 6–12 months off from work, with full or nearly full 

pay. A study comparing attitudes in 31 countries toward 

family policies reveals that the United States is far more 

likely to believe that family matters are personal issues than 

are other countries, reflecting a long-standing belief in rug-

ged individualism. For example, an international survey 

asking whether women should receive paid maternity leave 

when they have a baby received a nearly unanimous “yes” 

in other countries, but in the United States, nearly a quarter 

of Americans said “no.” Why would so many people object 

to women receiving paid maternity benefits?

Family policies reflect historical, cultural, political, and 

social factors in every society. These include values about per-

sonal responsibility versus collective good, the role of work 

in our lives, the expectations placed on mothers and fathers 

to manage the inherent conflicts between their work and 

family lives, and the level of concern over social inequality.

Parasuraman & Greenhaus (1997) identify three solu-

tions that can be used when family and work conflict with 

one another. First, establishing policies that create more family-

friendly work environments, such as paid maternity and family 

leaves, could alter the situation. A second approach is that 

employees themselves should learn specific techniques for man-

aging their conflicts, such as choosing a one-job family pattern. 

A third approach would modify the meanings of the situation. 

It would suggest that people have family and work conflicts 

simply because they want to work more hours or want more 

money. Policies would focus on increasing personal respon-

sibility and commitments (Bogenschneider, 2014).

Of these three solutions, the United States most often 

adopts the second and third approaches. Family issues, 

whether they are poverty or income insecurity, work-family 

conflicts, or caring for dependents, are often seen as per-

sonal issues or problems. This is in contrast to many other 

countries that take a more structural view.

These different policy approaches between the United 

States and other countries will become apparent as we explore 

the many aspects of family. Social policies, either by their com-

mission or omission, critically influence virtually all aspects 

of family life, including how families are structured or orga-

nized, and the values, attitudes, and behaviors of its members.

1.5.5: The Comparative Perspective
OBJECTIVE: Describe the functions and practices of the 

comparative perspective

The final theme of this course focuses on the importance of 

learning about other cultures and other historical periods 

to better inform us of American families (Kelleher & Klein, 

2011). In the past, it was easier to ignore what was hap-

pening in the world beyond our borders, but now this is 

no longer the case because societies are becoming increas-

ingly interconnected. New technologies, immigration, 

commerce across borders, and greater ease in world travel 

have increased visibility. Societies see other ways of doing 

things and sometimes adopt pieces of another’s culture, 

including food, clothing, and even language.

Just as with culture, it’s easy to ignore history and focus 

only on the here and now—yet many of our current family 

issues are rooted in the traditions of the past. For example, 

to truly understand the high rate of divorce in the United 

States, we should be aware of the ways in which the cur-

rent notion of love, which evolved in the eighteenth cen-

tury, changed the entire basis on which mates were chosen, 

and thereby increased the likelihood of couples ending an 

unhappy marriage (Coontz, 2005).

A comparative perspective helps us understand our 

current situation because it informs us of alternative social 

arrangements and presents new ways to frame an issue or 

policy solution. Can a comparative perspective help us under-

stand the nature and role of adolescence in U.S. culture? This 

is an important concern because it’s well known that adoles-

cents commit a disproportionate number of crimes, experi-

ence higher-than-average unemployment, and face a host of 

other social problems, such as teen pregnancy or drug use.

A comparative perspective shows us that adolescence, 

as known in the United States today, is largely a new social 

construction, originating in the West in the late nineteenth 

century as a result of newly created child labor laws and the 

changing nature of the labor market (Leeder, 2004; Mintz, 

2004). Until then, children’s labor was needed on farms 

and even young teenagers were considered mini-adults. 

However, with urbanization and industrialization in the 

late nineteenth century, a movement arose to increase the 

protection of young people. Social reformers known as child 

savers were particularly interested in developing social pro-

grams that were age-based and targeted toward children. 

Compulsory education increased the length of time children 

spent in school until well into their teenage years.

Adolescence became a new period of transition between 

childhood and adulthood, but without clear-cut norms 

about what to expect during this period. By the twentieth 

century, the concept of adolescence as a separate stage of 

life had taken hold, and now represents a substantial com-

ponent of popular culture segregated from adult-oriented 

culture, with unique clothing, music, and food marketed 

toward this relatively new consumer group.

Nonetheless, it’s not clear what the developmental 

tasks of this age group are and how they can contribute 

to society. Separating adolescents from adults, but giving 

them an unclear or unknown set of tasks, has not necessar-

ily served adolescents well.

How do other cultures construct this age period? How 

are these social constructions related to the level of technol-

ogy or wealth in society? The case study: Adolescence Among 

the Maasai offers some clues. Can we learn from other cul-

tures, even those that are radically different from our own?
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WRITING PROMPT

Coming of Age

What rituals—religious, cultural, academic—mark adolescence in 

the United States? How do these rituals differ within the United 

States and how have they changed over time? How do Maasai 

rituals in adolescence reflect their culture?

The response entered here will appear in the performance 

dashboard and can be viewed by your instructor.

Submit

Case Study

Adolescence Among the Maasai
Think about your time as an adolescent. What were the norms, 

the expectations, and the rituals that you experienced? As you 

probably realize by now, adolescence is conceived differently at 

different points of time and across different cultures today. An 

interesting contrast to adolescence in the West is found among 

the Maasai, an ethnic group living on the savannas of Kenya and 

Tanzania. As you learn about the Maasai, compare and contrast 

their experience with adolescence to that of your own.

The Maasai are a small tribe in the mosaic of African peoples; 

they are tall, thin pastoralists who can be spotted miles away by 

their signature red clothing. Their lives are simple; they depend on 

their cattle and their families, living closely with the earth. Wealth 

is measured by the number of cattle and children a man has, and 

the economy is a family-based one in which all contribute to the 

family’s well-being. The men are in charge, primarily protecting the 

village and caring for the animals.

For the men, the passage to adulthood is a long and rigorous 

process. Early on, a boy is assigned to a moran: the group of war-

riors with whom he will be associated, his age mates. However, 

the actual age during this rite of passage may vary somewhat 

because boys without younger brothers may need to stay behind 

to care for the animals. The moran is divided into junior and senior 

groups as well as the specific group with whom the boy will be 

circumcised. Male circumcision takes place between the ages of 

13 and 17. During the circumcision, the young man is not allowed 

to cry or yell; to do so leads to disrespect for his entire family. His 

parents could be beaten by members of the entire village for rais-

ing such a coward.

Once boys are circumcised, they become junior warriors and 

live with their age mates in a special dwelling set aside for them. 

The mother accompanies her son, adorning herself with elabo-

rate beaded ear ornaments that show everyone she is the mother 

of a warrior. She, along with her daughters, builds a house for 

him while he roams about freely with his moran, having sex with 

women, hunting, growing his hair long, and decorating elaborate 

headdresses. The moran becomes so close that they even urinate 

together; these men are now brothers and share everything in life, 

even their wives when they later take them.

When the junior morans age, they become senior warriors 

and the life of the community is centered on them. They direct the 

stock, are in charge of defense and security, and occasionally deal 

with the local government. They are hunters and are allowed to do 

so by the Kenyan government, although only to a limited extent. 

Theirs is a most important position in that society, and the young 

men are now fully adults.

What about women? They do not experience a similarly cel-

ebrated rite of passage. Instead, adolescent girls build the houses, 

collect wood, cook, clean, milk the cows, and raise the children. 

However, females are required to undergo female genital mutila-

tion (AKA female circumcision, or female genital cutting) before 

age 13, marking their availability for marriage. In this procedure, 

which vastly differs from male circumcision, a woman’s clitoris is 

removed, and sometimes the adjacent labia are removed as well. 

This eliminates the opportunity for orgasm; female sexual pleasure 

is considered dangerous in Maasai culture. A major international 

movement has developed over the past 30 years to eradicate this 

cultural practice but has met with only limited success. Despite 

Kenya abolishing female genital mutilation, the practice continues 

in the rural countryside.

From this example of Maasai culture, one can see that ado-

lescence as we know it at home in the United States does not 

exist in all cultures. Instead, being in a moran and being circum-

cised prepares a young man in the Maasai for his coming role 

in society. There is no delineation as a teen; the young man is a 

warrior in training and thus is fully respected and important to his 

society. He is responsible and his job is crucial to the survival of 

his society. The young woman may be married by age 13, also 

deemed an adult.

SOURCE: Adapted from Moore, 2018, and Leeder, 2004
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SHARED WRITING: THEMES

As we begin our academic journey together, what are your initial 

thoughts on these five themes? Do you have any personal experi-

ences relevant to the themes?

A minimum number of  characters is required to post and 

earn points. After posting, your response can be viewed by 

your class and instructor, and you can participate in the 

class discussion.

Post

1.1: What Are Families?

The text defines families more broadly than does the 

federal government. Families are defined as relation-

ships by blood, marriage, or affection, in which mem-

bers may cooperate economically, may care for any 

children, and may consider their identity to be inti-

mately connected to the larger group. How a society 

defines families has important consequences for many 

different rights, privileges, and responsibilities.

1.2: The Sociological Imagination

The sociological imagination reveals that many of our 

personal experiences are not simply random events. 

Instead, they are shaped by social structure, which is 

the organized pattern of relationships and institutions 

that together form the basis of society. The sociologi-

cal imagination uses a comparative perspective and an 

empirical approach to describe and explain patterns of 

family structure, family change, and personal relation-

ships. Empirical research is guided by theory, which is a 

general framework or explanation used to understand 

social phenomena.

1.3: Families and Social Change

Even a cursory review of family history will show 

that families have undergone tremendous changes 

over time. What is causing these changes? Are these 

changes good or bad? These questions indicate that 

family change is, in part, a political issue. Three differ-

ent political viewpoints identify the causes and con-

sequences of family change: conservative, liberal, and 

feminist.

Summary: Families and the Sociological Imagination

1.4: The Government and Family Policy

Compared to many other developed countries, the 

Unites States lacks a coherent, national family policy. 

Programs in the United States tend to be selective, and 

often means-tested, rather than universal and funded 

by progressive taxation. One example is the compari-

son of the services available to new mothers in France, 

as compared to those in the United States.

1.5: Themes of This Course

Five themes are woven throughout this course that 

will help guide our discussion on issues ranging from 

courtship to divorce. These themes also help us to 

understand signature concepts such as gender, race, 

and class, and how these shape family structures and 

dynamics. These themes include: (1) Characterize the 

relationship between social structure and individual 

experience in families; (2) Relate social inequality to 

family life; (3) Identify sources of resiliency for families; 

(4) Explain the sociopolitical elements of public family 

policy; and (5) Describe the functions and practices of 

the comparative perspective.
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Chapter 2 

Families Throughout  
the World

Learning Objectives

 2.1 Compare family relationships

 2.2 Analyze how family patterns affect  
daily life

 2.3 Evaluate the impact of modernization on 
social life

 2.4 Contrast family experiences in India, Japan, 
and Sweden

Throughout history and throughout the world, people 

have lived in families. As a social institution, families 

are at the center of all societies because they fulfill 

needs that few other institutions can (Bonvillain, 2018; 

Ember, Ember, & Peregrine, 2015; Karraker, 2013). Yes, 

societies develop their own style in how marriage, 

families, and kinship groups should function and what 

they’re supposed to do, but what is surprising is the 

amazing similarity from one region of the world to 

another.
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This chapter explores some of the similarities and dif-

ferences among families throughout the world. Here, we’ll 

look at key concepts and theoretical issues in comparative 

family studies that we can draw upon as we study families 

throughout this chapter.

2.1: Functions of the 
Family
OBJECTIVE: Compare family relationships

Why do we even have families? Drawing upon structural 

functionalism, the theoretical perspective, sociologists 

and family scientists often discuss families in terms of 

the important functions they serve for individuals and 

for society at large. These functions include the regula-

tion of sexual behavior, reproduction and the socializa-

tion of children, property and inheritance, economic 

 cooperation, assignment of roles and status, and shared 

intimacy.

Marriage is the cornerstone of these functions 

 (Bonvillain, 2018; Ember, Ember, & Peregrine, 2015). It is an 

arrangement that is strictly human and publicly recognizes 

social and intimate bonds. Cultural norms specify who is 

eligible to be married, to whom and to how many people 

an individual can marry, what the marriage ceremony will 

consist of, and the norms surrounding how married persons 

should behave. In his cross-cultural study, anthropologist 

William Stephens provided a broad definition of marriage. 

It is (1) a socially legitimate sexual union, begun with (2) 

a public announcement or ceremony, (3) undertaken with 

some idea of permanence, and (4) assumed with a more 

or less explicit marriage contract that spells out reciprocal 

obligations between spouses, and between spouses and 

their children (Stephens, 1963). The public announcement 

is often in the form of a wedding, which is a cultural ritual 

that represents a rite of passage. Weddings are powerful 

rituals because they denote movement from one phase of 

life to another—the transition between being single and 

being married.

Traditional Vietnamese Families

One of the long-time organizing features of the 

Vietnamese family has been the preference of 

married couples to co-reside with the husband’s 

parents when possible. This custom, based on 

Confucianism, is referred to as a patrilocal 

living arrangement. When a first son marries, 

he is obliged to move in with his parents, 

at least until another brother marries and joins 

the family.

However, as Vietnam becomes an increasingly 

modernized nation, has the custom of patrilocality 

declined? A common theory of family change 

suggests that as educational and occupational 

opportunities expand, as adult children become 

more geographically mobile, and as a country 

becomes more urbanized, greater independence 

between family members is likely to emerge. 

The nuclear family will gradually replace 

extended families, and support for traditional 

family obligations, such as patrilocality, will 

decline.

Sociologists Charles Hirschman and Nguyen 

Huu Minh analyzed data from the Vietnam 

Longitudinal Study, which is based on 1,855 

households in the largest province in the Red 

River Delta of northern Vietnam. The survey 

included a wide range of questions on family 

relationships, structure, educational and 

occupational history, siblings, and marriage and 

children.

The researchers found, somewhat unexpectedly, 

that the proportion of newly married couples that 

followed the patrilocal custom actually increased 

in recent decades rather than declined. Between 

1956 and 1965, 72 percent of sons lived with their 

parents after their marriage. However, between 

1986 and 1995, the proportion had increased 

to 83 percent. The researchers did find that the 

length of time sons and their wives co-resided had 

declined somewhat. After 5 years, fewer than 30 

percent of the more recent cohorts still lived with 

their parents, compared to over 40 percent between 

1956 and 1965.

The researchers also found that relatively few 

aspects of modernization contributed to a lower 

incidence of living with parents. Adult children 

who worked in nonagricultural occupations and 

who married later in life were somewhat less 

likely to co-reside with the groom’s parents. Yet, 

overall it appears that the underlying cultural 

preference to live with the groom’s parents 

immediately after marriage remains strong 

and grows stronger in Vietnam. Hirschman 

and Minh conclude that not all aspects of the 

traditional family structure may undergo the 

same tensions associated with modernization. 

Joint living arrangements, at least in the son’s 

early part of marriage, may be mutually beneficial 

and show no sign of declining (Hirschman & 

Minh, 2002).
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Historian Lewis Henry Morgan ([1851] 1962) describes 

the marriage and wedding arrangements of the Iroquois 

tribe in early North America:

Marriage was not founded upon the affections. . . . When 

the mother considered her son of a suitable age for a 

marriage, she looked about her for a maiden, whom she 

judged would accord with him in disposition and tem-

perament. A negotiation between the mothers ensued, 

and a conclusion was reached. . . . Not the least singular 

of the transaction was the entire ignorance in which the 

parties remained of the pending negotiation. Objection 

on their part was never attempted; they received each 

other as the gift of their parents. When the fact of mar-

riage had been communicated to the parties, a simple 

ceremonial completed the transaction. On the day fol-

lowing the announcement, the maiden was conducted by 

her mother, accompanied by a few friends, to the home 

of her intended husband. She carried in her hand a few 

cakes of unleavened corn bread, which she presented on 

entering the house, to her mother-in-law, as an earnest of 

her usefulness and of her skill in the domestic arts. After 

receiving it, the mother of the young warrior returned 

a present of venison, or other fruit of the chase, to the 

mother of the bride, as an earnest of his ability to pro-

vide for his household. This exchange of presents ratified 

and concluded the contract, which bound the new pair 

together in the marriage relations.

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

2.1.1 Explain how society regulates reproduction

2.1.2 Relate property to social hierarchy

2.1.3 Analyze the history of family economy

2.1.4 Differentiate statuses and roles

2.1.5 Describe the ways in which families provide care 

for their members

2.1.1: Sex and Reproduction
OBJECTIVE: Explain how society regulates 

reproduction

Every culture, including ours, regulates sexual behavior. 

Cultural norms make it clear who can have a sexual rela-

tionship with whom and under what circumstances. One 

virtually universal regulation around the world is the incest 

taboo, which forbids sexual activity (and marriage) among 

close family members. The definition of “close family mem-

bers” differs, although it usually involves at least parents and 

their children, and siblings. However, sometimes the taboo 

is extended to one side of the family but not to the other. For 

example, a person may be forbidden from having a sexual 

relationship with cousins on the mother’s side, but a partner 

from the father’s side of the family would be permitted.

The incest taboo persists because sexual relations among 

close relatives increase the chance of inherited genetic abnor-

malities. However, it’s likely that the incest taboo originated 

not because of biology, but because of social considerations. It 

is a mechanism to minimize jealousies, competition, and con-

flict that could  undermine smooth family functioning and lead 

to chaos (Ellis, 1963). The incest taboo also forges broader alli-

ances by requiring marriage outside of the inner family circle.

For a society to continue, it must produce new members 

to replace those who die or move away. Families have the pri-

mary responsibility for producing the newest  members and 

for teaching them the culture in which they live.  Children 

learn primarily from their families the language, values, 

beliefs, interpersonal skills, and general knowledge neces-

sary to adequately function in society (Parsons & Boles, 1955). 

Societies generally encourage reproduction to occur inside 

established families rather than randomly among unrelated 

partners so that parents (or some designated family member) 

will be responsible for socializing children.

WRITING PROMPT

Your Family Culture

Describe your family culture. Who raises the children? From whom 

did you learn the most about life? What issues are taboo in your 

family and culture?

The response entered here will appear in the performance 

dashboard and can be viewed by your instructor.

Submit

Wedding rituals can be quite different in terms of what the bride and 

groom wear, what they do, and who witnesses the event, as shown 

in this example of an Indian wedding. Red is the common wedding 

color, rather than white.

2.1.2: Property and Inheritance
OBJECTIVE: Relate property to social hierarchy

In very early history, families lived in small groups as 

 hunters and gatherers. They were nomadic, with frequent 

moves as they looked for prey and other foods to sustain 
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them. The group lived communally, all sharing the products 

from the labor of the group, and people did not have much 

in the way of personal possessions. Even group possessions 

were kept to a minimum; otherwise it would be difficult to 

move quickly in search of food.

As families moved from a nomadic lifestyle as hunters 

and gatherers to one based on agriculture, people stayed put 

to tend to the land. It became possible for the first time for 

people to accumulate surplus property beyond what was 

needed for sheer survival. Instead of sharing the surplus 

with the entire group, individual families or small factions 

could keep what they cultivated or barter it for other services 

and goods. Social inequality was more apparent, with some 

families having considerably more surplus than others, and 

families wanted to pass on their good fortune to their heirs.

Friedrich Engels ([1884] 1902) tied the origin of the fam-

ily to males’ desire to identify heirs so that they could pass 

down their property to their sons. Monogamy worked in 

men’s favor. Without it, paternity was uncertain. Therefore, 

men sought to strictly control women sexually, economi-

cally, and socially through marriage.

2.1.3: Economic Cooperation
OBJECTIVE: Analyze the history of family economy

Adults and children have physical needs for food, shelter, 

and clothing. Families are the first line of defense for pro-

viding these to its members. Husbands, wives, children, 

and, during much of history, extended kin all cooperate to 

ensure the well-being of members of the family.

Historical records indicate that there is usually a gen-

dered division of labor within families, with certain tasks 

primarily performed by men and others by women. How-

ever, exactly which tasks are considered masculine or 

feminine differs from one society to the next, and from one 

historical period of time to another. Is basket weaving a 

feminine or masculine task? Do men do all the hunting, or 

is it a task that is shared with women? The answers to these 

questions all depend on the society. However, whatever the 

gendered expectations may be, there are usually sanctions 

for violating them.

It’s important to recognize that families are both produc-

tive and consumptive units. In the past, families produced 

most of their goods and services such as making soap, spin-

ning cloth, and growing food. However, in industrialized 

societies today, family members tend to work outside the 

home for wages and they purchase many of the items they 

previously produced. These families are largely considered 

consumptive units. They produce little, but consume a lot.

2.1.4: Social Placement, Status, and 
Roles
OBJECTIVE: Differentiate statuses and roles

All members of society relate in some way to the basic 

structure of that society, usually in a way that preserves 

order and minimizes confusion and conflict. We fit in by 

way of a complex web of statuses (positions in a group 

or society) and roles (behaviors that are associated with 

Figure 02-01 Web of Statuses and Roles of a Hispanic Woman
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The Functions of Families
People throughout the world live in families. Whereas some 

functions of marriages and families might differ from one 

 society to another, what is more remarkable is how similar these 

are across time and place. In particular, there are at least six 

universal functions of families:

Regulation of Sexual Behavior—No society allows for unre-

stricted sexual behavior. Instead, each society has specific 

norms about sexuality, including who, what, where, when, and 

how. The social institutions of marriage and families further 

channel these social norms.

Reproduction and Socializing Children—Families have 

the primary responsibility for bearing and raising chil-

dren,  teaching them the cultural norms by which to abide. 

Other social  institutions have a hand in socializing children,  

(Continued)

those positions). Through our families, we are given an 

identity and position in society. For example, we are born 

into a certain social class, ethnic or racial group, religious 

affiliation, culture, or geographic region. The statuses that 

we are born into are called ascribed statuses. Our ascribed 

statuses, individually and collectively, give us an identity 

and a way of seeing the world. Likewise, they shape how 

others respond to us. An Indian girl born into poverty 

has a decidedly different social placement from that of 

the son of a wealthy and prominent family in New York 

City. These two individuals will have countless diver-

gent opportunities and constraints because social statuses 

influence nearly all aspects of our lives. In fact, much 

of what we think of as our unique “personality” or our 

unique choices really arise from our initial social place-

ment with our  family. Other statuses that we obtain on 

our own are called achieved  statuses, and include things 

such as our level of education or the type of job we hold 

(see Figure 02-01).

2.1.5: Care, Warmth, Protection, and 
Intimacy
OBJECTIVE: Describe the ways in which families 

provide care for their members

In addition to food, shelter, and clothing, humans need 

warmth and affection to survive and thrive. Families are 

intended to provide the care, warmth, protection, and inti-

macy that individuals need. However, not all families give 

equal weight to these features. For example, in many cul-

tures, love and intimacy aren’t the primary reasons for mar-

riage and, in fact, may be completely absent. It’s common in 

some cultures for persons to marry without having met prior 

to their wedding day. Their parents arranged their marriages 

based on factors other than love, such as economics or the 

wish to cultivate certain kinship ties. Nonetheless, even in 

these unions, the protection and care of spouses, extended 

family members, and children are primary functions.
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including schools and churches, but families are considered 

most important.

Property and Inheritance—Throughout history, as societ-

ies became more complex and moved beyond a nomadic 

 lifestyle, people began to accumulate wealth and posses-

sions. According to Engels, males wanted to pass their 

surplus to their sons, but how could they ensure that the 

sons born by their wives or partners were truly theirs? One 

primary way was to strictly control women sexually, eco-

nomically, and socially through marriage. Women were 

expected to always remain chaste outside the confines of 

their marriages.

Economic—Husbands, wives, and their children must work 

together to varying degrees to provide for their physical needs 

for food, shelter, and clothing. The division of labor,  however, is 

often gendered, with men and women doing different types of 

tasks. Domestic tasks, including cooking, cleaning, and mak-

ing clothing fall to women in most cultures.

Social Placement, Status, and Roles—These boys and their 

fathers are working in the slate industry, circa 1905. What 

guesses would you make about their social class positions? 

Given that the boys are picking slate instead of going to school, 

what predictions can you make about their futures? While the 

boys’ ascribed status comes from their family backgrounds, 

sometimes their achieved status relates to their family back-

grounds as well. Because of growing up in poverty, these boys 

are less likely to achieve an education.

Care, Warmth, Protection, and Intimacy—Families are 

designed to be both practical and nurturing. This family, 

together, provides one another with care, warmth, protec-

tion, and intimacy. However, these factors can take on dif-

ferent  meanings and associated behaviors across cultures. 

For example, not all cultures consider love as a basis for 

marriage. In fact, many would say it is among the worst rea-

sons to marry.
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These are some of the functions of families. Nonethe-

less, how these functions are performed can look quite 

different. So can the structure of marriage and family rela-

tionships. Is the expectation that one man will marry one 

woman found in all societies? Not really. Let’s now look at 

some of these differences.

2.2: Differences in Marriage 
and Family Patterns
OBJECTIVE: Analyze how family patterns affect daily life

How do you intend to choose your mate (or how did you 

choose your mate)? Would it surprise you to learn that no one 

really has complete “free rein” in picking a marriage partner? 

In some countries, the external control is obvious and deeply 

rooted in cultural traditions. Fathers choose their son’s or 

daughter’s marriage partner with little or no input from 

those who will be directly affected. Marriage is viewed as an 

economic union between two families rather than a relation-

ship between two individuals based on love. The prospective 

bride and groom are often all too happy to give such a big 

responsibility over to their parents (Allendorf, 2013, 2017).

In other countries, such as the United States, young 

people shudder at the thought of a parent choosing their 

future spouse. We prefer to base marriage on romantic love 

and mutual attraction (Acevedo & Aron, 2009; Sprecher & 

Hatfield, 2017). Parental involvement seems minimal. Yet, 

external control over mate selection still occurs, but is more 

subtle. Imagine the possible reactions from family when a 

person marries someone outside his or her race or ethnic-

ity, wants to marry someone of the same sex, or when the 

woman is much older than her partner. The sanctions can be 

as minor as a sigh, or as severe as parental rejection.

External control over mate selection, whether in the 

United States or a country as rigid as Pakistan, operates 

through norms of endogamy and exogamy. Endogamy refers 

to norms that encourage marriage between people of the 

same social category, such as their own racial, ethnic, reli-

gious, age, or social class background. Although marrying 

outside our own social category may or may not be prohib-

ited by law, it is sanctioned to varying degrees.

In contrast, exogamy refers to norms that encourage 

marriage between people of different social categories. For 

example, can a person marry someone of the same sex, or 

must they marry outside of that social category? The answer 

varies and depends on the culture. In another example, in 

some cultures it is illegal for a person to marry a first cousin, 

whereas in other cultures, a first cousin would be seen as 

an ideal mate.

If marriage is not strictly a private choice, then what 

is it based on? Ethnographic studies by anthropologists 

and sociologists reveal that most marriage and family 

patterns reflect social, economic, and political issues in 

a given culture (Bonvillain, 2018; Miller, 2013). Some cul-

tures allow men to have more than one wife, whereas 

others practice strict monogamy. In some cultures, the 

newly married couple virtually always resides with the 

husband’s family and would never consider moving to 

their own household miles away. There are cultures that 

expect brothers to live together and share one wife.

How and why do these different patterns emerge? 

From her anthropological work, Jean Stockard (2002) sug-

gests that these patterns aren’t random, but reflect the fol-

lowing cultural practices and conditions:

• The physical environment, material goods, level of 

technology, and subsistence, as well as how these have 

shaped the social organization—As agriculture devel-

oped, family members were needed to contribute to the 

labor of agriculture. In particular, nonmechanized farm-

ing economies create and sustain extended families.

• The significance of descent ideology and structure—the 

clan, lineage, and descent line—A matrilineal struc-

ture (organized around female lines of descent) will 

organize marriage and households in such a way that 

acknowledges females, although it may not necessarily 

give these females any power.

• Social processes, especially residence practices that repro-

duce and sometimes modify kinship structures across the 

generations—The pattern of elderly Chinese co-residing 

with a living son, as the Chinese practice it, creates  families 

that prioritize male descendants over females.

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

2.2.1 Differentiate forms of marriage

2.2.2 Determine how patriarchy impacts life for 

women across the world

2.2.3 Identify the patterns of power in different forms 

of kinship

2.2.4 Compare patterns of residence for newly married 

couples

2.2.1: Marriage
OBJECTIVE: Differentiate forms of marriage

Marriage has real consequences for the way we experience 

family life. There are expectations about whom and how 

we marry, where we should live, who should have power, 
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Case Study

Marriage Among the !Kung San
It is easy to fall prey to the belief that everyone in the world 

 practices marriage patterns similar to ours: In early adulthood you 

meet someone, fall in love with them, and marry them. A closer 

look around the world reveals patterns that are in striking contrast 

to ours.

The !Kung San are people inhabiting territories bordering on 

the Kalahari Desert, primarily in Botswana, Namibia, and Angola. 

They are a branch of the San peoples, an indigenous people of 

Africa, numbering approximately 50,000 that once occupied a 

vast territory in southern Africa. Given the name “Bushmen” by 

European colonists, they call themselves the Ju/’hoansi, which 

means “the real people.” Until the 1970s, when political and eco-

nomic change forced an end to their traditional way of life, they 

were one of the several remaining contemporary populations in 

the world practicing hunting and gathering. This way of life, or 

subsistence adaptation, is believed to resemble the one character-

izing all human populations prior to the development of agriculture 

about 10,000 years ago.

Marriage among the !Kung San resembles marriage as 

practiced by people for most of human history. Ethnographers 

report that girls were typically married very young, anywhere from 

age 8–12 on average. A new bride protested marriage in gen-

eral and often her parents’ choice of husband in  particular. The 

marriage ceremony itself was, from the  outsider’s  perspective, 

understated and hardly noticeable. The  arrangement of marriage 

entailed the demonstration of hunting skills by the husband, who 

was expected to hunt after  marriage not just for his wife, but more 

important, for her father.

New husbands were usually at least 18–25 years old, and 

sometimes as old as 30, creating a disparity in the ages of bride 

and groom of 10 years or more. Many, if not most girls, married 

before reaching their first menstrual period, but !Kung San feel 

strongly that marital sexual relations must not be consummated 

until the young wife is  sexually mature. Indeed, they do not permit 

a husband, older and  perhaps more  anxious to begin sexual rela-

tions, to force  himself on his young wife, believing it would make 

her crazy.

Ethnographic descriptions reveal an apparent connection 

between a subsistence adaptation, in this case hunting, and the 

practice of marriage. In marrying, a husband assumes an obliga-

tion called bride service: He must hunt for his father-in-law for 

many years, not only to establish but also to maintain his mar-

riage to the man’s daughter. In this way, marriage is a relation-

ship involving more than just the couple. With a large stake in 

the outcome, the parents arrange and negotiate the marriage, a 

matter far too important to be left to the passions and whims of 

the young people.

With the establishment of a !Kung San marriage, a newly 

married couple assumes residence in a small house built adja-

cent to the house of the young bride’s parents. Through the 

distributions of meat from a son-in-law during bride service, 

the boundaries of nuclear families are regularly crossed, link-

ing the families of the bride and groom and her parents in an 

 important economic relationship. In addition, gifts of meat that 

are received by the father-in-law are shared again by him to 

include his daughter’s family.

These patterns identify that !Kung San society has no 

isolated nuclear families living apart unto themselves. Each is 

linked in important ways to other families, as the long process 

of bride service dramatically emphasizes. Meat is so greatly 

valued that its distribution is not based on generalized reciproc-

ity, but is shared according to an established protocol. The 

husband is expected to take the best cut, and gives this to his 

wife’s parents. Following this first-order distribution, waves of 

further sharing follow, ending in many gifts of meat to people 

in the band.

The giving of meat in this society in some sense creates a 

kind of politics: Giving of meat creates personal prestige in receiv-

ing a good cut of meat, and redistributing shares to others also 

creates obligations in them. Such giving is an important part of 

being male.

SOURCE: Adapted from Stockard 2002

WRITING PROMPT

!Kung San Politics

If you were to take a guess, how do you think !Kung San culture has 

changed since the economic and political changes of the 1970s? 

Do you think these changes are for the better? Why or why not?

The response entered here will appear in the performance 

dashboard and can be viewed by your instructor.

Submit
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and how we inherit and trace our lineage. Let’s look at sev-

eral specific customs and practices surrounding marriage 

throughout the world.

MONOGAMY Most of us probably see marriage as a rela-

tionship between two partners (if not for a lifetime, at least 

for a period of time). We call this marriage pattern monog-

amy, from Greek meaning “one union.” Monogamy doesn’t 

allow individuals to have multiple spouses. Monogamy is 

practiced in most parts of the world, especially in  developed 

nations. In fact, any other type of marriage would be  illegal. 

However, we can see in Eye on the World in Figure 02-02 

that in many parts of the world, monogamy is not the 

expected or preferred form of marriage. If monogamy is 

not universal, then what are the alternatives?

POLYGAMY Other societies practice polygamy, which 

allows for more than one spouse at a time. Although it may 

be the preferred practice in many cultures, not everyone can 

be polygamous because of sex ratios; there aren’t enough 

women to go around for every man to have two or three 

wives. It’s often reserved for those who are the wealthiest 

or most senior members of society. Having multiple spouses 

may be a status symbol, a mark of prestige (Stephens, 1963).

Most Americans disapprove of polygamy. However, 

and perhaps related to the TV show, Sister Wives, the per-

centage of Americans who approve of polygamy has more 

than doubled since 2001, from 7 to 16 percent (Allen, 2015). 

There are two types of polygamy.

POLYGYNY The most common type, polygyny, is the prac-

tice in which husbands can have more than one wife, and is 

sometimes used interchangeably with polygamy ( Luscombe, 

2012). Polygyny is allowed in many  developing societies in 

the world today, although we don’t know its exact preva-

lence. Israeli anthropologist Joseph Ginat suggests that as 

many as a third of the world’s population lives in a region 

that allows it, although the  percentage of men who actually 

practice it is much smaller (Stack, 1998). Polygyny is more 

likely to be found in developing  countries, including parts 

of Africa and South America. Where  practiced, it’s often sup-

ported by religious custom. These societies are also  associated 

with high degrees of male dominance and authority.

Researchers Charles Welch & Paul Glick (1981) examined 

15 selected African countries and found that, depending on 

the country, between one in five and one in three married 

men had more than one wife. Those who practiced polygyny 

tended to have two, or occasionally three, wives and only 

rarely more than that. Having numerous wives is a sign of 

family wealth, education, and other dimensions of high 

status. It’s used as a way to increase fertility within a fam-

ily, because multiple wives increase the number of children 

born. Although Westerners assume that multiple wives would 

be jealous or competitive with one another, a study based in 

polygynous Nigeria indicated that the wives tend to get along. 

When asked how they would feel if their husbands took 

another wife, about 60 percent said they would be pleased to 

share the housework, care of their husband, and childrearing, 

and to have someone to share things with (Ware, 1979).

It is possible that more than 100,000 American families 

currently practice polygyny, although it is illegal (Hagerty, 

2008; Tapestry against Polygamy, 2006). Meet one such fam-

ily in the case study: A Personal Ad from Simon, Angela, and 

Marion. It’s primarily found in Utah, Nevada, and other 

western states. In a study of these polygynous families, 

Altman and Ginat found that, on average, they contained 

four wives and 27 children (Altman & Ginat, 1996). Why 

would women in the United States submit to the practice 

of polygyny? What is in it for them? The answers to this 

are intriguing. One female supporter claims that it provides 

support and empowerment:

I think Polygyny is the one lifestyle that offers women a 

chance to really have it all. It’s an empowering lifestyle for 

women, not an oppressive one. It allows me to maximize 

my female potential without having all the tradeoffs and 

compromises that attend monogamy. For example, there 

are a group of us who share the cooking, cleaning, and 

childcare. These women are my friends. We have been 

together for a decade, and have shared a man. Yes, these 

women are very special to me.

Others feel differently (Decker, 2012; Jessop & Palmer, 

2008, 2010; Wall & Pulitzer, 2009), suggesting that polygyny 

is abusive to women and girls. Women who escaped from 

polygynous marriages write of being manipulated and 

abused. They describe forced child marriages, rape, and 

threats to their well-being to ensure conformity.

Some people mistakenly associate today’s polygyny 

with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Mor-

mon), but the church has not tolerated polygynous mar-

riages since it was outlawed in 1890 and will excommunicate 

members who are found to practice polygyny. Instead, some 

polygynous families are Muslims or evangelical Christians 

who find support for polygyny in the Quran and Bible.

POLYANDRY The second type of polygamy, polyandry, is a 

marriage pattern in which several men share one wife. This 

type of marriage pattern is quite rare and contains several 

unique features (Cassidy & Lee, 1989; Stephens, 1963). First, 

polyandry may occur in societies with difficult environmen-

tal conditions, where poverty is widespread. It is practiced 

only in agricultural societies where land is severely limited 

and weather or other conditions are harsh. Second, the mul-

tiple husbands are usually brothers or otherwise related. 
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Figure 02-02 Comparative Marital Patterns: Eye on the World
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Case Study

A Personal Ad from Simon, 
Angela, and Marion
In truth, one does not have to look around the world to find differ-

ent marriage patterns. The following is an advertisement from an 

evangelical Christian living in Nevada looking for a third wife to join 

his family. I chatted with Angela over e-mail, and once she was 

convinced that my goal was simply to inform my students about 

polygyny rather than to pass judgment, she enthusiastically agreed 

to have the ad included in this chapter.

Hello, our family consists of my two wives and myself. We 

are all interested in our family becoming larger—if God blesses 

me with another wife. We are seeking a Christian lady with a kind 

spirit, who is levelheaded and has a positive attitude toward the 

Lord, their own life and toward others.

Let me tell you a little bit about us. . . . 

I am 50 years old, blond hair, blue eyes, 6 feet tall, and weigh 

200 pounds. I work as a business consultant. My wives are 33 

and 22 years old and they both help me in our business. We don’t 

drink, smoke, or take drugs. We don’t object to social drinking 

now and then. However, we do object to smoking.

We are all real home bodies. We enjoy quiet times at home 

alone and with friends and family. We only have a few friends 

and we have had them for a long time. We don’t need to have 

a lot of neighbors or non-family around us to be happy. We 

value our privacy and those close to us. We find our home very 

enjoyable.

Angela likes to cook which is great because I like gour-

met meals, especially when it is all natural and prepared at 

home. She also has an interest in gardening and really wants 

to learn to sew. Marion likes to read and discuss ideas. We all 

have a good sense of humor, sometimes odd, but always fun! 

We want a large family and plan to have children in the near 

future.

We are evangelical Christians. We are not legalistic nor do 

we believe in taboos. We study the Bible from taped classes for 

about an hour every night. God has given all of us instructions 

for life in written form, the Bible. An owner’s manual for the 

soul. It only makes sense to learn what our Lord has to tell us. 

Then, of course, comes the challenging part; practicing what 

you know you should do. We find that taking in God’s word daily 

and applying what we learn gives us a good basis for a strong 

spiritual life.

I became interested in plural marriage many years ago. My 

wives have learned about it since we got together. The Bible is 

very clear that God ordained marriage, sanctioning polygamy 

just as He did monogamy. There are many instances in the Bible 

where men practicing plural marriage were greatly blessed. 

God blesses people living according to His principles. I con-

sider companionship, talking to one another, sharing thoughts 

and interests the most important factors in a relationship. I 

am affectionate, both physically and verbally. I believe mutual 

respect and relating honestly to others is vital to a permanent 

relationship.

My priorities in a relationship in order of importance are: 

Being loved, Companionship, Honesty, Respect, and lastly Sex. 

The best foundation for a good relationship is friendship. Deep 

friendships grow in intensity and last forever. Too much emphasis 

is put on sex today. You can’t build a lasting relationship based 

only on sex. A friendship built on soul rapport is far more impor-

tant and will last a lifetime. Then, sharing sexual intimacy, as an 

expression of genuine love, is very meaningful. We believe that 

marriage is a lifetime commitment. I don’t believe in premarital 

sex and my wives are not interested in a bi-sexual relationship. 

We believe marriage must have a foundation built on Christian 

principles.

Communication is of primary importance to us. We like to dis-

cuss ideas and share personal feelings. Talking and relating to one 

another is so very important. We want to know how you feel, what 

makes you happy and what makes you sad. We don’t want you 

to ever feel alone. We want you to know that you are supported 

by a family who cares, who will listen to you, who can meet your 

needs and a husband who cherishes you and our relationship. A 

good relationship is a long conversation that always seems too 

short. A lasting relationship depends on what each person can 

bring to the relationship instead of what they can take out of it. A 

good relationship is more than finding the right person, it is being 

the right person.

I am affectionate. I like to give hugs in the kitchen or cuddle 

during a movie. I like a woman to wrap her arms around me for 

no reason even when I’m busy working. I’m not a macho moron 

hung up on impressing dimwitted friends by neglecting you. I don’t 

have to treat you like a slave in order to feel like a man. I am very 
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secure in my masculinity. A woman is beautiful and designed to be 

feminine, responsive and loving. I enjoy a woman’s companionship 

and affection very much.

We are looking for a woman who is positive toward the 

Bible and has Christian values. A woman who is a lady, gentle, 

loyal, faithful, and feminine. A woman who wants to wear dresses 

instead of Levis. A woman who wants to make a career of her 

husband, children, family, and home. A woman who is proud to 

be a wife and mother.

If you have children, they will find a home filled with lots of 

love, acceptance and most of all guidance. Your age is not a 

major issue. Friendship, honesty and respect are of utmost impor-

tance. Where you live, your past, or your economic circumstances 

are not at issue either. What is important is that we all get along 

and have the same values and principles to guide our lives and 

futures.

If you’re interested in becoming friends, let’s talk. Tell us what 

is important to you in life. What you like to do. What you’re look-

ing for in a relationship. What you want for your life in the future.

SOURCE: Polygamy.com 2003. Reprinted by permission

They may, for example, belong to the same clan and be of 

the same generation. This minimizes jealousy or possessive-

ness. Third, the marriage often takes place because it is seen 

to provide economic advantages to the men involved. For 

example, one husband may recruit his brothers or clan to 

work on his land with him. Fourth,  women’s status is often 

low, with a limited role in the productive economy. Girls 

may be seen as burdensome to families and an economic 

liability. Female infanticide may be practiced as a way of 

eliminating the need to care for girls, and therefore a short-

age of women and girls for marriage may arise.

Anthropologist Jean Stockard (2002) describes 

the practice of polyandry among the members of the 

Tibetan Nyinba settlement in Nepal. The villages are 

established at elevations between 9,000 and 11,000 feet, 

and the mountainous terrain makes it difficult to sup-

port their agrarian lifestyle. Nyinba brothers are raised 

to cooperate both in marriage and in their labor, so that 

the household can be sustained. Only a household with 

many sons will thrive in this environment, with at least 

one needed for agricultural work, others needed for 

small-scale cattle herding, and others involved in the 

long-distance salt trade, traveling with pack animals 

between Tibet and India, trading salt for grain. Mar-

riage cannot break up the family, or else they would 

all be impoverished. Nyinba males put cooperation 

above competition and jealousy. Therefore, all brothers 

share one wife. She marries into the family and moves 

into their household. As the sole woman, she doesn’t 

have an elevated status; rather, she does the work that 

wealthier families give to slaves. She plows and weeds 

the fields, and performs all of the work of grain process-

ing. She is also responsible for all domestic tasks and 

childcare.

All brothers in the household will share their wife sexu-

ally, rotating her among the men, and she is to show no 

favoritism. When she becomes pregnant, it is expected that 

she will have kept track of paternity. The Nyinba do admit 

that sometimes a wife will apportion paternity to a specific 

spouse just to make sure that all husbands have at least one 

offspring. As expected, sons are more highly valued than 

daughters, who might be denied food if it is in short supply 

(Stockard, 2002).

Polyandry is not sanctioned by any religious groups in 

the United States, and in fact some that support polygyny 

denounce the practice of polyandry outright.

WRITING PROMPT

Polygamy in the USA

How do Simon, Angela, and Marion compare to the stereotype of 

a polygamous family? Why do you think the United States outlaws 

polygamy? Do you think it should be illegal in the U.S.?

The response entered here will appear in the performance 

dashboard and can be viewed by your instructor.

Submit

Watch BROTHER HUSBANDS 

The opposite of polygamy is polyandry, when a woman has multiple 

husbands. Polyandry does exist and some cultures in Tibet take it 

a step further with fraternal polyandry. As you watch the video, ask 

yourself why is one husband and multiple wives more acceptable 

than the reverse.

In
te
r
a
c
ti
v
e

00:05/06:30

http://polygamy.com/
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2.2.2: Patterns of Power and 
Authority
OBJECTIVE: Determine how patriarchy impacts life for 

women across the world

Most of us say we value social equality, but, interestingly, 

no society exists in which people are truly equal. What are 

some ways in which power and authority are distributed 

in society?

PATRIARCHY In every society in the world, women and 

men are treated differently (Brettell & Sargent, 2013). The 

term patriarchy, which means “rule of the father,” refers 

to a form of social organization in which the norm is that 

men have a natural right to be in positions of authority over 

women. It is far more than an individual man controlling an 

individual woman. Instead, men’s dominance is woven into 

the fabric of society. Patriarchy is manifested and upheld 

in a wide variety of social institutions, including legal, 

educational, religious, family, and economic institutions. 

For example, the legal system may rule that women must 

cover their faces or hair in public; the educational system 

may enforce unequal or no formal education for girls; fam-

ily norms may prescribe that women only eat the leftover 

food after all males have finished their meal; and religious 

institutions may attribute male dominance to “God’s will.” 

Social differences between men and women are seen as 

natural and normal; those who question them are viewed 

as deviant or sinners.

Patriarchy is the most dominant form of authority pat-

tern and is particularly notable in politics where men pre-

dominate. For example, in most of Africa, women hold less 

than 15 percent of parliamentary seats in government. Even 

in developed nations, women are grossly underrepresented. 

In the United States, women hold only 23 percent of seats 

in the U.S. House of Representatives and Senate, slightly 

below the world average of 23 percent women in parliamen-

tary seats. In no country do women hold 50 percent of seats, 

although many developed and less developed nations come 

close, with Iceland at 48, and Finland, Mexico, and South 

Africa at 42 percent, respectively (The World Bank, 2017).

Patriarchy is also reflected in the different literacy 

rates between men and women in many countries, espe-

cially in  parts of the Middle East and Africa, as shown 

in Figure 02-03. The ability to read and write is crucial to 

accessing information and thereby increasing personal and 

political power. However, literacy rates among women aged 

15 and over vary significantly, from a low of only about 38 

percent in Sierra Leone, to a high of virtually 100 percent in 

most developed nations (Central Intelligence Agency, 2017).

HEALTHCARE IN A PATRIARCHY One final example 

presented here is that of healthcare. Because women are 

so disvalued in many parts of the world, scant attention is 

paid to their healthcare needs. Yet, at the same time, their 

need for healthcare is exacerbated by patriarchy. Women 

and girls are more likely to suffer from malnutrition,  sexual 

violence, and HIV/AIDS. Moreover, because many girls 

are married young, they also bear children when they are 

barely teenagers themselves, often without any prenatal 

care or trained personnel in attendance. This contributes 

to a host of reproductive health difficulties, including the 

epidemic of  fistulas—tearing of the tissue between the 

vagina and bladder or rectum (or both), resulting in the 

Figure 02-03 Percentage of Persons Age 15 and Over who are Literate, By Sex, in Selected Countries in Africa and 
the Middle East, 2015

Women have lower literacy rates than do men across the developing world.
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