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The Theoretical Importance
of the Family*

William J. Goode

In this introductory article, William J. Goode explores several central ques-
tions related to studying families. He discusses the emotional intensity found
in families, and the ways in which kinship networks are linked with other
social networks in society. He also introduces several themes which will be
repeated throughout this collection. Among these themes: (1) It is frequently
difficult to study families because of our preconceived notions about family
life; (2) There are often differences between our “ideal” image of families, and
the reality of everyday family life; (3) The family is a central social institution
which serves many important functions for society; and (4) Defining “the fam-
ily” can be a difficult and politically charged task.

Through the centuries, thoughtful people have observed that the family was dis-
integrating. In the past several decades, this idea has become more and more
common. Many analysts have reported that the family no longer performs tasks
once entrusted to it—production, education, protection, for example. From these
and other data we might conclude that the family is on its way out.

But almost everyone who lives out an average life span enters the married
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state. Most eventually have children, who will later do the same. Of the increas-
ing number who divorce, many will hopefully or skeptically marry again. In the
Western nations, a higher percentage of people marry than a century ago. Indeed,
the total number of years spent within marriage by the average person is higher
now than at any previous time in the history of the world. In all known soci-
eties, almost everyone lives enmeshed in a network of family rights and obliga-
tions. People are taught to accept these rules through a long period of childhood
socialization. That is, people come to feel that these family patterns are both right
and desirable.

At the present time, human beings appear to get as much joy and sorrow
from the family as they always have, and seem as bent as ever on taking part in
family life. In most of the world, the traditional family may be shaken, but the
institution will probably enjoy a longer life than any nation now in existence. The
family does not seem to be a powerful institution, like the military, the church,
or the state, but it seems to be the most resistant to conquest, or to the efforts
people make to reshape it. Any specific family may appear to be fragile or unsta-
ble, but the family system as a whole is tough and resilient.

The Family: Various Views

The intense emotional meaning of family relations for almost everyone has been
observed throughout history. Philosophers and social analysts have noted that any
society is a structure made up of families linked together. Both travelers and
anthropologists often describe the peculiarities of a given society by outlining its
family relations.

The earliest moral and ethical writings of many cultures assert the signifi-
cance of the family. Within those commentaries, the view is often expressed that
a society loses its strength if people do not fulfill family obligations. Confucius
thought that happiness and prosperity would prevail if everyone would behave
“correctly” as a family member. This meant primarily that no one should fail in
his filial obligations. That is, the proper relationship between ruler and subjects
was like that between a father and his children. The cultural importance of the
family is also emphasized in the Old Testament. The books of Exodus, Deu-
teronomy, Ecclesiastes, Psalms, and Proverbs, for example, proclaim the impor-
tance of obeying family rules. The earliest codified literature in India, the Rig-
Veda, which dates from about the last half of the second millennium B.c., and
the Law of Manu, which dates from about the beginning of the Christian era,
devote much attention to the family. Poetry, plays, novels, and short stories typ-
ically seize upon family relationships as the primary focus of human passion, and
their ideas and themes often grow from family conflict. Even the great epic
poems of war have subthemes focusing on problems in family relations.!

From time to time, social analysts and philosophers have presented plans
for societies that might be created (these are called utopias) in which new fam-
ily roles (rights and obligations of individual members) are offered as solutions
to traditional social problems. Plato’s Republic is one such attempt. Plato was
probably the first to urge the creation of a society in which all members, men
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and women alike, would have an equal opportunity to develop their talents to
the utmost, and to achieve a position in society solely through merit. Since fam-
ily patterns in all societies prevent selection based entirely on individual worth,
in Plato’s utopia the tie between parents and children would play no part,
because knowledge of that link would be erased. Approved conception would
take place at the same time each year at certain hymeneal festivals; children born
out of season would be eliminated (along with those born defective). All children
would be taken from their parents at birth and reared by specially designated
people.

Experimental or utopian communities like Oneida, the Shakers, the
Mormons, and modern communes have typically insisted that changes in family
relations were necessary to achieve their goals. Every fundamental political
upheaval since the French Revolution of 1789 has offered a program that includ-
ed profound changes in family relations. Since World War II, most countries of
the world have written new constitutions. In perhaps all of them, but especially
in all the less developed nations, these new laws have been far more advanced
than public opinion in those countries. They have aimed at creating new family
patterns more in conformity with the leaders’ views of equality and justice, and
often antagonistic to traditional family systems. This wide range of commentary,
analysis, and political action, over a period of 2,500 years, suggests that through-
out history we have been at least implicitly aware of the importance of family
patterns as a central element in human societies.

The Central Position of the Family in Society

In most tribal societies, kinship patterns form the major part of the whole social
structure. By contrast, the family is only a small part of the social structure of
modern industrial societies. It is nevertheless a key element in them, specifically
linking individuals with other social institutions, such as the church, the state, or
the economy. Indeed modem society, with its complex advanced technology and
its highly trained bureaucracy, would collapse without the contributions of this
seemningly primitive social agency. The class system, too, including its restrictions
on education and opportunity, its high or low social mobility rates, and its initial
social placement by birth, is founded on the family.

Most important, it is within the family that the child is first socialized to
serve the needs of the society, and not only its own needs. A society will not
survive unless its needs are met, such as the production and distribution of com-
modities, protection of the young and old or the sick and the pregnant, confor-
mity to the law, and so on. Only if individuals are motivated to serve these needs
will the society continue to operate, and the foundation for that motivation is laid
by the family. Family members also participate in informal social control process-
es. Socialization at early ages makes most of us wish to conform, but throughout
each day, both as children and as adults, we are often tempted to deviate. The
formal agencies of social control (such as the police) are not enough to do more
than force the extreme deviant to conform. What is needed is a set of social pres-
sures that provide feedback to the individual whenever he or she does well or
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poorly and thus support internal controls as well as the controls of the formal
agencies. Effectively or not, the family usually takes on this task.

The family, then, is made up of individuals, but it is also a social unit, and
part of a larger social network. Families are not isolated, self-enclosed social sys-
tems; and the other institutions of society, such as the military, the church, or the
school system, continually rediscover that they are not dealing with individuals,
but with members of families. Even in the most industrialized and urban of soci-
eties, where it is sometimes supposed that people lead rootless and anonymous
lives, most people are in continual interaction with other family members. Men
and women who achieve high social position usually find that even as adults
they still respond to their parents’ criticisms, are still angered or hurt by a sib-
ling’s scorn. Corporations that offer substantial opportunities to rising executives
often find that their proposals are turned down because of objections from fam-
_ ily members.

So it is through the family that the society is able to elicit from the indi-
vidual his or her contributions. The family, in turn, can continue to exist only if
it is supported by the larger society. If these two, the smaller and the larger social
system, furnish each other the conditions necessary for their survival, they must
be interrelated in many important ways.

Preconceptions About the Family

The task of understanding the family presents many difficulties, and one of the
greatest barriers is found in ourselves. We are likely to have strong emotions
about the family. Because of our own deep involvement in family relationships,
objective analysis is not easy. When we read about other types of family behav-
ior, in other classes or societies, we are likely to feel that they are odd or improp-
er. We are tempted to argue that this or that type of family behavior is wrong
or right, rather than to analyze it. Second, although we have observed many peo-
ple in some of their family behavior, usually we have had very limited experi-
ence with what goes on behind the walls of other homes. This means that our
sample of observations is very narrow. It also means that for almost any gener-
alization we create or read about, we can often find some specific experience
that refutes it, or fits it. Since we feel we “already know,” we may not feel moti-
vated to look for further data against which to test generalizations.

However, many supposedly well-known beliefs about the family are not
well grounded in fact. Others are only partly true and must be studied more pre-
cisely if they are to be understood. One such belief is that “children hold the
family together.” Despite repeated attempts to affirm it, this generalization does
not seem to be very strong. A more correct view seems to be that there is a
modest association between divorce and not having children, but it is mostly
caused by the fact that people who do not become well adjusted, and who may
for some reasons be prone to divorce, are also less likely to have children.

Another way of checking whether the findings of family sociology are obvi-
ous is to present some research findings, and ask whether it was worth the both-
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er of discovering them, since “everybody knew them all along.” Consider the fol-
lowing set of facts. Suppose a researcher had demonstrated these facts. Was it
worthwhile to carry out the study, or were the facts already known?

1. Because modern industrial society breaks down traditional family systems, one
result is that the age of marriage in Western nations (which was low among farm-
ers) has risen greatly over many generations.

2. Because of the importance of the extended family in China and India, the aver-
age size of the household has always been large, with many generations living
under one roof.

3. In polygynous societies, most men have several wives, and the fertility rate is
higher than in monogamous societies.

Although these statements sound plausible to many people, and impressive
arguments have been presented to support them, in fact they are all false. For
hundreds of years, the age at marriage among farmers in Western nations has
been relatively high (25-27 years), and though it rises and falls somewhat over
time, there seems to be no important trend in any particular direction. With ref-
erence to multifamily households, every survey of Chinese and Indian households
has shown that even generations ago they were relatively modest in size (from
four to six persons, varying by region and time period). Only under special his-
torical circumstances will large, extended households be common. As to poly-
gyny, the fact is that except under special circumstances, almost all men in all
societies must be content with only one wife, and the fertility rate of polygynous
marriages (one man married to several wives) is lower than that for monogamous
marriages. Thus we see that with reference to the incorrect findings just cited,
common beliefs did require testing, and they were wrong.

On the other hand, of course, many popular beliefs about how families
work are correct. We cannot assume their correctness, however. Instead, we have
to examine our observations, and make studies on our own to see how well
these data fit in order to improve our understanding of the dynamics of family
processes in our own or in other societies. If we emphasize the problems of
obtaining facts, we should not lose sight of the central truth of any science: vast
quantities of figures may be entirely meaningless, unless the search is guided by
fruitful hypotheses or broad conceptions of social behavior. What we seek is
organized facts, a structure of propositions, in which theory and fact illuminate
one another. If we do not seek actual observation, we are engaged in blind spec-
ulation. If we seek facts without theoretical guidance, our search is random and
often yields findings that have no bearing on anything. Understanding the fami-
ly, then, requires the same sort of careful investigation as any other scientific
endeavor.

Why the Family Is Theoretically Significant

Because the family is so much taken for granted, we do not often stop to con-
sider the many traits that make it theoretically interesting. A brief consideration
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of certain peculiarities of the family will suggest why it is worthwhile exploring
this social unit.

The family is the only social institution other than religion that is formally
developed in all societies: a specific social agency is in charge of a great variety
of social behaviors and activities. Some have argued that legal systems did not
exist in preliterate or technologically less developed tribes or societies because
there was no formally organized legislative body or judiciary. Of course, it is pos-
sible to abstract from concrete behavior the legal aspects of action, or the eco-
nomic aspects, or the political dynamics, even when there are no explicitly
labeled agencies formally in control of these areas in the society. However, kin-
ship statuses and their responsibilities are the object of both formal and informal
attention in societies at a high or a low technological level.

Family duties are the direct role responsibility of everyone in the society,
with rare exceptions. Almost everyone is both born into a family and founds one
of his or her own. Each individual is kin to many others. Many people, by con-
trast, may escape the religious duties others take for granted, or military or polit-
ical burdens. Moreover, many family role responsibilities cannot usually be dele-
gated to others, while in a work situation specialized obligations can be delegated.

Taking part in family activities has the further interesting quality that though
it is not backed by the formal punishments supporting many other obligations,
almost everyone takes part nonetheless. We must, for example, engage in eco-
nomic or productive acts, or face starvation. We must enter the army, pay taxes,
and appear before courts, or face money penalties and force. Such punishments
do not usually confront the individual who does not wish to marry, or refuses to
talk with his father or brother. Nevertheless, so pervasive are the social pressures,
and so intertwined with indirect or direct rewards and punishments, that almost
everyone conforms, or claims to conform, to family demands.

Although the family is usually thought of as an expressive or emotional
social unit, it serves as an instrumental agency for the larger social structures,
and all other institutions and agencies depend upon its contributions. For exam-
ple, the role behavior leamed within the family becomes the model or prototype
for behavior required in other segments of the society. Inside the family, the con-
tent of the socialization process is the cultural tradition of the larger society.
Families are also themselves economic units with respect to production and allo-
cation. With reference to social control, each person’s total range of behavior, and
how his or her time and energies are budgeted, is more easily visible to family
members than to outsiders. They can evaluate how the individual is allocating his
or her time and money, and how well he or she is carrying out various duties.
Consequently, the family acts as a source of pressure on the individual to adjust—
to work harder and play less, or go to church less and study more. In all these
ways, the family is partly an instrument or agent of the larger society. If it fails
to perform adequately, the goals of the larger society may not be effectively
achieved.

Perhaps more interesting theoretically is the fact that the various tasks of the
Sfamily are all separable from one another, but in fact are not separated in almost
all known family systems. Here are some of the contributions of the family to
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the larger society: (a) reproduction of young, (b) physical maintenance of family
members, (c) social placement of the child, (d) socialization, and (e) social con-
trol.

Let us consider how these activities could be separated. For example, the
mother could send her child to be fed in a neighborhood mess hall, and of
course some harassed mothers do send their children to buy lunch in a local
snack bar. Those who give birth to a child need not socialize the child. They
might send the child to specialists, and indeed specialists do take more respon-
sibility for this task as the child grows older. Parents might, as some eugenicists
have suggested, be selected for their breeding qualities, but these might not
include any great talent for training the young. Status placement might be accom-
plished by random drawing of lots, by IQ tests or periodic examinations in phys-
ical and intellectual skills, or by popularity polls. This assignment of children to
various social positions could be done without regard to an individual’s parents,
those who socialized or fed the child, or others who might supervise the child’s
daily behavior.

Separations of this kind have been suggested from time to time, and a few
hesitant attempts have been made here and there in the world to put them into
operation. However, three conclusions relevant to this kind of division can be
drawn: (D) In all known societies, the ideal (with certain qualifications to be
noted) is that the family be entrusted with all these functions. (2) When one or
more family tasks are entrusted to another agency by a revolutionary or utopian
society, the change can be made only with the support of much ideological fer-
vor, and usually political pressure as well. (3) These experiments are also char-
acterized by a gradual return to the more traditional type of family. In both the
Israeli kibbutzim and the Russian experiments in relieving parents of child care,
the ideal of completely communal living was once urged. Husband and wife were
to have only a personal and emotional tie with one another: divorce would be
easy. The children were to see their parents at regular intervals but look to their
nursery attendants and mother surrogates for affection and direction during work
hours. Each individual was to contribute his or her best skills to the cooperative
unit without regard to family ties or sex status (there would be few or no
“female” or “male” tasks). That ideal was attempted in a modest way, but behav-
ior gradually dropped away from the ideal. The only other country in which the
pattern has been attempted on a large scale is China. Already Chinese communes
have retreated from their high ambitions, following the path of the kibbutz and
the Russian kolkhoz.

Various factors contribute to these deviations from attempts to create a new
type of family, and the two most important sets of pressures cannot easily be sep-
arated from each other. First is the problem, also noted by Plato, that individu-
als who develop their own attitudes and behaviors in the usual Westemn
(European and European-based) family system do not easily adjust to the com-
munal “family” even when they believe it is the right way. The second is the like-
lihood that when the family is radically changed, the various relations between it
and the larger society are changed. New strains are created, demanding new
kinds of adjustments on the part of the individuals in the society. Perhaps the
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planners must develop somewhat different agencies, or a different blueprint, to
transform the family.

These comments have nothing to do with “capitalism” in its current politi-
cal and economic argument with “communism.” They merely describe the his-
torical fact that though various experiments in separating the major functions of
the family from one another have been conducted, none of these evolved from
a previously existing family system. In addition, the several modern important
attempts at such a separation, including the smaller communes that were creat-
ed in the United States during the 1960s and 1970s, mostly exhibit a common
pattern, a movement gway from the utopian blueprint of separating the various
family activities and giving each of them to a different social unit.

It is possible that some of these activities (meals) can be more easily sep-
arated than others; or that some family systems (for example, matrilineal systems)
might lend themselves to such a separation more easily than others. On the other
hand, we have to begin with the data that are now available. Even cautiously
interpreted, they suggest that the family is a rather stable institution. On the other
hand, we have not yet analyzed what this particular institution is. In the next sec-
tion we discuss this question.

Defining the Family: A Matter of More or Less

Since thousands of publications have presented research findings on the family,
one might suppose that there must be agreement on what this social unit is. In
fact, sociologists and anthropologists have argued for decades about how to
define it. Indeed, creating a clear, formal definition of any object of study is
sometimes more difficult than making a study of that object. If we use a concrete
definition, and assert that “a family is a social unit made up of father, mother,
and children,” then only about 35 percent of all U.S. households can be classed
-as a family. Much of the research on the family would have to exclude a major-
ity of residential units. In addition, in some societies, one wife may be married
to several husbands, or one husband to several wives. The definition would
exclude such units. In a few societies there have been “families” in which the
“husband” was a woman; and in some, certain “husbands” were not expected to
live with their “wives.” In the United States, millions of households contain at
least one child, but only one parent. In a few communes, every adult male is
married to all other adult females. That is, there are many kinds of social units
that seem to be fike a family, but do not fit almost any concrete definition that
we might formulate.

We can escape such criticisms in part by claiming that most adults eventu-
ally go through such a phase of family life; that is, almost all men and women
in the United States marry at some time during their lives, and most of them even-
tually have children. Nevertheless, analysis of the family would be much thinner
if we focused only on that one kind of household. In ordinary language usage,
people are most likely to agree that a social unit made up of father, mother, and
child or children is a genuine family. They will begin to disagree more and more,
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as one or more of those persons or social roles is missing. Few people would
agree that at the other extremes, a household with only a single person in it is a
family. Far more would think of a household as a family if it comprised a widow
and her several children. Most people would agree that a husband-wife house-
hold is a family if they have children, even if their children are now living some-
where else. However, many would not be willing to class a childless couple as a
family, especially if that couple planned never to have children. Very few people
would be willing to accept a homosexual couple as a family.

What can we learn from such ordinary language usage? First, that Samily is
not a single thing, to be captured by a neat verbal formula. Second, many social
units can be thought of as “more or less” families, as they are more or less sim-
ilar to the traditional type of family. Third, much of this graded similarity can be
traced to the different kinds of role relations to be found in that traditional unit.
Doubtless the following list is not comprehensive, but it includes most of those
relationships: (1) At least two adult persons of opposite sex reside together. (2)
They engage in some kind of division of labor; that is, they do not both perform
exacily the same tasks. (3) They engage in many types of economic and social
exchanges; that is, they do things for one another. (4 They share many things
in common, such as food, sex, residence, and both goods and socijal activities.
(5) The adults have parental relations with their children, as their children have
filial relations with them; the parents have some authority over their children, and
both share with one another, while also assuming some obligation for protection,
cooperation, and nurturance. (6) There are sibling relations among the children
themselves, with, once more, a range of obligations to share, protect, and help
one another. When all these conditions exist, few people would deny that the
unit is a family. As we consider households in which more are missing, a larger
number of people would express some doubt as to whether it really is a family.
Thus, if two adults live together, but do nothing for each other, few people
would agree that it is a family. If they do not even live together, fewer still would -
call the couple a family.

Individuals create all sorts of relations with each other, but others are more
or less likely to view them as a family to the extent that their continuing social
relations exhibit some or all of the role patterns noted above. Most important for
our understanding of the family is that in all known societies, and under a wide
range of social conditions, some kinds of familistic living arrangements seem to
emerge, with some or all of these traits. These arrangements can emerge in pris-
ons (with homosexual couples as units), under the disorganized conditions of rev-
olution, conquest, or epidemic; or even when political attempts are made to
reduce the importance of the family, and instead to press people to live in a more
communal fashion. That is, people create and re-create some forms of familistic
social patterns even when some of those traditional elements are missing.

This raises the inevitable question: Why does this happen: Why do people
continue to form familistic relations, even when. they are not convinced that it is
the ideal social arrangement? Why is rbis and not some other social pattern so
widespread? Of course, this is not an argument for the universality of the conju-
gal family. Many other kinds of relations between individuals are created.
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Nevertheless, some approximation of these familistic relationships do continue to
occur in the face of many alternative temptations and opportunitie?s as well as
counterpressures. Unless we are willing to assert that people are irrational, we
must conclude that these relationships must offer some advantages. What are

they?

Advantages of the “Familistic Package”

We suppose that the most fundamental set of advantages is found in the division
of labor and the resulting possibility of social exchanges between husband and
wife (or members of a homosexual couple), as well as between children and par-
ents. This includes not only economic goods, but help, nurturance, protection,
and affection. It is often forgotten that the modern domestic household is very
much an economic unit even if it is no longer a farming unit. People are actu-
ally producing goods and services for one another. They are buying opjects in
one place, and transporting them to the household. They are transforming f(.)od
into meals. They are engaged in cleaning, mowing lawns, repairing, tmnspoﬂnng,
counseling—a wide array of services that would have to be paid for in money if
some member of the family did not do them.

Families of all types also enjoy some small economies of scale. When there
are two or more members of the household, various kinds of activities can be
done almost as easily for everyone as for a single person; it is almost as easy to
prepare one meal for three or four people as it is to prepare a simil.ar meal. for
one person. Thus, the cost of a meal is less per person within a family. Famnh(.as
can cooperate to achieve what an individual cannot, from building a mountain
cabin to creating a certain style of life. Help from all members will make it much
easier to achieve that goal than it would be for one person.

All the historic forms of the family that we know, including communal
group marriages, are also attractive because they offer continuity. Thus, whatev-
er the members produce together, they expect to be able to enjoy together later.
Continuity has several implications. One is that members do not have to bear the
costs of continually searching for new partners, or for new members who might
be “better” at various family tasks. In addition, husband and wife, as well as chil-
dren, enjoy a much longer line of social credit than they would have if they were
making exchanges with people outside the family. This means that an individual
can give more at one time to someone in the family, knowing that in the longer
run this will not be a loss: the other person will remain long enough to recip-
rocate at some point, or perhaps still another member will offer help at a later
time.

Next, the familistic mode of living offers several of the advantages of any
informal group.? It exhibits, for example, a very short line of communication;
everyone is close by, and members need not communicate through intermedi-
aries. Thus they can respond quickly in case of need. A short line of communi-
cation makes cooperation much easier. Second, everyone has many idiosyncratic
needs and wishes. In day-to-day interaction with outsiders, we need not adjust
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to these very much, and they may be a nuisance; others, in turn, are likely not
to adjust to our own idiosyncracies. However, within the familistic mode of social
interaction, people learn what each other’s idiosyncratic needs are. Learning such
needs can and does make life together somewhat more attractive because adjust-
ing to them may not be a great burden, but does give pleasure to the other.
These include such trivia as how strong the tea or coffee should be, how much
talk there will be at meals, sleep and work schedules, levels of noise, and so on.
Of course with that knowledge we can more easily make others miserable, too,
if we wish to do so.

Domestic tasks typically do not require high expertise, and as a conse-
quence most members of the family can learn to do them eventually. Because
they do learn, members derive many benefits from one another, without having
to go outside the family unit. Again, this makes a familistic mode of living more
attractive than it would be otherwise. In addition, with reference to many such
tasks, there are no outside experts anyway (throughout most of world history,
there have been no experts in child rearing, taking care of small cuts or bruises,
murmuring consoling words in response to some distress, and so on). That is, the
tasks within a family setting are likely to be tasks at which insiders are at least
as good as outsiders, and typically better.

No other social institutions offer this range of complementarities, sharing,
and closely linked, interwoven advantages. The closest possible exception might
be some ascribed, ritual friendships in a few societies, but even these do not offer
the range of exchanges that are to be found in the familistic processes.

We have focused on advantages that the members of families obtain from
living under this type of arrangement. However, when we survey the wide range
of family patterns in hundreds of societies, we are struck by the fact that this social
unit is strongly supported by outsiders—that is, members of the larger society.

It is supported by a structure of norms, values, laws, and a wide range of
social pressures. More concretely, other members of the society believe such units -
are necessary, and they are concerned about how people discharge their obliga-
tions within the family. They punish members of the family who do not conform
to ideal behavior, and praise those who do conform. These intrusions are not
simply whimsical, or a matter of oppression. Other members of the society do in
fact have a stake in how families discharge their various tasks. More broadly, it
is widely believed that the collective needs of the whole society are served by
some of the activities individual families carry out. In short, it is characteristic of
the varieties of the family that participants on an average enjoy more, and gain
more comfort, pleasure, or advantage from being in a familistic arrangement than
from living alone; and other members of the society view that arrangement as
contributing in some measure to the survival of the society itself. Members of
societies have usually supposed it important for most other individuals to form
families, to rear children, to create the next generation, to support and help each
other—whether or not individual members of specific families do in fact feel they
gain real advantages from living in a familistic arrangement. For example, over
many centuries, people opposed legal divorces, whether or not they themselves
were happily married, and with little regard for the marital happiness of others.
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This view of what makes up the “familistic social package” explains sever-
al kinds of widely observable social behavior. One is that people experiment with
different kinds of arrangements, often guided by a new philosophy of how peo-
ple ought to live. They do so because their own needs have not been adequately
fulfilled in the traditional modes of family arrangements available to them in their
own society. Since other people have a stake in the kinds of familistic arrange-
ments people make, we can also expect that when some individuals or groups
attempt to change or experiment with the established system, various members
of the society will object, and may even persecute them for it. We can also see
why it is that even in a high-divorce society such as our own, where millions of
people have been dissatisfied or hurt by their marriages and their divorces, they
nevertheless move back into a marital arrangement. That is, after examining var-
ious alternatives, the familistic social package still seems to offer a broader set of
personal advantages, and the outside society supports that move. And, as noted
earlier, even when there are strong political pressures to create new social units
that give far less support for the individual family, as in China, Russia, and the
Israeli kibbutzim, we can expect that people will continue to drift back toward
some kind of familistic arrangement.

A Sociological Approach to Family Research

The unusual traits the family exhibits as a type of social subsystem require that
some attention be paid to the analytic approach to be used in studying it. First,
neither ideal nor reality can be excluded from our attention. It would, for exam-
ple, be naive to suppose that because some 40 percent of all U.S. couples now
marrying will eventually divorce, they do not cherish the ideal of remaining mar-
ried to one person. Contemporary estimates suggest that about half of all mar-
ried men engage in extramarital intercourse at some time, but public opinion sur-
veys report that a large majority of both men and women in the United States,
even in these permissive times, approve of the ideal of faithfulness. On a more
personal level, every reader of these lines has lied at some time, but neverthe-
less most believe in the ideal of telling the truth.

A sociologist ascertains the ideals of family systems partly because they are
a rough guide to behavior. Knowing that people prefer to have their sons and
daughters manry at least at the same class level, we can expect them to try to
control their children’s mate choices if they can do so. We can also specify some
of the conditions under which they will have a greater or lesser success in reach-
ing that goal. We also know that when a person violates the ideal, he or she is
likely to conceal the violation if possible. If that is not possible, people will ty
to find some excuse for the violation, and are likely to be embarrassed if others
find out about it.

The sociology of the family cannot confine itself only to contemporary
urban (or suburban) American life. Conclusions of any substantial validity or
scope must include data from other societies, whether these are past or present,
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industrial or nonindustrial, Asian or European. Data from the historical past, such
as Periclean Athens or imperial Rome, are not often used because no sociologi-
cally adequate account of their family systems has as yet been written? On the
other hand, the last two decades have seen the appearance of many studies about
family systems in various European cities of the last five centuries.

The study of customs and beliefs from the past yields a better understand-
ing of the possible range of social behavior. Thereby, we are led to deny or at
least to qualify a finding that might be correct if limited only to modern American
life (such as the rise in divorce rates over several decades). The use of data from
tribal societies of the past or present helps us in testing conclusions about fami-
ly systems that are not found at all in Western society, such as matrilineal sys-
tems or polygyny. Or, an apparently simple relationship may take a different form
in other societies. For example, in the United States most first marriages are based
on 2 love relationship (whatever. else they may be based on), and people are
reluctant to admit that they have married someone with whom they were not in
love. By contrast, though people fall in love in other societies, love may play a
small or a large part in the marriage system.

It is possible to study almost any phenomenon from a wide range of view-
points. We may study the economic aspects of family behavior, or we may con-
fine ourselves to the biological factors in family patterns. A full analysis of any
concrete object is impossible. Everything can be analyzed from many vantage
points, each of them yielding a somewhat different but still limited picture.
Everything is infinitely complex. Each science limits its perspective to the range
of processes that it considers important. Each such approach has its own justifi-
cation. Here we examine the family mainly from a sociological perspective.

The sociological approach focuses on the family as a social institution, the
peculiar and unique quality of family interaction as social For example, family
systems exhibit the characteristics of legitimacy and authority, which are not bio-
logical categories at all. The values and the prescribed behavior to be found in
a family, or the rights and duties of family statuses such as father or daughter,
are not psychological categories. They are peculiar to the theoretical approach of
sociology. Personality theory is not very useful in explaining the particular posi-
tion of the family in Chinese and Japanese social structures, although it may help
us understand how individuals respond emotionally to those rights and obliga-
tions. If we use a consistently sociological approach, we will miss some impor-
tant information about concrete family interaction. The possible gain when we
stay on one theoretical level may be the achievement of some increased system-
atization, and some greater rigor.

At a2 minimum, however, when an analyst moves from the sociological to the
psychological level of theory, he or she ought at least to be conscious of it. If the
investigation turns to the impact of biological or.psychological factors on the fam-
ily, they should be examined with reference to their social meaning. For example,
interracial marriage appears to be of little biological significance, but it has much
social impact on those who take part in such a marriage. A sociologist who stud-
ies the family is not likely to be an expert in the psychodynamics of mental dis-
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ease, but is interested in the effect of mental disease on the sociall relations in a
particular family or type of family, or in the adjustment different family types ma}ke
to it. Since all these sciences of human behavior contribute to our understanding
of the family, we should use the information as it becomes available.

1.See in this connection Nicholas Tavuchis and William J. Goode (eds.) The Family through
Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973). ] i

2. For further comparisons of bureaucracy and informal groups, see E_ugene thwak’,, “’l'echr'ucal
Innovation and Theoretical Functions of Primary Groups and Bureaucratic Structures,” American
ournal of Sociology, 73 (1968), 468—481. ) )
/ 3. ﬁowever‘,gyKeith Hopkins has published several specialized studies on various aspects of
Roman families. See his Corguerors and Slaves (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press,

1978).
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The Emergence of the Modern
American Family*

Carl N. Degler

Like Goode, Carl N. Degler begins his discussion of families by focusing upon
how family is defined. Moving from a general definition, he traces the histor-
ical development of the modern American family from its European roots.
Degler illustrates how American families have changed over time, and how
the history of families in this country provides a foundation for the way in
which we think about families today. His historical analysis illustrates Goode’s
idea that there is often a contrast between ideal and real patterns of family
life. Further, he shows that historical research often challenges our myths of
what family life was like in the past.

In every branch of written history, whether that of ancient Egypt, ancient China,
medieval Europe, or modern America, the record shows that the family has been
the vehicle through which men and women have entered upon life. In the fam-
ily they have been born, there they have been trained to take a place in soci-
ety as adults, and from there they go out to begin the cycle all over again with
their own children. Even more significant as a measure of the antiquity and fun-
damental nature of the family is that anthropological studies of cultures far

“Source: Excerpted from At Odds: Women and the Family in America Jfrom the Revolution to the Present by
Carl N. Degler. Copyright () 1980 by Carl N. Degler. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.
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