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ALMOST DAILY, WE HEAR some political pundit prophesy the end of the family. The crisis of

the family is so severe that in 2000, the U.S. Congress passed a Family Protection Act, as if

the family were an endangered species, like the spotted owl. Divorce and remarriage have

never been more common. Millions of children are growing up with single parents or in

blended households. Millions of young adults are putting off marriage until their 30s, or

cohabiting instead of getting married, or opting to stay single. People are selecting house-

hold arrangements today that would mystify our ancestors. Even the conservative U.S.

Bureau of the Census has given in and added the category “cohabiting partners” to the old

litany of single, married, widowed, or divorced. 

On the other hand, the family has never been more popular. Suddenly, everyone seems

to want one: single people, gay men and lesbians, even the elderly and widowed. Prime-time

TV, which used to make fun of the nuclear family with shows like Married . . . with Children,

is overloaded with moms, dads, and

kids. And the wedding industry

generates sales of about $50 billion

every single year.

The family is in crisis. The family has never been more popular.

The gay marriage debate is a good example of both sides of the argument. Opponents

say it would wreak “a potentially fatal blow to the traditional family,” leading “inexorably to

polygamy and other alternatives to one man/one woman unions” (Dobson, 2004). At the

same time, gay couples across

the country have been eager to

pledge their love and commit-

ment by getting married. And

millions of supporters believe

matrimony should not be 

limited to only some couples

but open to everyone who wants to enter into it. How much more popular can the idea of

marriage get?

The great novelist Thomas Wolfe said “you can’t go home again.” A few years earlier, the

poet Robert Frost wrote that “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they
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Is the family in crisis—or has it never
been more popular, or more supported?
We believe both—in part, sociologists
understand, because both are true.
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The Family Tree
Unlike most animals, human beings are born helpless. For the first few years of their
lives, they require round-the-clock care, and for the first decade, they require nearly
constant supervision, or they won’t survive to adulthood. But even after they learn
basic survival skills, humans are still not qualified to make their own way in the
world—an adult has to provide for all of their needs for 10 or 15 years or more. You
are born into a group—and your survival depends on it. This is, of course, the family.

Families as Kinship Systems
Every human society has divided the adults into cooperative groups who take charge
of the care and feeding of the children. This is the origin of the family, defined as “the
basic unit in society traditionally consisting of two parents rearing their children” but
also “any of various social units differing from but regarded as equivalent to the tra-
ditional family”—such as single parents with children, spouses without children, and
several generations living together. Families also refer to those related to you through
blood or marriage, extended back through generations.

Families provide us with a sense of history, both as individuals and as members
of a particular culture. Families themselves are part of kinship systems, cultural forms
that locate individuals in the culture by reference to their families. Kinship systems
are groupings that include all your relatives, mapped as a network from closest
(mother, father, siblings) to a little more distant (cousins, aunts, uncles) to increas-
ingly distant (your great-uncle twice removed). Your kinship system can be imagined
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have to take you in.” We believe both statements—in part, sociologists understand, because

both are true. The family has never been more popular in part because it is in crisis—and all

the cultural media, from TV to movies to pop songs, are trying to reassert its predominance

in an increasingly individualized and global world. And the family is in crisis in part because

of those institutional forces, like the global marketplace and its ideology of individualism,

which constitute the dominant ideology around the world.

One thing is certain: The family is hardly a separate realm from the rest of society. It is

a political football, tossed around by both liberals and conservatives, who appeal to it

abstractly and develop policies that shape and mold it concretely. It is the foundation of

the economy. And it is the basic building block of society. Always has been. Probably always

will be.

What is the family? Where did it come from? Is it still necessary? How do sociologists

understand the forces the hold it together and the forces that pull it apart?
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as a “family tree.” Tracing your family tree is
especially popular these days because it pro-
vides a sense of history.

Family trees can be organized in several
ways to ground you in that history, depending
on how you trace your descent, where you live,
and whom you marry. These different ways of
constructing a family tree give you a different
cognitive map of the world and your place in
it. Your line of descent can be:

■ Matrilineal: through your mother’s side of
the family

■ Patrilineal: through your father’s side of
the family

■ Bilineal: through both your parents’ sides

In many cases, your surname (last name)
provides a minihistory of your ancestry. In some languages, it is literally in your name,
like Johnson or Stevenson in English, Jonasdottir in Icelandic, Petrov in Russian. These
names suggest different ways of tracing your family tree and lineage.

Culture and Forms of the Family
Families are not simply an expression of love between people who want to have chil-
dren. They are fundamental cultural institutions that have as much to do with eco-
nomics, politics, and sex as they do with raising children. As the fundamental unit of
society, the social functions of the family and the regulation of sexuality have always
been of interest to sociologists.

For one thing, families ensure the regular transfer of property and establish lines
of succession. For another, families restrict the number of people you can have sex
with. In prehistoric times, a mighty hunter might spend three weeks tracking down
and killing a single mastodon. He didn’t want to go through all of that time and
expense to feed a child that his next-door neighbor had produced. But how could he
be sure that his next-door neighbor wasn’t the father of the children his best girlfriend
had given birth to? To solve this problem, almost every society has established a type
of marriage—a relationship that regulates sexual activity to ensure legitimacy, that
is, to ensure that men know what children they have produced (women have an obvi-
ous way to know). Families then bear the economic and emotional burden of raising
only the children that belong to them (Malinowski, [1927] 1974).

No society allows its members to marry or have sex with anyone
they might take an interest in, but the specifics of who can marry whom
vary from place to place and over time. The most common arrange-
ment is monogamy, marriage between two people. Most monogamous
societies allow men and women to marry each other because it takes
one of each to make a baby, but same-sex monogamy is surprisingly
common. Historian John Boswell found evidence of same-sex marriages
existing alongside male-female marriages even in early Christian
Europe (1995).

Many societies have instituted some form of polygamy, or marriage
between three or more people, although most of those allow monogamy
as well. The most common form of polygamy is polygyny, one man with
two or more women, because a man can have children with several
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J Families are kinship
systems that anchor our
identities in shared history
and culture.

The family form mentioned most often in the
Bible is polygyny (multiple female partners).
In fact, all of the patriarchs—Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph—had numerous
wives and concubines (sexual partners to
whom they were not married to). Solomon
was reputed to have had 1,000 wives,
products of his many political alliances.

Did you know?
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women at the same time. Among the Yoruba of northern Nigeria, women can have
only one husband, but they can have as many wives as they want, so they practice a
type of same-sex polygyny: One woman marries two or more women (Roscoe, 2001).
Polyandry, one woman marrying two or more men, is rare, but it has been docu-
mented in Tibet and a few other places where men are absent for several months of
the year.

Only a few societies practice group marriage, two or more men marrying two or
more women, with children born to anyone in the union “belonging” to all of the
partners equally. Group marriages appeared from time to time in the 1960s counter-
culture, but they rarely lasted long (Hollenbach, 2004).

Marriage does more than ensure that the proper people are responsible for the
upbringing of the child; it ensures that when the child grows up, he or she will know
who is off limits as a marriage partner. Almost every human society enforces exogamy:
Marriage to (or sex with) members of your family unit is forbidden. This is the incest
taboo, which Sigmund Freud argued was the one single cultural universal. (Without
it, lines of succession and inheritance of property would be impossible!)

Of course, who counts as family varies from culture to culture and over time.
Mom, Dad, brother, sister, son, or daughter are always off limits, except in a few cases
of ritual marriage (the ancient Egyptian pharaohs married their sisters). But uncles
and nieces commonly married each other through the nineteenth century, and first
cousins are still allowed to marry in most countries in Europe and twenty-six of the
U.S. states. In the Hebrew Bible, God struck Onan dead because he refused to have
sex with his widowed sister-in-law and thereby produce an heir for his brother. But
nowadays an affair with one’s sister-in-law would be thought of as creepy at best.
The Brady Bunch Movie (1995) plays with the idea that Greg and Marcia Brady are
brother and sister by adoption, not by blood, so they could legally become interested
in each other, date, and marry. But they won’t; again, creepy.

At the other end of the spectrum, sometimes your entire clan, totem, or kinship
group is often off limits. For this reason, groups of friends usually refrain from dat-
ing within the group. Until recently, Koreans were legally forbidden from marrying
anyone with their same last name. Unfortunately, nearly a quarter of the population
has the last name Kim (Yong-Shik, 2001).

The Family Unit
Family units come in an enormously varied number of types, from the father-mother-
kids model that we see on evening sitcoms to longhouses where everyone in the tribe
lives together in a gigantic mass. However, individual families are usually differenti-
ated from others with a separate dwelling, their own house, apartment, cabin, or tent.
Even when the entire tribe lives together in a single longhouse, each family gets its
own cooking fire and personal space to differentiate it from the other families and
signify that they belong together.

Chances are that you will occupy at least two different family units during your
lifetime. While you are a child, you belong to a family of origin—the family you are
born into—with your biological parents or others who are responsible for your
upbringing. When you grow up, if you marry or cohabit with a romantic partner, you
now also belong to a family of procreation, which is the family you choose to belong
to in order to reproduce. Often we consider any adults you are living with as a fam-
ily of procreation, even if none of them is actually doing any procreating. In modern
societies, it is customary to change residences to signify that you have moved to a
new family unit, but most premodern societies didn’t differentiate: Either new wives
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moved in with their husbands’ family, or new husbands moved in with their wives’
family, or everyone kept right on living together (Fox, 1984; Stone, 2000).

Families usually have some rationale, real or imaginary, for being together. They,
and everyone else in the community, assume that they “belong” together because of
a common biological ancestry, legal marriage or adoption, some other bond of kin-
ship, or the connection to others by blood, marriage, or adoption. Sometimes they
can’t prove biological ancestry, but they still insist on a common ancestor in the dis-
tant past, human, god, or animal. When all else fails, they create symbolic kinship,
blood brothers, aunties, and “friends of the family.”

The Development of the Family
When our son was 5 years old, we were wandering through the ethnological exhibits
at the Museum of Natural History. There were lifelike dioramas of other cultures—
Eskimo, Polynesian, Amazonian—and also displays that portrayed the evolution of
modern society through the Neolithic, Paleolithic, and Pleistocene ages. In each case,
the diorama had exactly the same form: In the front, a single male, poised as a hunter
or fisherman. Behind him, by a fire toward the back of the tableau, sat a single woman,
cooking or preparing food, surrounded by several small children.

It wasn’t until we passed into the hall of the animals, however, that anything
seemed amiss. The dioramas kept to form: A single male—lion, gorilla, whatever—
standing proudly in front, a single female and offspring lounging in the back waiting
for him to bring home fresh meat.

“Look, Dad,” Zachary said. “They have families just like we do.”
I started to simply say “uh huh,” the way parents do, half listening to their chil-

dren. But something made me stop short. “Uh, actually, they don’t,” I said. “Most
of these animals actually live in larger groupings, extended families and cooperative
bands. And lionesses do most of the hunting (and caring for the young) while the males
lounge about lazily most of the day.”

Nor was every family throughout human history a nuclear family. Indeed, the
nuclear family emerged only recently, within the past few thousand years. For most
of human existence, our family forms have been quite varied and significantly larger,
including several generations and all the siblings all living together.

Until my son pointed it out, though, I had never noticed that these exhibits in the
museum were not historically accurate reflections of human (or animal) history, but
normative efforts to make the contemporary nuclear family appear to have been eter-
nal and universal, to read it back into history and across species—in a sense, to rewrite
history so that the family didn’t have a history but instead to pretend it had always
been the way it is.

Nothing could be further from the truth. Families have developed and changed
enormously over the course of human history.

Families evolved to socialize children, transmit property, ensure legitimacy, and
regulate sexuality. They also evolved as economic units. Because children went to work
alongside the adults, they contributed to the economic prosperity of the family; in
fact, the family became a unit of economic production. Property and other posses-
sions were passed down from the adults of the family to the children. Occupation,
religion, language, social standing, and wealth were all dependent on kinship ties.

In all agrarian societies, including Europe and America as late as the nineteenth
century, the household has been the basic economic unit. Production—and consump-
tion—occurred within the household. Everyone participated in growing and eating
the crops, and the excess might be taken to market for trade.
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There was no distinction between family and society: Family life was social life.
Families performed a whole range of functions later performed by social institutions.
The family was not only a site of economic production and consumption. It was:

■ A school. Any reading and writing you learned was at your parents’ knee.
■ A church. The head of the household led the family prayers; you might see the

inside of a “real” church or temple once or twice a year.
■ A hospital. Family members knew as much as there was to know about setting

broken bones and healing diseases
■ A day care center. There were no businesses to take care of children, so someone

in the family had to do it.
■ A police station. There were no police to call when someone wronged you, so

you called on your family to take care of the situation.
■ A retirement home. If you had no family to take care of you in your old age, you

would end up in debtor’s prison or begging on the streets.

Obviously, all these functions cannot be met by the nuclear family model. (That
model includes the biological parents and their children, although it can also include
their children from other marriages.) The most common model in the premodern era
was the extended family, in which two or three generations lived under the same roof
or at least in the same compound. No one left the household except to marry into
another family, until the group got too big for the space available and had to split up.
And even then, they would build a new house nearby, until eventually everyone in
the village was related to everyone else.

The Origins of the Nuclear Family
Just as families are no longer concerned exclusively with socializing children, marriage
developed far more functions than simple sexual regulation, ensuring that parents and
children know who each other is. Marriage could also validate a gentleman’s claim to
nobility and establish that a boy had become a man. It could form a social tie between
two families or bring peace to warring tribes. In the Middle Ages, European monarchs
often required their children to marry the child of a monarch next door, on the the-
ory that you are unlikely to go to war with the country that your son or daughter has
married into (it didn’t work—by the seventeenth century, all of the European mon-
archs were second or third cousins, and they were always invading each other).

Marriage has also come to represent a distinctive emotional bond between two
people. In fact, the idea that people should select their own marriage partner is actu-

ally a very recent phenomenon. For thousands of years, par-
ents selected partners to fulfill their own economic and
political needs or those of the broader kinship group.
Arranged marriages are still the norm in a number of coun-
tries. People still fall in love—romantic love is practically
universal across human societies—but not necessarily with
the people they intended to marry. The tradition of courtly
love, praised by the troubadours of medieval France, was
expressly about adultery, falling in love with someone else’s
spouse (De Rougemont, 1983).

Only about 200 years ago did men and women in West-
ern countries begin to look at marriage as an individual
affair, to be decided by the people involved rather than
parents, church, and state.
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Romantic love is virtually
universal, found in all 
cultures. Hindu couple in
South Asia. n
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Like the companionate marriage, in which individuals choose their
marriage partners based on emotional ties and love, the nuclear family is
a relatively recent phenomenon. It emerged in Europe and the United
States in the late eighteenth century. Its emergence depended on certain
factors, such as the ability of a single breadwinner to earn enough in the
marketplace to support the family and sufficient hygiene and health so
that most babies would survive with only one adult taking care of them.

Historians like Carl Degler (1980) trace the new nuclear family, as it
emerged in the White middle class between 1776 and 1830, and Christo-
pher Lasch (1975) suggests the theory of “progressive nucleation” to
explain how it gradually superseded the extended family and became the
norm. During the nineteenth century, industrialization and modernization
meant that social and economic needs could no longer be met by kin. It
became customary for children to move far from their parents to go to
school or look for work. With no parents around, they had to be responsible for their
own spouse selection, and when they married, they would have to find their own
home. Eventually adult children were expected to start their own households away
from their parents, even if they were staying in the same town. When they had 
children of their own, they were solely responsible for the child rearing; the grand-
parents had only small and informal roles to play.

The change was not always beneficial: In every generation, husbands and wives
had to reinvent child-rearing techniques, starting over from scratch, with many pos-
sibilities for mistakes. As Margaret Mead stated (1978), “Nobody has ever before
asked the nuclear family to live all by itself in a box the way we do. With no rela-
tives, no support, we’ve put it in an impossible situation.”

The nuclear family is also a more highly “gendered” family—roles and activities
are allocated increasingly along gender lines. On the one hand, because the nuclear
family was by definition much smaller than the extended family, the wife experienced
greater autonomy. On the other hand, in her idealized role, she was increasingly
restricted to the home, with her primary role envisioned as child care and household
maintenance. She became a “housewife.”

Women were seen as morally superior to men (though physically and intellectu-
ally inferior), and the homes they made as nurturing and supportive, as opposed to
the “cold, cruel world” of the workplace, the home was supposed to be, as de Toc-
queville put it, a “haven in a heartless world.” The home was a space for feelings, the
workplace a space of unemotional, sometimes brutal logic. The sentimental connota-
tions of “home” and “mother” began during this period (cited in Janara, 2001, p. 551).

Because the home was seen as the “women’s sphere,” middle-class women’s activ-
ities outside the home began to shrink. The husband became the “breadwinner,” the
only one in the family who was supposed to go to work and provide economic sup-
port for the household. (Of course, families of lesser means could not always survive
on the salary of a single earner, so wives often continued to work outside the home.)
But the middle-class wife, now called “the little woman,” was supposedly so sweet,
fragile, and innocent that only her husband was supposedly tough enough to handle
the sordid world of business (Welter, 1966).

As the attention of the household, and especially the mother, became increasingly
centered on children, they were seen as needing more than food, clothing, education,
and maybe a spanking now and then. They were no longer seen as “little savages,”
barbarians who needed civilizing, or corrupt sinners who would go to Hell unless they
were baptized immediately. Instead, they were “little angels,” pure and innocent, born
“trailing clouds of glory” as they descended from heaven (instead of trailing fire
and brimstone as they ascended from that other place). Therefore they had to be kept
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In the American colonies, single people
were penalized if they remained single too
long. Maryland imposed a tax on bachelors
(Lauer and Lauer, 2003). Even today, federal
and state income tax laws offer substantial
cuts for married people, in the hopes that
single people will get the message and head
for the altar.

Did you know?
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innocent of the more graphic aspects of life, like sex and
death, and they needed love, nurturing, and constant care
and attention. The number of children per family declined,
both because they would no longer be providing economic
support for the family and because each child now required
a greater investment of time and emotional energy.

In modern societies, children don’t often work along-
side their parents, and the family has become a unit of con-
sumption rather than production; its economic security is
tied to the workplace and the national economy. Instead,
the major functions of the family are to provide lifelong
psychological support and emotional security. The family
has been so closely associated with love and belonging that
friends and even groups of co-workers express their emo-
tional intimacy by saying they are “a family.”

Family and Ethnicity
The contemporary American nuclear family—the breadwinning husband, his home-
maker wife, and their 2.2 children, who live in a detached single-family house in a
suburb we call Anytown, USA—developed historically. But even today, it is only one
of several family forms. Families vary not only from culture to culture but also within
our society—by race and ethnicity. As each racial and ethnic group has a different
history, their family units developed in different ways, in response to different con-
ditions. For example, how can we understand the modern African American family
outside the deliberate policies of slavery whereby families were broken up, and hus-
bands, wives, and children deliberately sold to different slave owners, so as to dilute
the power of family as a tie of loyalty to something other than the master?

Sociologists are interested in the diversity of family forms by race and ethnicity.
Some of these differences are now so well documented that to enumerate them sounds
almost like a stereotype. And, to be sure, each ethnic group exhibits wide variation
in their families (not all Catholic families have nine kids, but most American fami-
lies with nine kids are Catholic). Sociologists are also interested in the process by which
one family form became the standard against which all other family forms were meas-
ured—and found wanting. In addition, although these family adaptations are seen
largely among ethnic minorities, they are also seen among the White working class,
which suggests that they are less “ethnic” adaptations to a White family norm and
more “class” adaptations to a middle- and upper-class family norm. As each ethnic
group develops a stable middle class, their families come to resemble the companion-
ate-marriage nuclear family of the White middle class. It may be the case not that the
nuclear family is inevitable, but that it is expensive—and that without significant
governmental support, it does not flourish.

The European American Family
This family form that became the dominant model was itself the product of a vari-
ety of social factors that are unlikely to return. Based initially on the Anglo-Irish 
family of the seventeenth century, the European American family has also taken on
characteristics from each of the large immigrant groups, especially those that arrived
in the late nineteenth century. Many of these immigrant families were Catholic and
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J The nuclear family, with its
strict division of household
labor, is a relatively recent
historical invention—and does
not apply to all cultures, even
in the United States. In the
Chicano family, everyone
cooks, so everyone eats. 
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did not use birth control, so their families tended to be larger than those of the Protes-
tant immigrants, who did practice birth control.

But the contemporary family is also the result of deliberate social policies begin-
ning in the first decades of the twentieth century. These policies held up a specific
model as normal and natural and then endeavored to fulfill that vision by prohibi-
tions on women’s entry into the workplace or pushing them out once they found their
way there, ideologies of motherhood and birth control to limit family size, a “eugen-
ics” movement that demanded that all new immigrants conform to a specific stan-
dard of marriage and family, and a new educational and child-rearing ideology that
specified how parents should raise their children. American families have always been
subject to deliberate policies to encourage certain types of families and discourage
others, a process that continues today.

The end of World War II saw the largest infusion of government funding toward
the promotion of this new nuclear family—the interstate highway system that pro-
moted flight to the suburban tract homes, the massive spending on public schools in
those suburbs, and policy initiatives coupled with ideologies that pushed women out
of manufacturing work and back into the home, while their veteran husbands were
reabsorbed into the labor force or went to college on the GI Bill.

The family form that finally emerged in the 1950s—idealized in classic situation
comedies of the 1950s and early 1960s like Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver
on that newly emergent and culturally unifying medium, television—was far less a
naturally emergent evolutionary adaptation and far more the anomalous result of
deliberate social planning.

The Native American Family
Prior to the arrival of the Europeans, most Native Americans lived in small villages
where extended families dominated; you could trace a blood relationship with almost
everyone you knew, and most social interaction—from food distribution to village
government—depended on kinship ties and obligations. Strangers were considered
enemies unless they could be somehow included in the kinship network (Wilkinson,
1999). One of the primary means of creating kinship alliances was exogamy, the
requirement that people marry outside of their clan. Marriages created allies, which
were useful in any disputes with other clans in the tribe.

Native American families are, themselves, quite diverse. Most marriages are
monogamous, but some tribes permitted polygyny, and a few permitted men to sleep
with other women when their wives were pregnant or lactating. Many tribes, such as
the Zuni and Hopi in the Southwest and the Iroquois in the Northeast, were matri-
lineal. Hopi children were raised by their mothers and uncles (and, to an extent, their
fathers). Girls continued to live with their mothers throughout their lives. When they
married, they brought their husbands home with them. When boys entered puberty,
they moved into the men’s ceremonial house. Eventually most of them married women
of other clans and moved in with their wives’ family.

The father had limited authority in the family: He was considered a guest in his
wife’s home, and her brothers or cousins made all of the major economic and child-
rearing decisions. Children went to their uncle, not their father, for approval of their
life choices.

Still, children—especially boys—learned a lot from their fathers. Although uncles
had the greatest authority over their life decisions, their biological fathers taught them
their occupational skills, hunting, herding animals, or growing crops.

Native American family and kinship systems were developed to provide for
people’s fundamental needs, such as producing enough food and defending against
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outsiders. Although kin often shared strong emotional
bonds, families did not develop primarily out of people’s
desire for love, intimacy, and personal fulfillment but out
of the desire to survive.

Native Americans are often torn between the social
norms of their traditional culture and those of the domi-
nant society (Garrett, 1999; Yellowbird and Snipp, 1994).
One-third marry outside their ethnicity, and the extended
family model of the tribal society is common only on the
reservations. In the cities, most Native Americans live in
nuclear families (Sandefur and Sakamoto, 1988).

As with other minority groups, social problems such
as poverty put significant strains on both extended and
nuclear families (Harjo, 1999; Strong, 2004).

The African American Family
Before slavery was abolished, most slaves in the United States and elsewhere were pro-
hibited from legal marriages. It was common practice to separate husbands and wives,
and children and parents, on arrival and to make sure they were sold to different plan-
tations, which, slave owners reasoned, would keep them more obedient and less likely
to maintain any attachments other than to the plantation. As a result, slaves created
their own permanent marital bonds, developing strong kinship ties similar to those
in the extended family models of West Africa. Mutual aid and emotional support
remained centered in kinship long after slavery (Strong, 2004).

Since the early 1970s, economic changes have resulted in a massive loss of blue-
collar jobs (disproportionately held by minorities), and as a result the nuclear family
model has become even less common. African Americans have lower marriage rates
and higher divorce rates than other ethnic groups (Clarkwest, 2006) and a greater
percentage of single mothers. Over half of African American families consist of only
one parent, usually the mother.

The completely self-sufficient nuclear family model is difficult enough with two
parents, but only one parent, trying to provide full-time emotional and financial sup-
port, is often severely overextended. As a survival mechanism, many African Amer-
ican communities have adopted the convention of “fictive kinship”—that is, stretching
the boundaries of kinship to include nonblood relations, friends, neighbors, and 
co-workers, who are obligated to help out in hard times and whom one is obligated
to help out in turn (Stack, 1974).

Fictive kinship can also extend to women who have children with the same man.
Far from considering each other competition or “home wreckers,” they often con-
sider each other kin, with the same bonds of obligation and emotional support due
to sisters or sisters-in-law. When a woman has children with several different men,
each of whom has children with several different women, the bonds of fictive kinship
can extend across a community.

The Asian American Family
Asian Americans trace their ancestry to many different cultural groups in more than
twenty languages, so they brought many different family systems to the United States
with them. The more recent the immigration, the more closely their family system
reflects that of their original culture. But even third- and fourth-generation families,
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who are demographically almost identical to White middle-class nuclear families
(same percentage of married couples, two-parent families, and male heads of house-
hold), show some differences in orientation and family style.

Suzuki (1985) studied Chinese American and Japanese American families and
found that the roles and responsibilities of various family members are based on
the Confucian principles that have informed Chinese society for 2,000 years.
They are more collectively based than Euro-American families, emphasizing the fam-
ily as a unit rather than a group of individuals. Grown-up Euro-American children
may reject their parents’ wishes, saying “I have to live my own life,” but Chinese
and Japanese American children are more concerned about not bringing shame or
dishonor to the family. If Mom and Pop say that they should go to medical school,
they’re going to medical school, regardless of how much they might long to audi-
tion for American Idol.

Euro-American families tend to be democratic, with every member having a voice
in such decisions as what to have for dinner or where to go on vacation. In contrast,
Chinese and Japanese American families are more hierarchical. Parents and older sib-
lings exert full authority over children and younger siblings and require respect and
obedience from them. The only exceptions are made for gender—in some situations,
boys may have authority over their mothers and older sisters.

The Hispanic Family
Like Asian Americans, Hispanic Americans trace their ancestry to many different cul-
tures with different languages, religions, and different family systems: Cuban fami-
lies are very different from Puerto Rican families, which are very different from
Chicano families, and so on (Baca Zinn, 1995; Carrasquillo 1994). Also like Asian
Americans, the more recently Hispanic Americans have arrived in the United States,
the more closely their family system resembles that of their original culture.

Demographically, Hispanic families fall somewhat between Euro-American and
African American families. Most are nuclear families, but they do have characteris-
tics of extended families, with grandparents, aunts, uncles, and more distant relatives
living close together, visiting each other frequently, and bearing some of the respon-
sibilities for child rearing and emotional support.

They tend to be hierarchical by age and gender, like Asian American families, but
here, too, Hispanic families exhibit significant variation. Chicano and Puerto Rican
families are more egalitarian than Dominican and Cuban families; and those from
South America are somewhat more likely to be middle class, smaller, and more egal-
itarian than those from the Caribbean.

Gender equality also increases with length of residence in the United States. The
longer the family has been in the United States, the more egalitarian it will tend to
be. The families of second- and third-generation immigrants tend to be more egali-
tarian than families of older generations (Chilman, 1999; Wilkinson, 1999). This is
probably the result of social mobility rather than ethnicity—the longer the residence
in the United States, the more likely is the family to belong to the middle class.

Forming Families
Sociologists study the variations in the family form and also the processes by which
we form families. To most of us, it probably seems pretty straightforward: After a
few years of dating, you become increasingly serious with one special someone, you
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fall in love, you gradually realize that this one is “it,” and you decide to marry. His-
torically, this has been a process known as courtship, the intensification and institu-
tionalization of an intimate relationship from meeting to mating to marrying. And it
is so common, so casually assumed, we often have no idea just how unusual and recent
this process is.

Courtship and Dating
In the famous musical Fiddler on the Roof, a drama that centers on the breakdown
of a traditional Jewish family in a small Russian village in the late nineteenth century,
as each of the three daughters chooses to marry an increasingly troublesome man,
the girls’ parents reminisce about their courtship. “The first time I met you was on
our wedding day,” Golde tells her husband, Tevye. That was not uncommon. So he
asks if she loves him. “Do I what?!?” she answers.

Courtship was largely unknown in ancient society, despite the efforts of Holly-
wood movies to show true, but unrequited love, in Rome, Greece, or Egypt. Mar-
riages were arranged, and children often were betrothed (promised, engaged) as
toddlers. But even in the days when marriages were arranged by parents, children often
had a voice in the selection process, and they found ways to meet and evaluate poten-
tial partners so they could make their preferences known. By the turn of the twenti-
eth century, they were classmates at coed high schools, and they formed romantic
bonds with people that their parents didn’t even know.

The custom of dating, engaging in recreational activities in pairs rather than
groups and with the goal of establishing or strengthening a romantic commitment,
did not arise until the 1920s. Children of working-class immigrants in major Amer-
ican cities were trying to distance themselves from the old-fashioned supervised 

visits that their parents insisted on, and fortunately they enjoyed
both a great deal of personal freedom and a wide range of
brand-new entertainment venues (Bailey, 1989).

By the 1930s, the custom had spread to the middle class.
College-aged men and women participated in a process called
“rating and dating,” whereby they were rated on their desirabil-
ity as a date and would ask or accept dates only with people of
similar ratings. Dating was based on physical attractiveness,
social desirability, and other qualities—not family name and
position. Most importantly, dating was supervised and scruti-
nized by one’s peer group, not one’s parents (Nock, 2003).

College and high school became the time of unparalleled
freedom for American youth and were increasingly taken up by
dating and courtship. Campus wits joked that girls were attend-
ing college just to get their “Mrs.” degree. By the 1950s, par-
ents were eagerly awaiting their son or daughter’s first date as
a sign of their entry into adulthood. There were many stages:
casual dating, going steady (dating only one person), being
pinned (wearing a class ring or pin as a sign of commitment),
and finally becoming engaged. Boys and girls were supposed to
begin dating early in high school and date many people over the
period of years, perhaps going steady several times, until they
found “the one” to marry. But not for too many years: “Still dat-
ing” in the late 20s was considered sad and slightly unwhole-
some. In the 1970s, the increased incidence of divorce sent many
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people in their middle years into the world of dating again, until there was little stigma
about dating at the age of 30, 40, or 50.

Today it seems that everyone is dating. Kindergarteners go on “play dates,” mar-
ried couples go on dates, and the recently widowed or divorced are encouraged to
date again almost immediately. Internet dating sites are among the Web’s most pop-
ular, and your potential dates are neatly categorized by age, gender, race, and sexual
orientation. And yet it also seems that no one is dating. On campuses, the preferred
mode of social and sexual interaction is “hooking up,” which is so loose and indis-
criminate that its connection to dating and mating has been lost.

Marriage
Marriage is the most common foundation for family formation in the world. The
marriage of two people—a woman and a man—is universal in developed countries,
although there are significant variations among different cultures.

Marriage is not identical to a nuclear family, although the two tend to go together.
One can imagine, for example, marriage as a relationship between two people who
are, themselves, embedded in an extended family or a communal child-rearing arrange-
ment (such as the kibbutz). Sociologically, its universality suggests that marriage forms
a stable, long-lasting, and secure foundation for the family’s functions—
child socialization, property transfer, legitimacy, sexual regulation—to be
securely served.

Marriage is also a legal arrangement, conferring various social, eco-
nomic, and political benefits on the married couple. This is because the
state regards marriage—that is, stable families—as so important that it
is willing to provide economic and social incentives to married couples.
As a result, people who have been legally excluded from marrying—the
mentally ill, gays and lesbians—have sought to obtain that right as well.

Marriage is certainly not the only living arrangement for people in
society. In America between 1900 and 2000, the number of adults living
alone increased by 21 percent, single parents and children by 11 percent,
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Dating in Japan
In 1955, parents arranged 63 percent of all marriages
in Japan. In 1998, the percentage had dropped to 7
percent (Retherford, Ogawa, and Matsukura, 2001).
Yet, relative to the United States, Japan has not devel-
oped a strong dating culture. You’re not expected to
bring a date to every recreational activity, and if you’re

not dating anyone at the moment, your friends don’t feel sorry
for you and try to fix you up. The expectation that dating leads
to marriage is also absent. Japanese television and other mass
media don’t glorify marriage and ridicule or pity single people,
as American television often does (Ornstein, 2001).

Outside of high school and college, there are few places where
single men and women meet and interact. Forty-five percent of
heterosexual women over the age of 16 say that they have no
male friends at all. However, practically all of the heterosexual
women with one or more male friends have engaged in premar-
ital sex (probably with the male friends) (Retherford et al., 2001).

With no societal push to marriage and premarital sex avail-
able, it is no wonder that they don’t feel pressured into getting
married right away, or at all. In 2001, schoolgirls around the
world were asked whether they agreed with the statement that
“everyone should be married.” Three-quarters of American
schoolgirls agreed. But 88 percent of Japanese schoolgirls
disagreed (Coontz, 2007).

Sociology and our World

American men are more eager to marry than
American women. From 1970 to the late
1990s, men’s attitudes toward marriage
became more favorable, while women’s became
less so. By the end of the century, more men
than women said that marriage was their ideal
lifestyle (Coontz, 2005).

Did you know?
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unmarried partners by 63 percent, and unmar-
ried partners with their children by 89 percent.
In several developing countries, marriage is
also occurring later and bringing with it
numerous positive social outcomes. In indus-
trialized countries like the United States, the
implications of the shift toward later marriage
and less marriage are a source of extensive
sociological research and social debate.

Multigenerational households (adults of
more than one generation sharing domestic
space) increased by 38 percent between 1990
and 2000, until today they comprise about
3 percent of all households. In about two-
thirds, the grandparents are in charge of the
family, sharing their home with their grown
children and grandchildren (or only their
grandchildren), while in about one-third, the
grown children are in charge of the family,
sharing their home with both their parents and
their children (Figure 12.1).

Marriage varies widely by race, ethnicity,
education, and income. Nearly two-thirds (63
percent) of White women over 18 who make

more than $100,000 a year are married, while only 25 percent of Black women over 18
who earn less than $20,000 per year are married (Center for Changing Families, 2007).

Marriage, itself, has changed. It no longer signifies adulthood or conveys the
responsibilities and commitment that it once did. In a society where pop stars marry
and divorce within a day but couples who have been together for 30 years are forbid-
den from marrying, it is, in some people’s eyes, discredited and corrupt. People are
putting off marriage, cohabiting, or opting for singlehood. On the other hand, mar-
riage has become more desirable than ever before, bringing together couples from vary-
ing backgrounds and repeat performers and inspiring many who’ve been excluded to
fight for the right to marry. Some of these changes are temporary, like delayed mar-
riage and, in most cases, cohabitation (which usually leads to marriage). Others, like
singlehood, have become more permanent and less transitory.

Delayed Marriage. Early marriage—usually arranged by parents—
is still the rule in Sub-Saharan Africa and South and Central Asia.
In Southern Asia, 48 percent of young women—nearly 10
million—are married before the age of 18. In Africa, it’s 42
percent; in Latin America and the Caribbean, 29 percent. More
than half of all girls under 18 are married in some countries,
including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and India. In Ethiopia and
some areas of West Africa, some girls are married as early as 
age 7 (UNFPA, 2005). However, the prevalence is decreasing
significantly around the world. Since 1970, the median age of first
marriage has risen substantially worldwide—for men from 25.4
years to 27.2 and for women from 21.5 to 23.2 (UNFPA, 2005).

In the United States, young people are experiencing longer
periods of independent living while working or attending school
before marriage. A 25-year-old American man today is far more
likely to be single and childless than he would have been 50 years
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To some, gay marriage is an
indication that the family is
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has never been stronger and
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tional” church wedding—in a
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Source: Current Population Survey, U. S. Census Bureau, 2004.

6028_KIMM_CH12_p380-415  11/21/07  1:25 PM  Page 394



ago—or even 25 years ago. Among 25-year-old women, the
fastest-growing demographic status is single, working, childless,
head of household (Fussell and Furstenberg, 2004). The United
States still has one of the industrial world’s lowest age for first
marriage (Table 12.1).

Differences among Black, White, and foreign-born popula-
tions in education and labor market opportunities have narrowed
since the 1960s, creating more similarities in the lives of people of
color and their White peers (Fussell and Furstenberg, 2004). How-
ever, significant educational and economic inequalities, in addition
to cultural differences, mean that different groups will continue to
vary in the ages of first marriage (Guzzo, 2003; Martin, 2004).

Staying Single. Not long ago, people who were “still not
married” by their late 20s were considered deviant. Men were
considered “big babies,” who “refused to grow up” and “settle
down.” Women were “old maids,” thought to be too unattractive or socially inept to
attract a husband.

But singlehood has become commonplace, if not exactly respectable. Just over
half of all Americans aged 15 (50.3 percent) and over are not married or cohabiting
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2006). Sixty-three percent of all unmarried Americans have
never been married. Although the percentage of single people is rising
for all Americans, those rates vary considerably by race and ethnicity.
Between 1970 and 2000, the proportion of White adults who had never
married rose from 16 percent to 20 percent, 19 percent to 28 percent
among Hispanics, and 21 percent to 39 percent among African
Americans (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006).

In Europe, the proportion of women who have never married ranges
from 7 percent in Bulgaria to 36 percent in Iceland. The proportion of
men is substantially higher.

Women are more likely to be single than men. In fact, the majority
of American women (51 percent) is living without a spouse (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, 2006). Single women are better educated, are better
employed, and have better mental health than single men (Fowlkes,
1994; Marks, 1996). But for both men and women, being single is an
ambivalent experience. Sometimes singles are autonomous and free;
sometimes they are lonely and disconnected. Often, they are both (Gor-
don, 1994). Singles may have financial independence, but they also have
sole financial responsibility for their lives and futures. And singles are
still living in a society of couples, so they are often the “third wheel” at
social events. Friends and family may assume that they are unhappy and expend all
of their efforts on trying to hook them up, but as they get older, it may become increas-
ingly difficult to locate uncoupled people at all. It is no wonder that singleness comes
with some adjustment problems.

Cohabiting. Cohabitation refers to unmarried people in a romantic relationship
living in the same residence. A few decades ago, when nonmarital sex was illegal in
most states, cohabitation was virtually impossible—landlords wouldn’t rent to
people unless they were related by blood or marriage. Hotel managers could lose
their license if they rented rooms to unrelated people. Today, cohabitation has
become commonplace, largely lacking in social disapproval (Smock, 2000). Except
among the very conservative, it is no longer considered “living in sin” or even
“shacking up.” Almost half of people 25 to 40 years of age in the United States have
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J While the age of marriage
is increasing worldwide, child
marriages are still common 
in many countries. This 
Kurdish couple appears 
to be about 10.

TABLE 12.1
Age at First Marriage

Source: Trends in Europe and North America: The Statistical
Yearbook of the Economic Commission for Europe 2003.

MEN WOMEN

Poland 26.9 23.7
United States 27.4 25.8
France 29.7 27.7
Austria 30.5 28.1
Netherlands 31.0 29.1
Sweden 32.4 30.1
Denmark 32.8 30.3
Switzerland 35.0 31.3
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cohabited, and 60 percent of all marriages formed in the 1990s began with
cohabitation (Teachman, 2003).

Globally, cohabitation is common in liberal countries—in Sweden, it is four times
as prevalent as in the United States. That is largely because those countries provide
universal health care and education to everyone, so you don’t need to get married to
be covered by your spouse’s health plan or to ensure your children can go to univer-
sity. However, it is rare in more conservative countries and remains illegal in some
countries.

We don’t know exactly how many cohabiting couples there are in the United
States because the U.S. Census doesn’t ask about emotional bonds or sexual activi-
ties and therefore can’t distinguish between romantic partners and nonromantic room-
mates (Babe and Allen, 1992; U.S. Census Bureau, 2004). However, in 2003, there
were 4.6 million households consisting of two adults who were not related by blood
or marriage (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004). Four out of ten opposite-sex unmarried part-
ner households included at least one minor child (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006).

Is cohabitation a stage of courtship, somewhere between dating and marriage,
sort of the equivalent of “going steady” among high school students? Many schol-
ars and cohabiters think so—in the 1980s, it was even called “trial marriage.”
Women cohabiters are more likely to desire marriage than men (Blumstein and
Schwartz, 1983), but about 25 percent do not expect to marry the man they are cur-
rently living with. Their biggest inhibiting factor is not his willingness but his socio-
economic status: They want to marry someone with greater economic potential. Some
look at it as a “trial marriage,” some as an experience that might or might not lead
to marriage with their current partner (like dating), and others as a stable, nonmar-
ital alternative that they could happily pursue for the rest of their lives (Fowlkes,
1994; Seltzer, 2001).

But for some cohabiters, their living situation has nothing to do with marriage.
More than one million elderly Americans cohabit—for a significant financial reason.
While the government strongly encourages marriage among the young and middle-
aged with tax cuts and other benefits, elderly men and women receiving Social Secu-
rity cannot marry without losing a significant percentage of their combined individual

incomes (Brown, Lee, and Bulanda, 2006; Chevan, 1996).
Younger people benefit financially from being married, but mar-

riage comes with legal restrictions, such as sexual fidelity or child
support, that they may not want, at least until they decide that they
are “meant for each other” (Spain and Bianchi, 1996). They may also
believe in postponing marriage until they have a significant amount
of money in the bank, enough to buy a house or at least finance a big
wedding (Seltzer, 2000).

Race and social class have an impact on who will cohabit and who
will marry. Despite the popular assumption that cohabitation is a
lifestyle of the rich and famous—or at least the affluent and educated—
it is actually more common among working-class and poor people with
less education and financial resources (Bumpass and Lu, 2000; Casper
and Bianchi, 2002). One in ten adult Hispanic women currently
cohabit, and 9 percent of White women, but only 6 percent of African
American women (Fields and Casper, 2001; Figure 12.2).

A lot of research has been conducted on the emotional stability
of cohabiting couples. Some research finds that cohabiting women are
more prone to depression than married women, especially if there are
children involved. Maybe they are more prone to stress because they
know that their unions can dissolve more easily than marriages; if they
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dissolve, there will be no legal means of distributing household resources equitably,
and no spousal support after the “divorce.”

Explanations of Nonmarital Choices. Sociologists offer numerous explanations for the
increases in delayed marriage, singlehood, and cohabitation. First, these changes are
partially explained by new practices, such as courtship and dating. After all,
arranged marriages usually take place when the children are younger. But courtship
and dating are linked to the worldwide increase in the status of women. While it’s
true that arranged marriages affected both boys and girls, increased individual choice
of marriage partners enables more women to seek educational and economic
advancement and rests on increasing choices for women.

Second, these changes tend to be associated with higher levels of education—for
both males and females. For decades, many young people, especially in industrialized
countries, have been seeking and gaining more education to compete in the global
marketplace. The higher the level of education, the later people get married. In China,
for example, which currently accounts for more than 20 percent of young people in
the developing world, schooling has increased, and adolescent labor has decreased.
The average age at marriage began to rise, and the vast majority of males and females
now marries after age 20 (“Age at First Marriage and Divorce,” 2007).

Third, these changes are partially explained by changing sexual behaviors and
attitudes, especially increased acceptance of “premarital sex.” For a long time, sex-
ual activity before marriage was referred to as “premarital” because it was assumed
that the couple involved would be in a serious, committed relationship and intend
to marry. However, some people engage in sexual relations during a casual dating

FORMING FAMILIES 397

0.9 7.3 8.2

15.5 16.9

17.4

4.7

12.3

13.6

13.7

12.2

8.1

16.0

4.0

10.8

12.4

12.1

10.9

7.2

1.4

1.3

0.7

1.4

1.2

1.6

1.3

0.9

White alone

Black or African
American alone

American Indian and
Alaska Native alone

Asian alone

Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander
alone

Some other race alone

Two or more races

Hispanic or Latino
(of any race)

White alone, not
Hispanic or Latino

0               5                      10              15                      20

Same-sex partners Opposite-sex partners

FIGURE 12.2 Married Couple and Unmarried Partner Households

Source: U. S. Census Bureau, 2003.

6028_KIMM_CH12_p380-415  11/21/07  1:25 PM  Page 397



relationship, when marriage has not yet become a topic of discussion. Some view sex
as an appropriate conclusion to a first date. Still others “hook up” and don’t even go
as far as dating. Others never intend to marry, or they lack the right to marry, but
they still have sex, sometimes in committed relationships, sometimes not. Therefore,
a more precise term might be nonmarital sex—sex that is not related to marriage.

In wealthy countries, especially in northern Europe, nonmarital sex has become
increasingly acceptable, even during the teen years. These countries provide sex educa-
tion and health care services aimed at equipping young people to avoid negative con-
sequences of sex by encouraging contraceptive use. In the United States, public attitudes
toward nonmarital sex have changed significantly over the past 20 years. In a national
survey in the early 1970s, 37 percent of respondents said that nonmarital sex is always
wrong. By 1990 this number had fallen to 20 percent (Michael et al., 1994). However,
social and political institutions have changed more slowly. As a result, rates of teen preg-
nancy and sexually transmitted diseases are much lower in Europe than in the United
States, although their rates of sexual activity are no higher. Teen abortions are also low,
even though abortion services are widely available (Guttmacher Institute, 1999).

Biracial Marriage
Through most of the history of the United States, marriage or sexual relations between
men and women of different races were illegal. At a time when “race science” taught
that races differed dramatically in their intelligence and morality, scholars feared that
interracial marriage, or miscegenation, would lead to children inferior to both mother
and father. The evil “half-breed” was a standard fictional type up to the twentieth
century. Not until the Supreme Court’s Loving v. State of Virginia decision of 1967
were men and women of different races permitted to marry in all U.S. states.

Social barriers still place dating, courtship, and marriage within clear racial cat-
egories. However, interracial marriage is evolving from virtually nonexistent to merely
atypical. Today, 5 percent of the population of the United States claims ancestry in
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OBJECTIVE: Use census data to explore marriage trends in
the United States.

STEP 1: Access WebChip.
Your instructor will give you specific directions in class on
how to gain access to WebChip (you can go to www.ssdan
.net/datacounts/howto). This is a research tool developed
by the Social Science Data Analysis Network at the
University of Michigan. There is a tutorial that you 
may be instructed to do before attempting this 
assignment.

Step 2: Print the module.
Go to the module on trends in marriage behavior developed
by Amy Guptill at SUNY-Brockport and print out the module
for your use. 

STEP 3: Write your responses.
After printing out the module, follow the step-by-step
directions provided to complete this assignment. Write your
responses directly on the sheets you print out. (Please note
that some instructors may have already copied this module
for you.)

STEP 4: Think about the census data.
After looking at 2000 census data, take a moment to answer
the following question: What do you think 2010 census data
will indicate about marriage trends? What changes do you
expect to find and why?

STEP 5: Share with the class.
Please plan on turning in the completed module to your
instructor and to share your thoughts on Step 4 in class.

Understanding Trends in Marriage
Behavior in the United States
Modified from an activity by Amy Guptill,SUNY-Brockport, and available on the Social
Science Data Analysis Network
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two or more races, and 22 percent of Americans have a rel-
ative in a mixed-race marriage (Pew Research Center, 2007).
Blacks are twice as likely as Whites to have an immediate
family member in an interracial marriage, while Hispanics
fall in the middle of those two groups. The most common
interracial couple in the United States is a White husband
married to an Asian wife (14 percent of all interracial
couples).

Euro-Americans are least likely to intermarry: Only 3.5
percent of White, non-Hispanic individuals are married to
someone of another race. And non-Hispanic Whites, along
with people over 65, are less accepting of interracial dating
than are African Americans, Hispanics, and younger people
of all races (Pew Research Center, 2003; Figure 12.3).

For Black–White couples, the most common pattern (73
percent) is a White woman and an African American man.
Among cohabiting couples, there is even a sharper gap: Five
times as many Black men live with White women as White
men with Black women. Oddly, in the mass media, Black
man–White women couples are almost nonexistent. Instead,
we see a proliferation of White men and Black women, from
Joey and Chandler dating a famous paleontologist (who hap-
pens to be a young Black woman) on Friends to Rose and
her husband on Lost.

For Asian–White couples, the most common pattern
(over 75 percent) is White men and Asian women. The dif-
ference is less severe in cohabitation: Twice as many White men are living with Asian
women as Asian women living with White men. Asian–Black pairings are rare, but
they are even more unbalanced than interracial pairings involving Whites. Black hus-
band–Asian wife patterns outnumber Asian husband–Black wife by 6 to 1.

There is little imbalance among Hispanics. Just under 18 percent of married
Hispanic women have non-Hispanic husbands, and just over 15 percent of married
Hispanic men have non-Hispanic wives.

Same-Sex Marriage
Same-sex couples have been cohabiting for hundreds of years, although sometimes
societal pressures forced them to pretend that they were not couples at all. In the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries, for example, middle-class men often “hired” their
working-class partners as valets or servants, so they could live together without ques-
tion. Sometimes they pretended to be brothers or cousins. In the eighteenth and nine-
teenth century, it was so common for women to spend their lives together that there
was a special name for their bonds, “Boston marriages.”

Recent research allows us to paint a portrait of the typical lesbian or gay couple,
at least the ones who are open (all following data are from Ambert, 2005; Bianchi
and Casper, 2000; Black et al., 2000):

1. They’re urban. More than half of lesbian or gay male couples live in just 20 U.S.
cities, including “gay meccas” like Los Angeles, San Francisco, Washington, D.C.,
New York, and Atlanta.

2. They’re well educated. They tend to have higher educational attainments than
men and women in heterosexual marriages.
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2007. Reprinted by permission of Pew Research Center for the People and
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3. They are less likely to have children. Fifty-nine percent of married couples ver-
sus 22 percent of lesbian couples and 5 percent of gay male couples are living
with children of their own. Most are the products of previous heterosexual mar-
riages, although artificial insemination and adoption are increasingly common.

4. They are less likely to own their own homes than married couples.

5. They tend to be more egalitarian. They are more likely to share decision making
and allot housework more equally than married couples and have less conflict as
a result (Allen and Demo, 1995; Carrington, 2002).

And they are not permitted to marry in the United States. As of 2006,
26 states had a constitutional amendment restricting marriage to one man
and one women, 19 states had a law (not affecting their constitution)
restricting marriage to a man and a woman, and the United States is debat-
ing a federal constitutional amendment to ban gay marriage (HRC, 2007).
Nineteen states have constitutional amendments that bar gay or lesbian
couples from emergency health care, inheritance, and more than 1,000
other rights that heterosexual couples enjoy (HRC, 2007). As of mid-
2007, five states provided the equivalent of state-level spousal rights to
gay couples and three states plus Washington, D.C., provided some
statewide spousal rights (Figure 12.4).

However, reserving marriage and domestic partnerships to men and
women applies only in the United States. As of this writing, same-sex cou-
ples can marry or enter into civil partnerships with the same rights as het-
erosexual couples in most European countries and can enter into civil
partnerships with most of the same rights as heterosexual couples in nine
others, including Brazil, France, Israel, South Africa, and Switzerland.
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Racial and Ethnic Family Diversity
Interracial marriage was illegal in the United States until relatively recently. In 1967, the Supreme
Court decided that marriage was legal between any consenting unmarried man and unmarried
woman, regardless of race. Still, the general population is often uncomfortable with the idea.
Interracial couples are still frequently the targets of hate crimes and discrimination. Although
there are more and more interracial children in the United States, they are mostly White–Asian,
White–Hispanic, or some combination other than White–Black. So, what do you think?

12.1 

What 
doyou

think

Do you think there should be laws against marriages between Blacks and Whites?

❍ Yes

❍ No

For the following statement, please choose the answer that best reflects your personal opinion 
at this time.

?

Latin Americans are more tolerant of gay
and lesbian families than North Americans
are. No Latin American country has explicit
prohibitions against gay and lesbian
adoptions such as those in many European
countries and parts of the United States.
Many judges in Latin America have already
granted adoptions to lesbian and gay
citizens. Clinics and doctors in many Latin
American countries have been providing
access to assisted reproduction to lesbians
since the 1990s (Sarda, 2000).

Did you know?
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Parenting
In the movie The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), a mysterious stranger rents a room
at a boardinghouse. When one of his fellow boarders finds that she has no one to
look after her son for the afternoon, the stranger volunteers. Mom hesitates; she
doesn’t want to inconvenience him. He insists that it would be a pleasure—he loves
little boys. Mom happily agrees.

Imagine a remake of that movie today. Mom would insist on fingerprints, an FBI
profile, a letter from the local police chief, and a state child care license. During the past
50 years, the answer to the question, “Who should watch the children?” has become
more and more narrow, from any handy teenager or adult to licensed childcare profes-
sionals to Mom and Dad, or maybe just Mom. Today, 40 percent of all children 5 and
under are cared for by a relative and 11 percent by a combination of relatives and non-
relatives. Almost 25 percent of all preschoolers are in organized child care facilities—13
percent at day care centers and 6 percent in preschools (Who’s Minding the Kids?, 2005).

Just as children have never been so important in our cultural values, parents have
never been considered so important in the lives of their children. Many people believe
that biological reproduction gives you a sudden proficiency in child care, and anyone
other than the biological parent will do a shoddy job at best. More people have wanted
to become parents than ever before, including some who would rarely have consid-
ered parenting just 20 or 30 years ago: teenagers, 50-year-olds, gay and lesbian cou-
ples, infertile heterosexual couples. Ironically, even though parents are thought to be
so utterly decisive in the outcomes of their children’s lives, we also seem to believe that
it’s all hereditary, and socialization plays a very minor role in how our children turn
out. Of course, to a sociologist, both sides are true: Parental socialization of children
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is enormously important, and parents also overvalue their role. The
questions, as you’ve learned in this book, are not whether or not par-
ents are important or biology trumps socialization, but in which are-
nas and under what circumstances does parental influence make a
decisive difference, and does it do this in all groups, around the world?

And while it’s true that children have never been so valued and
desired, it’s equally true that they have never been so undervalued and
neglected. Children around the world are facing poor health care,
compromised education, and the lack of basic services. In the United
States, families get virtually no financial assistance to raise their
children, although they receive a lot of advice about having them.

The core relationship of the family has always been between par-
ents and children. Yet today that bond has been both loosened by
other forces pulling families apart (like technology and overschedul-
ing) and tightened by ideas that only parents know what is best for
their children. It may be the case that the less time parents spend with
their children, the more we insist that they spend time together.

Gender and Parenting
Although the majority of women are now working outside the home,
numerous studies have confirmed that domestic work remains
women’s work (Gerstel and Gross, 1995). Most people agree with the
statement that housework should be shared equally between both

partners, and more men in male–female households are sharing some of the house-
work and child care, especially when the woman’s earnings are essential to family
stability (Perry-Jenkins and Crouter, 1990). But still, the women in male–female house-
holds do about two-thirds of the housework (Bianchi et al., 2000). That includes child
care: Mothers spend much more time than fathers interacting with their children. They
do twice as much of the “custodial” care, the feeding and cleaning of the children
(Bianchi, 2000; Pleck, 1997; Sayer, 2001). A survey of American secondary students
revealed that 75 percent of girls but only 14 percent of boys who planned to have
children thought that they would stop working for awhile, and 28 percent of girls
but 73 percent of boys expected their partner to stop working or cut down on work
hours (Bagamery, 2004).

Over 5 million women are stay-at-home mothers, staying out of the workforce
to care for their children (under the age of 15). However, there are only about 143,000
stay-at-home fathers (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006).

On the other hand, American fathers are more active and involved parents than
ever before. Today’s new fathers (those between 20 and 35 years old) do far more
child care than their own fathers did and are willing to decline job opportunities if
they include too much travel or overtime (Pleck and Masciadrelli, 2004).

Single-Parent Families
During the first half of the twentieth century, the primary cause of single-parent
families was parental death. By the end of the century, most parents were living, but
living elsewhere. Currently 12.2 million people in the United States, 10 million women
and 2.2 million men, are single parents, raising children while unmarried. Single-
parent families have become more common in all demographic groups, but the great-
est increases have been among less-educated women and among African American
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J More people are able to
become parents today than
ever before, including fifty-
year-olds, gay and lesbian
couples, and infertile hetero-
sexual couples. In 2006, Lau-
ren Cohen, 59, of New Jersey,
became the oldest woman in
the United States to give birth
to twins.
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families (Sidel, 2006). In 2002, 16 percent of White, non-Hispanic children were liv-
ing in mother-only families, as were 25 percent of Hispanic children and 48 percent
of Black children. Sometimes the parents are cohabiting, but most often one parent
lives elsewhere and does not contribute to the day-to-day emotional and economic
support of the child. Sometimes the other parent is not in the picture at all.

Most people are not single parents by choice. The pregnancy may have been an
unexpected surprise that prompted the father to leave, or the relationship ended, leav-
ing one parent with custody. Young, unprepared mothers predominate: In 2002, 89
percent of teenage mothers were unmarried but only 12 percent of mothers aged 30
to 44 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). And yet an increasing number of women are choos-
ing single motherhood, either through fertility clinics and sperm banks or through
adoption. In 1990 alone, 170,000 single women over 30 gave birth. White, college-
educated women led this trend. The number who became mothers without marrying
doubled during the 1980s; for those in professional and managerial jobs, it nearly
tripled (Bock, 2000; DeParle, 1993; Hertz, 2006; Mattes, 1994).

Single mothers predominate both because it is easier for a father to become absent
during the pregnancy and because mothers are typically granted custody in court cases.
Although mothers predominate, the gender disparity varies from country to country.
Among the countries for which data are available, Belgium has the smallest propor-
tion of women who are the single parent (“only” 75 percent—that is, 25 percent of
single parents are the fathers) with Norway, Sweden, and Finland close behind. Esto-
nia has the largest (95 percent). Those countries in which women’s status is higher
would tend to have lower percentages of women who are single parents.

Grandparenting
Your kids grow up and go off to college, and your parenting is done. When they have
kids of their own, you are not involved except for birthday cards and occasional 
visits at Thanksgiving. For good or bad, that’s the nuclear family model. For good
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The popular
view that chil-
dren require
round-the-clock

care from Mom, not Dad or day care, has
led millions of women to quit their jobs
or take time off to raise their children—
an “Opt-Out Revolution.”

But is such a revolution really taking
place? How do we know? Sociologist
Kathleen Gerson and her colleagues
examined the evidence that women were
“opting out” of the workforce to be 

full-time mothers. What they found was
that while it was true that between
1998 and 2002, the proportion of
employed women with children under
the age of one declined 4 percent from
59 percent to 55 percent, it was also
true that 72 percent of mothers with
children over the age of one are either
working or looking for work.

One would expect that highly edu-
cated women with high-paying jobs
would be the most likely to opt out,
because they can afford to, but in fact

The Opt-Out Revolution

How do we know 
what we know

they are less likely. Among mothers with
children under the age of six, 75 percent
of those with postgraduate degrees are
working, as opposed to 65 percent of
those with high school diplomas only. It
turns out that one can see “opting out”
only if one freezes time—at any one
moment, there are, indeed, women who
are leaving the labor force to raise their
children. But they don’t stay out; they
go back to work soon after. And many
would go back to work even sooner—if
their husbands did a little more child
care.

(Source: Kathleen Gerson, New York
University, PR Newswire.)
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or bad, it is increasingly inaccurate. The number of grandparents raising their grand-
children has grown from 2.2 million in 1970 to nearly 4 million today.

Of this last group, grandparents raising their grandchildren alone, they tend to
be African American, living in urban centers, and poor. Twenty-seven percent of chil-
dren being raised by grandparents (and 63 percent being raised by grandmothers
alone) are living in poverty. They tend to be working full time: 72 percent of grand-
fathers and 56 percent of grandmothers, as opposed to 33 percent and 24 percent,
respectively, who aren’t raising their grandchildren.

What happened to the parents? Often the father has abandoned the child, and
the mother is incompetent, in prison, or on drugs. Courts are much more likely to
grant custody of a child to a blood relative than to a legal stranger. Grandparents can
even legally adopt their grandchildren, in effect becoming their parents.

Adoptive Parents
When Angelina Jolie and Madonna each adopted babies from orphanages in Africa,
they were ridiculed for trying to save the world one baby at a time. These Hollywood
celebrities were not an elite vanguard but latecomers to a well-worn trend in the indus-
trial world. In the United States alone there are 1.5 million adopted children—over
2 percent of all children (Fields, 2001).

Historically, adoption was considered an option to resolve an unwanted preg-
nancy—that is, it was about the biological mother. For centuries, all over Europe,
foundling hospitals (hospitals that received unwanted newborn babies) enabled moth-
ers to anonymously leave babies at a back door or on the steps, and nuns would find
willing families to raise the children as their own. Today, however, the interest has
shifted to the adoptive families, as more and more people who want to have children
use various services to adopt babies. Adoption has shifted from being about helping
“a girl in trouble” to “enabling a loving family to have a child.”

There are many different types of adoptions, including:

■ Foster care adoption: adoption of children in state care for
whom reunification with their birth parents is not feasible for
safety or other reasons.

■ Private adoption: adoption either through an agency or
independent networks.

■ Inter-country adoption (ICA): adoption of children from
other countries by U.S. citizens. The top three countries for
international adoption in 2006 were China (6,500 adoptions),
Guatemala (4,135), and Russia (3,706) (U.S. Department of
State, 2007).

■ Transracial adoption: adoption of a child of a different race
from the adopting parents; this involves about 10 to 15 per-
cent of all domestic adoptions and the vast majority of ICA.

Motivations for adoption vary. The couple may be inca-
pable of conceiving a child themselves; they may be infertile or
gay. Some single women adopt, while others use assisted repro-
ductive technologies to become pregnant. In some cases, fertile
couples adopt because they choose to adopt.

Adoption seems to have largely beneficial effects for all
concerned (birth parents, adoptive parents, and adoptees).
However, a sizeable minority of birth parents characterize their
adoption experiences as traumatic, and many birth parents and
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In the United States, there are
1.5 million adopted children—
over 2 percent of all children.
Movie star Angelina Jolie has
adopted three, including
daughter, Zahara, and son,
Maddox (here with Jolie's
partner, Brad Pitt). n
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adoptees spend significant time trying to locate each other and experience some
reunions or closure in their relationships.

The number of adoptions by nonrelatives has declined sharply since 1970. The
availability of birth control and legal abortion has meant that fewer women are hav-
ing unwanted children, and adoption is still stigmatized in the United States; it is seen,
as one sociologist put it, as “not quite as good as having your own” (Fisher, 2003).

Not Parenting
In the United States, the media are constantly telling us that children are the mean-
ing of life. No woman can be truly happy or fulfilled unless she has given birth, and
no man can be secure in his masculinity unless he is a father. When we see a childless
couple, we think that something has gone wrong—obviously they are physically
unable to conceive. However, childlessness is becoming increasingly common. In 1976,
about 10 percent of women aged 40 to 44 (near the end of their childbearing years)
had never conceived a child. By 2000, the percentage had grown to 18 percent (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2007).

Education is an important predictor of childlessness: The more education a
woman has, the more likely she is to bear no children. Race is also significant: His-
panic women are much less likely to expect no children than White and Black women.
The longer they put off children, the more likely they are to opt out of having chil-
dren altogether, perhaps because they become accustomed to a child-free lifestyle.

However, people have many reasons for remaining “child-free by choice,” from
concern about overpopulation to a desire to concentrate on their career to just not
liking children. In one study, women said they enjoyed the freedom and spontaneity
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Attitudes toward Abortion
A central function of the institution of the family is to produce new members of society. Hence,
family planning is a key element of the institution. Whether, and when, to have children is a per-
sonal or family decision, yet this decision is informed by societal norms and laws. Let’s look at
how you and other Americans view abortion and at how attitudes toward abortion have changed
or not over time. So, what do you think?

12.2 

What 
doyou

think

1. The woman’s own health is seriously endangered by
the pregnancy?
❍ Yes
❍ No

2. She is married and does not want any more children?
❍ Yes
❍ No

3. The family has a low income and cannot afford any
more children?
❍ Yes
❍ No

4. She became pregnant as a result of rape?
❍ Yes
❍ No

Do you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain a legal abortion if:

?

See the back of the chapter to compare your answers to national survey data.
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in their lives, while some others gave financial considerations, worries about stress,
marriages too fragile to withstand children, being housebound, and diminished career
opportunities (Gerson, 1985). Men usually cite more practical considerations, includ-
ing commitment to career and concern about the financial burden (Lunneborg, 1999).

Family Transitions
Through most of European and American history, marriage was a lifelong commit-
ment, period. Divorce and remarriage were impossible. Though couples could live
separately and find legal loopholes to avoid inheritance laws, they could never marry
anyone else. In the sixteenth century, the English King Henry VIII had to behead two
wives, divorce two others, found a new Church (the Anglican Church), and close all
the monasteries in England in order to get out of marriages he didn’t like. Today, it’s
a little bit easier.

Divorce is the legal dissolution of a marriage. Grounds for divorce may vary from
“no-fault” divorces in which one party files for divorce or those divorces that require
some “fault” on the part of one spouse or the other (adultery, alienation of affection,
or some other reason). Divorces are decrees that dissolve a marriage; they do not dis-
solve the family. Parents must still work out custody arrangements of children,
alimony payments, child support. Just because they are no longer husband and wife
does not mean they are no longer Mommy and Daddy.

In the United States, the divorce rate rose steadily from the 1890s through the 1970s
(with a dip in the Depression and a spike after World War II). During the past 25 years,
it has fallen significantly, along with marriage rates overall. The annual national divorce

rate is at its lowest since 1970, while marriage is down 30 per-
cent and the number of unmarried couples living together is
up tenfold since 1960 (Time, 2007, p. 6).

These trends are led by the middle class. At the lower end
of the scale, however, the picture is reversed, leading some
sociologists to describe a “divorce divide” based on class and
race (Martin, 2006). Among college-educated women who
first married between 1975 and 1979, 29 percent were
divorced within 10 years; for those first married between
1990 and 1994, only 16.5 percent were. Yet for high school
dropouts, 38 percent of those first married between 1975 and
1979 were divorced within a decade—and 46 percent were
between 1990 and 1994. For those with a high school
diploma, divorce rates for those years rose from 35 to 38 per-
cent (Martin, 2006; Figure 12.5). And the figures mask the
fact that a larger percentage of poorer women avoid divorce
by never marrying in the first place.

Whatever these different sociological dimensions, some
commentators broadly blame divorce for nearly every social
ill, from prostitution (where else are divorced men to turn?)
to serial murder (evidently watching their parents break up
has kids reaching for the nearest pickax). More moderate
voices worry that quick-and-easy divorce undermines the
institution of the family, forcing the divorced adults to start
courting again when they should be engaged in child rearing
and teaching children that dysfunction is the norm.
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Sociologists understand that both statements are, at least, partially
true. Some people believe that the easy availability of divorce weakens
our belief in the institution of marriage. On the other hand, sociologists
often counter that divorce makes families stronger by allowing an escape
from damaging environments and enabling both parents and children to
adapt to new types of relationships.

Who usually wants the divorce? On the average, men become more
content with their marriages over time, while women become less content;
the wife is usually the one who wants out. A study of divorces that occurred
after age 40 found that wives initiated two-thirds of them (Coontz, 2005).

The Consequences of Divorce
Married couples opt for divorce for all sorts of reasons, and the divorce itself can be
easy or hard, so it is understandable that research on the impact of divorce on the
husband and wife is mixed. Some studies find that people are happier after their
divorce than before (Wilson and Oswald, 2005). Others find psychological scars that
never heal unless the divorcees remarry (Johnson and Wu, 2002). Still others find that
individual attitudes make the difference in well-being after a divorce (Amato and
Sobolewski, 2001; Wood, Goesting and Avellar, 2007).

Economically, there is clearer evidence about losses and gains. In a large majority
of divorces, women’s standards of living decline, while men’s go up. Those men who
are used to being the primary breadwinner may suddenly find that they are supporting
one (plus a small amount for child support) on a salary that used to support the whole
family. Those women who are more accustomed to being in charge of the household,
with a secondary, part-time, or even no job, may suddenly find that their income must
stretch from being a helpful supplement to supplying most of the family’s necessities.

It is crucial to remember that the breadwinning husband with an income-supplement-
ing or stay-at-home wife has rarely been an option for many minority families. Black
women, for example, have a longer history of workforce participation than women of
other races (Page and Stevens, 2005). Divorce plays an even bigger economic role for Black
households than for Whites in the United States, partly because of this difference. While
family income for Whites falls about 30 percent during the first 2 years of divorce, it falls
by 53 percent for Blacks (Page and Stevens, 2005). Three or more years after divorce,
White households recoup about one-third of the lost income, but the income of Black
families barely improves. This may have to do with the fact that when divorce occurs,
the probability of Black mothers working does not change, while recently divorced White
women have an 18 percent greater probability of working (Page and Stevens, 2005).

After a divorce, children are still more likely to live with the mother, while the
father visits on specified days or weeks. Not only do the children have to handle this
new living situation, but many will soon move to a new home, enroll
in a new school, and face the stress and depression of a mother who
has suddenly entered or reentered the workforce as the primary bread-
winner. And that’s when the divorce is amicable. At times there is open
hostility between the mother and father, with each telling the children
how horrible the other is or even trying to acquire full custody, with
many potential negative outcomes (Coontz, 1988).

Psychologist Judith Wallerstein (2000) studied 131 children of 60
couples from affluent Marin County, California, who divorced in 1971.
She followed these children through adolescence and into adulthood,
when many married and became parents of their own. She found a
sleeper effect: Years later, their parents’ divorce is affecting the children’s
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Aside from a huge spike in divorce immediately
after World War II, divorce rates in the 1950s
were higher than in any previous decade except
the Depression. Almost one in three marriages
formed in the 1950s eventually ended in divorce
(Coontz, 2005).

Did you know?

Divorce is rarely a “pleasant”
experience, but its impact
varies significantly by race,
gender, and class. Women’s
standard of living declines
more sharply than men’s
(which may even rise). Poor
and minority women’s stan-
dards of living decline even
more, and they recoup that
lost income more slowly than
white women do—if at all. n
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relationships. They fear that their relationships will fail, fear betrayal, and, most sig-
nificantly, fear any change at all. Divorce, she argued, was bad for children—both
immediately and later in their lives. Couples, politicians argued, should, indeed, stay
together, “for the sake of the children.”

However, Wallerstein’s findings have been quite controversial—and, in fact, her find-
ings have been disconfirmed by most sociological studies. After all, Wallerstein studied
only children who came to see her as a therapist—that is, she based her findings on those
children who were already having difficulties before their parents divorced. And she stud-
ied children only in wealthy ultra-liberal Marin County, California—the suburban county
just north of San Francisco where the Grateful Dead live. She attributed their subsequent
problems in relationships to their parents’ divorce, when it is just as plausible that it was
the conflict between the parents that led to both the divorce and the children’s problems.
Staying together might have been the worst imaginable outcome.

Sociological research consistently finds that children are more resilient and adapt
successfully to their parents’ divorces. Mavis Hetherington (2002), for example, stud-
ied more than 2,500 children from 1,400 families over a period of 30 years and found
that the fear of a devastating effect of divorce on children is exaggerated, with 75 to
80 percent of children coping reasonably well. Other scholars agree that, although
parental divorce increases the risk of psychological distress and relationship problems
in adulthood, the risks are not great (Amato, 2003; see also Ahrons, 2004).

Perhaps the outcome of divorce depends less on whether one gets a divorce and more
on how civilly the parents behave toward each other and how much ongoing investment
they maintain in their children’s lives. That is to say, what’s better for children is explained
less well by whether the parents are married or divorced and better by the quality of the
relationships the parents have with their children—and with each other.

Blended Families
In the first episode of the popular teen sitcom Drake and Josh, two high school boys
with opposing personalities find that Josh’s father intends to marry Drake’s mother,
so they will become brothers. They accept their new arrangement with no stress or
conflict. Their other parents are never mentioned. Drake calls his new Dad “Dad”
and defers to his authority. Josh’s new Mom never lets on that she has been parent-
ing him for only a few months. In fact, there is only one clue that they were once
separate: They have decided to keep their original last names.
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The Social Value of Sons?
Gordon Dahl and Enrico Moretti (2004) found families
with only male children are significantly more durable
than those with only female children. In Vietnam, par-
ents of a girl are 25 percent more likely to divorce than
parents of a boy. The Asian preference for male chil-
dren is well known, but the trend also appears in the

United States: Parents of one girl are 4.4 percent more likely to
divorce than parents of one boy. Parents with three girls are nearly
9 percent more likely to divorce than parents with three boys.

Even in the matter of courtship, when men discover that the
woman they are dating is pregnant, they are more likely to stay
with her if she is carrying a boy. When they begin dating women
who are already mothers, they are more likely to marry women
with sons than women with daughters.

Evidently the preference for sons is not limited to Asia. Many
American men feel that their lives are incomplete or that they
are insufficiently masculine unless they have sons, so much so
that their decision to marry or stay in an unhappy marriage is
often based less on the wife than on the offspring.

Sociology and our World
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Of course, this twenty-first-century revision of The Brady Bunch is a highly ide-
alized view of blended families. When a divorced person remarries, the other parents
are usually in the picture, and their partner’s teenage children do not easily refer to
them as “Mom” or “Dad.” There are often considerable tensions about the blended
partner’s parenting rights and obligations. Sooner or later, a child is bound to yell, “I
don’t have to listen to you! You’re not my real father (or mother)!”

At least half of all children will have a divorced and remarried parent before they
turn 18 (Ahrons, 2004). They face different issues, depending on how old they are, the
role that their biological parents have, whether it’s Mom or Dad who remarries, and
whether it’s the custodial parent. Usually they must adjust to a new residence and a new
school and share space with new siblings. In many families, finances become a divisive
issue, placing significant strains on the closeness and stability of blended families (Korn,
2001; Martinez, 2005). Several studies have found that children in blended families—
both stepchildren and their half-siblings who are the joint product of both parents—do
worse in school than children raised in traditional two-parent families (see Ginther, 2004).

While the dynamics of blended families tend to be similar across class and race,
the likelihood of blending families tends to be far more common among the middle
classes, where parents have sufficient resources to support these suddenly larger
families. Lower-class families may be “blended” in all but name: They may cohabit
with other people’s children but not formalize it by marrying.

Violence in Families
The famous French sociologist Alexis de Tocqueville spoke of
the family as a “haven in a heartless world,” but for some the
family is a violent nightmare. In many families, the person who
promised to love and honor you is the most likely to physically
assault you; the one who promised to “forsake all others” is also
the most likely to rape you; and the one who is supposed to pro-
tect you from harm is the one most likely to cause that harm.

Intimate Partner Violence
Intimate partner violence (IPV) represents violence, lethal or non-
lethal, experienced by a spouse, ex-spouse, or cohabiting partner;
boyfriend or girlfriend; or ex-boyfriend or -girlfriend. It is com-
monly called “domestic violence,” but because some does not
occur in the home, IPV is the preferred term. IPV is the single
major cause of injury to women in the United States. More than
2 million women are beaten by their partners every year. Nearly
one in five victims of violence treated in hospital emergency rooms
was injured by a spouse, a former spouse, or a current or former
boyfriend or girlfriend (Bachman and Salzman, 1994; Kellerman
and Marcy 1992; Rhode, 1997; Straus and Gelles, 1990).

Globally, the problem of family violence is widespread. A
study released in 2006 by the World Health Organization found
that rates of IPV ranged from a low of 15 percent of women in
Japan to a high of 71 percent of women in rural Ethiopia. (Rates
in the European Union and United States were between 20 and
25 percent.) In 6 of the 15 sites of study, at least 50 percent of
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Intimate partner violence
(IPV) is the single major
cause of injury to women in
the United States. More than 
2 million women—of all races
and classes—are beaten by
their partners every year.
Some scars may never
completely heal. n
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the women had been subjected to moderate or severe violence
in the home at some point. Perhaps more telling, the major-
ity of the 25,000 women interviewed in the study said that it
was the first time they had ever spoken of the abuse to any-
one (García-Moreno et al., 2006).

In the United States, IPV knows no class, racial, or eth-
nic bounds. Yet there are some differences by class, race, eth-
nicity, and age. For example, poor women experience
significantly more violence than higher-income women, and
younger women, aged 16 to 24, are far more likely to expe-
rience violence than older women. And one of the best pre-
dictors of the onset of domestic violence is unemployment.

A few studies have found rates of domestic violence to be
higher in African American families than in White families
(Hampton, 1987; Hampton and Gelles, 1994). Black females
experienced domestic violence at a rate 35 percent higher than
that of White females, and Black males experienced domestic
violence at a rate about 62 percent higher than that of White
males (Rennison and Welchans, 2000; Figure 12.6).

Among Latinos the evidence is contradictory: One study
found significantly less violence in Latino families than in
Anglo families, while another found a slightly higher rate.

Rates were directly related to two factors, the strains of immigrant status and the vari-
ations in ideologies of male dominance (Klevens, 2007).

In many cases, however, these racial and ethnic differences disappear when social
class is taken into account. Sociologist Noel Cazenave examined the same National
Family Violence Survey and found that Blacks had lower rates of wife abuse than
Whites in three of four income categories—the two highest and the lowest. Higher
rates among Blacks were reported only by those respondents in the $6,000 to $11,999
income range (which included 40 percent of all Blacks surveyed). Income and resi-
dence (urban) were also the variables that explained virtually all the ethnic differences
between Latinos and Anglos. The same racial differences in spousal murder can be
explained by class: Two-thirds of all spousal murders in New York City took place
in the poorest sections of the Bronx and Brooklyn (Straus and Cazenare, 1990).

Gay men and lesbians can engage in IPV as well. A recent informal survey of gay
victims of violence in six major cities found that gay men and lesbians were more likely
to be victims of domestic violence than of antigay hate crimes.

The single greatest difference in rates of IPV is by gender. According to the Bureau
of Justice Statistics, 85 percent of all victims of domestic violence are women (see
Kimmel, 2002). The gender imbalance of intimate violence is staggering. Of those vic-
tims of violence who were injured by spouses or ex-spouses, women outnumber men
by about 9 to 1. Eight times as many women were injured by their boyfriends as men
injured by girlfriends.

Intergenerational and Intragenerational 
Violence 
In addition to violence between domestic partners, there is also a significant amount
of intergenerational and intragenerational violence in families. Intergenerational vio-
lence refers to violence between generations, such as parents to children and children
to parents. Intragenerational violence refers to violence within the same generation—
that is, sibling violence.
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FIGURE 12.6 Nonfatal Intimate Partner
Victimization Rate by Gender and Race, 1993–2004

Source: U. S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2000.
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Sibling violence goes beyond routine sibling rivalry. Earlier reports found that as
many as 80 percent of American children had engaged in an act of physical violence
toward a sibling (Straus and Gelles, 1990). In a recent sociological study, David Finkel-
hor and his colleagues (2006) found that 35 percent of all children had been attacked
by a sibling in the previous year. Of these, more than a third were serious attacks
(Figure 12.7).

The consequences of sibling violence can be severe. Children who were repeat-
edly attacked were twice as likely to show symptoms of trauma, anxiety, and depres-
sion, including sleeplessness, crying spells, thoughts of suicide, and fear of the dark
(Butler, 2006). Finkelhor and his colleagues found that attacks did not differ by class
or race, or even by gender, although boys were slightly more likely to be victims than
girls. They occurred most frequently on siblings aged 6 to 12 and gradually tapered
off as the child entered adolescence.

Sometime, children use violence against their parents. About 18 percent of chil-
dren used violence against their parents in the past year—about half of which was con-
sidered “nontrivial,” serious enough to cause pain or injury (Agnew and Huguley,

VIOLENCE IN FAMILIES 411

Despite dra-
matic gender
differences,
there are some

researchers and political pundits who
claim that there is “gender symmetry” in
domestic violence—that rates of domes-
tic violence are roughly equal by gender
(see, for example, Brott, 1994). One
reason this symmetry is underreported
is because men who are victims of
domestic violence are so ashamed they
are unlikely to come forward—a psycho-
logical problem that one researcher 
calls “the battered husband syndrome”
(Steinmetz, 1978).

But a close look at the data suggests
why these findings are so discordant
with the official studies by the
Department of Justice and the FBI.
Those studies that find gender symmetry
rely on the “conflict tactics scale” (CTS)
developed by family violence researcher
and sociologist Murray Straus and his
colleagues over 30 years. The CTS asked
couples if they had ever, during the
course of their relationship, hit their
partner. An equal number of women and

men answered “yes.” The number
changed dramatically, though, when
they were asked who initiated the
violence (was it offensive, or defensive),
how severe it was (did she push him
before or after he’d broken her jaw?),
and how often the violence occurred.
When these three questions were posed,
the results shifted back: The amount,
frequency, severity, and consistency of
violence against women are far greater
than anything done by women to men.

There were several other problems
with the CTS as a measure (see Kimmel,
2002). These problems included:

1. Whom did they ask? Studies that
found comparable rates of
domestic violence asked only one
partner about the incident. But
studies in which both partners
were interviewed separately found
large discrepancies between
reports from women and from men.

2. What was the time frame? Studies
that found symmetry asked about
incidents that occurred in a single
year, thus equating a single slap

Gender Symmetry in IPV

How do we know 
what we know

with a reign of domestic terror
that may have lasted decades.

3. Was the couple together? Studies
that found gender symmetry
excluded couples that were
separated or divorced, although
violence against women increases
dramatically after separation.

4. What was the reason for the
violence? Studies that find
symmetry do not distinguish
between offensive and defensive
violence, equating a vicious
assault with a woman hitting her
husband to get him to stop
hitting the children.

5. Was “sex” involved? Studies that
find symmetry omit marital rape
and sexual aggression; because a
significant amount of IPV occurs
when one partner doesn’t want to
have sex, this would dramatically
change the data.

Of course, women can be—and are—
violent toward their husbands and part-
ners. Criminologist Martin Schwartz
estimates that women commit as much
as 3 to 4 percent of all spousal violence.
But research such as this requires that
we look more deeply at the questions
asked. Sometimes, the answers are con-
tained in the questions.
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1989; Cornell and Gelles, 1982; Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz,
1980). Rates of child-to-parent violence decrease as the child
ages; it is more often younger children who hit their parents.
Injuries to parents are rare, but they do happen. If the parent
reacts to a child’s violence with violence, the child has learned
a lesson that could last a lifetime.

The rates of parental violence against children are sig-
nificantly more serious. In recent years, American society has
also been vitally concerned about the problem of child abuse
(violence against children) and child sexual abuse (the sex-
ual exploitation of children). The Keeping Children and Fam-
ilies Safe Act of 2003 defines child abuse and neglect as, at
minimum: (1) Any recent act or failure to act on the part of
a parent or caretaker which results in death, serious physi-
cal or emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation; or (2)
an act or failure to act which presents an imminent risk of
serious harm. This definition of child abuse and neglect refers
specifically to parents and other caregivers. A “child” under
this definition generally means a person who is under the age
of 18 or who is not an emancipated minor.

According to the Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices, rates of victimization and the number of victims have
been decreasing in the first decade of the twenty-first century.
An estimated 872,000 children were determined to be victims
of child abuse or neglect for 2004 (the last year for which there

are data). More than 60 percent of child victims were neglected by their parents or other
caregivers. About 18 percent were physically abused, 10 percent were sexually abused,
and 7 percent were emotionally maltreated. (A child could be a victim of more than one
type of maltreatment.) The United States has rates that are significantly higher than rates
in other English-speaking countries such as Australia, Canada, and Great Britain, partly,
but not entirely, due to the higher rates of child poverty in the United States (poverty is
a significant risk factor).

Rates of child abuse and child sexual abuse vary significantly by class but less by
race or ethnicity. According to some research (Daly and Wilson, 1981), living with a
stepparent significantly increases the risk of both abuse and sexual abuse. Yet other
research, using the conflict tactics scale, found little difference—in generally very high
rates overall. In one study, 63 percent of children who lived with both genetic par-
ents and 47 percent of those who lived with a stepparent and 60 percent of those who
lived with a foster parent were subject to violence, and about 10 percent were sub-
jected to severe violence in all three categories (Gelles and Harrop, 1991).

Globally, the problem of child abuse and neglect is equally serious—and includes
forms of abuse that are not found in the economic north. In 2006, the United Nations
commissioned the first global investigation into child abuse. They found that between
80 and 98 percent of children suffer physical punishment in their homes, with a third
or more experiencing severe physical punishment resulting from the use of implements.

Despite these global differences, it is equally true that Americans are far more accept-
ing of violence against children than they may realize. Over half of all American parents
(55 percent) believe that corporal punishment, including spanking, is acceptable; and
one-third of parents have used corporal punishment against their adolescents (Straus,
2005). These numbers are significantly less than the 94 percent who supported the use
of corporal punishment in 1968 and the two-thirds who used it with adolescents in 1975
(Straus, 2005). But it is still the case that nearly all parents—94 percent—used corporal
punishment with toddlers, and they did so, on average, three times a week.
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35%
had been hit 
or attacked
by a sibling.

A STUDY OF 2,030 
CHILDREN FOUND:

13%
were injured.

6%
were attacked
with a weapon.

40%
were attacked

repeatedly.

OF THOSE ATTACKED:

FIGURE 12.7 Leave Your Brother Alone!
Sibling Violence

Source: From “Beyond Rivalry, a Hidden World of Sibling Violence” by 
Katy Butler, The New York Times, February 28, 2006. Reprinted with
permission.
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There is actually little empirical evidence that spanking serves any developmental pur-
pose, but there is a wealth of evidence that spanking is developmentally harmful. The
American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that parents avoid spanking (2007). In fact,
94 percent of all studies of the effects of corporal punishment on children showed a rela-
tionship between such forms of punishment and aggression, delinquency in childhood,
crime and antisocial behavior as an adult, low levels of empathy or conscience, poor 
parent–child relations, and mental health problems such as depression (Gershoff, 2002).

Family violence is often difficult to remedy through policy initiatives. Globally,
fewer than 10 percent of all countries even have laws against certain forms of child
abuse, let alone programs to offer aid and support to victims and to prosecute perpe-
trators (Rights of the Child, 2006). In the United States, policymakers have long taken
the approach that what happens “behind closed doors” is a private matter, not a social
problem that can be remedied only through public policy. Rates of all forms of fam-
ily violence are dramatically underreported; fear of retaliation, shame, and a general
cultural acceptance of violence all greatly reduce the likelihood of reporting. And the
continuum of violence, from spanking a child to murdering a spouse, is part of a cul-
ture that does not universally condemn violence but sees some instances of violence
as legitimate and even appropriate and sees perpetrators as entitled to use violence.

The Family in the 21st Century:
“The Same as It Ever Was”
In the first line of his novel Anna Karenina, the great Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy
wrote, “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”
How unsociological! Families, happy or unhappy, are as varied as snowflakes when
viewed close up and as similar around the world as all the sand in the desert.

Families are as old as the human species. We’ve always had them; indeed we
couldn’t live without them. And families have always been changing, adapting to new
political, social, economic, and environmental situations. Some expectations of fam-
ily may be timeless, yet families have always been different, and new relationships,
arrangements, and patterns are emerging all over the world today, just as they always
have been. As the musician David Byrne sang in the 1980s, the family is “the same
as it ever was.”

Yes, it’s probably true that family is still the place where, when we go there, they
have to take us in. But even if we can go home again, it’s never the same.
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Chapter
Review

1. How do sociologists define family? A family is a basic
unit of society. Family is also a cultural institution; the
functions of the family include socializing new members
and regulation of sexual activity, property ownership,
and marriage. The definition of family changes over
time; the nuclear family is a relatively new phenomenon.
Agrarian families were extended, and the household
formed the basic economic unit of society, performing
all societal functions that are now handled by other

institutions. The nuclear family developed in Europe and
the United States in the late eighteenth century as a result
of industrialization and modernization. The nuclear
family model was very gendered, and the home became
the women’s sphere and work men’s.

2. How do families develop? Dating emerged in the United
States in the 1920s when children of immigrants shed old
customs and teens had unprecedented freedom. Dating
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KeyTerms
Bilineal descent (p. 383)
Cohabitation (p. 395)
Companionate marriage (p. 387)
Exogamy (p. 384)
Extended family (p. 386)
Family (p. 382)
Family of origin (p. 384)

Family of procreation (p. 384)
Group marriage (p. 384)
Intimate partner violence (IPV) (p. 409)
Kinship systems (p. 382)
Legitimacy (p. 383)
Matrilineal descent (p. 383)
Miscegenation (p. 398)

Monogamy (p. 383)
Multigenerational households (p. 394)
Nonmarital sex (p. 398)
Patrilineal descent (p. 383)
Polyandry (p. 384)
Polygamy (p. 383)
Polygyny (p. 383)

12.1 Racial and Ethnic Family Diversity
These are actual survey data from the General Social Survey.

Do you think there should be laws against marriages between Blacks and
Whites? The overwhelming majority of respondents said “no” to this question in
the 2002 survey. More Black (95.1 percent) than White (89.6 percent) respondents
said “no.” The numbers were very different when the question was asked 30 years
earlier in 1972, when about 60 percent of respondents said “no.” In the 1972 sur-
vey, the race categories were limited to “White” (of whom 60.7 percent said “no”)
and “other” (of whom 66.7 percent said “no”). Most respondents were White.

What 
does

America
think?

sometimes leads to marriage, the most common family for-
mation. Marriage in the United States varies by race; White
women are more likely to marry than others. Not every-
one marries; increasingly people are choosing to postpone
marriage, to cohabit, or to remain single. Choices are influ-
enced by education, changing sexual mores, and the
women’s movement. Attitudes toward interracial marriage
are also changing, which is reflected in increased rates of
such marriages. Also, same-sex couples cannot marry in
most states but do form partnerships and cohabit.

3. How important is parenting? Parenting is becoming
more desirable in the United States, and more impor-
tance is being placed on parents and parenting. At the
same time, children are more undervalued and neglected
than before. Parenting is gendered; although most
women work outside the home, they still do most of the
housework and particularly the housework having to do
with caring for the children. Fathers are becoming more
active parents. Also, there has been an increase in single-
parent families, mostly headed by mothers. Grandpar-
ents are also raising grandchildren; this is most likely for
African American grandmothers. Not everyone chooses
to have children; more highly educated individuals are
less likely to parent than those in other groups.

4. What transitions do families go through? Although mar-
riage used to mean a lifelong commitment, today divorce
is common and easy to get. The effects of divorce on chil-
dren are widely debated. While parental divorce increases
the risk of distress and later relationship problems, most
children are found to be resilient. After a divorce, the
woman’s standard of living typically decreases; this is even
more striking among African American women. As peo-
ple remarry, blended families are becoming more com-
mon, especially among those in the middle class, although
unofficial blended families are prevalent in all groups.

5. What forms does family violence take? Family violence
takes many forms. One is intimate partner violence (IPV).
IPV affects people from all groups but is more likely to
occur among the poorer socioeconomic strata. Eighty-five
percent of IPV victims are women. Violence also occurs
between and within generations. In sibling violence, which
tends to taper off after age 12, boys are more likely than
girls to be victims. Children do abuse parents, but parental
abuse of children is a far greater social problem. In the
United States, views on corporal punishment as abuse
vary, but negative attitudes toward it have strengthened
over time. Globally, child abuse is prevalent and includes
things such as genital mutilation and sexual slavery.
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CRITICAL THINKING | DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. Why do you think almost 10 percent of the population still thinks interracial marriage

should be illegal, including 9 percent of black respondents?
2. Part of doing sociology is placing things in historical context. What historical changes have

taken place in the past 30 years that might explain how views toward interracial marriage
have changed?

12.2 Attitudes toward Abortion
These are actual survey data from the General Social Survey, 2004.

1. Do you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain a legal
abortion if the woman’s own health is seriously endangered by the pregnancy?
In 2004, 86 percent of respondents said “yes,” and 14 percent said “no.” These
results are almost identical to 1972 responses. The percentage of respondents say-
ing “yes” peaked in 1991 at 91.5 percent.

2. Do you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain a legal
abortion if she is married and does not want any more children? In 2004, 41.8
percent of respondents said “yes,” and 58.2 percent said “no.” The percentage of
people saying “yes” peaked 1994 at 48 percent, but otherwise, the data were
almost identical to 1972, and attitudes have remained pretty steady since then.

3. Do you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain a legal
abortion if the family has a very low income and cannot afford any more chil-
dren? The responses from 2004 showed 41 percent of respondents saying “yes” and
59 percent saying “no.” The response for those saying “yes” was rather lower than
1972 and again peaked in 1994.

4. Do you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain a legal
abortion if she became pregnant as a result of rape? In 2004, 76.2 percent of
respondents said “yes,” and 23.8 percent said “no.” The response for those saying
“yes” was lower than it was in 1972 and peaked in 1991.

CRITICAL THINKING | DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. What do you think lies behind the variation of responses in approval toward abortion based

on the reason for abortion? The highest approval was for the pregnant woman’s health, next
for rape victims, lower for married women who do not want children, and lowest for women
who want to abort because they are poor. What societal values does this ranking reflect?

2. Why do you think the results break down by gender the way they do?

3 Go to this website to look further at the data. You can run your own statistics and crosstabs
here: http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-bin/hsda?harcsda+gss04.
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