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The Meaning of Marriage 
and the Family

What Do 
YOU Think?

Are the following statements TRUE or FALSE?
You may be surprised by the answers (see answer key on the following page).
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1 Most American families are traditional nuclear families
in which the husband works and the wife stays at
home caring for the children.

2 Families are easy to define and count.

3 No U.S. state prohibits interracial marriage.

4 All cultures traditionally divide at least some work into
male and female tasks.

5 In the United States, all states recognize same-sex
“civil unions.”

6 There is widespread agreement about the nature and
causes of change in American family patterns.

7 Most cultures throughout the world prefer
monogamy—the practice of having only one husband
or wife.

8 Married men tend to live longer than single men.

9 Most people who divorce eventually marry again.

10 Nuclear families, single-parent families, and
stepfamilies are equally valid family forms.
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A course in marriage and the family is unlike al-
most any other course you are likely to take. At the
start of the term—before you purchase any books, be-
fore you attend any lectures, and before you take any
notes—you may believe you already know a lot about
families. Indeed, each of us acquires much firsthand
experience of family living before being formally in-
structed about what families are or what they do. Fur-
thermore, each of us comes to this subject with some
pretty strong ideas and opinions about families: what
they’re like, how they should live, and what they need.
Our personal beliefs and values shape what we think
we know as much as our experience in our families
influences our thinking about what family life is like.
But if pressed, how would we describe American fam-
ily life? Are our families “healthy” and stable? Is mar-
riage important for the well-being of adults and
children? Are today’s fathers and mothers sharing re-
sponsibility for raising their children? How many cheat
on each other? What happens when people divorce?
Do stepfamilies differ from biological families? How
common are abuse and violence in families? Ques-
tions such as these will be considered throughout this
book; they encourage us to think about what we know
about families and where our knowledge comes from.

In this chapter, we examine how marriage and fam-
ily are defined by individuals and society, paying par-
ticular attention to the discrepancies between the
realities of family life as uncovered by social scien-
tists and the impressions we have formed elsewhere.
We then look at the functions that marriages and 
families fulfill and examine extended families and kin-
ship. We close by introducing the themes that will be
pursued through the remaining chapters.

4 C H A P T E R 1

1 False, see p. 7; 2 False, see p. 6 ; 3 True, see 
p. 9; 4 True, see p. 15; 5 False, see p. 12; 6 False,
see p. 21; 7 False, see p. 12; 8 True, see p. 14;
9 True, see p. 13; 10 True, see p. 6.

Answer Key for What Do YouThink

Personal Experience, Social
Controversy, and Wishful
Thinking
Experience versus Expertise

As we begin to study family patterns and issues, we
need to understand that our attitudes and beliefs about
families may affect and distort our efforts. In con-
templating the wider issues about families that are the
substance of this book, it is likely that we will consider
our own households and family experiences. How we
respond to the issues and information presented over
the 600-plus pages and 14 chapters that follow will
be influenced by what we have experienced in and
come to believe about families. For some of us, those
experiences have been largely loving and the relation-
ships have remained stable. For others, family life has
been characterized by conflict and bitterness, separa-
tions and reconfigurations. Most people have experi-
enced both sides of family life, the love and the conflict,
whether their families remained intact or not.

The temptation to draw conclusions about fami-
lies from personal experiences of particular families is
understandable. Thinking that experience translates
to expertise, we may find ourselves tempted to gen-
eralize from what we experience to what others must
also encounter in family life. The dangers of doing that
are clear; although the knowledge we have about our
own families is vividly real, it is also highly subjective.
We “see” things, in part, as we want to see them. Like-
wise, we overlook some things because we don’t want
to accept them. Perhaps, we want to pretend they don’t
exist. The meanings we attach to our experiences are
affected by the emotions we feel within the relation-
ships that comprise our families. Our family members
are likely to have different perceptions and attach dif-
ferent meanings to even those same relationships.
Thus, the understanding we have of our families is very
likely a distorted one.

Furthermore, no other family is exactly like your
family. We don’t all live where you live or how you live,
and we don’t all possess the same financial resources,
draw from the same cultural backgrounds, and build
on the same sets of experiences that make your fam-
ily unique. As well as we might think we know our 
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families, they are poor sources of more general knowl-
edge about the wider marital or family issues that are
the focus of this book.

Ongoing Social Controversy

Learning about marriage and family relationships is
challenging for another reason. Few areas of social life
are more controversial than family matters. Just con-
sider the following news stories. Can you identify any
underlying issues involved? What is your position on
such issues?

■ On September 9, 2005, Texas juvenile court judge Carl
Lewis ordered that 13-year-old Katie Wernecke re-
ceive chemotherapy to treat her Hodgkin’s disease,
despite her parents’opposition. Custody of Katie was
taken from her parents, Edward and Michelle Wer-
necke, after Michelle left the state with Katie. The Wer-
neckes did not oppose medical treatment on religious
grounds but rather opposed the high-dosage treat-
ment because they felt it posed other medical prob-
lems (Associated Press, June 16, 2005). On October
31, 2005, state district court judge Jack Hunter 
returned Katie, whose health was declining, to the
custody of her parents, who still wanted to seek al-
ternative, mostly vitamin, treatments. Doctors esti-
mated that Katie’s chances for survival had dropped
from 80% to 20% because of the incomplete treat-
ment she received (Brezosky 2005).

■ In May 2001, 52-year-old Tom Green became the first
Utah man in more than 50 years to be prosecuted for
bigamy. Green, a fundamentalist Mormon, proudly
proclaimed that his family of five wives and their 33
children was an expression of his devout Mormon
faith. For nonsupport and multiple counts of bigamy,
he was convicted and sentenced to 5 years in prison.
Subsequently, Green was then tried for child rape for
having had sex with a 13-year-old girl who later be-
came one of his wives and who gave birth to seven of
his children. He was further sentenced to 5 years to
life. At present, an estimated 30,000–50,000 people
live in polygamous families in Utah.

■ The 11 adopted special needs children of Michael and
Sharen Gravelle were taken from their custody after
it was discovered that 8 of the 11 were kept in “en-
closures” or wooden cages, without pillows or mat-
tresses, either overnight or as discipline (Associated
Press, January 9, 2006). The children have disorders

such as fetal alcohol syndrome, autism, human im-
munodeficiency virus, and pica, a disorder that in-
volves eating nonfood items. Although the Gravelles
claimed to stand behind their childrearing practices,
they said they would give up the enclosures and be
more lenient in their discipline to get their children
back. Meanwhile, the Ohio agency responsible for
overseeing children’s needs came under severe criti-
cism for allowing the situation to go unnoticed.

■ On June 17, 2005, Tina Burch, lesbian partner of the
late Christina Smarr, was awarded custody of Smarr’s
5-year-old son by West Virginia’s highest court. The
women had been life partners for 4 years, had planned
and arranged Smarr’s pregnancy, and were raising
Smarr’s son. Smarr was killed in an auto accident in
June 2002. A family court judge awarded Burch cus-
tody, only to have it overturned by a Clay County cir-
cuit court judge on the grounds that West Virginia
law doesn’t give gay partners the right to legal
guardianship of a former partner’s child. A divided
West Virginia Supreme Court overturned the circuit
court decision and declared that a “psychological 
parent” could be a biological, adoptive, foster, or 
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Michael Gravelle stands next to a bunk bed Sunday,
October 23, 2005, built over a clothing storage area in
the room where four of his adopted children slept in
cage-like enclosures. Gravelle and his wife Sharen lost
custody of their eleven adopted special needs children
when it was discovered that they made some sleep in
cages.
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stepparent. The court decision was a milestone: for
the first time a same-sex partner was accorded psy-
chological parent status (Ramsey 2005).

Each of the preceding cases contain underlying fam-
ily issues that spark considerable disagreement and so-
cial controversy. In determining both the medical care
and the disciplinary methods to which children will
be subjected, how much freedom and latitude should
parents enjoy? How much should the state restrict peo-
ple’s choices of whom they wish to marry? How far do
the rights of gays and lesbians extend in areas of mar-
riage and parenting? This is but a partial list of the 
issues and implications of the aforementioned cases.
And these cases are but a sampling of ongoing 
controversies to which we could add, for example,
grandparents’ rights, implications of advances in re-
productive technology, divorce-related policy initia-
tives, custody and child support, and social policies
and personal strategies of juggling paid work and fam-
ily life. As a society, we are often divided, sometimes
deeply and bitterly, on such family issues. That we are
so deeply invested in certain values regarding family
life makes a course about families a different kind of
learning experience than if you were studying mate-
rial to which you were less connected. Ideally, as a re-
sult, you will find yourself more engaged, even
provoked, to think about and question things you take
for granted. At minimum, you will be exposed to in-
formation that can help you more objectively under-
stand the realities behind the more vocal debates.

What Is Family? 
What Is Marriage?
To accurately understand marriage and family, it is im-
portant to define these terms. Before reading any fur-
ther, think about what the words marriage and family
mean to you. As simple and straightforward as this
may seem, as you attempt to systematically define these
words, you may be surprised at the complexity 
involved.

Defining Family

As contemporary Americans, we live in a society com-
posed of many kinds of families—married couples,
stepfamilies, single-parent families, multigenerational

families, cohabiting adults, child-free families, fami-
lies headed by gay men or by lesbians, and so
on. With such variety, how can we define family?
What are the criteria for identifying these groups as
families?

For official counts of the numbers and character-
istics of American families, we can turn to the U.S.
Census Bureau. The Census Bureau defines a fam-
ily as “a group of two or more persons related by 
birth, marriage, or adoption and residing together in
a household” (U.S. Census Bureau 2001). A distinc-
tion is made between a family and a household. A
household consists of “one or more people—everyone
living in a housing unit makes up a household” (Fields
2003). Single people who live alone, roommates,
lodgers, and live-in domestic service employees are all
counted among members of households, as are fam-
ily groups. Family households are those in which at least
two members are related by birth, marriage, or adop-
tion (Fields 2003). Thus, the U.S. Census reports on
characteristics of the nation’s households and families
(Figure 1.1). Of the 111,278,000 households in the
United States in 2003, 75,596,000, or 68%, were fam-
ily households (Fields 2003). Among family house-
holds, 76% (57,320,000) consisted of married couples,
either with or without children (Fields 2003).

In individuals’ perceptions of their own life expe-
riences, family has a less precise definition. For ex-
ample, when we asked our students whom they
included as family members, their lists included such

6 C H A P T E R 1

Other family
households
16.4%

Married couples
without children*
28.2%

Persons
living alone
26.4%

Married couples
with children*
23.3%

Other non-family
households
5.6%

F igure  1 .1 ■ Household Composition, 2003

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, March, 2nd
Annual Social and Economic Supplements: 1970–2003
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expected relatives as mother, father, sibling, spouse, as
well as the following:

best friend lover priest

boyfriend minister rabbi

girlfriend neighbor and teacher.

godchild pet

Most of those designated as family members are in-
dividuals related by descent, marriage, remarriage, or
adoption, but some are affiliated kin—unrelated in-
dividuals who feel and are treated as if they were 
relatives.

or divorced parent was not counted as a relative. Step-
parents, stepsiblings, or stepchildren were the most
likely not to be viewed as family members (Fursten-
berg 1987; Ihinger-Tallman and Pasley 1987). Emo-
tional closeness may be more important than biology
or law in defining family.

There are also ethnic differences as to what con-
stitutes family. Among Latinos, for example, compadres
(or godparents) are considered family members. Sim-
ilarly, among some Japanese Americans the ie (pro-
nounced “ee-eh”) is the traditional family. The ie
consists of living members of the extended family (such
as grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins), as well as
deceased and yet-to-be-born family members (Kiku-
mura and Kitano 1988). Among many traditional 
Native American tribes, the clan, a group of related
families, is regarded as the fundamental family unit
(Yellowbird and Snipp 1994).

A major reason we have such difficulty defining
family is that we tend to think that the “real” family is
the nuclear family, consisting of mother, father, and
children. The term “nuclear family” is less than 60 years
old, coined by anthropologist Robert Murdock in 1949
(Levin 1993). What most Americans consider to be
the traditional family is a mostly middle-class ver-
sion of the nuclear family in which women’s primary
roles are wife and mother and men’s primary roles are

T H E  M E A N I N G  O F  M A R R I A G E  A N D  T H E  FA M I LY 7

Think about all the people you consider your family. What
criteria—biological, legal, affectional—did you use? Did you
exclude any biological or legal family? If so, whom and why?

Reflections

Furthermore, being related biologically or through
marriage is not always sufficient to be counted as a
family member or kin. One researcher (Furstenberg
1987) found that 19% of the children with biological
siblings living with them did not identify their broth-
ers or sisters as family members. Sometimes an absent

The strength and vitality of
kin ties was a major theme in
the popular 2002 movie, My Big
Fat Greek Wedding. The film
has grossed more that $240
million.
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husband and breadwinner. As shown in Chapter 3, the
traditional family exists more in our imaginations than
it ever did in reality.

Because we believe that the nuclear or traditional
family is the real family, we compare all other family
forms against these models. To include these diverse
forms, the definition of family needs to be expanded
beyond the boundaries of the “official” census defini-
tion. A more contemporary and inclusive definition
describes family as “two or more persons related by
birth, marriage, adoption, or choice. Families are fur-
ther defined by socio-emotional ties and enduring re-
sponsibilities, particularly in terms of one or more
members’ dependence on others for support and nur-
turance” (Allen, Demo, and Fine 2000). Such a defini-
tion more accurately and completely reflects the
diversity of contemporary American family experience.

Defining Marriage

More than half of the population of the United States,
age 15 and older, is married (U.S. Census Bureau 2004).
Among males, 55% are currently married and 68%
have at least experienced marriage (that is, are mar-
ried, separated, divorced, or widowed). Although a
smaller percentage of females is currently married
(51.6%), 75% of females 15 and older, are or have been
married (Fields 2003) (see Figure 1.2).

With marriage being such a central part of adult
life for so many, it seems marriage would be an easy
phenomenon to define and understand.

A marriage is a legally recognized union between
two people, generally a man and a woman, in which
they are united sexually, cooperate economically, and
may give birth to, adopt, or rear children. The union
is assumed to be permanent (although it may be dis-
solved by separation or divorce). As simple as such
a definition may make marriage seem, it differs
among cultures and has changed considerably in our
society.

With one exception, the Na of China, marriage has
been a universal institution throughout recorded his-
tory (Coontz 2005). Despite the universality of mar-
riage, widely varying rules across time and cultures
dictate whom one can, should, or must marry; how
many spouses one may have at any given time; and
where married couples can and should live—includ-
ing whether husbands and wives are to live together
or apart, whether resources are shared between spouses
or remain the individual property of each, and whether
children are seen as the responsibility of both partners
or not (Coontz 2005).

Among non-Western cultures, who may marry
whom and at what age varies greatly from our society.
In some areas of India, Africa, and Asia, for example,
children as young as 6 years may marry other children
(and sometimes adults), although they may not live
together until they are older. In many cultures, mar-
riages are arranged by families who choose their chil-
dren’s partners. In many such societies, the “choice”
partner is a first cousin. And in one region of China,
marriages are sometimes arranged between unmar-
ried young men and women who are dead.

Considerable cultural variation exists in what so-
cieties identify as the essential characteristics that de-
fine couples as married. In many societies, marriage
entails an elaborate ceremony, witnessed and legiti-
mated by others, which then bestows a set of expecta-
tions, obligations, rights, and privileges on the newly
married. Far from this relatively familiar construction
of marriage, Stephanie Coontz notes that in some
“small-scale societies” the act of eating alone together
defines a couple as married. In such instances, as found
among the Vanatinai of the South Pacific, for exam-
ple, dining together alone has more social significance
than sleeping together (Coontz 2005). Anthropolog-
ical study of Sri Lanka revealed that when a woman
cooked a meal for a man, this indicated that the two
were married. Likewise, if a woman stopped cooking
for a man, their marriage might be considered a thing
of the past.

8 C H A P T E R 1

Married

55.4
51.6

32.1
25.4

10.1 13.3

2.5

9.7

Never
married

Separated/
divorced

Widowed

Men

Women

F igure  1 .2 ■ Marital Status of U.S. Population

SOURCE: Fields, Jason. 2003. America’s Families and Living Arrangements:
2003. Current Population Reports, P20-553. U.S. Census Bureau, Wash-
ington, DC. (Figure 6) http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/p20-553.pdf.
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Although cultural and historical variation abounds,
the following seem to be shared among all arrange-
ments defined as marriages (Coontz 2005):

■ Marriage typically establishes rights and obligations
connected to gender, sexuality, relationships with kin
and in-laws, and legitimacy of children.

■ Marriage establishes specific roles within the wider
community and society. It specifies the rights and du-
ties of husbands and wives, as well as of their
respective families, to each other and makes such
duties and responsibilities enforceable by the wider
society.

■ Marriage allows the orderly transfer of wealth and
property from one generation to the next.

Many Americans believe that marriage is divinely
instituted; others assert that it is a civil institution in-
volving the state. The belief in the divine institution
of marriage is common to religions such as Chris-
tianity, Judaism, and Islam and to many tribal religions
throughout the world. But the Christian church only
slowly became involved in weddings; early Christian-
ity was at best ambivalent about marriage, despite
being opposed to divorce (Coontz 2005). Over time,
as the church increased its power, it extended control
over marriage. Traditionally, marriages had been
arranged between families (the father “gave away” his
daughter in exchange for goods or services); by the
tenth century, marriages were valid only if they were
performed by priests. By the thirteenth century, the
ceremony was required to take place in a church (Gies
and Gies 1987). As states competed with organized re-
ligion for power, governments began to regulate mar-
riage. In the United States today, for marriages to be
legal—whether they are performed by ministers,
priests, rabbis, or imams—they must be validated
through government-issued marriage licenses. This is
a right for which many gay men and lesbians continue
to fight.

Who May Marry?

Who may marry has changed over the last 150 years
in the United States. Laws once prohibited enslaved
African Americans from marrying because they were
regarded as property. Marriages between members
of different races were illegal in more than half the
states until 1966, when the U.S. Supreme Court de-
clared such prohibitions unconstitutional. Each state
enacts its own laws regulating marriage, leading to
some discrepancies from state to state. For example,
in some states, first cousins may marry; other states
prohibit such marriages as incestuous. We will more
fully explore such legal aspects of marriage (such as
the age at which one can marry, whom one may marry,
and so on) in Chapter 9.

The greatest current controversy regarding legal
marriage is over the continuing question of same-sex
marriage. As you read this book, we remain amid po-
tentially revolutionary change. Before we look at cur-
rent developments, let’s glance back at the recent past.

Beginning in the 1990s, countries such as Germany,
France, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Norway enacted
legislation extending marital rights or marriage-like
protections to gay couples. Some stopped short of al-
lowing gay or lesbian couples to legally marry, but in
the Netherlands, Belgium, Canada, and Spain, as well
as in Massachusetts in the United States, the right to
marry extends to same-sex couples. Sometime in 2006
(as this book is in production), South Africa will ex-
tend the right to marry to gay couples. In addition, a
number of countries—including Denmark, Norway,
Sweden, Switzerland, Iceland, France, Germany, Fin-
land, Luxembourg, Britain, Portugal, Slovenia, Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, as well as the states of
Connecticut and Vermont in the United States—grant
recognition to same-sex couples who register as “do-
mestic partners” or enter “civil unions.”With the issue
in such a dynamic state of change, by the time you read
this that list may well have grown.

In the United States, the issue of gay marriage has
been in flux for more than a decade. In the 1990s, U.S.
courts rendered decisions that seemed to pave the way
toward American legalization of same-sex marriage.
The two most notable cases were in Hawaii and Ver-
mont. In 1993, the Hawaii Supreme Court ruled that
denying gay men and lesbians the right to marry was
unconstitutional in that it violated the equal protec-
tion clause of the state constitution. This decision 
led many to anticipate the eventual legalization of
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In 2003, 58.8% of the adult population in the United States
(age 18 and older) were married. This includes 60.7% of men
and 57.1% of women (U.S. Census Bureau 2004-2005, Tables
51 and 53).

Matter of Fact
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same-sex marriage. It also caused opponents of gay
marriage to take action. A number of state legislatures,
along with the federal government, passed laws that
declared marriage to be the union of one man and one
woman, which prevented the forced acceptance of gay
or lesbian marriages should the Hawaiian decision
stand up to an appeal.

In 1996, Congress passed the Defense of Marriage
Act, and President Bill Clinton signed it into law. This
act denied federal recognition to same-sex couples and
gave states the right to legally ignore gay or lesbian
marriages should they gain legal recognition in Hawaii
or any other state. But the earlier Hawaiian decision
did not stand. In a November 1998 ballot, 69% of
Hawaiian voters chose to amend the state constitution,
giving lawmakers the power to block same-sex mar-
riage and limit legal marriage to heterosexual couples.

Similar laws were passed in more than half of the
50 states by November 1998. As 1999 drew to a close,
the state of Vermont took a major step toward what
some believed would be the eventual legal recognition
of gay marriage.

There, three same-sex couples filed lawsuits, chal-
lenging a 1975 state ruling prohibiting same-sex cou-
ples from marrying. On December 20, 1999, the 
Vermont Supreme Court ruled that the state legisla-
ture had to either grant marriage rights to same-sex
couples or assure them a legal equivalent to marriage,

providing them the same range of state benefits en-
joyed by married heterosexuals.

On April 26, 2000, Vermont Governor Howard
Dean signed into law legislation recognizing same-sex
“civil unions.” Although they are not marriages, “civil
unions” are officially entered, offer the same rights and
protections as marriages, and must be officially dis-
solved when they fail. As of January 2005, more than
7,500 such civil unions had been recorded in Vermont,
more than 1,100 between state residents and another
6,400 involving residents of almost every state, the na-
tion’s capital, and several other countries, including
Canada (Vermont Guide to Civil Unions, http://www
.sec.state.vt.us/otherprg/civilunions/civilunions.html).

In October 2001, California passed Chapter 893, a
law granting gay or lesbian domestic partners many
benefits (including tax benefits, stepparent adoption,
sick leave, and permission to make medical decisions)
otherwise restricted to married couples. Although far
less sweeping in scope than Vermont’s civil union leg-
islation, Chapter 893 provided same-sex couples more
benefits than found anywhere in the United States
other than Vermont (Vermont Guide to Civil Unions
2005). In June 2002, Connecticut passed more limited
legislation, giving gay or lesbian couples certain part-
nership rights and responsibilities.

On June 26, 2003, in the case of Lawrence and 
Garner v. Texas, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 6–3 that

10 C H A P T E R 1

Same sex marriage is now legal
in the U.S., but as of 2006, only in
the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts.
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Lieutenant Laurel Hester, 49 years
old and a long-time officer for the

Ocean County, New Jersey, county
prosecutor’s office, was dying of lung
cancer. For months, as her disease
spread, Hester fought against the
Ocean County freeholders, seeking
the right to have her pension benefits
pass to her same-sex partner, Stacie
Andree. For a variety of expressed
reasons, the freeholders rejected her
plea. In fact, had she worked in a
different New Jersey County or for
the New Jersey state government,
she would have had the right to leave
her benefits to a domestic partner.
But pension benefits for those in the
Police and Fire Retirement System
could only be passed to spouses
(Bonafide 2006), and New Jersey
state law does not allow same-sex
couples to marry. Just weeks prior 
to her death, Ocean County free-
holders relented. Facing consider-
able public outcry, Ocean County
freeholders voted to allow the
$13,000 benefit to be transferred 
to Andree.

Heterosexuals rarely stop to think
about the privileges that sexual orien-
tation offers. One such privilege is the
right to marry. Those couples who do
marry receive many more rights and
protections than couples who don’t
marry.

For heterosexual cohabitants, this
is a matter of choice; they do so be-
cause they prefer the more informal
arrangement. For many same-sex
couples, the historical inability to

marry has cost them many protec-
tions, some of which are listed below.
It is the lack of these rights and pro-
tections that state courts in the
United States (Hawaii, Vermont, and
Massachusetts, for example) have
found unconstitutional.

■ Accidental death benefit for the
surviving spouse of a government
employee

■ Appointment as guardian of a 
minor

■ Award of child custody in divorce
proceedings

■ Burial of service member’s 
dependents

■ Control, division, acquisition, 
and disposition of community
property

■ Death benefit for the surviving
spouse for a government employee

■ Disclosure of vital statistics records

■ Division of property after dissolu-
tion of marriage

■ Funeral leave for government 
employees

■ Income tax deductions, credits,
rates exemption, and estimates

■ Legal status with partner’s children

■ Partner medical decisions

■ Nonresident tuition deferential
waiver

■ Payment of worker’s compensation
benefits after death

■ Permission to make arrangements
for burial or cremation

■ Proof of business partnership

■ Public assistance from the
Department of Human Services

■ Qualification at a facility for the
elderly

■ Right of survivorship to custodial
trust

■ Right to change names

■ Right to enter into a premarital
agreement

■ Right to file action for nonsupport

■ Right to inherit property

■ Right to support after divorce

■ Right to support from spouse

■ Spousal privilege and confidential
marriage communications

■ Spousal immigration benefits

■ Status of children

■ In vitro fertilization coverage

There are also potential personal
and emotional benefits related to the
right to marry. Knowing that the
wider society recognizes, accepts, or
respects a relationship may cause
feelings of greater self-validation and
comfort within the relationship. On
the other hand, knowing that people
do not respect, accept, or recognize a
commitment may cause additional
emotional suffering and personal
anguish for the partners involved.
Opposition to same-sex marriage is
rarely based on issues such as legal
rights. Opponents most often ques-
tion the moral acceptability of gay or
lesbian relationships. They often refer
to religious grounds for their rejection
of gay marriage. Morality is harder to
address objectively than the question
of legal rights. Clearly, those who can
and do marry receive substantial privi-
leges and protections that those who
don’t or can’t must live without.

SOURCE: Parents, Families, and Friends of Lesbians
and Gays, “What Is Marriage, Anyway?”
http://www.pflag.org/education/marriage.html.

The Rights and Benefits of MarriageIssues and Insights

existing laws against sodomy, in Texas and 12 other
states, were illegal invasions of privacy. The ruling,
which struck down the 13 remaining state sodomy

statutes, stemmed from a 1998 arrest of two Houston
men, John Lawrence and Tyron Garner, who were 
having sex when police entered their home on a false
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emergency call. The men were arrested, jailed
overnight, and fined $200 under the Texas sodomy
statute. Texas was one of four states whose sodomy
statute pertained only to same-sex relations. The re-
maining nine statutes pertained to heterosexuals and
homosexuals. All 13 were nullified with the Court’s
decision. Although the ruling was about private, con-
sensual sex, not about same-sex marriage, many per-
ceived it as a potential step further down the path
toward gay marriage.

Of greatest significance, the Massachusetts Supreme
Court ruled November 18, 2003, that the state’s ban of
same-sex marriage was unconstitutional. The ruling
gave the state legislature 6 months to remedy the sit-
uation. Although Vermont’s response was to create civil
unions that provided the same rights and benefits as
legal marriage, the Massachusetts court’s decision spec-
ified the right to marry (that is, not the right to enter
something similar to marriage). Although the Massa-
chusetts legislature and governor remained opposed
to same-sex marriage, on February 4, 2004, the state
supreme court ruled 4–3 that a “civil union” solution
was unacceptable in that it would constitute “an un-
constitutional, inferior, and discriminatory status for
same-sex couples.” Writing in the Boston Globe, jour-
nalist Raphael Lewis quoted the court: “For no rational
reason the marriage laws of the Commonwealth dis-
criminate against a defined class; no amount of tin-
kering with language will eradicate that stain. . . . The
[civil unions] bill would have the effect of maintain-
ing and fostering a stigma of exclusion that the Con-
stitution prohibits” (Lewis 2004).

As you read these words, Massachusetts has had
more than 2 years of fully legal gay marriage recog-
nized in the United States for the first time. In the first
16 months of the law, 6,500 gay or lesbian couples mar-
ried in Massachusetts.

It is difficult to predict what level of opposition to
gay marriage will continue in Massachusetts or what
effect it will have. It is also difficult to predict what may
happen elsewhere in the United States. Some states
may eventually recognize civil unions performed in
Vermont or same-sex marriages performed in Mass-
achusetts. Other state legislatures might create their
own domestic partner legislation. In January 2006, five
states—New Jersey, New York, Washington, Iowa, and
California—had cases pending much like the Hawaii
case that led to civil union legislation there (http://
www.lambdalegal.org, 2006). Also, some form of civil
union or domestic partnership is available to same-

sex couples in six states: Hawaii, Vermont, Connecti-
cut, New Jersey, Maine, and California. It is hard to
predict how many additional states may enact simi-
lar legislation.

We have witnessed continued reluctance to legal-
ize gay marriage as more than forty other states have
since enacted legislation modeled on the Defense of
Marriage Act, passing constitutional amendments lim-
iting marriage to heterosexual couples. Ohio, for 
example, enacted some of the most restrictive defense-
of-marriage legislation in the country. The bill, signed
by Governor Bob Taft on February 5, 2004, explicitly
defined and prohibited gay marriage as “against the
strong public policy of the state.” It further denies 
benefits to state employees’ unmarried partners,
whether they be heterosexuals, gay men, or lesbians.
Without reciprocal recognition (i.e., other states ac-
knowledging and supporting same-sex marriages per-
formed in Massachusetts), more civil suits are certain
to follow.

Forms of Marriage

In Western cultures such as the United States, the only
legal form of marriage is monogamy, the practice of
having only one spouse at one time. Monogamy is also
the only form of marriage recognized in all cultures.
Interestingly, and possibly surprisingly, it is not the
preferred form of marriage in most other cultures.
Among world cultures, only 24% of the known 
cultures perceive monogamy as the ideal form of
marriage (Murdock 1967). The preferred marital
arrangement worldwide is polygamy, the practice of
having more than one wife or husband. One study of
850 non-Western societies found that 84% of the cul-
tures studied (representing, nevertheless, a minority
of the world’s population) practiced or accepted polyg-
yny, the practice of having two or more wives (Gould
and Gould 1989). Polyandry, the practice of having
two or more husbands, is actually quite rare: where it
does occur, it often coexists with poverty, a scarcity
of land or property, and an imbalanced ratio of men
to women.

Even within polygynous societies, monogamy is the
most widely practiced form of marriage. In such soci-
eties, plural marriages are in the minority, primarily
for simple economic reasons: they are a sign of status
that relatively few people can afford and require wealth
that few men possess. As we think about polygyny, we
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may imagine high levels of jealousy and conflict among
wives. Indeed, problems of jealousy may and do arise
in plural marriages—the Fula in Africa, for example,
call the second wife “the jealous one.” Based on data
from 69 polygynous societies (56% of which were in
Africa), Jankowiak, Sudakov, and Wilreker suggest that
co-wife conflict and competition for access to the hus-
band is common, but there are also circumstances that
reduce conflict (for example, when the wives are sis-
ters, when one is fertile and one barren or post-
menopausal). For both the men and the women
involved, polygyny brings higher status.

Even though conflict and competition among co-
wives is often found in polygynous societies, the level
is probably less than would result if our monogamous
society was to suddenly allow people multiple spouses.
In part because of our culture’s traditional roots in
Christianity, polygamy has been illegal in the United
States since a U.S. Supreme Court decision in 1879.
Polygamy was prohibited because it was considered a
potential threat to public order (Tracy 2002). As a re-
sult, polygamy was looked on as strange or exotic.
However, it may not seem so strange if we look at ac-
tual American marital practices. Considering the high
divorce and remarriage rates in this country,
monogamy may no longer be the best way of de-
scribing our marriage forms. For many, our marriage
system might more accurately be called serial
monogamy or modified polygamy, a practice in which
one person may have several spouses over his or her
lifetime although no more than one at any given time.
In our nation’s past, enslaved Africans tried unsuc-
cessfully to continue their traditional polygamous
practices when they first arrived in America; these at-
tempts, however, were rigorously suppressed by their
masters (Guttman 1976). Members of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, more commonly
known as Mormons, practiced polygamy from the
1830s until the late nineteenth century, when they of-
ficially abandoned the practice as a condition of Utah’s
becoming a state. The U.S. Supreme Court decision
Reynolds v. the United States asserted that polygamy
was not protected by the Constitution. Just four years
later, in 1882, Congress passed the Edmunds Act, mak-
ing “bigamous cohabitation” a crime. In 1890, the lead-
ership of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints formally advised members to refrain from
polygamy because it was in violation of the law. After
numerous warnings, the church leadership began
excommunicating members who continued to prac-

tice polygamy. These excommunicated Mormons be-
came the fundamentalists that continue, even through
to today, to practice plural marriage and live polyga-
mously. The offices of Utah’s and Arizona’s attorneys
general jointly report that there are at least a dozen
fundamentalist Mormon groups, ranging in size from
100 to 10,000, living polygamously in parts of the
southwest. The two largest, the Fundamentalist Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and the Apostolic
United Brethren, each claim perhaps as many as 10,000
members. The former lives a fairly isolated and se-
cluded lifestyle. The latter tends to be integrated into
the wider society (Shurtleff and Goddard 2005). As
explained in a manual jointly published by the Utah
and Arizona attorney general’s offices, rather than
crack down on the polygamy itself (which is criminal,
as seen earlier in the case of Tom Green), most law en-
forcement efforts are focused on crimes committed
within polygamous communities, such as tax evasion,
child or spouse abuse, sexual assault, or fraud (Shurt-
leff and Goddard 2005). Although all wives may live
as married in polygamous unions, only the first wife
has legal status as a wife.

Functions of Marriages 
and Families
Whether it is the mother–father–child nuclear family,
a married couple with no children, a single-parent 
family, a stepfamily, a dual-worker family, or a cohab-
iting family, the family generally performs four im-
portant functions: (1) it provides a source of intimate
relationships; (2) it acts as a unit of economic coop-
eration and consumption; (3) it may produce and 
socialize children; and (4) it assigns social roles and
status to individuals. Although these are the basic func-
tions that families are “supposed” to fulfill, families do
not have to fulfill them all (as in families without chil-
dren), nor do they always fulfill them well (as in abu-
sive families).

Intimate Relationships

Intimacy is a primary human need. Human compan-
ionship strongly influences rates of illnesses such as
cancer or tuberculosis, as well as suicide, accidents,
and mental illness.
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Studies consistently show that married couples and
adults living with others are generally healthier and
have a lower mortality rate than divorced, separated,
and never-married individuals (Ross, Mirowsky, and
Goldsteen 1991). Although some of this difference re-
sults from what is known as the selection factor—
wherein healthier people are more likely to marry or
live with someone—both marriage and cohabitation
yield benefits to health and well-being. This holds true
for Caucasians and African Americans (Broman 1988).
Chapter 9 will consider in more detail whether it is the
selection into marriage of healthier individuals or 
the protective benefits of marriage that accounts 
for the health benefits of marriage.

Family Ties

Marriage and the family usually furnish emotional se-
curity and support. This has probably been true from
the earliest times. Thousands of years ago, in the Judeo-
Christian Bible, the book of Ecclesiastes (4:9–12) em-
phasized the importance of companionship:

Two are better than one, because they have a good
reward for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up
his fellow; but woe to him who is alone when he
falls and has not another to lift him up. Again if two
lie together, they are warm; but how can one be
warm alone? And though a man might prevail
against one, two will withstand him. A three-fold
cord is not quickly broken.

It is in our families we generally seek and find our
strongest bonds. These bonds can be forged from love,
attachment, loyalty, obligation, or guilt. The need for

intimate relationships, whether they are satisfactory
or not, may hold unhappy marriages together indefi-
nitely. Loneliness may be a terrible specter. Among the
newly divorced, it may be one of the worst aspects of
the marital breakup.

Since the nineteenth century, marriage and the fam-
ily have become even more important as sources of
companionship and intimacy. They have become
“havens in a heartless world” (Lasch 1977). As society
has become more industrialized, bureaucratic, and im-
personal, it is within the family that we increasingly
seek and expect to find intimacy and companionship.
In the larger world around us, we are generally seen
in terms of status. A professor may see us primarily as
students; a used-car salesperson relates to us as poten-
tial buyers; a politician views us as voters. Only among
our intimates are we seen on a personal level, as Jen
or Matt. Before marriage, our friends are our intimates.
After marriage, our spouses are expected to be the ones
with whom we are most intimate. With our spouses we
disclose ourselves most completely, share our hopes,
rear our children, and hope to grow old together.

Pets and Intimacy

The need for intimacy is so powerful that many rely
on pets as additional or even substitute sources for sat-
isfaction of those needs. Animals have been important
human companions since prehistoric times (Siegel
1993). They have been important emotional figures in
our lives, especially if our other relationships are not
fulfilling. Unmarried adults, for example, are more at-
tached to their pets than are married men and women
(Stallones et al. 1990).
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A major function of marriages
and families is to provide us with
intimacy and social support, thus
protecting us from loneliness and
isolation.
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This does not mean, however, that we reject Fido
or Fluffy when we become romantically involved or
married. What often happens is that the pet may be-
come less important—he or she becomes more an “an-
imal” and less “someone” to whom we are emotionally
attached.

However, we should neither overstate this change
nor assume that it is inevitable. After all, studies of the
role of pets in human relationships suggest that the
most prized aspects of pets, especially dogs and cats,
are their attentiveness to their owners, their welcom-
ing and greeting behaviors, and their role as confi-
dants—qualities valued in our intimate relationships
with humans. Pets give children an opportunity to nur-
ture, and they provide a best friend, someone to love.
As recent developments in family law reveal, for many
people the relationships with their pets outlast their
marriages, even becoming the source of custody dis-
putes between divorcing spouses. Consider the case of
a San Diego couple who spent close to $150,000 in
their efforts to resolve their “custody” dispute over their
dog, Gigi. As reported in the Seattle Times, to resolve
the dispute the judge called on the expertise of an an-
imal behaviorist and viewed a videotape, depicting a
“Day in the Life of Gigi” (Gigi seen under the couch,
around her bowl, romping through water). The video
was designed to help the judge determine whether the
dog’s lifestyle was better suited for life with the hus-
band or the wife.

Such custody cases, now part of the growing legal
subspecialty of animal law, are described by Adam
Karp, a lawyer who specializes in them, as more bit-
terly fought, with more “dirt” thrown back and forth,
than even child custody cases (Aviv 2004). More than
three dozen law schools, including those at Harvard
University and Yale University, now offer animal law
courses, most of which cover the issues surrounding
pet custody (Aviv 2004). Although there is interesting
research on the ways in which we attach human qual-
ities and familial connections to pets, the remainder of
this text will consider human experiences in their in-
timate relationships and their interactions in families.

Economic Cooperation

The family is a unit of economic cooperation that tra-
ditionally divides its labor along gender lines—that is,
between males and females (Fox and Murry 2000; Fer-
ree 1991). Although a division of labor by gender is
characteristic of virtually all cultures, the work that
males and females perform varies from culture to cul-
ture. Among the Nambikwara in Africa, for example,
the fathers take care of the babies and clean them when
they soil themselves; the chief ’s concubines, second-
ary wives in polygamous societies, prefer hunting over
domestic activities. In American society, from the last
century until recently, men were expected to work away
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Pets are often
considered to be
members of the family.
They often provide
their owners with
comfort and a sense of
intimacy.
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from home whereas women were to remain at home
caring for the children and house.

Such tasks are assigned by culture, not biology. Only
a man’s ability to impregnate and a woman’s ability to
give birth and produce milk are biologically deter-
mined. And some cultures practice couvade, ritualized
childbirth in which a male gives birth to the child’s
spirit and his partner gives physical birth.

We commonly think of the family as a consuming
unit, but it also continues to be an important pro-
ducing unit. The husband is not paid for building a
shelf or bathing the children; the wife is not paid for
fixing the leaky faucet or cooking.

Although children contribute to the household
economy by helping around the house, they generally
are not paid (beyond an “allowance”) for such things
as cooking, cleaning their rooms, or watching their
younger brothers or sisters (Coggle and Tasker 1982;
Gecas and Seff 1991). Yet they are all engaged in pro-
ductive labor.

Over the past decade, economists have begun to re-
examine the family as a productive unit (Ferree 1991).
If men and women were compensated mon-
etarily for the work done in their house-
holds, the total would be equal to the entire
amount paid in wages by every corporation
in the United States.

As a service unit, the family is domi-
nated by women. Because women’s work at
home is unpaid, the productive contribu-
tions of homemakers have been overlooked
(Ciancanelli and Berch 1987; Walker 1991).
Yet women’s household work is equal to
about 44% of the gross domestic product,
and the value of such work is double the
reported earnings of women. If women
were paid wages for their labor as mothers
and homemakers according to the wage
scale for chauffeurs, physicians, babysitters,
cooks, therapists, and so on, many women
would make more for their work in the
home than most men do for their jobs out-
side the home. One economic estimate of
a typical homemaker’s work placed the
yearly value at more than $60,000 (Crit-
tenden 2001). Because family power is
partly a function of who earns the money,
paying the stay-at-home partner for house-
hold work might significantly affect mari-
tal relations.

Reproduction and Socialization

The family makes society possible by producing (or
adopting) and rearing children to replace the older
members of society as they die off. Traditionally,
reproduction has been a unique function of the mar-
ried family. But single-parent and cohabiting fami-
lies also perform reproductive and socialization
functions. As we will look at in some detail in Chap-
ter 10, technological change has also affected repro-
duction. Developments in contraception, artificial
insemination, and in vitro fertilization have separated
reproduction from sexual intercourse.

Depending on their contraceptive choices, couples
can engage in sexual intercourse with relatively high
confidence that they will not become parents.

Innovations in reproductive technology permit
many infertile couples to give birth. Such techniques
have also made it possible for lesbian couples to be-
come parents.

The family traditionally has been responsible for
socialization—the shaping of individual behavior to

16 C H A P T E R 1

Much childhood socialization occurs in nonfamily settings such
as preschools or day-care centers.
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conform to social or cultural norms. Children are help-
less and dependent for years following birth. They must
learn how to walk and talk, how to take care of them-
selves, how to act, how to love, and how to touch and
be touched. Teaching children how to fit into their par-
ticular culture is one of the family’s most important
tasks.

This socialization function, however, often includes
agents and caregivers outside of the family. The in-
volvement of nonfamily in the socialization of chil-
dren need not indicate a lack of parental commitment
to their children or a lack of concern for the quality of
care received by their children. Still, nonparental
sources of childrearing, which will be addressed in
Chapter 11, may be one of the most significant socie-
tal changes in our lifetimes. Since the rise of compul-
sory education in the nineteenth century, the state has
become responsible for a large part of the socializa-
tion of children older than age 5. Increasing numbers
of dual-earner households and employed single moth-
ers have resulted in placing many infants, toddlers, and
small children under the care of nonfamily members,
thus broadening the role of others (such as neighbors,
friends, or paid caregivers) and reducing the family’s
role in childrearing.

Assignment of Social Roles and Status

We fulfill various social roles as family members, and
these roles provide us with much of our identities.

During our lifetimes, most of us will belong to two
families: the family of orientation and the family of
procreation. The family of orientation (sometimes
called the family of origin) is the family in which we
grow up, the family that orients us to the world. The
family of orientation may change over time if the mar-
ital status of our parents changes. Originally, it may be
an intact nuclear family or a single-parent family; later
it may become a stepfamily. We may even speak of bi-
nuclear families to reflect the experience of children
whose parents separate and divorce. With parents
maintaining two separate households and one or both
possibly remarrying, children of divorce are members
in two different, parentally based nuclear families.

The common term for the family formed through
marriage and childbearing is family of procreation.
Because many families have stepchildren, adopted chil-
dren, or no children, we can use a more recent term—
family of cohabitation—to refer to the family formed

through living or cohabiting with another person,
whether we are married or unmarried. Most Ameri-
cans will form families of cohabitation sometime in
their lives.

Much of our identity is formed in the crucibles of
families of orientation, procreation, and cohabitation.
In a family of orientation, we are given the roles of son
or daughter, brother or sister, stepson or stepdaugh-
ter. We internalize these roles until they become a part
of our being. In each of these roles, we are expected to
act in certain ways. For example, children obey their
parents, and siblings help one another.

Sometimes our feelings fit the expectations of our
roles; other times they do not.

Our family roles as offspring and siblings are most
important when we are living in a family of orienta-
tion. After we leave home, these roles gradually 
diminish in everyday significance, although they con-
tinue throughout our lives. In relation to our parents,
we never cease being children; in relation to our sib-
lings, we never cease being brothers and sisters. The
roles simply change as we grow older.

As we leave a family of orientation, we usually are
also leaving adolescence and entering adulthood. Being
an adult in our society is defined in part by entering
new family roles—those of husband or wife, partner,
father or mother. These roles formed in a family of
procreation take priority over the roles we had in a
family of orientation. In our nuclear family system,
when we marry we transfer our primary loyalties from
our parents and siblings to our partners.

Later, if we have children, we form additional
bonds with them. When we assume the role of spouse
or bonded partner, we assume an entirely new so-
cial identity linked with responsibility, work, and
parenting.

In earlier times, such roles were considered lifelong.
Because of divorce or separation, however, these roles
today may last for considerably less time.

The status or place we are given in society is ac-
quired largely through our families. Our families place
us in a certain socioeconomic class, such as blue col-
lar (working class), middle class, or upper class. We
learn the ways of our class through identifying with
our families. As shown in Chapter 3, different classes
experience the world differently. These differences in-
clude the ability to satisfy our needs and wants but
may extend to how we see men’s and women’s roles,
how we value education, and how we rear our children
(Lareau 2003; Rubin 1976, 1994).
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Our families also give us our ethnic identities as
African American, Latino, Jewish, Irish American,
Asian American, Italian American, and so forth. Fam-
ilies also provide us with a religious tradition as Protes-
tant, Catholic, Jewish, Greek Orthodox, Islamic, Hindu,
or Buddhist—as well as agnostic, atheist, or New Age.
These identities help form our cultural values and ex-
pectations. These values and expectations may then
influence the kinds of choices we make as partners,
spouses, or parents.

Why Live in Families?

As we look at the different functions of the family we
can see that, at least theoretically, most of them can be
fulfilled outside the family. For example, artificial in-
semination permits a woman to be impregnated by a
sperm donor and embryonic transplants allow one
woman to carry another’s embryo. Children can be
raised communally, cared for by foster families or
childcare workers, or sent to boarding schools. Most
of our domestic needs can be satisfied by microwav-
ing prepared foods or going to restaurants, sending
our clothes to the laundry, and hiring help to clean our
bathrooms, cook our meals, and wash the mountains
of dishes accumulating (or growing new life-forms)
in the kitchen. Friends can provide us with emotional
intimacy, therapists can listen to our problems, and
sexual partners can be found outside of marriage. With
the limitations and stresses of family life, why bother
living in families?

Sociologist William Goode (1982) suggests that
there are several advantages to living in families:

■ Families offer continuity as a result of emotional at-
tachments, rights, and obligations. Once we choose a
partner or have children, we do not have to search
continually for new partners or family members who
can better perform a family task or function such as
cooking, painting the kitchen, providing compan-
ionship, or bringing home a paycheck.We expect our
family members—whether partner, child, parent,
or sibling—to participate in family tasks over their
lifetimes. If at one time we need to give more emo-
tional support or attention to a partner or child than
we receive, we expect the other person to reciprocate
at another time. We further expect that we can enjoy
the fruits of our labors together. We count on our
family members to be there for us in multiple ways.
We rarely have the same extensive expectations of
friends.

■ Families offer close proximity. We do not need to travel
across town or the country for conversation or help.
With families, we do not even need to leave the house;
a husband or wife, parent or child, or brother or sis-
ter is often at hand (or underfoot). This close prox-
imity facilitates cooperation and communication.

■ Families offer an abiding familiarity with others. Few
people know us as well as our family members, be-
cause they have seen us in the most intimate circum-
stances throughout much of our lives.They have seen
us at our best and our worst,when we are kind or self-
ish,and when we show understanding or intolerance.
This familiarity and close contact teach us to make
adjustments in living with others.As we do so, we ex-
pand our knowledge of ourselves and others.

■ Families provide many economic benefits. They offer
us economies of scale.Various activities, such as laun-
dry, cooking, shopping, and cleaning, can be done 
almost as easily and with less expense for several peo-
ple as for one. As an economic unit, a family can 
cooperate to achieve what an individual could not. It
is easier for a working couple to purchase a house
than an individual, for example, because the couple
can pool their resources. Because most domestic tasks
do not take great skill (a corporate lawyer can mop
the floor as easily as anyone else), most family mem-
bers can learn to do them. As a result, members do
not need to go outside the family to hire experts. For
many family tasks—from embracing a partner to
bandaging a child’s small cut or playing peekaboo
with a baby—there are no experts to compete with
family members.

These are only some of the theoretical advantages
families offer to their members. Not all families per-
form all of these tasks or perform them equally well.
But families, based on mutual ties of feeling and ob-
ligation, offer us greater potential for fulfilling our
needs than do organizations based on profit (such
as corporations) or compulsion (such as govern-
ments).

Extended Families and Kinship
Society “created” the family to undertake the task of
making us human. According to some anthropologists,
the nuclear family of man, woman, and child is uni-
versal, either in its basic form or as the building block
for other family forms (Murdock 1967). Other 
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anthropologists disagree that the father is necessary,
arguing that the basic family unit is the mother and
child dyad, or pair (Collier, Rosaldo, and Yanagisako
1982). The use of artificial insemination and new re-
productive technologies, as well as the rise of female-
headed single-parent families, are cited in support of
the mother–child model.

Extended Families

The extended family, as already described, consists
not only of the cohabiting couple and their children
but also of other relatives, especially in-laws, grand-
parents, aunts and uncles, and cousins. In most non-
European countries, the extended family is often
regarded as the basic family unit.

For many Americans, especially those with strong
ethnic identification and those in certain groups 
(discussed in Chapter 3), the extended family takes on

great importance. Sometimes, however, we fail to 
recognize the existence of extended families because
we assume the nuclear family model as our definition
of family. We may even be blind to the reality of our
own family structure.

When someone asks us to name our family mem-
bers, if we are unmarried, most of us will probably
name our parents, brothers, and sisters. If we are mar-
ried, we will probably name our husband or wife and
children. Only if questioned further will some bother
to include grandparents, aunts or uncles, cousins, or
even friends or neighbors who are “like family.” We
may not name all our blood relatives, but we will prob-
ably name the ones with whom we feel emotionally
close, as shown earlier in the chapter.

Although most family households in the United
States are nuclear in structure, there are more than 4
million multigenerational households in the United
States. Looking only at the three most common multi-
generational households (householder–householder’s
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Think about your family. Would
you categorize it as nuclear or

extended? Are you among the 4 mil-
lion multigenerational households in
the United States, or do you live in a
household with your parent or par-
ents and, perhaps, siblings? What, if
any, role or roles have your grandpar-
ents played in your life? Did they
babysit for you when you were
younger? Did you visit them regu-
larly? Talk on the phone? Exchange
gifts? What part did they play in your
development? Even in the absence of
sharing a household, grandparents
and other extended kin may be im-
portant figures in your life and,
hence, broaden and enrich your fam-
ily experiences beyond the nuclear
households in which you may live or
have lived. If so, you are in good
company and part of a growing
trend, according to New York Times
reporter Tamar Lewin.

In an article for the New York
Times, “Financially Set, Grandparents

Help Keep Families
Afloat” (July 14,
2005), Lewin notes
how the presence
of grandparents in our lives has 
increased. If you are in the typical
college-age population (late teens 
to 20s), the likelihood that you have 
a living grandmother is greater than a
same age counterpart in 1900 had a
living mother. Sociologist Peter
Uhlenberg estimates the former at
91% and the latter at 83%. And the
importance of grandparents includes
but goes well beyond those instances
in which they either share the house-
holds of or provide childcare for their
young grandchildren.

Sociologist Vern Bengston has 20
years of data that he has gathered
from his undergraduates about how
they finance their college educations.
Bengston contends that among his
own students, grandparents are now
the third most frequently mentioned
source, behind parents and scholar-

ships but ahead of both
jobs and loans.

Lewin suggests that “in
many families, grandparents are the
secret ingredients that make the dif-
ference between a life of struggle
and one of relative ease.” They may
provide assistance that allows their
grandchildren to go to camp, get
braces for their teeth, go on vacation,
and get music lessons or necessary
tutoring, all of which enrich their
grandchildren’s lives beyond where
parents alone could manage.

We should note that there are
many instances in which adults help
their elderly parents. In either direc-
tion, such assistance and support
remind us that even if we live within
nuclear family households, extended
families are important sources of aid
and support for one another.

Now, think again about your family
experience. What roles did your
grandparents play in your life?

How Nuclear Is Your Family?
Understanding Yourself
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parent–householder’s child, householder–house-
holder’s child–householder’s grandchild, householder–
householder’s parent–householder’s child–house-
holder’s grandchild), Census 2000 reported that such
households represent 3.7% of all U.S. households (Sim-
mons and O’Neil 2001). Such extended family house-
holds are somewhat more common among
immigrants and where economic necessity dictates.
They can be found in greater proportion in states
where there are large concentrations of certain eth-
nic populations. For example, in Hawaii, which has a
large Asian population, more than 8% of households
are multigenerational. Among families in California,
where there is a large Hispanic population, close to 6%
of households fall under this arrangement (Max 2004).

The most common type of multigenerational
household is one in which the householder lives with
both his or her child or children and grandchild or
grandchildren. In 2000, these 2.6 million households
made up nearly two-thirds of all multigenerational
households. Another third, or 1.3 million households,
consist of the householder, sandwiched between his
or her child or children and parent (or parent-in-law).
Only 2% of multigenerational households, number-
ing 78,000, contain four generations living under one
roof (Simmons and O’Neil 2001). But even in the ab-
sence of multigenerational households, many Amer-
icans maintain what have been called modified extended
families, in that care and support are shared among
extended family members even though they don’t share
a residence.

Kinship Systems

The kinship system is the social organization of the
family. It is based on the reciprocal rights and obliga-
tions of the different family members, such as those
between parents and children, grandparents and
grandchildren, and mothers-in-law and sons-in-law.

Conjugal and Consanguineous Relationships

Family relationships are generally created in two ways:
through marriage and through birth. Family rela-
tionships created through marriage are known as con-
jugal relationships. (The word conjugal is derived from
the Latin conjungere, meaning “to join together.”) In-
laws, such as mothers-in-law, fathers-in-law, sons-in-
law, and daughters-in-law, are created by law—that is,
through marriage. Consanguineous relationships are

created through biological (blood) ties—that is,
through birth. (The word consanguineous is derived
from the Latin com-, “joint,” and sanguineous, “of
blood.”)

Families of orientation, procreation, and cohabi-
tation provide us with some of the most important
roles we will assume in life. The nuclear family roles
(such as parent, child, husband, wife, and sibling) com-
bine with extended family roles (such as grandparent,
aunt, uncle, cousin, and in-law) to form the kinship
system.

Kin Rights and Obligations

In some societies, mostly non-Western or nonindus-
trialized cultures, kinship obligations may be more
extensive than they are for most Americans in the
twenty-first century. In cultures that emphasize wider
kin groups, close emotional ties between a husband
and a wife are viewed as a threat to the extended fam-
ily. A remarkable form of marriage that illustrates the
precedence of the kin group over the married couple
is the institution of spirit marriage, which contin-
ues today in Canton, China. According to anthro-
pologist Janice Stockard (1989), a spirit marriage is
arranged by two families whose son and daughter
died unmarried. After the dead couple is “married,”
the two families adopt an orphaned boy and raise
him as the deceased couple’s son to provide family
continuity.

In another Cantonese marriage form, women do
not live with their husbands until at least 3 years after
marriage, as their primary obligation remains with
their own extended families. Among the Nayar of
India, men have a number of clearly defined obliga-
tions toward the children of their sisters and female
cousins, although they have few obligations toward
their own children (Gough 1968).

In American society, the basic kinship system con-
sists of parents and children, but it may include other
relatives as well, especially grandparents. Each per-
son in this system has certain rights and obligations
as a result of his or her position in the family struc-
ture. Furthermore, a person may occupy several posi-
tions at the same time. For example, an 18-year-old
woman may simultaneously be a daughter, a sister, a
cousin, an aunt, and a granddaughter.

Each role entails different rights and obligations.
As a daughter, the young woman may have to defer to
certain decisions of her parents; as a sister, to share her
bedroom; as a cousin, to attend a wedding; and as a
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granddaughter, to visit her grandparents during the
holidays.

In our culture, the nuclear family has many norms
regulating behavior, such as parental support of chil-
dren and sexual fidelity between spouses, but the rights
and obligations of relatives outside the basic kinship
system are less strong and less clearly articulated. Be-
cause neither culturally binding nor legally enforce-
able norms exist regarding the extended family, some
researchers suggest that such kinship ties have become
voluntary. We are free to define our kinship relations
much as we wish. Like friendship, these relations may
be allowed to wane (Goetting 1990).

Despite the increasingly voluntary nature of kin re-
lations, our kin create a rich social network for us.
Studies suggest that most people have a large num-
ber of kin living in their areas (Mancini and Blieszner
1989). Adult children and their parents often live close
to one another; make regular visits; and help one an-
other with childcare, housework, maintenance, repairs,
loans, and gifts. The relations among siblings also are
often strong throughout the life cycle (Lee, Mancini,
and Maxwell 1990).

We generally assume kinship to be lifelong. In the
past, if a marriage was disrupted by death, in-laws gen-
erally continued to be thought of as kin. But today, di-
vorce is as much a part of the American family system
as marriage. Although shunning the former spouse
may no longer be appropriate (or polite), no new
guidelines on how to behave have been developed. The
ex-kin role is a role with no clearly defined rules.

The Major Themes of This Text
Throughout the many chapters and pages that follow,
as we examine in detail intimate relationships, mar-
riage, and family in the United States, we will intro-
duce a range of theories, provide much data, and look
at a number of family issues and relationships in ways
you may never have considered before. As we do so,
we will visit and revisit the following points:

Families Are Dynamic

As we will see shortly (in Chapter 3) and throughout
the text, the family is a dynamic social institution that
has undergone considerable change in its structure
and functions. Similarly, values and beliefs about 

families have changed over time. We are more accept-
ing of divorce, employed mothers, and cohabitation.
We expect men to be more involved in hands-on child-
care. We place more importance on individual happi-
ness than on self-sacrifice for family.

In Chapter 3, we explore some of the major changes
that have occurred in how Americans experience fam-
ilies. Then, throughout the text, as we address topics
such as marriage, divorce, cohabitation, raising chil-
dren, and managing employment and family, we ask,
In what ways have things changed, and why? What con-
sequences and implications result from these changes?
Because familial change is often differently perceived
and interpreted (see the final theme in this section),
we also present different possible interpretations of
the meaning of change. Are families merely changing,
or are they declining?

Throughout much of the text we also look at how
individual family experience changes over time. From
the formation of love relationships, the entry into mar-
riage, the bearing, raising, and aging of children, the
aging and death of spouses, families are ever changing.

Families Are Diverse

Not all families experience things the same way. Be-
ginning with Chapter 3, we look closely at a variety of
factors that create differences in family experience. We
consider, especially, the following major sources of pat-
terned variation in family experience: race, ethnicity,
gender, social class, sexuality and lifestyle choice.

“Race” and Ethnicity

There were more than 240 different native cultures
that lived in what is now the United States when the
colonists first arrived (Mintz and Kellogg 1988). Since
then, American society has housed immigrant groups
from the world over who bring with them some of the
customs, beliefs, and traditions of their native lands,
including those about families. Thus, we can speak
of African American families, Latino families, Asian
families, Native American families, European families,
Middle Eastern families, and so on. In Chapter 3, we
provide a brief sketch of the major characteristics of
the family experiences of each of these racial or eth-
nic groups. As we proceed from there, we compare and
contrast, where relevant and possible, major differ-
ences in family experiences across racial and ethnic
lines.

T H E  M E A N I N G  O F  M A R R I A G E  A N D  T H E  FA M I LY 21

24243_01_ch1_p002-029.qxd  12/21/06  3:42 PM  Page 21



Social Class

Different social classes (categories of individuals and
families that share similar economic positions in the
wider society) have different experiences of family life.
Because of both the material and the symbolic (in-
cluding cultural and psychological) dimensions of so-
cial class, our chances of marrying, our experiences of
marriage and parenthood, our ties with kin, our ex-
perience of juggling work and family, and our likeli-
hood of experiencing violence or divorce all vary. And
this is but a partial list of major areas of family expe-
rience that differ among social classes.

Gender

Although gender roles have changed considerably over
time, gender differences still surface and loom large in
each area of marriage and family on which we touch.
Love and friendship, sexual freedom and expression,
marriage responsibilities and gratifications, involve-
ment with children, experience of abuse, consequences
of divorce and becoming a single parent, and chances
for remarriage all differ between women and men.

Sexuality and Lifestyle Variation

A striking difference between twenty-first-century fam-
ilies and early American families is the diversity of fam-
ily lifestyles that people choose or experience. There
is no family form that encompasses most people’s as-
pirations or experiences. Statistically, the dual-earner
household is the most common form of family house-
hold with children, but there is considerable variation
among dual-earner households and between such
households traditional or single-parent families.

Increasingly, people choose to cohabit our experi-
ences of marriage and parenthood, increasing num-
bers of couples choose not to have children, and
increasing numbers of others choose expensive pro-
cedures to assist their efforts and enable them to bear
children. This diversity of family types and lifestyles
will not soon abate. In the chapters that follow specific
attention is directed at singles (with and without chil-
dren), cohabitation, childless or child-free couples, and
role-reversed households. In addition, we examine sex-
ual orientation and, where data are available, compare
and contrast how experiences of such things as inti-
macy, sexual expression, parenting, abuse, and sepa-
ration differ among heterosexuals, gay men, and
lesbians.

Family Experience Is Influenced 
by Social Institutions and Forces 
Outside of the Family

This book takes a mostly sociological approach to 
relationships, marriage, and families, in that we re-
peatedly stress the outside forces that shape family 
experiences. The family is one of the core social in-
stitutions of society, along with the economy, religion,
the state, education, and health care. As such, the shape
and substance of family life is heavily affected by the
needs of the wider society in which it is located. In ad-
dition, other social institutions influence how we ex-
perience our families.

Similarly, cultural influences in the wider society,
such as the values and beliefs about what families are
or should be like and the norms (or social rules) that
distinguish acceptable from unacceptable behavior,
guide how we choose to live in relationships and fam-
ilies. Thus, although each of us as an individual makes
a series of decisions about the kinds of family lives we
want, the choices we make are products of the soci-
eties in which we live.

In addition, options available to each of us may not
reflect what we would freely choose if we faced no con-
straints on our choices. So, for example, parents who
might prefer to stay at home with their children might
find such a choice impractical to impossible because
economic necessity forces them to work outside the
home. Working parents may find the time they spend
with their children more a reflection of the demands
of their jobs and the inflexibility of their workplaces
than of their own personal preferences, just as some
at-home parents might prefer to be employed, but find
that their children’s needs, the cost and availability of
quality childcare, the jobs available to them, and the
demands and benefits contained in those jobs push
them to stay home.

Even the decision to marry requires a pool of
potential and suitable spouses from which to choose
and the preferred marital choice to be accepted within
the society in which we live. We cannot marry if there
are no “marriageable options available” (as may be 
the case in many inner-city, low-income areas) or if
our choice of spouse is not legally allowed (as in gay
or lesbian relationships).

Our familial lives reflect decisions we face, choices
we make, and the opportunities and/or constraints we
confront. In the wider discourse about families, we
tend to encounter mostly individualistic explanations
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for what people experience, focusing sometimes ex-
clusively on personal choices. Throughout this text,
we examine the wider environments within which our
family choices are made and the ways in which some
of us are given more opportunities whereas others face
limited choices.

Healthy Families Are Essential 
to Societal Well-Being, and Societal
Support Is Essential to Familial 
Well-Being

Family is the irreplaceable means by which most of the
social skills, personality characteristics, and values of
individual members of society are formed. Hope, pur-
pose, and general attitudes of commitment, perse-
verance, and well-being are nurtured in the family.
Indeed, even the rudimentary maintenance and sur-
vival care provided by families is no small contribu-
tion to the well-being of a community.

Some of the services provided by families are such
a basic part of our existence that we tend to overlook
them. These include such essentials as the provision
of food and shelter—a place to sleep, rest, and play—
as well as caretaking, including supervision of health
and hygiene, transportation, and the accountability of
family members involving their activities and where-
abouts. Without families, communities would have to
provide extensive dormitories and many personal-care
workers with different levels of training and respon-
sibility to perform the many activities in which fami-
lies are engaged. On a more emotional level, without
families individuals must look elsewhere to satisfy basic
needs for intimacy and support. We marry or form
marriage-like cohabiting relationships, have children,
and maintain contact with other kin (adult siblings,
aging parents, and extended kin) because such rela-
tionships retain importance as bases for our identities
and sources of social and emotional sustenance. We
bring to these relationships high affective expectations.

When our intimacy needs are not met (in marriage
or long-term cohabitation), we terminate those re-
lationships and seek others that will provide them.
We believe, however, that those needs are best met in
families.

To function effectively, if not optimally, families
need outside assistance and support. Better childcare,
more flexible work environments, economic assistance
for the neediest families, protection from violent or

abusive partners or parents, and a more effective sys-
tem for collecting child support are just some exam-
ples we consider of where families clearly have needs
for greater societal or institutional support. The health
and stability of our society depend largely on strong
and stable families. When families fail, individuals must
turn to society for assistance; social institutions 
must be designed to fill the voids left by failing fami-
lies, and the pathologies created by weak family struc-
tures make society a less livable place. There are
enormous costs that result from neglecting the needs
of America’s families and children.

Family Patterns Can Be Interpreted
Differently Depending on Individual
Values

As we noted at the outset of this chapter, marriage and
family issues inspire much debate. With so much
“noise” in the wider society around what family life
is and should be like, how families are changing and
whether those changes are good or bad, it may be dif-
ficult to know what conclusions to draw about fam-
ily issues.

Many of the so-called culture wars over such “hot
button” issues as the status of women, abortion, the
effects of divorce, nonmarital births, and gay rights
may really be conflicts over differing conceptions of
family (Benokraitis 2000; Glenn 2000; Hunter 1991).

For instance, those who believe that families of male
providers, female homemakers, and their dependent
children living together, ‘til death do they part, are what
families should be cannot be encouraged by the con-
tinued high rates of divorce and cohabitation or by the
declining rates of marriage or full-time motherhood.
Those on the “other” side who claim that there are basic
inequities within the traditional family especially re-
garding the status of women, will not mourn the 
diminishing numbers of breadwinner–housewife fam-
ilies. Similarly, the question of gay marriage will di-
vide those who believe marriage must be a relationship 
between a man and a woman from those who be-
lieve that we must recognize and support all kinds of
families.

Given the lack of societal consensus, it is easy to be-
come confused or be misled about what American
families are really like. There is undeniable evidence
that family life has changed, repeatedly and dramati-
cally, throughout history, as familial “change . . . not
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stability . . . has been the norm” since colonial days
(Mintz and Kellogg, 1988). But not everyone sees
change through the same lens. To some, contempo-
rary family life is weaker because of cultural and so-
cial changes and is now, to some extent, endangered
(Wilson 2002; Popenoe 1993).

More optimistic interpretations of changing fam-
ily patterns celebrate the increased domestic diver-
sity of numerous family types and the richer range of
choices now available to Americans (Coontz 1997;
Stacey 1993). Like the proverbial glass, some see the
family as “half empty” others see it as “half full.” What
makes the “half full, half empty” metaphor so apt is
that even when looking at the same phenomenon or
the same trend, some interpret it as evidence of the
troubled state U.S. families are in and others see today’s
families as different or changing. So, for instance,
although the rates of divorce and marriage, the num-
bers of children in nonparental childcare, or the ex-
tent of increase in cohabitation can, like the volume
of liquid in a partially filled glass, be objectively mea-
sured, the meaning of those measures can vary widely
depending on perspective.

The following example nicely illustrates this. In Oc-
tober 2005, PBS (the public broadcasting network)
conducted a poll of American attitudes and opinions
on a host of family issues. Sampling 1,130 American
adults for the program “Religion and Ethics
Newsweekly,” the pollsters asked about a number of
family issues. The survey garnered interesting results.
Consider a few:

■ 80% of respondents agreed that it is better for chil-
dren if their parents are married.

■ 71% believe that “God’s plan for marriage is one man,
one woman, for life.”

■ 49% agree that it is okay for a couple to live together
without intending to marry.

■ 52% agree that divorce is the best solution for a cou-
ple who cannot work out their marriage problems.

■ 55% agree that “Love makes a family . . . and it 
doesn’t matter if parents are gay or straight, mar-
ried or single.”

■ When asked if the government should play a role in
encouraging people to marry and stay married or the
government should stay out, more than three-fourths
say stay out.

■ 73% agree that a “working mother” can have just as
warm and secure a relationship with her children as
a stay-at-home mother.

Interestingly, within each of these items there were
big differences in attitudes based on respondents’ re-
ligious backgrounds. Look again at some of these same
items, comparing respondents of different religious
backgrounds (see Table 1.1).

What the data clearly show is that big differences
exist between those of more traditional or conservative
Christian backgrounds and “mainline Protestants”
or liberal Catholics (no other religious groups were
included in the sample). Overall, the most liberal
attitudes are held by those who identified themselves
as having no religious preference (or as atheists or 
agnostics). Note, however, the differences between tra-
ditional and liberal Catholics and between evangeli-
cal Christians and mainline Protestants. Such
differences are often obscured when we look at over-
all attitudes of Americans or even at attitude differ-
ences between Protestants and Catholics. Clearly,
religious affiliation and degree of identification are
among the sources of difference in attitudes about
families.

This divisiveness is neither new nor unique to the
United States. In the early twentieth century we 
witnessed considerable pessimism about whether fam-
ilies would survive the changing and liberalizing cul-
ture of sexuality, the increasing numbers of women
delaying marriage for educational or occupational rea-
sons, the declining birthrate and increases in divorce.
In considering the same sorts of changes, others ad-
vocated that these trends were positive signs of fami-
lies adapting to changes in the wider society (Mintz
and Kellogg 1988).

In recent years, many other countries have faced
similar cultural clashes over trends and changes in fam-
ily life. In Spain, for example, there is a dispute pitting
the Spanish socialist government against the Catholic
Church, as governmental initiatives to legalize same-
sex marriage, and make abortion and divorce easier or
quicker have met with strong and vocal opposition
from the church. Whereas some in the Spanish So-
cialist Party or among its allies such as the United Left
Party believe Spain hasn’t gone far enough in recog-
nizing and embracing change, organizations aligned
with the church, such as the Institute of Family Pol-
icy, consider the climate in Spain “family phobic”
(Fuchs 2004).

Ultimately, the ways we view families depend on
what we conceive of as families. Such disagreements
reflect both different definitions of family and differ-
ent value orientations about particular kinds of fam-
ilies. Often the product of personal experience as much
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as of religious background, these value positions re-
flect what we want families to be like and, thus, what
we come to believe about the kinds of issues that are
raised throughout this book.

In the wider, societal discourse about families, we
can see opposing ideological positions on the well-
being of families (Glenn 2000). The two extremes,
which sociologist Norval Glenn calls conservative and
liberal, are like the half empty–half full disagreement,
a difference between pessimistic and optimistic view-
points. Conservatives are fairly pessimistic about the
state of today’s families. To conservatives, cultural val-
ues have shifted from individual self-sacrifice toward
personal self-fulfillment. This shift in values is seen
as an important factor in some major changes in
family life that occurred in the last 3 or 4 decades of
the twentieth century (especially higher divorce 
rates, more cohabitation, and more births outside of
marriage).

Furthermore, conservatives believe that as a result
of such changes, today’s families are weaker and less
able to meet the needs of children, adults, or the wider
society (Glenn 2000). Conservatives therefore recom-
mend social policies to reverse or reduce the extent of
such changes (recommendations to repeal no-fault di-
vorce and the introduction of covenant marriage are
two examples we examine later).

Compared with conservatives, liberals are more op-
timistic about the status and future of family life in the
United States. Liberals tend to believe that the changes
in family patterns are just that—changes, not signs
of familial decline (Benokraitis 2000). The liberal po-
sition also portrays these changing family patterns as
products of and adaptations to wider social and eco-
nomic changes rather than a shift in cultural values
(Benokraitis 2000; Glenn 2000). Such changes in fam-
ily experience create a wider range of contemporary

household and family types and require greater toler-
ance of such diversity. Placing great emphasis on 
economic issues, liberal family policies are often tied
to the economic well-being of families. Additional 
examples would include supportive policies for the in-
creasing numbers of employed mothers and two-
earner households.

According to Glenn, there is a third position in the
discourse about families. Centrists share aspects of
both conservative and liberal positions. Like conser-
vatives, they believe that some familial changes have
had negative consequences. Like liberals, they identify
wider social changes (for example, economic or dem-
ographic) as major determinants of the changes in
family life, but they assert greater emphasis than lib-
erals do on the importance of cultural values. They
note that too many people are too absorbed in their
careers or too quick to surrender in the face of mari-
tal difficulties (Benokraitis 2000; Glenn 2000).

The assumptions within and the differences be-
tween these positions are more important than they
might first appear to be. The perceptions we have of
what accounts for the current status of family life or
the directions in which it is heading influence what we
believe families need. These, in turn, influence social
policies regarding family life. As Nijole Benokraitis
states,“Conservatives, centrists, liberals, and feminists
who lobby for a variety of family-related ‘remedies’ af-
fect our family lives on a daily basis” (2000, 19).

It should be noted that a similar difference of in-
terpretation can be seen among social scientists who
study families. In other words, changing family pat-
terns, and trends in marriage, divorce, parenting, and
childcare, are explained and interpreted differently
even by the experts who study them. Consider, for ex-
ample, the following two statements about the effects
of divorce on children. The first, is by Constance
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Tab le  1 .1 ■ Religious Differences in Attitudes toward Family Issues: Results from PBS “Faith and Family”
Survey, October 2005

Evangelical Mainline Traditional Liberal No Preference/
Item Total Christian (%) Protestant (%) Catholic (%) Catholic (%) Atheist/Agnostic (%)

Better for children if parents 
are married 80 86 82 88 75 58

God’s plan for marriage. . . 71 92 62 91 60 31

Divorce is usually best 52 48 61 46 63 50

All right to live together 49 21 57 38 72 78

Love is what makes a family 55 33 62 41 77 80
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Ahrons, a noted scholar on family relationships and
author of numerous articles and books on divorce. She
is professor emerita of sociology at the University of
Southern California. A member of the Council on
Contemporary Families, Ahrons offers these encour-
aging words:

The good news about divorce is that the vast ma-
jority of children develop into reasonably compe-
tent individuals, functioning within a normal range.
Studying the long-term effects of parental divorce
on children is very complex and many of the 
research findings are equivocal. A review of the re-
search literature reveals a strong bias towards using
a deficit approach that focuses on the problems cre-

ated by divorce and relies on the “intact family” as
the reference point. However, a small group of stud-
ies is emerging that explores the effects of divorce
from a “strength and resilience” perspective. This
perspective represents an important shift in our
thinking. It will direct our attention to the life
course of postdivorce families and those factors that
mediate between the divorce and its long-term im-
plications.

Overall, the findings thus far clearly indicate that
it is not the divorce per se, but the quality of the 
relationship between divorced parents that has an
important long term impact on adult children’s
lives. Good or “good enough” divorces (character-
ized by parents who are able to minimize their 
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Who or what is SpongeBob?
Whether or not you have ever

been a regular viewer, many of you
are likely familiar with the cartoon
SpongeBob SquarePants, one of the
most popular cartoons in recent
memory.

Nearly 60 million people, 35%
adults age 18–49 and another 23%
teenagers, tune in each month to
watch SpongeBob’s antics. However,
you might be wondering why are you
reading about him here? The answer
is a little complicated but nicely illus-
trates the point made earlier about
clashing views on families and family
values.

SpongeBob is among a number of
characters—besides Barney, the pur-
ple dinosaur; Kermit the Frog; and
Winnie the Pooh—singing the disco-
era hit “We are Family” in a video.
The video was produced by the We
Are Family Foundation and was de-

signed to be used in elementary
schools around the country to teach
tolerance, cooperation, unity, and
appreciation of diversity (http://www
.wearefamilyfoundation.org).

In January 2005, the video and
organization that produced it became
the target of Dr. James Dobson, the
70-year-old founder and board chair-
person of Focus on the Family, a non-
profit evangelical Christian
organization Dobson started in 1977.

Dobson has been sought out by
politicians such as Jimmy Carter,
George W. Bush and Trent Lott, is
heard on the radio daily in nearly 
100 countries, and is seen on televi-
sion on 100 stations throughout the
United States. He is also the author of
some three dozen books on parent-
ing and marriage, including Dare to
Discipline (which has sold more than
4.5 million copies).

To Dobson, the “We Are Family”
video was an attempt by a gay-
supporting organization to convince
children to accept homosexuality,
although no mention of homosexual-
ity can be found in the video.

Addressing a George W. Bush presi-
dential inauguration dinner, Dobson
mentioned SpongeBob as he offered
his warning regarding the “We Are
Family” video. Although he later ac-
knowledged that both the cartoon
sponge and the “We Are Family”
video are harmless, he was disturbed
by the use for which he believed the
video was intended. He claimed that
the We Are Family Foundation’s 
efforts to use the video to teach 
“tolerance” and recognize “diversity”
extended to teaching children that
homosexuality is an acceptable
lifestyle. Dobson contends that “tol-
erance and diversity . . . are almost
always buzzwords for homosexual
advocacy” (Dobson 2005).

After he made his remarks the is-
sue exploded into controversy.
Numerous media outlets reported
that Dobson accused SpongeBob of
being gay or that Dobson saw the
SpongeBob SquarePants cartoon as
promoting homosexuality or as a
threat to the family. On the Focus on
the Family website, Dobson is explicit:
“One more time let me say that the

Popular Culture The Family Values Debate Captures SpongeBob SquarePants
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conflict and continue to share parenting, even if
minimally) maintain the bonds of family and ex-
tended kinship ties.

Contrast Ahrons’ comments with the following
from David Popenoe, also a well-known sociologist,
author, and/or editor of numerous books about con-
temporary American families. Popenoe, a Rutgers Uni-
versity sociologist and codirector of the National
Marriage Project, provides a different perspective:

Divorce increases the risk of interpersonal prob-
lems in children. There is evidence, both from small,
qualitative studies and from large-scale, long-term
empirical studies, that many of these problems are
long lasting. In fact, they may even become worse

in adulthood. . . . While it found that parents’ mar-
ital unhappiness and discord have a broad negative
impact on virtually every dimension of their chil-
dren’s well-being, so does the fact of going through
a divorce. In examining the negative impacts on
children more closely, the study discovered that it
was only the children in high-conflict homes who
benefited from the conflict removal that divorce
may bring. In lower-conflict marriages that end in
divorce—and the study found that perhaps as many
as two-thirds of the divorces were of this type—the
situation of the children was made much worse fol-
lowing a divorce.

Based on the findings of this study, except in the
minority of high-conflict marriages, it is better for
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problem is not with SpongeBob or
the other cartoon characters (in the
video). It is with the way they will be
used in the classroom as part of an
effort that threatens the well-being

of American families.” So here is an
issue that ensnared one of the most
popular cartoon characters in a net of
controversy. The mere fact that a con-
troversy arose and that it pitted those

with more conservative views against
those with more liberal views demon-
strates that family issues are differ-
ently defined and interpreted, often
in highly divisive and heated ways.

SpongeBob
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the children if their parents stay together and work
out their problems than if they divorce.

Although there are ways to reconcile the two seem-
ingly contrary points of view, clearly they come from
different overall perspectives about marriage, divorce,
and the well-being of children. Thus, it is important
to realize that, just as the wider society and culture is
fraught with conflicting opinions and values about
marriage and family relationships, the academic dis-
ciplines that study family life suffer lack of consensus.

As we set off on our exploration of marriage and
family issues, it is important to realize that many of
the topics we cover are part of the ongoing debates
about families. As you try to make sense of the mate-
rial we introduce, we do not require you to take a par-
ticular viewpoint but rather to keep in mind that
multiple interpretations are possible. Where differ-
ent interpretations are particularly glaring (as in the

many issues surrounding divorce, for example), we
present them and allow you to decide which better fits
the evidence presented.

Hopefully, as you now begin studying marriage and
the family, you will see that such study is both ab-

stract and personal. It is abstract insofar as you will
learn about the general structure, processes, and mean-
ings associated with marriage and the family, especially
within the United States. In the chapters that follow,
the things that you learn should also help you better
understand your own family, how it compares to other
families, and why families are the way they are. In other
words, as we address family more generally, in some
ways it is your present, your past, and your future that
you are studying. By providing a wider sociological
context to marriage, family, and intimate relationships,
we show you how and where your experiences fit and
why.
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S u m m a r y
■ Four important family functions are (1) the provi-

sion of intimacy, (2) the formation of a cooperative
economic unit, (3) reproduction and socialization,
and (4) the assignment of social roles and status,
which are acquired both in a family of orientation
(in which we grow up) and in a family of cohabita-
tion (which we form by marrying or living together).

■ Advantages to living in families include (1) conti-
nuity of emotional attachments, (2) close proximity,
(3) familiarity with family members, and (4) eco-
nomic benefits.

■ The extended family consists of grandparents, aunts,
uncles, cousins, and in-laws. It may be formed con-
jugally (through marriage), creating in-laws or step-
kin, or consanguineously (by birth) through blood
relationships.

■ The kinship system is the social organization of the
family. In the nuclear family, it generally consists of
parents and children, but it may also include mem-
bers of the extended family, especially grandparents,
aunts, uncles, and cousins. Kin can be affiliated, as
when a nonrelated person is considered “kin,” or a
relative may fulfill a different kin role, such as a grand-
mother taking the role of a child’s mother.

■ Marriage is a legally recognized union between a man
and a woman in which they are united sexually; co-
operate economically; and may give birth to, adopt,
or rear children. Marriage differs among cultures and
has changed historically in our own society. In West-
ern cultures, the preferred form of marriage is
monogamy, in which there are only two spouses, the
husband and wife. Polygyny, the practice of having
two or more wives, is commonplace throughout
many cultures in the world.

■ Legal marriage provides a number of rights and pro-
tections to spouses that couples who live together
lack.

■ The current legal definitions of marriage are chang-
ing in the United States and in many other countries.
The greatest change relates to same-sex marriage.

■ Defining the term family is complex. Most definitions
of family include individuals related by descent, mar-
riage, remarriage, or adoption; some also include
affiliated kin. Family may be defined as one or more
adults related by blood, marriage, or affiliation who
cooperate economically, who may share a common
dwelling, and who may rear children. There are also
ethnic differences as to what constitutes family.
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■ Unmarried cohabitation is a relationship that occurs
when a couple lives together and is sexually involved.
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Re source s on the Internet
Companion Website for This Book

http://www.thomsonedu.com/sociology/strong

Gain an even better understanding of this chapter by
going to the companion website for additional study
resources. Take advantage of the Pre- and Post-Test
quizzing tool, which is designed to help you grasp dif-
ficult concepts by referring you back to review specific
pages in the chapter for questions you answer incor-
rectly. Use the flash cards to master key terms and check
out the many other study aids you’ll find there. Visit
the Marriage and Family Resource Center on the site.
You’ll also find special features such as access to Info-
Trac© College Edition (a database that allows you ac-
cess to more than 18 million full-length articles from
5,000 periodicals and journals), as well as GSS Data
and Census information to help you with your research
projects and papers.
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