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This book reflects the critical tradition of those family sociologists, economists, and
historians whose scholarship is structuralist, feminist, and humanist. We dedicate
this book to these scholars who have pushed us and others toward a fuller
understanding of intimate human relationships in their social context.



Preface

SUBJECT

The subject of this book—families—is inherently interesting because each of
us is part of a family and more than nine out of ten of us will form families of
our own. Families interest us because familial relationships are built on the
compelling and mysterious feelings of intimacy, sexuality, and love. Families
fascinate us because they also may involve a dark side of domination, trauma,
and conflict. Families absorb our attention, too, because they are at once pri-
vate and public. They are private places of refuge yet they are often at the
center of political and public controversy. And, at a very personal level, famil-
ies are crucial shapers of who we are and what our opportunities have been
and will be.

The purpose of Diversity in Families is to understand families in our soci-
ety. This requires that we demythologize the family. We must substitute, for
example, the reality of how families are structured from the ideal images of
the family that are commonly portrayed historically. The demythologizing of
the family also requires that we examine the diversity of contemporary fami-
lies. Contrary to what we are often led to believe, the family is not mono-
lithic—there is no single type of “family.” Rather than a unified whole, “the
family” is experienced differently by people in different social classes, differ-
ent racial and ethnic backgrounds, and even by gender. And variations in fam-
ilies occur within a social class or ethnic group. In fact, with such common
occurrences as cohabitation, marriage, birth of children, divorce, remarriage,
and widowhood, most people will experience more than one family type in
the course of a lifetime.

APPROACH

Understanding families compels us to examine how they are related to the
larger social world. A fundamental assumption of this book is that families are
not the “building blocks of society” but are, rather, the products of social
forces within society. The material conditions of people’s lives, for example,
are critical in shaping attitudes, behaviors, and family patterns. The structure
of the economy in society affects which family members work outside the
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home, lifestyles of family members, how material needs are met, the opportu-
nities for children, and even how the labor and decision making within the
family will be divided. Clearly, too, the economic rewards of occupations are
key determinants in family diversity.

Most crucial economic conditions in American society make family life
problematic. This does not mean that families are incapable of being warm
and loving places for people, but that structural conditions sometimes pre-
clude this ideal for many. In short, some seemingly deviant responses that
are disproportionately found among racial minorities and in the lower social
classes are the consequences of structured social inequality and not the result
of flawed people. This structural perspective does not mean, however, that
we ascribe to a rigid structural determinism. Families do not simply respond
passively to their changing situations. For example, although racial minorities
and those in the lower social classes are victims of institutional barriers, they
also find ways to adapt and lead meaningful lives.

The sociological perspective is the foundation for the analysis of families in
this book. Our focus is on how people organize their intimate relationships
as a consequence of the social forces that so keenly affect their interests, pref-
erences, perceptions, choices, and other behaviors. The sociological approach
to the family finds family forms and the behaviors of family members to be
largely the result of structural influences rather than the consequences of
their genes, biology, or psychology. Rather than look for explanations within
people, sociologists focus on social structures outside individuals.

Our structural approach incorporates many of the assumptions and per-
spectives of conflict theory. In this view the family is shaped by structural
demands. At the macrolevel, the family is a vital part of the economy because
it produces both workers and consumers. The family is one of the primary
mechanisms for perpetuating social inequality. Wealth is locked up in elite
families and then passed down through inheritance. This economic domina-
tion limits the resources and opportunities of those who are lower in the so-
cioeconomic hierarchy. Thus, families pass on their advantages and disadvan-
tages to their offspring.

The family is not necessarily the haven assumed in cultural mythology.
At the microlevel, conflict is generated by female resistance to male domina-
tion, and by the demands of occupational and economic hardships that can
work against intimacy and companionship between spouses. Thus, the mod-
ern family is not always a tranquil institution, but one fraught with potential
and sometimes actual conflict.

The isolated nuclear family has positive consequences for our economic
system, but it can be highly negative for individuals. The economic system
benefits when employers are able to move individuals (and individual famil-
ies) from place to place without great disruption. The economy is served
when employers do not have to worry about satisfying the emotional needs
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of workers. And the system benefits when the family is isolated and theretfore
cannot affect society.

This isolation can have negative consequences for individuals because
families have sole responsibility for maintaining a private refuge from an im-
personal society and for providing personal fulfillment. The demands are of-
ten just too great. Families alone cannot provide for all the emotional needs
of their members, although their members try to fulfill these needs through
consumerism, physical relations, and child-centered activities.

An important aspect of our approach is the critical examination of society.
We ask such questions as, How do families really work? Who benefits under
the existing arrangements and who does not? This critical stance is based on
the assumption that the social world is human-made and therefore not sacred.
Thus, a keen sociological analysis demystifies and demythologizes social life
by ferreting out the existing myths, stereotypes, and dogmas. This means, for
example, that families must be examined not only from middle class, White,
male viewpoints, which have dominated the scholarly study of the family, but
must be viewed from other vantage points as well. Several bodies of new
scholarship are infused throughout this book to inform us of the variations in
family organization and experience by social class, gender, and race.

To summarize, this book examines families from the sociological perspec-
tive. This examination requires a critical analysis of society and the structural
forces that impinge on families, affecting the behaviors of family members
and ultimately affecting the forms that family units take. Most important, the
structured inequalities in society based on wealth, race/ethnicity, and gender
are viewed as key determinants in the diversity of family forms and differen-
tial experiences within families. Finally, the sociological analysis of families
examines them in historical and contemporary contexts to challenge the
myths and erroneous assumptions about family living that persist.

NEW TO THIS EDITION

Two chapters have been added to this edition to emphasize the importance
of social factors on families. The first focuses on the structural transformation
of the economy (shifting toward a service economy, the movement of capital,
the globalization of the economy, and new technologies) and how these radi-
cal changes have dramatic impacts on families. The other new chapter exam-
ines work and how the arrangements of work outside the home affect families
and family members.
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Images, Ideals,
and Myths

IR, ek

milies are in flux. Far-reaching changes in society are altering family life
and bringing forth contrasting interpretations of these changes: There is a
growing concern that all is not well in American families. Widespread divorce,
the growth of single-parent families, cohabitation, and the rise of out-of-wed-
lock births suggest that the family is disintegratings On the other hand, these
patterns can be interpreted to show that although some families may be trou-
bled, the family is very much alive as it changes in response to the surrounding
world.

This book presents a sociological analysis of family life in American soci-
ety. In order to do this we must expose the mythicalidleals that influence our
perceptions and replace these myths with an understanding of historical, so-
cial, economic, and cultural forces that create families. Knowing that families
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are embedded in a larger social context places us in a better position to sort
out what is myth and what is reality and to make sense of family changés.

As a beginning, we need to be aware that the family is an ideal as well as
a form of social organization! Strong cultural themes make it difficult to think
about family life objectively. As much as we seek objectivity, our perceptions
are guided by our own family experiences, our ideals, and, paradoxically, the
very familiarity of family life. Because the family is familiar, we tend to take
it for granted, to view it as “natural” without questioning the whys or even
the hows of family d%ggw. As a result, family behavior can be camouflaged
in such a way that individuals may misunderstand family processes in genera
and even have some misconceptions about their own families. Family life can
also be “hidden’” by what*R. D. Laing terms “mystification,” which is the
deliberate misdefinition of family matters or “‘complicated strategems to keep
everyone in the dark” (Laing, 1972:77). Family life can become mystified as
one individual defines reality in order to suit his or her own purposes, and in
so doing negates the needs of other family members.’

Families, like governments, do not find candor a necessary ingredient for
their day-to-day operations. Often, it is quite the opposite. One of the discover-
ies of recent family research is that families have myths, secrets, and informa-
tion-processing rules which determine the kinds of communication that goes
on—what can be said, and more important, what cannot be said. Families filter
information not only about the wider culture but also about their own func-
tioning (Skolnick, 1987:58). '

Objectivity is thus obscured by two different qualities—familiarity and
mystification! Other obstacles that handicap the goal of objectivity are sacred-
ness and secrecy (Skolnick, 1987:58). The family is not merely a social institu-
tion; it is associated with what is good and proper. Moreover, it is the most
private of all society’s institutions. The saying that ““a family’s business is
nobody’s business but their own” is not merely a statement about the right to
family privacy; it is also a statement with strong moral overtones that reflect
the sacredness granted to the family. The norm of family privaCy gives the
family an elusive quality that exists alongside its familiarity. In contemporary
Western society, the family is, to use Exving Goffman’s (1959) term, a “back-.,
stage’’ area, where people are free to act in ways they would not in public. This
accounts for the deceptive quality of family life. Privacy results in “pluralistic
ignorance’’—we have a backstage view of our own families, but can judge oth-
ers only in terms of their public presentatlons Often we have ‘inside” inter-
pretations of other families’ “outsides.” However, the gap ‘between public
norms and private behavior can be wide; marital relationships tend to be even
more private and invisible than those between parents and children (Skolnick,

Is that we hold about ““the family”’ color not only how we experi-
ence family life but also how we speak of our experience. This is not unique
to our society. Anthropologist Ray Birdwhistell has found that in all societies
a gap may exist between family processes and family ideals, between what
people say about their family behavior and the real behavior that takes place



