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Preface

A caveat may be a peculiar item with which to announce a book. Still,
I feel compelled to serve notice of this work’s genealogy. A lifetime of
everyday and academic experiences has shaped its ideas. My speciali-
zation in the Sociology of the Family began with immigration to Canada,
long after I had completed graduate work in sociology. I learned about
families in Canada along with my students, which may be the way in
which most university professors acquire their expertise. Together we
read the few publications on the subject which were available at the
time.

Two were books with similar titles—The Family in Canada, and The
Canadian Family. Professor Elkin’s 1964 classic offered a reliable, concise
guide. Professor Ishwaran’s 1971 edited book placed at my disposal a
number of informative articles, which began to round out my knowledge
and raise questions. Throughout the rest of the decade, in rapid succes-
sion, came four more edited books, and several chapters in introductory
sociology textbooks published in Canada. In the 1980s several edited
books and two that are single-authored have appeared. All of them
continue to inform me about family organization and processes in Can-
ada. They have been invaluable in my own education and I am deeply
indebted to the authors, editors, and contributors. Furthermore, the
number of journal articles on various aspects of the Canadian family has
increased greatly as more researchers and scholars plunge into inno-
vative investigations of family-related questions.

Women as editors and authors of books and journal articles have come
more recently to the field. We, have-somewhat of an advantage over
those who paved the way, I think, in having been intellectually nour-
ished by another tradition. The new research on women with which
feminist scholars have been enriching many studies in the university
and outside it is pivotal, in that it infuses Family Sociology with a point
of view which has too long been missing. This work has coloured my
own outlook on Canadian families to a considerable extent, although
not entirely. To my mind, substituting an analysis of women’s oppres-
sion for sociological approaches to the family is as much a perversion
as omitting the insights available from a feminist perspective. I believe
that central as sex and gender are to the family, the study of families
entails addressing a complex of related issues that are far broader in
their implication than sexual inequalities in the current society.

The main focus of my interest in Family Sociology has been Canada,
particularly the comparison of Canadian families in historical periods,
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iv Preface

and the analysis of family trends. Accordingly, I have attempted to
educate myself about this society and to understand it sociologically, as
the discipline and its sub-field have developed in this country. I have
earnestly tried to surrender to the spirit of sociological inquiry in Canada.
I trust that I have been a convincing convert. I like to think that my
views on families in Canada are enhanced by having been both ““guest”
and “family member.”

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

This textbook is divided into two parts, although they are not so des-
ignated in the Table of Contents. The first four chapters are directly
concerned with families in the societal context. I start with an introduc-
tion to the study of Canadian families, giving special emphasis to the
many meanings of the word “family”” and its qualifiers. I believe that
careful and precise definitions are fundamental in a textbook. I do not
see how else beginners can arrive at answers to questions they might
have about changes in family relations and their consequences for per-
sons in families. Throughout the book terms which appear in bold-face
type have been defined nearby in the text. Students might be encour-
aged to make a list of such bold-faced terms and their definitions.

To correct for the fact that so often the textbooks used in courses in
Canadian universities have been written and published in the United
States, and therefore do not have Canadian content, a brief history of
family study in Canada is presented in Chapter 1. The emphasis is on
the continuity over time of a certain sociological approach, mainly ma-
crosociology with a clear emphasis on economic factors. This pathway
was first trodden by French sociologists in Quebec in the last century,
and has been followed by Anglophone sociologists from a more recent
time, up to the present. I therefore consider, in the second chapter, the
domestic family as the smallest economic unit in Canadian society. I
engage in speculation about the importance of food production and
sharing in the origins of human family groups. Changes in family house-
holds and relationships that were associated with new technologies for
providing family subsistence are discussed, from the hunter/gatherer
groups to horticultural and agricultural societies to the industrial world.
Contemporary multi-earner families are shown to be an emerging re-
sponse to new economic and social conditions. Wife employment in the
labour force is enhancing the material well-being of educated partners
and their children, while at the same time the absence of a second income
earner, or even one in some cases, makes other families and persons
increasingly dependent upon inadequate transfer payments from gov-
ernments claiming to be impoverished.



Preface v

Chapter 3 describes the family as an institution in all societies. It
includes a comparison of the ideal types of consanguineal and conjugal
families. These types, associated with traditional and modern societies,
are sociologically constructed out of the different sets of norms which
regulate sex, reproduction, and childrearing and are supported by the
societal constructs, or ideologies, of familism and individualism, re-
spectively. As an example, Canadian society tends toward conjugalism,
and it can be contrasted, for example, with the traditional Barabaing
tribe of Africa, which has a more consanguineal family institution. Ethnic
identification is important in multicultural Canada; therefore, ethnic var-
iation in family processes and patterns is discussed.

In an attempt to round out the historical materials presented in the
two previous chapters, Chapter 4 considers some issues in the complex
overlap and interplay between the family and the Church, the state, and
“the social.” It raises questions as to whether proposals for a single,
unified family policy are realistic in a pluralistic, rapidly changing so-
ciety. Chapter 4 concludes the first part of the book.

In the next four chapters which make up the second part, I turn to a
description and analysis of family relationships and interaction. Cana-
dian society remains on stage, but it is the setting for the performances
of persons in families. In Chapter 5 the changing constructions of child-
hood and parenthood are sketched in order to examine fertility, families
as socialization units, and child training and care. Descriptions of new
socialization contexts and experiences include families in which parents
are divorced and often remarried, families which share childcare with
non-family persons or groups, those in which fathers are more active
in childcare, and lower and middle-class families. Then in Chapter 6 the
problems created for family relationships by adolescents, and their sex-
uality in a highly eroticized culture, are discussed. Changed attitudes
toward premarital sexual intercourse and changes in behaviour over a
generation are documented. The problems in teenaged dating and sex
are outlined, including parental disapproval, adolescent pregnancy, and
the risk of sexually transmitted disease, among others. Both single life
and living together are considered as alternatives to early marriage and
preludes to later marriage.

Chapter 7 moves on to outline the changes over the past generation
in the marriage contract and the meanings of marriage. It describes the
process of getting married and the patterns of marital roles in sociological
terms. Marital adjustment, communication, and problem spots in mar-
riage are the subjects of Chapter 8. Particular attention is given to sexual
adjustment, financial conflict, the birth of the first child, and marriage
in the middle age and retirement phases of the family cycle. In this
chapter too, conflict (including violence) and divorce are discussed. Re-
marriage as a part of the Canadian family scene is considered.
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The last chapter in this textbook, Chapter 9, belongs to both and
neither of the two preceding parts. The content emphasizes various
issues with which families in Canadian society today are interwined,
and ways in which family sociologists and other academics interested
in families perceive them and study them. The approaches and theories
used in investigations which touch on current social and personal prob-
lems affecting families are described with appropriate examples. Instruc-
tors who are teaching The Family as one course, and Courtship and
Marriage as another, can add the last chapter to the first five chapters
as a course in The Family, or to Chapters 1, 6, 7, and 8 as a course in
Courtship and Marriage.

A NOTE ON BIAS

Scholars derive their understanding from the collective knowledge of
their cultures as well as from their own unique encounters with their
social worlds. Although like snakes we shed the skins of former sizes
as we grow and develop, we retain our original characteristics or out-
lines. Initially I was shaped intellectually by what is now termed, with
some derogation, mainstream sociology. In the days of more unified
outlooks, we did not know that other paradigms would necessarily vie
with what scholars in literature now term “the canon.” I still question
the claim that any single perspective within sociology has more validity
than any other, just as I doubt that social science has more truths to
offer than the humanities do. The inclusion of literary excerpts as illus-
trations in this book stems from the value I place upon the humanistic
tradition. The long-established, so-called conventional Sociology, added
to a liberal arts education with a strong smattering of philosophy and
literature, forms the roots of the tree of which my Sociology of the Family
as described in this book has become the crown. As Robertson Davies
says in The Rebel Angels (1981), that hidden part of the tree, when up-
rooted, proves to be quite large, nourishing the visible part.

While I have tried to be faithful to developments in the very broad
field of Sociology of the Family since I entered it in 1971, irrespective of
national boundaries, I make no claim that this textbook provides a com-
prehensive survey of the field or even that it constitutes an intellectual
challenge to my colleagues. My aim is a more modest one—to put in
the hands of Canadian students of The Family a map of a distinctive,
substantive area of social life in Canada. Obviously the data are not
strictly Canadian; especially in the second part of the book I have had
to rely upon other North American sources. As for the theories, their
origins are explained in Chapter 9. Also, it should be noted that whereas
I assume that students will already have encountered basic concepts and
facts in an introductory course in sociology, for the sake of clarity I have
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provided some review, which I believe students will find helpful. My
greatest hope is that I have raised some issues of fundamental impor-
tance about human families, with which Canada’s families, past and
present, have much in common. For that reason, one final warning is
necessary: this book is essentially about families—not households, not
“lifestyles,” and not “relationships.”
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