	

Functions/role/purpose of the family

	Functionalist (structural consensus view)
	Marxist (structural conflict view)
	Feminist (structural gender conflict view)
	Radical Psychiatry (conflict view) 

	Functionalists see the family (especially nuclear) in positive terms, performing vital functions/roles for individuals and society as a whole.

Murdock (1949) - nuclear family is universal and ideally suited to performing the following functions: 

· Stable satisfaction of sex drive - sexual needs are satisfied with the stability of the same partner.

· Reproduction – families produce future generations of children.

· Primary socialisation – transmitting shared norms and values (consensus) to children, makes for a harmonious and stable society.

· Economic needs – families provide for the material well-being of its members, food and shelter. 


 Evaluation
( Ignores the negative aspects (dysfunctions) of family life – families can have a ‘dark side’ that involves conflict, inequality, oppression and abuse.

Parsons (1955)

Current functions of the family
· Unit of consumption – feeding and clothing family members.

· Primary socialisation of children – integrating children into societies shared norms and values.  This social control function helps to create consensus, order and social stability.

· Stabilisation of adult personalities – offers emotional support for adults, e.g. relaxing environment to unwind from the tensions of work.  This in turn benefits the economy.

NB – you need to learn the rest of the material on Parsons briefly (most likely for a-c questions).

The rise of the nuclear family – shift from the extended to the nuclear family following industrialisation (functional fit).
· Provided opportunities for geographical mobility – nuclear families function to allow for easy movement around the country when looking for jobs. 
· Provided opportunities for social mobility – with the movement from ascribed status (fixed at birth) to achieved status (own effort and ability) in modern industrial societies, nuclear families function to allow for social mobility without potential family conflict.


Loss of functions – modern nuclear lost some of its functions but left with current functions (see above).
· Unit of production – most family members go to a workplace for their employment.

· Welfare needs – now catered for by institutions such as schools, social security and professional health care.


Evaluation of Parsons functional fit theory
(  Nuclear families were common in pre-industrial society 

Young and Willmott (1973) and Laslett (1972) found the nuclear family was the norm.  This was because of late childbearing and short life expectancy – therefore few grandparents.
(  Extended family was strengthened by Industrialisation 
Young and Willmott claim the hardship of early industrialisation gave rise to mum centred working class extended families, offering financial, practical and emotional support.  For example, helping with orphans due to high death rates.
(  Anderson’s (1980) exchange theory – benefits of working class extended families outweighed the costs, extended families offered support for sharing housing costs, sickness, poverty, childcare etc.  when a welfare state did not exist.

(  Extended families have not disappeared in modern societies

The extended family has not disappeared, continues to exist as it performs vital functions such as financial support, childcare and emotional help.
	Marxists see the family (especially nuclear) in negative terms and believe the functions/roles of the family benefit a ruling minority, helping to maintain class inequality and capitalism.

Inheritance of property

Capitalism gave rise to the patriarchal monogamous nuclear family - functioned to provide ruling class men with legitimate heirs to their private property. For Marxists patriarchal control will only end with the creation of a communist society (classless society) as then there will be no need to transmit private wealth to future generations.

Ideological functions
The family is seen as part of the superstructure, which transmits ruling class ideologies (ideas or beliefs).  The superstructure serves to justify inequality and maintains a state of false class consciousness (where people are unaware they are being exploited and see a capitalist system as fair, natural and inevitable). This in turn prevents revolutionary activity and so ensures the continuance of capitalism.  Marxists claim that children learn to accept hierarchy and inequality through the family.   Parents exert power and control over children and therefore children come to accept unequal power relationships at the workplace.

Unit of consumption

Families act as an important market for the sale of consumer goods. They thus play a major role in generating profits for capitalist business organisations.  Powerful marketing results in many families feeling the need to spend on the latest products in order to keep up with the ‘Joneses’ and to avoid their children being stigmatised.

Evaluation
(  Marxists ignore the positive functions of families - functionalists would stress the benefits families perform for individuals and society as a whole.  For example, intimacy and mutual support.
(  Marxists focus too much on class based issues - feminists would argue they do not focus enough on the way families serve the interests of men rather than women.









	Feminists see the family (especially nuclear) in negative terms.  They believe the family oppresses women and functions to benefit men.


Liberal feminism
They believe that gender relations are gradually becoming more equal in the family.  They point to some evidence that shows that men are doing more domestic labour and that some parents are socialising their children equally and holding similar aspirations for them.  

Liberal feminists believe full equality can be made by further changing attitudes and the socialisation patterns of both sexes.  Further ‘family friendly’ social polices could also be made, such as flexible working and parental leave which would encourage more equality between the sexes. 

Evaluation
( Ignores the underlying cause of women’s oppression - Marxist and radical feminists would argue that deeper social changes are needed to end inequality between the sexes.

Marxist Feminism
Marxist feminists maintain that the main source of women’s oppression in the family is capitalism rather than men.  Women’s oppression is said to perform vital functions for capitalism.
· Women reproduce the labour force – through unpaid domestic labour, maintaining the current workforce and socialising the next generation of workers. 

· Women absorb anger that may otherwise be directed at capitalism. Ansley (1972) sees domestic violence as an outlet of men’s frustration with the exploitation and alienation they experience in the workplace.

· Women act as a ‘reserve army’ of cheap labour – can be employed flexibly by capitalists as and when they are needed as extra paid workers.


Marxist feminists believe full equality can only be achieved by abolishing the family at the same time as a socialist revolution replaces capitalism with a communist society.

Evaluation
( Ignores the positive aspects of family life – many women actively choose and enjoy looking after a home and bringing up children.

Radical feminism
Radical feminists maintain that the main source of women’s oppression in the family is patriarchy.  They claim that the family is an exploitative institution that benefits men. Men benefit from women’s unpaid domestic labour and their sexual services, and dominate women through domestic and sexual violence, or the threat of it. 

Radical feminists believe women can only be ‘free’ by abolishing the family and living independently of men.   For example, all female (matrilocal) households.

Evaluation
( Ignores recent equality breakthroughs - better access to divorce, better job opportunities, control over fertility, ‘new men’ etc.

Difference feminism
Maintains that women’s experience of family life varies according to: sexuality of partners, ethnicity, social class and age.  For example, middle class households tend to be more equal.  Black feminists see the black family more positively as it serves as a form of support and resistance to racism in society.

Evaluation
( Ignores the shared inequality and risks many women experience – e.g. low pay and domestic violence.


	Radical psychiatrists see the family (especially nuclear) in negative terms.  They focus on the ‘dark side’ of the family.


Laing (1964) – nuclear families create mental illnesses such as schizophrenia and depression.  This is because of the amount of time family members spend with each other.  Parents expect too much of their children and children end up feeling suffocated.  One of his patients schizophrenic patients Jane, thought she was a tennis ball because she was emotionally bounced between her parents.

Leach (1967) – the isolation of the nuclear family places creates pressures on all family members, anger and frustration is taken out on each other.

Evaluation
( Overstates its case – many children grow up in loving nuclear families without facing conflicts or developing mental illnesses.



	Evaluation – further weaknesses 
( The functionalist/Marxist/feminist/radical psychiatry approach assumes that the nuclear family is the dominant family form - ignores the diversity of modern family structures. For example, lone parent families, same sex households etc.
( The functionalist/Marxist/feminist/ approach focuses on the social structure to the neglect of human action.  Interactionists and postmodernists would argue that family members have choice in family relationships, and that this is shown by increasing diversity in family arrangements.  They also stress the need to consider the meanings individual members give to their relationships and situations, rather than focus on the functions of families.

	In conclusion the Functionalist/Marxist/feminist explanations are important as they highlight the interconnectedness of families and society as a whole e.g. the economy.  However, postmodernists argue that no single approach can claim to offer a total understanding of the role of families, as all knowledge is uncertain. Therefore perhaps we should recognise that each of the above theories has a valid contribution to make to an understanding of the functions of families.



Further reading�Pages 189-197 in Webb R et al. (2015) AQA AS level Sociology, Napier press. ���





Sample exam questions �a) Define the term ‘patriachy’ (2 marks) [AS]


b) Using one example, explain how liberal feminists see gender inequality in the family being overcome (2 marks) [AS]


c) Outline three fucntions that functionalists see the family performing (6 marks) [AS]


d) Outline and explain two functions that the family may perform for capitalism (10 marks)











