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 Critically reflect upon what constitutes family in a contemporary world. Reflect upon whether ‘families’ are still important in today’s society

This essay will critically reflect on what constitutes family in a contemporary world. In particular British society. The assignment critically reflects as to whether families still have importance in society today and in the future. In today’s Britain people still believe in the importance and value of the ‘family unit’, according to Jenkins, Pareira, and Evans (2008) four out of five people think their family are more important than their friends (Jenkins, Pareira, and Evans, 2008).
In order to further explore the value of a family the true definition of a family must be looked at. One definition of the family is;
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]A social group characterised by common residence, economic cooperation and reproduction. It includes adults of both sexes, at least two of whom maintain a socially approved sexual relationship, and one or more children, own or adopted, of the sexually cohabiting (Murdock, 1949) 
In modern society the term family is now regarded as being too narrow a definition as life and society has had to change and the role and expectation of the family has had to change due to the diversification of the way people have chosen to live over time.  
The standardised traditional family units which were typically nuclear in design have now been replaced by more complex family design. This is due to the increase of divorce and the consequential remarriage and co habitation (Haralambos & Holborn, 2009). Legislation has seen a significant increase in same sex marriages and civil partnerships which have disbanded the traditional family construction idyll and allowed same sex couples to have and raise children (Revise Sociololgy, 2016).
Similarly, over the past fifty years the structure of British families has shifted with a decline in marriages and cohabiting increasing. From 1996 to 2006 marriages dropped by 4%, in contrast cohabitating increased by 14% whereas in 1960 only 2% of people were cohabitating (Jenkins, Pareira, and Evans, 2008). 
Over the last century there have been many changes to the way a family is defined as with new technology, legislation and attitudes. More women are having to go out to work. Since the end of the Second World War women have become more prevalent in the workplace and have developed a workplace confidence beginning to infiltrate the male dominated world of work. The norms of behaviour of pre- war Britain became more liberal the 1960s the now famous ‘summer love’ left its mark on British society. Active feminist groups also supported the choices of women consequently the availability of contraception changed the way in which women viewed their role within the family and the overall purpose of the family began to be challenged with a more relaxed attitude to divorce or cohabiting (Jenkins, Pareira, and Evans, 2008). Immigration into Britain saw a cultural change within society, consequently the level of Afro Caribbean immigration normalised single parent families as lone parents were common among this demographic (Haralambos & Holborn, 2009).
Within contemporary society families are changing and having to evolve to meet new challenges and requirements of society. Legislation is developed to support the family allowing tax incentives to support the longevity of the institution, however those who would prefer not to have a family feel penalised by the legislation and are required to pay more in taxation (Jenkins, Pareira, and Evans, 2008) consequently dividing public opinion. 
 It is widely recognised that the traditional family is one where father, mother and the children form a long-term unit, with the father being the main and possibly only bread winner, the mother's responsibilities centred around the home and the family running the household, bringing in a supplementary income where needed. The challenges of modern life increasingly change family landscape creating a new set of family dynamics and structure. 
 Whilst the impression of the family is one of harmonious co habitation, family break-ups are becoming more frequent, children therefore face the instability of the breakdown of the family as a unit frequently living with one parent or possibly cohabiting is a family design made up of a stepmother or stepfather. Others are being brought up sharing time between parents. 
Whilst the idyll of the Oxo family is imprinted on people’s frontal lobes today’s 21st century family design is less likely to be nuclear. In today’s society   the head of the household usually the father may not be in full employment. In other families they are being brought up by a working mother and a stay-at-home father (Haralambos & Holborn, 2009).  As discussed earlier breakups in families have resulted in an increase of blended families and the prevalence of step children from other marriages or relationships which may have broken down creating a disjointed family design which is less traditional and stable than an historic British family.
 In today’s society of more confident and independent women the traditional hunter gatherer role associated with males could be taken on by the female member of the household, the mother taking on the role of main breadwinner, as the more traditional male breadwinner role faces decline. The changing and evolving role of the family resulting in the expansion of single parent families adds to the existing challenges of governments in the development of appropriate and effective social policies (Jenkins, Pareira, and Evans, 2008).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]There is evidence that these changing economical and family dynamics have an impact on the financial standing of families with many of them becoming poorer, also affecting the well-being of family members.  It is therefore hard to separate the financial position of the family and the active role of parenting on family values (Katz, et al., 2007).

Uncertainty about the long-term viability of the family unit and together with uncertainty about their own role within this unit increasingly affects the emotional wellbeing of children and in many cases leads to unsociable behaviour (Jenkins, Pareira, and Evans, 2008).

The family is a building block of society: 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK9][bookmark: OLE_LINK10]“It’s a Nursery, a school, a hospital, a leisure place, a place of refuge and a place of rest …It’s the preparation for the rest of our life and women run it”.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8] (Margaret Thatcher 1992 cited in Steel, Kidd and Brown 2012)

While the Conservative Party was always seen as the party embracing the family, this focus was particularly strong during the Thatcher era. The term ‘family’ at that time however did mean a traditional family, being a nuclear family, which would teach values such as a sense of belonging, order and stability from one generation to the next and forming the cornerstones of society. This nuclear family was being challenged by an increasing number of single parent families, cohabitation rather than marriage and also the fact that gay couples increasingly where accepted as being a family. One of the most staggering statistics that illustrates that shifting shape of a family is the fact that during the years from 1980 to 2002 the number of children born out of wedlock increased from twelve percent to forty-one percent. This left the Conservative Party in a dilemma – to promote the traditional family and nurture traditional values or to embrace change and accept that there is not just one model of a family, a view that was particularly promoted by Conservative MP Michael Portillo (Hickson, 2005).  

“In times of change, learners inherit the earth, while the learned find themselves beautifully equipped to deal with a world that no longer exists.”
(Hoffer, 1973)

[bookmark: OLE_LINK11][bookmark: OLE_LINK12][bookmark: OLE_LINK13][bookmark: OLE_LINK14]The feminist movements developed in the 60s and 70s have also played a role in challenging the perception of the family, seeing the nuclear family as a key component in the subjugation and subordination of females (Gillies, 2003).

Nuclear families, historically the most common of family design, are traditionally understood to be comprised of a mother and father (Widmer & Jallinoja, 2008). They are based on traditional gender roles with the man being the hierarchy and the woman who looks after the family this is a functionalist view of society. Functionalists see society as something that is made up from different parts and rely on each other, the family is an important part it is the ‘basic building block’ and socialises the young and meets their needs (Weeks, et al., 2001).  Subsequent government have attempted to rescue the family as a construct, casting its gaze on personal relationships in line with the role of policy making.  In 2008 the Cabinet office produced a paper, the finding of which confirmed the following:

· The family in 21st century Britain is non stereotypical 
· Families remain the most important support in the life of an individual 
· A strong family network can have a positive and influential outcome for each individual 
· Blended and more complex family units have less favourable outcomes 
· Blended and more complex family units are more predisposed to poverty
(Cabinet Office - The Strategy Unit, 2008)
Today families have changed and are not nuclear in design, the popular design of the family is now being replicated in a different way (Fields & Casper, 2001). Instead, in modern society families now consist of single parents, childless couples, step parents, adopted children, same sex partnerships.  Some people only see family as blood relatives but others would include non-blood relatives or close friends. Weeks, et al., (2001) say this is often the case amongst lesbian and gay communities.   It is therefore the role of the family which has been repeated and performed by others which may not necessarily be family members (Weeks, et al., 2001).
 The expectation of people on the quality of their own lives has resulted in lifestyle changes which are not always a matter of choice, they are often a result of a changing society. In many countries decreasing fertility rates lead to smaller families and lower marriage rates, this together with increasing divorce rates leads to an increase in single parent families – and it is those who are most at risk of poverty. One reason for decreasing birth rates lies in the fact that education and employment opportunities for women are increasing. Many women establish a career before considering childbirth and an increasing number of women choose to remain childless. Women who have children after establishing a career often return to work. This, and the increase of single parent families does in many cases shift the childcare from the parents to the grandparents, creating households where the extended family provides essential support. Better employment opportunities also lead to more relationships where the partners live in different places and only see each other at weekends and they maintain two homes. Across the member countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) there is also an increase in single person households, where this is expected to be an increase of 22% in the time period from the year 2000 to 2025 for the United Kingdom (OECD, 2011).
Modern laws such as the Adoption and Children Act 2002 (UK Government, 2002), the Marriage and Same Sex Couples Act 2013 (UK Government, 2013) and the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act (2008) (UK Government, 2008) also support the idea of same sex families and have allowed people who would have ordinarily not have been able to have children to commence family life. 
Being part of a family establishes a feeling of belonging, protecting one another, offering security, stability, food, water, clothes and shelter (Maslow, 1943). Maslow says that a person cannot progress in life without these basics being met.
Family traditions help to keep the family together and family stories help to bind them together, and aids in building a communal belonging (Burman, 1996).   Family traditions and routines help bind families together and family memories that are discussed and remembered over time help this too (McKie & Callan, 2012).
The way we see family depends on many different things internal and external factors such as religion, friendship and sexuality (Stacey, 2004). 
In today’s society there are lots of definitions of what a family is but being part of a family is important because ‘families, in all the diverse patterns, sizes, creeds, and colours they come in, are indeed the heart and soul of human society’ (DeFrain, et al., 2008) (university of Nebraska article). Families are society’s oldest institution, people have always grouped together for support. Families are therefore the basic social unit in all groups of people around the world (DeFrain et al, 2008).
Although society has changed the family is still as important as it ever was, even if the definition has changed.
 The family therefore has a role of socialising children and providing financial support and cooperation as a primary function. The care and emotional attachment, therefore according to (Murdock, 1949), is secondary to the role of the family unit. Arguably, the roles identified a key function of the family could be replaced by individuals assuming a supporting role in terms of financial and emotional support for children. According to (Bowlby, 1982) however the attachment of a child to a mother due to her being the provider of food and nourishment is the foundation for a long and enduring psychological attachment. Therefore, if the security and the provision of the things required to have a healthy and happy life are provided by a non -blood relative according to (Bowlby, 1982) there will still be a psychological attachment.
Whilst there is considerable belief that the family is the seat of happiness and contentment there are many hidden aspects of family life which remain concealed under the heading of the family. Far from being safe and nurturing family life can be neglectful and abusive, most violence occurs within family settings, siblings abusing siblings and often parents abusing children n and husbands abusing their wives (Forward, 2009). 
 Whilst the family according to Murdoch (1956) is universal, the way in which the family performs its functions is not universal. A core dependency of the family providing the support and nurture required is affluence.  People who have less access to funds have a higher propensity to abandon or leave their children with a significantly higher number of single mothers than in wealthier groups (Haralambos & Holborn, 2009). The stratification of the family according to (Goldthorpe, 1983) is purely dependent on the class position of the family, typically derived from the role of the main provider of the household normally the father. It could therefore be argued that the position of the family is set out by the heterosexuality and the role of patriarchy within the family as is made specifically within the main family unit were viewed as having the biggest role in the positioning of the family in terms of class and culture (Goldthorpe, 1983).
Whilst there is evidence to support the fact that the family’s role is to provide social and economic support for the benefit if the next generation (Murdock, 1949), there are other beneficiaries of the family unit. Radical feminists such as Delphy and Leonard (1992) (Haralambos & Holborn, 2009) believe that that men are the sole beneficiaries of the family unit, exploiting women who undertake all or most of the household chores, as it is the males who are the head of the household. Even in the family groups where the female is the sole or main breadwinner men remain head of the household (Delphy and Leonard, 1992, cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 2009) The patriarchal control used by males ensure that spouses and other family members who have been socialised to be passive to males have to assess the mood and temperament of male heads of households and keep themselves in favour (Bryson, 1992). Therefore, it could be argued that the family can be the seat of toxicity which can have a long lasting and detrimental effect on the lives of many, introducing and ingraining behaviours which perpetuate throughout generations creating a cycle of abuse (Forward, 2009).

This essay has critically reflected on the role of families in the 21st century and discussed whether they are still relevant in today’s society. There are many conflicting views in relation to the overarching role of the family and much debate on the performing of the functions required by the construct. Whereas the family in terms of design is changing within contemporary society and the makeup of the role within each unit and who performs the role is fluid, it is clear that the functions of the family remain a crucial part of today’s society ensuring that the continuity of this structure remains in the ongoing provision of a support network throughout the life of an individual. It is however the function of the family that is the most important undertaking the nurturing roles and the financial support within the context of co-production co contribution and general cooperation (Murdock, 1949). Definitions between the sexes have been explored, alongside how the nuclear family has changed and evolved over time, policies, theories and practice have been discussed where applicable. 
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