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Assessment 1

The concept of Family has dramatically changed in the 21st century; critically reflect upon this statement.
The inception of the Nuclear Family theory brought the binary sociological concept of family to the attention of the wider world and the culturally biased ideas of a family unit. However, this unevolved thinking excludes any person not of the traditional binary form, which will be examined throughout this assignment. This archetype is typified by the Nuclear Family model, created by Murdock, (1965) who stated that,

The family is a social group characterized by common residence, economic cooperation and reproduction. It contains adults of both sexes, at least two of whom maintain a socially approved relationship, and one or more children, own or adopted, of the sexually cohabiting adults.
[bookmark: _Hlk182992558]Murdock, G, P., (1965, pp.01)

This sweeping definition is underscored by Parihar et al (2017) and Sundaram et al, (2020).
The erosion of the bedrock on which the Nuclear Family (NF) model was founded started soon after its inception, which is reflected in the Social Darwinism theory although it must be applied carefully as it can be a very controversial theory Hodgson, (2024). The Wolfenden Report (1957) began the process of legalising homosexuality, Gleeson, (2007) and Grimley, (2009), the evolutionary stride of modern thinking expanding the understanding of what families could be, Hazony, (2022). The tropes of breadwinning male, stay-at-home female, and one boy one girl households becoming one option, as illustrated in academic and non-academic lights by Jensen and Sanner, (2020) and Brooks, (2020) respectively, highlighting changes in family morphology and makeup.
These were reflected in the ideals of self-sovereignty, security of identity and bodily autonomy, and although they are not new, in want or concept and span multiple areas of life and existence, Trotter, (2014)., Roa, (2016)., and Giannopoulou, (2020) they also encompass, children’s rights, as shown with the Children’s Act (1989) and the Children’s Act (2004) underscored by Bywaters, et al (2020), women's rights, Sánchez, et al(2020)., Hussein, (2020)., and Earle, et al, (2020), they are sociological constants, despite the consistency there is still the socially normalised idea that a man is patriarchal authority at home, Sultana, (2010)., Khelghat-Doost and Sibly, (2020).
The evolution in social thinking brought a new stance in sense of self and identity, Gough, (1989)., Robinson, et al (2021)., Giddens, (2023). The lines between personal identity, sexuality and gender identity have steadily advanced, reinforcing the theoretical stance of Social Darwinism, and Darwin’s original evolutionary position of adaptation for survival, illustrated by Mogilski, (2016) also highlighting the paucity of positive evidence in Social Darwinism.
The increase of non-normative identity, such as people identifying as polyamorous, non-binary, transgender, or asexual, since the turn of the millennium, Betterhelp and Guarnaccia, (2024), has challenged the binary idea of the (NF) model. This includes increases in same-sex and single-parent households, mono gender couples and single mothers or fathers, and people of non-normative identity McDonald and Morgan, (2019)., Rimalower and Caty, (2009). The NF ideal has no way to adapt or account for the growing definitions and ideas of what constitutes a family, Ware, et al. (2007)., Slivšek, Vitale and Lončarek (2024).
The term ‘family’ is nebulous, associating having children, when talking of a family unit, as with the NF model. Those who are unable to have biological children of their own often fill their lives with children of an alternative species, Guo, et al (2021)., Bouma, et al (2022).
The assumption of what constitutes ‘family’ has shifted, showing that it is much more, than a husband, wife, and two or more children, making the definition of a nominal structure almost impossible to define, Walsh (2012) states that

Given the multiplicity of family arrangements in contemporary society, the normal distribution is no longer a bell-shaped curve, and no single predominant model is typical. Rather the curve has flattened, with many peaks along the broad spectrum, reflecting the many, varied ways that ordinary, average families organize and experience family life.
(Walsh, 2012, pp. 06)

This belief is widely recognised, as postulated by Gerson and Torres who affirm that “All societies have families, but their form varies across time and space.” Gerson and Torres, (2015, pp.1) and further supported by Harris, Charles, and Davies, (2006)., Gamache, (2008)., Wagner et al, (2024, pp.3) citing Lesthaeghe, (2014) and van de Kaa, (1987).
The supposition inherent in the NF model does not account for the overarching changes to personal morphology and gender identity. The statement of “maintain a socially approved relationship” Murdock, (1965, p.1) assumes a continuance of thought from when the model was incepted. Changes for equality have coalesced within the last twenty-five years, which is between fifty and seventy years after the Wolfenden report as illustrated with the Civil partnership Act (2004), the Equality Act (2010) and the Marriage (same sex couples) Act (2013). The advancement of legislation shows a clear departure from the one-man-one-woman archetype. The Civil Partnership Act (2004), allowed for a recognised union between same-sex couples and anyone of normative sexual orientation or identity wishing to be in a legally acknowledged union but outside of the traditional paradigm of religious marriage.
The thinking associated with acts like the Civil Partnership Act (2004) and increased acceptance with acts such as the Equality Act (2010) is not new, and once more underscores the Social Darwinism position of evolution and change, illustrated by Lee and Burman, (2024) and Brown and Nyong’o (2020). The correlation can be seen within these acts and how they upset the traditional gender role ideals within the NF model, especially with the Equality Act (2010) making it illegal for discrimination based on sexuality, sexual orientation, disability or secular beliefs.
The Equality Act (2010) is bolstered by the Civil Partnership Act (2004) giving the marginalised people within the LGBTQIA+ community a recognised and socially approved method of union. One which in recent years has seen an increase in religious marriages as well through the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act (2013). However, the act itself allows for a deep discretion within the religious institutions for what is provided to non-heterosexual couples and can severely limit what is open to those couples.
The Equality Act (2010) and the Civil Partnership Act (2004), clearly show this cross-sectional divergence from the binary to the fluid, by the most obvious factor of their own functions, with the Equality Act effectively erasing the normative role positions by eliminating discrimination on any grounds. The idea of a woman being forced into solely being a homemaker, mother and cook, under the Equality Act (2010) would be discriminatory when based purely on their gender. The same can be said of male stereotyping and held to the same regard, including gender division in labour as illustrated by Sear, (2021) who puts forth the notion that a nuclear family with a strong sexual division of labour, where males are entirely responsible for "breadwinning" and women are responsible for "homemaking," is commonly regarded as the "traditional" family. It is also believed that the husband-wife family is financially self-sufficient and capable of raising children with little help. This division is further shown historically by Cutas and Smajdor., (2017), citing Okin, (1989) who stipulated, that in the instance of political preference the most dominant presence, usually male, can exercise their power over others with relative ease free of interference. This correlates directly to the division of power within the Nuclear Family model and the male bias.
The Civil Partnership Act (2004), further challenges the binary notions of male and female partnerships, allowing for same sex unions and recognition of multiple states of being, man and woman archetype. This is reflected in the Office for National Statistics data, ONS, (2023) when looking at the dispersal of gender and sexual identity in England and Wales. Dominant orientation is still very much heterosexual at eighty-nine percent of respondents, but data also showed that of the almost forty-four million respondents one and a half million described themselves as identifying within the LGBTQIA+ community. Despite generalised acceptance within society, divorce rates within the LGBTQIA+ community are increasing, as shown by ONS, (2022) with an increase of 36.1% in the year between 2020 and 2021. This is further supported by Johnson, (2022) writing for The Argus, (2022) who states, ‘Lesbian Couples are twice as likely to divorce than gay men’ Johnson, (2022, np). He goes on to posit that the gender bias is not only confined to lesbian couples but that there has been a rise in female lead heterosexual divorce.
Further support for the gender division within divorce in non-heterosexual couples comes from Pink News writer Duffy, (2020) who, citing the Office for National Statistics, states ‘female couples make up just over half of same-sex marriages in England and Wales, they account for nearly three-quarters of same-sex divorces.’ Duffy, (2020, np) Pink News further underscores this rising proponent for nuclear stability of marriage or relationships with work by Wakefield, (2020) where they postulate that excessive haste in cohabitation may be the leading factor, where they state while citing Power, L, (N,D) of Stonewall ‘lesbian couples getting divorced might have something to do with the tendency to move very fast and quickly invest in a relationship, otherwise known as U-hauling’ Wakefield, (2020, np), conversely record low rates of divorce have been recorded by the Office for National Statistics, highlighted by Whitaker, (2022) writing for Amicable.io where they illustrate that between 2021 and 2022 a sharp decline in divorce rates overall was seen factoring in at a per Anum descent of 29.5%.
A key follower of the Civil Partnership Act (2004) was the Adoption Agencies Regulations (2005) where the key stipulation was that adoption is open to anyone regardless of marital status, orientation, gender, or sexuality; yet the logistical structure and process can prove insurmountable to many when trying to adopt, which stands in contrast to the Nuclear model where adopted children were a key component of the model in the completion of the familial structure, this is supported by Bracken, (2020, p.4) who highlights that the UK’s expansive legislation has been criticised as being flawed and limiting to those seeking to adopt or have children via surrogacy and needs to be reviewed and reformed to be more inclusive of the surrogacy practice.
These failings are most prevalent when looking at them from the nuclear stance, and the expansive adaptation to normative gender roles, from binary to blended and fluid is one of the key downfalls. Child welfare has been a cornerstone of pushback, research into the effects of same sex parenting, blended families and couples, and child development has skewed toward the negative bias when looking at non-nuclear families, as illustrated by Mazkrekja, Fischer and Bos, (2022) and by Sullins, (2015). It shows a clear increase in mental health issues in adolescents in same sex or non-nuclear households. Despite this, it does help to note the possibility of religious morality bias when considering gender and sexuality focused research from more conservative nations such as the United States, where same sex couples are more likely to be raising adopted children than opposite sex couples as shown by Zhang, et al, (2023, p.2).This opposition is further highlighted by Joslin, (2011, p82). However, work by Charlton, (2024) directly refutes the hypothesis that same sex households can have a directly negative impact on children, showing the inbuilt bias toward the heteronormative within many modern institutions and also underscores that traditional nuclear households are still held as the pinnacle for home makeup and relationships when trying to establish a family unit. This challenge of normalcy and degradation of normative gender roles is further compounded when gender itself is looked at as an individual trait.
The idea of what constitutes gender shifts dramatically from person to person, the paradigm of male is male, and female is female and the roles they occupy are in direct challenge and contrast to the legislation brought in since the year 2000.
This bias toward the heteronormative is shown in the work by the NSPCC, (2024) in their guidelines and research on safeguarding queer or non-heteronormative children and young people, and state that they are at no greater or lesser risk of physical, sexual and mental abuse than heteronormative children, as shown by Øverlien, (2020), but are conversely at a detrimentally greater risk of phobic abuse towards their LGBTQIA+ status which is something that cannot be directly experienced by heteronormative children unless used as a form of abusive comparison.
This staunch predisposition toward heterosexuality and challenge against families and their children are expanded upon by Messina and Brodzinsky, (2020) where within their research they found children of non-heterosexual couples, particularly adopted children, experienced unique delays and issues when in a hetero-biased situation such as school. This is underscored by McInerney, Creaner and Nixon, (2021) who through their research established the emotional and mental fragility of LGBTQIA+ parents when establishing their family, highlighting especially how in social settings the legitimacy of their family and children’s existence could ultimately be challenged or outright dismissed by the heteronormative majority, making the new parents feel deeply marginalised, which is a key issue facing the continued use of the Nuclear model. This is a continuing theme globally, pre- and post-societal acknowledgement and recognition as well, not only in the United Kingdom, The Netherlands, Scandinavia and Europe or America as previously demonstrated but also in South America and further afield globally as illustrated by Isidro, et al. (2024)., Gemignani, et al (2024)., Malmquist., Andersson and Salomonsson, (2020).
From the research and examination of it, one can see that the most dramatic change to the make-up of society and thus to families, has been the advancement toward a more cohesive and united social standing with regard to sexuality, gender and personal identity and family makeup.
When viewed from the evolutionary stance put forth in the Social Darwinism theory, the change to public perception has been organic, moving with the changes in society itself.
The adaptation to thinking has allowed for a steady movement towards inclusion and openness. This openness can be seen in the legislative evolution as well, with governments and institutions bringing together ratified laws that allow for people of any gender, race and status to be formally included, although as has been posited, the legislation in some factors is noted as needing review to allow for a more accessible approach.
The acceptance of non-nuclear families is one that is ever growing as can be seen when viewing it through the forward focused lens of Darwinian social evolution. Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Non-Binary, Transgender and many other non-normative people will always look to form their own families, and this continued evolution and adaptation, especially of the social zeitgeist could one day be held in the same regard as Murdock, (1965) and his nuclear paradigm.
However, it can never lose the relevance it holds to the family structure, regardless of societal input, despite being viewed by some as partially exclusionary the nuclear ideal is still held as the key family model. Excluding the limitations of the model itself, inherent to the binary focus of the model. The binary focused grounding will always be present, given the reproductive bias of humanity. Social changes, changes to legal mandates and laws, sexual preference and sexuality as well as personal identity will always be a missed step within the nuclear model.
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