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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.

Within the past few decades, the configuration “family” has included diverse living arrangements, yet traditional definitions of family persist. 
 					            (Schadler, 2016, p503).
 
It has been suggested by Luxton (2011) that ‘family relationships are among the most significant relationships’ in today’s society. According to Frain, Brand, Friesen and Swanson (2008), families have been important for many centuries, and families become united so they can find ‘emotional, physical and communal support’. Equally, families are important for the children in the community, due to their family being the ones who influence the way that they develop (Frain, Brand, Friesen and Swanson, 2008; Bonci and McCoy, 2011). Although some studies may suggest that families are built with parents and children, this model is not possible for all (Trask, 2010; Luxton, 2011; Zajdel et al., 2014; Talcott, Parsons and Bales, 1956 cited in Schadler, 2016). According to Trask (2010), families are the heart of today’s society whether they consist of parents and children, single parents, cohabiting couples with children, individuals with no children or cohabiting couples without children.  
 
This essay will critically reflect upon what constitutes family in a contemporary world, whilst reflecting on whether families are still important in society today.

Firstly, the essay is going to evaluate what families were like in the twentieth century, regarding marriage, divorce and children. This will be followed with a critique of today’s families and what is socially accepted within a family. And finally, it will examine same-sex couples and what families means to them.

The essay concludes that family is important, but how the family is formulated is not so important.

According to Irwin (2000) and Luxton (2011) there has been a substantial change in how society sees a family. During the twentieth-century families were seen as a single person, a couple with no children, a married couple with children, or lone parent with or without dependent children (Social Trends, 1998 cited in Irwin, 2000). Luxton (2011) suggests that during the mid-twentieth century an ‘ideal’ family was a married man and woman with their children, who were loyal to their family for life, Talcott, Parsons and Bales (1956 cited in Schadler, 2016) agrees with this. Evidence shows that being unmarried with children was a rare occurrence, in England and Wales there was only four percent of women with children out of ‘wedlock’; however, in Scotland there was an estimated seven percent (Thane, 2010). Thane’s (2013) study suggested that being an ‘unmarried mother’ in the twentieth century was a known act as much as marriage. 

However, not every country would accept this, particularly Ireland due to a majority of the population being Catholic (Grimes, 2016). Adoption was not socially or legally accepted in Ireland, and being a single mother had an equal principle (Grimes, 2016). Before the adoption law came into force in 1952, women were forced to emigrate to England where adoption was legal (Grimes, 2016). It was evident that being an unmarried woman, with or without children, in England and Wales was accepted within society (Thane, 2010; Grimes, 2016). Thane (2013) states that others sympathised and showed support to these women, as ‘wronged women’, ‘sinners’, and ‘scroungers’. Statistics showed that there was around fourteen percent of unmarried women in England and Wales in the twentieth-century, due to most of the population being women however, this cannot be the only reason (Thane, 2010). Blossfeld and Drobnic, (2009 cited in Schadler, 2016) suggest that women’s access into the labour market had a vast impact on this, in the same way as when women were given birth control education (Amato, 2010 cited in Schadler, 2016).  
 
Women in the twentieth-century saw getting married as a commitment to leave paid work, enabling them to provide their husbands with a growing family (Luxton, 2011). This would also enable the mother to be a stay at home mum, so that she can focus on the importance of providing her family with love, care, support and commitment (Luxton, 2011). Both men and women are socially constructed into their roles, men would have a ‘dominant’ role, whereas a women’s role was to be a mother (Yeo, 1999; Oakley, 1974 cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 2013). Studies suggest that feminism helped construct the views of others about women during the eighteenth century, therefore, giving them wider prospects in life (Yeo, 1999; Haralambos and Holborn, 2013). Mothers developed a substantial amount of responsibility for their family, and were expected to abide by the authoritative member of the family (husband, father, male) (Yeo, 1999). Domestic ideology suggests that women are the province of the home (Yeo, 1999; Haralambos and Holborn, 2013; Bezari, D’Eer and Forestier, 2016), Browning (no date, cited in Yeo, 1999 p3) says ‘all love begins and ends with motherhood’. 
 
According to Thane (2010), unmarried cohabitation in the twentieth century became more ‘common’ due to the divorce law being ‘biased’ towards women. However, this was ‘equalised’ in 1937; before then women could only apply for divorce if the situation was ‘life-threatening’ (Parliament, no date; Thane, 2010; Haralambos and Holborn, 2013; Thane, 2014), because only the wealthy people (particularly men) could afford to go through divorce proceedings (Parliament, no date; Thane, 2014). The Matrimonial Act 1937 states that anyone (male or female) could file for a divorce, but the couple must be married for three years, although this would only be looked at for adultery or cruelty (Parliament, no date; Lowe, 2002; Thane, 2014). On another note, the amount of years a marriage had to endure was reduced, in 1984, from three years to one year (Matrimonial and Family Proceedings Act 1984; Haralambos and Holborn, 2013).  

In the early twentieth-century women won more equal rights, which changed their lives significantly (Eisenberg and Ruthsdotter, 1998; Prentice et al., 1998 cited in Luxton, 2011). This included, women being able to make decisions regarding work, family, child birth and marriage (Luxton, 2011; O’Neil and Domingo, 2015). Although, statistics suggest that marriage had dropped immensely after this, women and men were still cohabiting (Thane, 2010; Probert and Callan, 2011; Thane 2014). Probert and Callan (2011) argue that ‘pre-marital sex was normal’, and that it is not a new development in the 1960s. Furthermore, researchers propose that cohabiting was undisclosed up until the 1970s, accordingly, this act was not recorded, because of this, researchers are unable to find an accurate statistic (Probert and Callan, 2011; Thane, 2014).

However, having a divorce is socially accepted nowadays, which has given men and women an equal freedom from unhappy relationships (Amato, 2010 cited in Schadler, 2016). Consequently, being a single parent is now seen as a ‘social norm’ (Williams, 2004 cited in Schadler, 2016). On another note, marriage remains a ‘common’ event, with cohabiting families being the fastest to grow (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2017). ONS (2017) statistics show that there were 12.9 million couples who were in a civil relationship or married, and 3.3 million cohabiting families. Marriage statistics remain the same every year, whilst cohabiting families increase (ONS, 2016; ONS 2017). According to Wilson and Smallwood (2007), marriage rates have decreased dramatically over the last 25 or more years. Generally, women are either postponing marriage or deciding not to marry, therefore, cohabiting is becoming a ‘newer’ trend (Wilson and Smallwood, 2007). According to Domingo and O’Neil (2015) and Zalesne (2015), women are now in control over their life and the decisions they make, it is also suggested that women are becoming more ‘visible’ in today’s society.  

Gender equality is now defined as a ‘human right’, and is protected by the Equality Act 2010, so everyone has an equal control over their life (United Nations, 2005; Zalesne, 2015; Department of Crime, Justice and the Law, 2018). Although, studies suggest that women’s role within the family remains the same, due to women being restricted because of family commitments such as, childcare (United Nations, 2005; Donaldson, 2015). Oláh, Richter and Kotowska (2014) argues that the men and women’s role within the family has equalled over years, particularly whilst caring for their children. Consequently, families are no longer defined by their roles, in other words families are built by who exists in their micro system for example, their family, peers, school and work, and are affected by their macro system, such as, laws, social conditions, economic system and culture (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Oláh, Richter and Kotowska 2014).  

Thus, family is now seen as a ‘network of people’ who are committed to each other, this does not necessarily mean that they are ‘legally bound’, living in the same house, or biologically related (Schadler, 2016). Besides, some couples may be in a ‘living apart together’ relationship, due to many reasons, for instance being unable to afford a home together, other family commitments, and wanting a relationship with their child from another relationship (Levin, 2004; Duncan et al., 2013; Liefbroer, Poortman and Seltzer, 2015). However, parents who have children from other relationships generally live as a single parent with their child before considering another relationship (Bonci and McCoy, 2011; Lange, Dronkers and Woblers, 2013). According to Lange, Dronkers and Woblers’ (2013) study, that children who live with a single parent struggle with their education and end up being single parents themselves. Bandura’s social learning theory suggests, that children look up to adults and witness their behaviour, therefore, will copy their behaviour either as children or young adults (McLeod, 2016).  

In some cases, women are often forced to leave their partners and becoming single parents, due to domestic abuse between parents (World Health Organization, 2012). Generally, mothers want to protect their children from the minute their born, this is often referred to ‘maternal instinct’ (Stina, Wahn, Ekström and Langius-Eklöf, 2012). Therefore, women find the strength they need to leave an abusive relationship so they can protect their children, and look after their well-being (World Health Organization, 2012). In relation to the above point children living in the same house where abuse is taking place between parents can also put their well-being at risk, education and health, consequently this could affect their mental health (Frain, Brand, Friesen and Swanson, 2008; World Health Organization, 2012; Bonci and McCoy, 2011). Therefore, parents leaving this kind of relationship to become single parents would be beneficial to the child as well as the parent (mother or father) (Frain, Brand, Friesen and Swanson, 2008; World Health Organization; Bonci and McCoy, 2011). Parents going through separation is a difficult time for both the parents and children, however both parents should agree on how to raise their children and ensure they continue to sustain their relationship with their children (Frain, Brand, Friesen and Swanson, 2008; Bonci and McCoy, 2011). Measures can be put in place to allow children to see both parents, for example, meeting in a contact centre so that both parents would not need to sit in the same room together (Frain, Brand, Friesen and Swanson, 2008; Bonci and McCoy, 2011). 

Furthermore, Schadler (2016) suggests that the perception of family has been open to ‘redefinition’, due to the different forms of families.

A large and established body of research has shown the significance of the family as a major institution for carrying out essential production, consumption, reproduction, and accumulation functions that are associated with social and economic empowerment of individuals and societies.
						           (Mokomane, 2012, p2)

It is suggested in Mokomane’s (2012) study, that there are two routes to the above statement which are, family capital and family resilience. Family capital where the family utilises ‘resources’ from their societal system, in this case those in there, microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Mokomane, 2012). Therefore, families will be influenced by these people or groups before they make critical decisions regarding themselves or their family (Mokomane, 2012). On another note, family resilience will determine whether they are able to survive certain ‘life challenges’, and reflect upon them enabling the family to move on (Walsh, 2003 cited in., Mokomane, 2012; Mokomane, 2012). However, in order for the family to do this, their basic needs should be met for instance, ‘nutrition, shelter, physical, emotional care and development, which links well to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943; Mokomane, 2012).   
 
On another note, Luxton (2011) argues that society understand families based on how family practices get ‘normalised’, for example, same sex couples or marriage. Nowadays, same-sex couples are entitled to the same rights as heterosexual couples, regarding cohabiting or marrying (Chaimie and Mirkin, 2011; Gates, 2015). According to Chaimie and Mirkin, (2011) same-sex couples of any kind did not exist until the twenty-first century. Consequently, debates took place for recognition of their relationship and extended family, this included marriage and adopting children (Gavigan, 1995, Stacey and Biblarz, 2001 cited in Luxton, 2011; Kollman and Waites, 2011; Chaimie and Mirkin, 2011). This also included: right of age consent; creation of civil partnership; legalisation of adoption for same-sex couples; and, the creation of a public sector ‘equal duty’ by the Equality Act 2010 (Kollman and Waites, 2011). Since these have been put in place same-sex couples have been normalised across the country (Kollman and Waites, 2011; Gates, 2015). 

Chaimie and Mirkin (2011) defines homosexual couples as a ‘new social phenomenon’. Everyone is entitled to human rights, and it is within the individual’s right to marry or cohabit with who they like, whether, male and female couple, male and male couple or woman and woman couple (Moumneh, 2009, Human Rights Watch, 2009, Adam, Duyvendak and Krouwel, 1999 cited in Chaimie and Mirkin, 2011; United Nations, no date). Studies suggest that before the twenty-first century homosexuals were not tolerated, therefore, forced to keep quiet about their relationship, although, they were recognised by six countries, which were, Denmark, France, Iceland, Netherlands, Norway and Sweden (Chaimie and Mirkin, 2011; Schwartz et al., 2016). ONS (2016) statistics now show that homosexual cohabiting and marriage is beginning to be socialised, as there were 890 civil partnerships granted in England and Wales. However, 1,313 civil partnerships had terminated their relationship, with 60% being female couples (ONS, 2016). 
 
Chaimie and Mirkin (2011) suggest that the recognition of homosexual marriage was one of the most difficult issues around the world, (socially, politically and legally). Although, at least seventy-two countries have legislation which criminalise same-sex relationships, eight of these countries issue men with the ‘death penalty’, to name a few: Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Yemen and Iran (Chaimie and Mirkin, 2011; Schwartz et al., 2016; Duncan, 2017). Therefore, discriminate against homosexual couples, overlooking Article 16 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Chaimie and Mirkin, 2011; Schwartz et al., 2016).

(1)  Men and Women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a family. They are entitled to equal rights to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]                   (United Nations, no date)

Study suggest that there is only a small number of homosexual couples that have children, however it is now available as a choice to same-sex couples (Kollman and Waites, 2011; Chaimie and Mirkin, 2011; Gates, 2015). Having children within a homosexual relationship is complex, due to the different ways children can be brought into their family, to name a couple adoption or in virto fertilisation (Kollman and Waites, 2011; Chaimie and Mirkin, 2011; Joubert-Pienaar, 2014; Gates, 2015).  

Having said this, some communities still have issues relating to homosexual cohabiting or marriage, thus, because of lack of information or knowledge they may have (Chaimie and Mirkin, 2011). Goldberg, Gartrell and Gates (2014) and Gates (2015), suggest that homosexual parents’ support network is almost non-existent, for example families are less likely to offer support. According to studies children from homosexual families develop at the same pace as children from heterosexual families, with the only difference being that children with same-sex parents are less likely to stereotype during play (Goldberg, Gartrell and Gates, 2014; Gates, 2015; Séguin, 2016). Showing evidence of being attached to one or both of their parents, the attachment theory suggests that children need to feel safe, loved and comfortable with their parents (Frain, Brand, Friesen and Swanson, 2008; Bonci and McCoy, 2011; Kollman and Waites, 2011; Joubert-Pienaar, 2014). Having said this it is evident that more research needs to be done in this area (Séguin, 2016).   

To conclude this essay’s aim has been to critically discuss what constitutes family in a contemporary world, whilst reflecting on whether family is important in today’s society. Point 1 provided an overview of families in the twentieth-century and how families existed for example heterosexual parents living with their children. Point 2 discussed family today and how people interpreted the meaning of family, and what family now means, this was followed by point 3, which looked at same-sex marriage, cohabiting and their growing family.

This study found that families have always been an important factor in society, although families were basic mum, dad and their children. It is evident that other kind of family was overlooked and same-sex relationships were not even considered a possibility. It has become clear that family forms have come a long way since the twentieth-century, therefore defining family has become increasingly difficult. Evidence has shown family is a very complex situation, and it would be incredibly difficult to discuss them all. It has become apparent that it does not matter how much a situation becomes normalised for example same-sex marriage, people within society will always have an opinion regardless of how much information they receive.

Now this draws the attention of whether family is important or not within society, evidence has shown various kinds of family within this study. Therefore, it is clear that the community need families within it to build their society, however it does not matter whether that family is of heterosexual couples (married or cohabiting), same-sex couples, or single, all of the above are considered a family whether they have children or not. Family is built with strong connections and feelings whether sad or happy, generally involving people within their micro system. Regardless of this, family continue to make judgments upon each other particularly whilst considering same-sex parenthood.   
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