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SJSI6022 Individuals and Families – Living in a Contemporary World.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Q. Critically reflect on what constitutes family in a contemporary world. Reflect upon whether families are still important in today’s society.

This essay will critically reflect upon what constitutes family in a contemporary world, while paying close attention to whether families are still important in society today. The very notion of family, and its related norms, functions and forms can be seen as an increasingly multifaceted and continually evolving concept. The purpose of the first section of this essay is to understand what has contributed to modern society’s development of the contemporary family from an historical viewpoint, and to use this knowledge to dissect the modern family unit in order to examine the roles and responsibilities of the modern family’s care givers, as well as the responses and reactions of children and young people who are socialised and nurtured within these environments. Children brought up within modern society are affected so profoundly by the circumstances in which they are developed and socialised within, that to understand what constitutes family in our modern era, it is also important to understand how young people react to certain societal challenges brought about by the ever-changing family environment of the 21st Century. Life trajectory, building resilience and the development of good mental health and wellbeing can naturally be attributed to a positive upbringing, therefore the second section of this piece of work will look to determine whether the developments in modern family units are conducive to the positive nurture of the children brought up within them, and the meeting of their fundamental needs from an individual perspective. The third section of this essay will focus upon the different models, theories and policies which determine how families are perceived in the 21st Century, and the parameters within which they are allowed to respond to their immediate environments. Finally, this essay will explore how social, political and cultural factors impact upon how families are perceived and how they perform today, in order to understand whether the institution of family is still important in the modern, contemporary era.
Initially, it is important to understand the changing definitions of family from the beginning of the 20th Century, whereas the development of the family before this point is still relevant, it can be considered by the reader that the most fundamental changes to the family unit relevant to what constitutes family today, have occurred within the last century (Bengtson, VL, 2001). Changing ideologies and social attitudes that have occurred during this time have led to the parameters within which families are allowed or acknowledged to operate to be augmented by significant shifts in understanding and social acceptance. These parameters have also been profoundly affected by the industrialisation of the home (Cowan, R.S, 2018). For example, at the turn of the 20th Century, there was a very narrow view of what constituted family. These ideals were largely steeped in the principles of the patriarchal world that came before (Mitterauer, M and Sieder, R, 1982). A world in which female sexuality was strictly regulated by religious discourse, male dominance and power dictated that almost the entire function of marriage, especially in the case of landowners and aristocrats by whom the lions share of historical texts are influenced by, due to education and literacy issues, was to ensure that a male heir to property and the estate was produced (Berkener, L and Mendels, F, 1978). Sexuality, love and any emotive reasons for marriage were forsaken in favour of an arrangement that would ensure continuity for the family house (Winch, R.F, 1958). This nuclear family ideal of two heterosexual parents, and several children of full biological descent continues to constitute the most common family structure we see in 21st Century Britain (Ringen, S, 2017). However, the last few decades have seen an increase in less conventional family units, and long overdue changes to policy and legislation which have alleviated some of the more troubling effects of socially forced cohabitation and marriage that, other than for reason of convenience and social pressure, may not have even been considered (Daly, M, 2010). It is this very concept of emotionally and sexually incompatible individuals becoming married and having families that has fuelled modern debate as to how control or lack thereof can fuel dysfunction within the household (Jekielek, S.M. 1998). 
With the focus firmly on sociological definitions and perspectives of the family, this section of the essay will critically reflect upon these various representations from the turn of the 20th Century to the present day in an effort to understand the fluctuating nature of what constitutes family in modern times. George Murdock (1949), produced one of the earliest recognised functionalist sociological definitions of family in which he cited common residence, economic cooperation and reproduction as three main characteristics which constituted family in the immediate post-war era (Broderick, C.B. 1993). Murdock implied that these families must include adult members of both sexes cohabiting sexually with one or more children be they of biological descent or adopted. This definition had already acknowledged the shift toward freedom of choice that began to develop during the 20th Century (Murdock, G.P. 1949). However, Murdock’s largely functionalist perspective was thoroughly influenced by social policy and prominent social pressure. It was not until some years later, in 1967, that homosexuality was decriminalised in the UK, therefore, legally, a family could not under any circumstances be described as having two adult members of the same sex (Kollman, K and Waites, M. 2009). World War II also saw a massive shift in women’s rights, and a swathe of transgressive behaviour that put pressure upon society to change legislation and take steps to redress the balance not only between genders, but towards equality as a necessary human development (Kabeer, N. 2005). Although archaic in comparison to modern standards, and heavily influenced by ‘social acceptance’ and UK law, Murdock’s definition remains a valuable starting point in understanding the evolution of family in modern times.
Due to the period of rebuilding and recovery post World War II, it was some time before modern law and social norms were reconsidered, but similarly, the chaos that followed the most destructive conflict in world history enabled campaigners and equality movements to gather momentum (Soysal, Y.N. 2000). A public focus upon morality, ethics and human rights began to take precedence over political control, and society gradually became more accepting of individual need and freedom of choice, acknowledging that if individual needs are met, then society would begin to function more cohesively (Forrest, R and Kearns, A. 2001). It was some decades later that Goldthorpe broadly described family as ‘a network of related kin’. It was necessary for a deconstruction of previous ideas to occur at this point, and this broad definition of family allows for a wider consideration that roles are not assigned in a linear fashion (Goldthorpe, J.H. 1983). It does however imply that there must be biological, or legally accepted kinship to constitute family, which, for some individuals and marginalised groups in society was still inaccurate. It can be observed that the age-old principles of succession and heirship were still the prominent concern by law, and that personal choice and individual needs were largely overlooked by UK society even in the latter part of the 20th Century (Rose, R and Davies, P.L 1994).
Further perspectives on family were introduced to the mainstream during the 1990’s in a time where some semblance of gender equality had begun to emerge (Lewis, J and Campbell, M. 2007). Former UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher saw family as ‘the building block of society’. She described family as ‘A nursery, a school, a hospital, a leisure place, a place of refuge and a place of rest’ (Thatcher, 1992 cited in Steel, Kidd & Brown 2011). By comparison to some previous definitions, Thatcher had introduced a highly accurate definition of family, acknowledging that family is indeed an institution, which provides for a large proportion of an individual’s needs, rather than a simple legal concept based on biological or legal relation (Hakim, C. 2003). When one considers the family as a point of socialisation, a place of learning and development, and a place of care and solace, rather than a simple, legally acknowledged system which generates offspring, the reader begins to understand that it is the meeting of need in young people, the bonds and commitment within the family, and care for one another within these environments that begin to emerge as the most important factors (Newman, T and Blackburn, S. 2002). Thatcher went on to describe family as ‘the preparation for the rest of our life, and women run it’. Although also accurate from an historical viewpoint, it was the previously discussed biological and social factors, and indeed religious discourse which determined that women were forced to assume the role of matriarch and undertake a larger proportion of labour within the household (Thatcher, M. 1992). Some consider that a greater freedom of choice, growing acknowledgement of LGBTQ rights, and improved methods of birth control alongside an increase in career opportunities for women and emphasis on equality towards the end of the 21st Century which has seen more male and transgender individuals assume the role of managing the household in recent times (Gates, G. 2012).
It is this change in family perspectives that saw the description of household and family begin to merge as one singular concept. In the early part of the 21st Century, Lawson and Garrod (2012), described the household as “A person living alone or a group of people who share the same address and share one meal a day and/or the living accommodation”. This is where personal opinion becomes relevant, as many in modern UK society would consider this description of household as ‘family’. Whether or not one considers this to be a family can rely firmly upon how they are socialised themselves - what norms and beliefs are impressed upon them from their own early experiences and development, therefore in a world which now sees a broad range of family forms, a more accurate perspective of family needs to be considered from an individual perspective (Ruesch, J et al 2017). Lawson and Garrod (2009) while understanding the modern household, persist in considering family as strictly a biological and legal concept however, and although necessary for inheritance laws and legal guardianship to operate fairly, this focus on the family as an entity confined to legal and biological connections does not serve to acknowledge what the individual would consider as their own family, many choosing to challenge the norms, and some from particularly dysfunctional backgrounds would consider friends and peers as family, superseding any blood relation, or legal ties through marriage (Oswald, R.F. 2002). 
In line with these modern developments, definitions post 2010 consider family to be “all members of the family under one roof” (Farlax, 2011). Although using the word ‘family’ within the definition of itself causes the definition to remain vague, Farlax has recognised that family and household are beginning to amalgamate in modern times. The Oxford Dictionary (2011), defines family as ‘a set of parents and children, or of relations living together or not’, implying that there must be some form of legally approved kinship in order to bind a family, but physical proximity to each other is not necessarily important. With this in mind, although an individual living in an unconventional family unit may dispute this, terms used to describe family remain politically charged, and legally enforced to this day (Gillies, V. 2005). Changes in UK policy such as the right to same-sex marriage which came into force on 13th March 2014 show that public opinion and freedom of individual choice is now breaking down previous barriers to basic human rights, allowing for legal acceptance of these new family forms, and dissolving the religious discourse that has dictated the very fabric of social interaction during the past few centuries (Hamilton, F. 2017). 
This section of the essay will explore the concept of family from the perspective of the individual nurtured and socialised in contemporary UK society. Moving from an anthropological viewpoint, and into a deeper understanding of how social psychology recognises how an individual perceives their natural environment, the developmental phase of a person’s life from childhood through to adulthood can often be understood as the most crucial stage in the life cycle (Arnett, J.J. 2000). Providing a positive, safe environment for children is the primary function of any family unit, and although many failures occur due to wider societal factors, creating a safe setting which promotes the healthy development of young people remains a common priority for most modern families (Hareven, T.K. 2018). Maslow’s popular hierarchy of needs describes a sequence of important factors required for an individual to achieve positive self-esteem, resilience and self-actualisation, many of which cannot be controlled autonomously by children until the age of maturity is reached (Maslow, A.H. 1970). Therefore, it is the family which provides, or fails to provide the tools which enable a young person to function successfully within their immediate social environment, it is what occurs within an individual’s microsystem in youth, that determines their ability to interact positively, and to manipulate their respective macrosystem upon maturity (Bronfenbrenner, 1986 cited in Berry, J.O. 1995). It is this focus upon the meeting of personal need which allows the reader to examine the links between family coherence and individual resilience, and although not exclusive in the sense that those from broken or blended families automatically develop with low resilience to external negative stimulus, it can be observed that there is a positive correlation between close family bonds and higher levels of resilience among those socialised in a coherent family environment (Olsson, C.A et al 2003).
In the case of individual identity, and socialisation, it is of vital importance to consider the family as an environment within which children learn to know, experience and modulate their emotions through relationships with attachment figures (Davies, P.T and Cummings, E.M. 1994). Observed through the eyes of the individual, an attachment figure is not exclusively a parent, care-giver, or family member, but can take the form of role models from any point during a person’s socialisation. These attachment figures can be mentors, or figures of respect who do not fall under the category of family defined by societies’ narrow view of legal or biological relation (Darling, N et al 2003). Individuals from broken families, or those brought up within the social care environment who may never know their biological families must rely upon the environments provided by unrelated care providers and must develop a sense of family which is not pre-ordained by biological means (Barbell, K and Wright, L. 2018). With this in mind, even those born into what society considers the perfect ‘nuclear’ family environment can similarly develop their own knowledge and emotions from figures outside of their immediate family environment. There are innumerable factors which can affect how this process occurs, and with the advent of the age of communication, social media and other significant factors around the turn of the 21st Century, the idea that family is solely determined by legal or biological ties is becoming increasingly less accurate (Pryor, J and Rodgers, B. 2001).
There is however a strong case for natural instinctive belonging as being a factor, and many children brought up in adopted families develop an unquenchable need to seek out their biological parents. This particular area of psychology is not fully understood, but some consider the innate, subconscious desires developed over many centuries of human evolution as a considerable factor which drive the necessity for personal biological belonging to be achieved. Others consider the social implications of being adopted, and the emotional challenges faced within educational and social environments as an important trigger for those who seek to find their biological predecessors (Brodzinsky, D.M. 1993). Similarly, however, those who are socialised primarily by biologically related parents and families may also forsake those family ties in order to pursue life trajectories and goals that are contrary to the ideologies by which they were socialised within their immediate family environments (Harris, J.R. 2011). This can occur whether there is conflict within the family or whether there was an harmonious and coherent family environment, which supports the idea that the very definition of family in the contemporary world is indeed wholly subjective, and should be decided solely by the individual, whether they consider non-related friends and role models who they socialise with as family, or consider themselves exempt from family ties altogether in an entirely independent sense (Blair, K.L and Pukall, C.F. 2015). The major difficulty in reflecting upon what constitutes family in contemporary society is that there are seemingly infinite variables which combine to create individual character, and if the reader considers that family is a personal and subjective concept, then there are inevitably a polarised, and infinite amount of contrasting views which may account for a need to narrow these definitions once again to the biological and legal forms which respond to legal challenges presented by heirship, custody of children and financial government policy (Schen, A.H. 1990). 
In conclusion, what constitutes family in the contemporary world is not a linear argument. There are vast differences between modern family units, from single parent families, to same-sex couples and commune-based environments within which all conceivable lines are blurred in comparison to the basic nuclear families of the previous century. This has been brought about through massive changes in society, common values and media influence, and while the concept of family can be considered subjective to the individual depending upon their socialisation, and their own ideologies and morals, the basic values of family and the human need for belonging, although a residual effect of human evolution, remain vitally important to the clear majority of the UK population (Bjorklund, D.F and Pellegrini, A.D. 2002). While encompassing different cultures, and promoting freedom of choice, there remain legal representations of family that must be adhered to in order to obtain rights of succession, and rights to benefits, which also serve to influence life trajectory by means of nepotism and positive socialisation (Gilding, M. 2010). While family in a subjective sense is still vitally important to all individuals to promote wellbeing, and success in life, the need for biological family to be present throughout has gradually diminished as society shifts toward a more inclusive state. If compassion, love and support are provided, those who do not have a legally recognised family to speak of, may consider themselves to be blessed with a more functional and positive ‘family’ than those who live within a conventional family unit. It is therefore wholly down to personal perception as to what constitutes family in the 21st Century, although biological factors are wholly relevant, it is a concept that depends upon an infinite number of deciding factors. Family, in a vague sense is the physical and personal embodiment of what aids and enables an individual to get through life.
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