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This essay poses a rhetorical question in order to argue that most of our talk about families is
clouded by unexplored notions of what families “really” are like. It is probably the case, univer-
sally, that people expect to have special connections with their genealogically closest relations.
But a knowledge of genealogy does not in itself promote understanding of what these special ties
are about. The real importance of The Family in contemporary social life and belief has blinded
us to its dynamics. Confusing ideal with reality, we fail to appreciate the deep significance of what
are, cross-culturally, various ideologies of intimate relationship, and at the same time we fail to
reckon with the complex human bonds and experiences all too comfortably sheltered by a faith
:in the “natural” source of a “nurture” we think is found in the home. :

. This essay is divided into three parts. The first examines what social scientists mean by The
'_, Farmily. It focuses on the work of Bronislaw Malinowski, the anthropologist who first convinced

- -social scientists that The Family was a universal human institution. The second part also has social

. scientists as its focus, but it examines works by the nineteenth-century thinkers Malinowski

- refuted, for i—as we shall argue—Malinowski was wrong in viewing The Family as a universal
“-+human institution, it becomes important to explore the work of theorists who did not make
* *Malinowski’s mistakes. The final section then draws on the correct insights of nineteenth-century
theorists to sketch some implications of viewing The Family not as a concrete institution
< designed to fulfill universal human needs, but as an ideological construct associated with the
" ‘modern state. |
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MALINOWSKI'S CONCEPT OF THE FAMILY

In 1913 Bronislaw Malinowski published a book called The Family Among the Australian Aborigines'
in which he Jaid to rest earlier debates about whether all human societies had families. During the
nineteenth century, proponents of social evolution argued that primitives were sexually promis-
cuous and therefore incapable of having families because children would not recognize their
fathers.2 Malinowski refuted this notion by showing that Australian aborigines, who were widely
believed to practice “primitive promiscuity,” not only had rules regulating who might have inter-
course with whom during sexual orgies but also differentiated between legal marriages and casual
" unions. Malinowski thus “proved” that Australian aborigines had marriage, and so proved that
aboriginal children had fathers, because each child’s mother had but a single, recognized husband.
Malinowski’s book did not simply add data to one side of an ongoing debate. It ended the
debate altogether, for by distinguishing coitus from conjugal relationships, Malinowski separated
questions of sexual behavior from questions of the family’s universal existence. Evidence of sexual
promiscuity was henceforth irrelevant for deciding whether families existed. Moreover, Mali-
nowski argued that the conjugal relationship, and therefore The Family, had to be universal
because it fulfilled a universal human need. As he wrote in a posthumously published book:

The human infant needs parental protection for a much longer period than does the young of even
the highest anthropoid apes. Hence, no culture could endure in which.the act of reproduction, that
is, mating, pregnancy, and childbirth, was not linked up with the fact of legally-founded parenthood,
that is, a relationship in which the father and mother have to look after the children for a long period,
and, in turn, derive certain benefits from the care and trouble taken.3

In proving the existence of families among Australian aborigines, Malinowski described three
features of families that he believed flowed from The Family’s universal function of nurturing
children. First, he argued that families had to have clear boundaries, for if families were to per-
form the vital function of nurturing young children, insiders had to be distinguishable from out-
siders so that everyone could know which adults were responsible for the care of which children.
Malinowski thus argued that families formed bounded social units, and to prove that Australian
families formed such units, he demonstrated that aboriginal parents and children recognized one
another. Each aboriginal woman had a single husband, even if some husbands had more than one
wife and even if husbands occasionally allowed wives to sleep with other men during tribal cere-
monies. Malinowski thus proved that each aboriginal child had a recognized mother and father,
even if both parents occasionally engaged in sexual relations with outsiders.

Second, Malinowski argued that families had to have a place where family members could be
together and where the daily tasks associated with child rearing could be performed. He demon-
strated, for example, that aboriginal parents and their immature children shared a single fire—a
home and hearth where children were fed and nurtured—even though, among nomadic aborig-
ines, the fire might be kindled in a different }ocation each night.

Finally, Malinowski argued that family members felt affection for one another—that.parents
who invested long years in caring for children were rewarded by their own and their children’s
affections for one-another. Malinowski felt that long and intimate association among family mem-
bers fostered close emotional ties, particularly between parents and children, but also between
spouses. Aboriginal parents and their children, for example, could be expected to feel the same
emotions for one another as did English parents and children, and as proof of this point, Mali-
nowski recounted touching stories of the efforts made by aboriginal parents to recover children
lost during conflicts with other aborigines or with white settlers and efforts made by stolen abo-
riginal children to find their lost parents. '

Malinowski’s book on Australian aborigines thus gave social scientists a concept of The Family
that consisted of a universal function, the nurturance of young children, mapped onto (1) a
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bounded set of people who recognized one another and who were distinguishable from other like
groups; (2) a definite physical space, a hearth and home; and (3) a particular set of emotions,
family love. This concept of The Family as an institution for nurturing young children has been
enduring, probably because nurturing children is thought to be the primary function of fanulies
in modern industrial societies. The flaw in Malinowski’s argument is the flaw common to all
funcrionalist arguménts: Because a social institution is observed to perform a necessary functron
does not mean either that the function would not be performed if the institurion did not exist or
that the function is responsible for the existence of the institution.

Later anthropologists have challenged Malinowski’s idea that families always include fathers,
but, ironically, they have kept all the other aspects of his definition. For example, later anthropol-
ogists have argued that the basic social unit is not the nuclear family including father but the unit
composed of a mother and her children: “Whether or not a mate becomes attached to the
mother on some more or less permanenc basis is 2 variable matter.”# In removing father from the
family, however, later anthropologists have nevertheless retained Malinowski’s concept of The
Family as a functional unit, and so have retained all the features Malinowski took such pains to
demonstrate. In the writings of modern anthropologists, the mother-child unit is described as
performing the upiversally necessary function of nurturing young children. A mother and her
children form a bounded group, distinguishable from other units of mothers and their children. A
mother and her children share a place, a home and hearth. And, finally, a mother and her children
share deep emotional bonds based on their prolonged and intimate contact.

Modern anthropologists may have removed father from The Family, but they did not modify
the basic social science concept of The Family in which the function of child rearing is mapped
onto a bounded set of people who share a place and who “love” one another. Yetit is exactly this
concept of The Family that we, as feminist anthropologists, have found so difficult to apply.
Although the biological facts of reproduction, when combined with a sufficiently elastic defini-
tion of marriage, make it possible for us, as social scientists, to find both mother-child units and
Malinowski’s conjugal-pairs-plus-children units in every human society, it is not all clear that
such Families necessarily exhibit the associated features Malinowski “proved” and modern
anthropologists echo. ‘

An outside observer, for example, may be able to delimit family boundaries in any and all
societies by identifying the children of one woman and that woman’s associated mate, but natives
may not be interested in making such distinctions. In other words, natives may not be concerned
to distinguish family members from outsiders, as Malinowski imagined natives should be when he
argued that units of parents and children have to have clear boundaries in order for child-rearing
responsibilities to be assigned efficiently. Many languages, for example, have no word to identify
the unit of parents and children that English speakers call a “family.” Among the Zinacantecos of
southern Mexico, the basic social unit is identified as a “house,” which may include from one to
twenty people.5 Zinacantecos have no difficulty talking abour an individual’s parents, children, or
spouse; but Zinacantecos do not have a single word that identifies the unit of pazents and children
in such a-way as to cut it off from other like units. In Zinacanteco society, the boundary between
“houses” is linguistically marked, while the boundary between “family” units s not.

Just as some languages lack words for identifying units of parents and children, so some “fam-
ilies” lack places. Immature children in every society have to be fed and cared for, but parents and
children do not necessarily eat and sleep together as a family in one place. Among the
Mundurucu of tropical South America, for example, the men of a village traditionally lived in a
men’s house together with all the village boys over the age of thirteen; women lived with other
women and young children in two or three houses grouped around the men’s house.® In
Mundurucu society, men and women ate and slept apart. Men ate in the men’s house, sharing
food the women had cooked and delivered to them; women ate with other women and children
in their own houses. Married couples also slept apart, meeting only for sexual Intercourse.
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Finally, people around the world do not necessarily expect family members to “love” one
another. People may expect husbands, wives, parents, and children to have strong feelings about
one another, but they do not necessarily expect prolonged and intimate contact to breed the
loving sentiments Malinowski imagined as universally rewarding parents for the care they invested
in children. The mother-daughter reladonship, for example, is not always pictured as warm and
loving. In modern Zambia, girls are not expected to discuss personal problems with, or seek
advice from, their mothers. Rather, Zambian girtls are expected to seck out some older female
relative to serve as confidante.? Similarly, among the Cheyenne Indians who lived on the Amer-
ican Great Plains during the last century, 2 mother was expected to have strained relations with
her daughters.8 Mothers are described as continually admonishing their daughters, leading the
latter to seek affection from their fathers’ sisters.

Of course, anthropologists have recognized that people everywhere do not share our deep
faith in the loving, self-sacrificing mother, but in matters of family and motherhood, anthropol-
ogists, like all social scientists, have relied more on faith than evidence in constructing theoretical
accounts. Because we believe mothers to be loving, anthropologists have proposed, for example,
that a general explanation of the fact that men marry mother’s brothers’ daughters more fre-
quently than they marry father’ sisters’ daughters is that men naturally seek affection (i.e., wives)
where they have found affection in the past (i.e., from mothers and their kin).?

LOOKING BACKWARD )

The Malinowskian view of The Family as a universal institution—which maps the “function” of
“nurturance” onto a collectivity of specific persons (presumably “nuclear” relations) associated
with specific spaces (“the home”) and specific affective bonds (“love”)—corresponds, as we have
seen, to that assumed by most contemporary writers on the subject. But 2 consideration of avail-.
able ethnographic evidence suggests that the received view is a good deal more problematic than
a naive observer might think. If Families in Malinowski’s sense are not universal, then we must
begin to ask about the biases that, in the past, have led us to misconstrue the ethnographic record.
The issues here are too complex for thorough explication in this essay, but if we are to better
understand the nature of “the family” in the present, it seems worthwhile to explore the ques-
tion, first, of why so many social thinkers continue to believe in Capital-Letter Families as uni-
versal institutions, and second, whether anthropological tradition offers any alternatives to a
“necessary and natural” view of what our families are. Only then will we be in a position to sug-

" gest “new anthropological perspectives” on the family today.

Our positive critique begins by moving backward. In the next few pages, we suggest that ten-
tative answers to both questions posed above lie in the nineteenth-century intellectual trends that
thinkers like Malinowski were at pains to reject. During the second half of the nineteenth century,
a number of social and intellectual developments—-among them, the evolutionary researches of
Charles Darwin, the rise of “urban problems” in fast-growing cities; and the accumulation of
data on non-Western peoples by missionaries and agents of the colonial states—contributed to
what most of us would now recognize as the beginnings of modern social science. Alternately
excited and perplexed by changes in a rapidly industrializing world, thinkers as diverse as social-
ist Frederick Engels'® and bourgeois apologist Herbert Spencer!!—to say nothing of a host of
mythographers, historians of religion, and even feminists—attempted to identify the distinctive
problems and potentials of their contemporary society by constructing evolutionary accounts of
“how it all began.” At base, a sense of “progress” gave direction to their thought, whether, like
Spencer, they believed “man” had advanced from the love of violence to a more civilized love of
peace or, like Engels, that humanity had moved from primitive promiscuity and incest toward
monogamy and “individual sex love,” Proud of their position in the modern world, some of these
writers claimed that rules of force had been transcended by new rules of law;12 while others
thought that feminine “mysticism” in the past had been supplanted by a higher male “morality,”13
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At the same time, and whatever else they thought of capitalist social life (some of them criti-
cized, but none wholly abhorred it), these writers also shared a sense of moral emptiness and 2
fear of instability and loss. Experience argued forcefully to them that moral order in their time did
not rest on the unshakable hierarchy—from Ged to King to Father in the home-—enjoyed by
FEuropeans in the past.!4 Thus, whereas Malinowski’s functionalism led him to stress the underly-
ing continuities in all human social forms, his nineteenth-century predecessors were concerned to
understand the facts and forces that set their experiential world apart. They were interested in
comparative and, more narrowly, evolutionary accounts because their lives were torn between
celebration and fear of change. For them, the family was important not because it had at all times
been the same but because it was at once the moral precondition for, the triumph of, and the
victim of developing capitalist society. Without the family and female spheres, thinkers like
Ruskin feared we would fall victim to a market that destroys real human bonds.!®> Then again,
while men like Engels could decry the impact of the market on familial life and love, he joined
with more conservative counterparts to insist that our contemporary familial forms benefited
from the individualist morality of modern life and reached to moral and romantic heights
unknown before.

Given this purpose and the limited data with which they had to work, it is hardly surprising
that the vast majority of what these nineteenth-century writers said is easily dismissed today.
They argued that in simpler days such things as incest were the norm; they thought that women
raled in “matriarchal” and peage-loving states or, alternatively, that brute force determined the
primitive right and wrong. None of these visions of a more natural, more feminine, more sexy, or
more violent primitive world squares with contemporary evidence about what, in technological
and orgamzatlonal terms, might be reckoned relatively “primitive” or “simple” social forms. We
would suggest, however, that whatever their mistakes, these nineteenth-century thinkers can help -
us rethink the family today, at least in part because we are (unfortunately) their heirs, in the area
of prejudice, and partly because their concern to characterize difference and change gave rise to
insights much more promising than their functionalist critics may have thought.

To begin, although nineteenth-century evolutionary theorists did not believe The Farmly to
be universal, the roots of modern assumptions can be seen in their belief that women are, and
have ag all times been, defined by nurturant, connective, and reproductive roles that do not change
through time. Most nineteenth-century thinkers imaged social development as a process of dif-
ferentiation from a relatively confused (and thus incestuous) and indiscriminate female-oriented
state to one in which men fight, destroy their “natural” social bonds, and then forge public and
political ties to create a human “order.” For some, it seemed reasonable to assume that women
dominated, as matriarchs, in the undifferentiated early state, but even these theorists believed that
women everywhere were “mothers” first, defined by “nurturant” concerns and thus excluded
from the business competition, cooperation, social ordering, and social change propelled and
dominated by their male counterparts. And so, while nineteenth-century writers differed in their
evaluations of such things as “women’s status,” they all believed that female reprodiictive roles
made women different from and complementary to men and guaranteed both the relative passiv-
ity of women in human history and the relative continuity of “feminine” domains and functions
in human societies. Social change consisted in the acts of men, who left their mothers behind in
shrinking homes. And women’s nurturant sphere was recognized as a complementary and neces-
sary corrective to the more competitive pursuits of men, not because these thinkers recognized
women as political actors who influence the world, but because they feared the unchecked and
morally questionable growth of a male-dominated capitalist market.

For nineteenth-century evolutionists, women were associated, in short, with an unchangmg
biological role and a romanticized community of the past, while men were imaged as the agents
of all social process. And though contemporary thinkers have been ready to dismiss manifold
aspects of their now-dated school of thought, on this point we remain, perhaps unwittingly, their
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heirs. Victorian assumptions about gender and the relationship between competitive male markets
and peace-loving female homes were not abandoned in later functionalist schools of thought at
least in part because pervasive sexist biases make it edsy to forget that women, like men, are
important actors in all social worlds. Even more, the functionalists, themselves concerned to
understand all human social forms in terms of biological “needs,” turned out to strengthen ear-
lier beliefs associating action, change, and interest with the deeds of men because they thought of
kinship in terms of biologically given ties, of “families™ as units geared to reproductive needs, and
+ finally, of wormen as mere “reproducers” whose contribution to society was essentially defined by
" the requirements of their homes. '

If most modern social scientists have inherited Victorian biases that tend ultimately to support
a view uniting women and The Family to an apparently unchanging set of biologically given
needs, we have at the same time failed to reckon with the one small area in which Victorian evo-
lutionists were right. They understood, as we do not today, that families—like religions,
economies, governments, or courts of law—are net unchanging but the product of various social
forms, that the relationships of spouses and parents to their young are apt to be different things in
different social orders. More particularly, although nineteenth-century writers had primitive soci-~
ety all wrong, they were correct in insisting that family in the modern sense—a unit bounded, bio-
logically as well as legally defined, associated with property, self-sufficiency, with affect and a space
“inside” the home—is something that emerges not in Stone Age caves but in complex state-gov-
erned social forms. Tribal peoples may speak readily of lineages, houscholds, and clans, but—as we
have seen—they rarely have a2 word denotng Family as a particular and limited group of kin;'they
rarely worry abouit differences between legitimate and illegitimate heirs or find themselves con-
cerned (as we so often are today) that what children and/or parents do reflects on their family’s
public image and self-esteem. Political influence in tribal groups in fact consists in adding children
to one’s home and, far from. distinguishing Smith from Jones, encouraging one’s neighbars to join
one’s household as if kin. By contrast, modern bounded Families try to keep their neighbors out.
Clearly their character, ideology, and functions are not given for all times. Instead, to borrow the
Victorian phrase, The Family is a “moral™ unit, a way of organizing and thinking about human
relationships in a world in which the domestic is perceived to be in opposition to a politics shaped
outside the home, and individuals find themselves dependent on a set of relatively noncontingent

-ties in order to survive the dictates of an impersonal market and external political order.

In short, what the Victorians recognized and we have tended to forget is, first, that human
social life has varied in its “moral”—we might say its “cultural” or “ideological”—forms, and so it
takes more than making babies to make Families. And having seen The Family as something more
than a response to omnipresent, biologically given needs, they realized too that Families do not
everywhere exist; rather, The Family (thought to be universal by most social scientists today) is a
moral and ideological unit that appears, not uiversally,-but in particular social orders. The Family
as we know it is not a “natural” group created by a state that recognizes Families as units that hold
property, provide care and welfare, and attend particularly to the young—a sphere conceptualized
as a realm of love and intimacy in opposition to the more “impersonal” norms that dominate
modern economies and politics. One can, in nonstate social forms, find groups of genealogically
related people who interact daily and share material resources, but the contents of their daily ties,
the ways they think about their bonds and their conception of the relationship between immedi-
ate “familial” links and other kinds of sociality, are apt to be different from the ideas and feelings we
think rightfully belong to families we know. Stated otherwise, because our notions of The Family

-: are rooted in a contrast between “public” and “private” spheres, we will not find that Families like
‘ ours exist in a society where public and political life is radically different from our own. :

Victorian thinkers rightly understood the link between the bounded modern Family and the

modern state, although they thought the two related by a necessary teleclogy of moral progress.
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mbles theirs not in the explanations we would seek but in our feeling that if we,
oday; are interested in change, we must begin to probe and understand change in the families of
he "Pagc_ Here the Victorians, not the functionalists, are our rightful guides because the former
scognized that il human social ties have “cultural” or “moral” shapes, and more specifically, that
the particular “morality” of contemporary familial forms is rooted in a set of processes that link
¢ intimate experiences and bonds to public politics.

t point rese

_'T.OWARU A RETHINKING
O:ur_p_ehrspective on families therefore compels us to listen carefully to what the natives in other
ocieties say about their relationships with genealogically close kin. The same is true of the natives
n our own society. Our understanding of families 1 contemporary American society can be
only as rich as our understanding of what The Family represents symbolically to Americans. A
complete cultural analysis of The Family as an American ideological construct, of course, is
beyond the scope of this essay. But we can indicate some of the directions such an analysis would
take and how it would deepen our knowledge of American families.
...One of the central notions in the modern American construct of The Family is that of nurtu-
rance. When antifeminists attack the Equal Rights Amendment, for example, much of their
thetoric plays on the anticipated loss of the nurturant, intimate bonds we associate with The
Family. Likewise, when pro life forces decry abortion, they cast it as the uldmate denial of nurtu-
rance. In a sense, these arguments are variations of a functionalist view that weds families to spe-
cific functions. The logic of the argument is that because people need nurturance, and people get
nurtured in The Family, then people need The Family. Yet if we adopt the perspective that The
_Family is an ideological unit rather than merely a functional unit, we are encouraged to subject
this syllogism to closer scrutiny. We can ask, first, What do people mean by nurturance? Obvi-
ously, they mean more than mere nourishment—that is, the provision of food, clothing, and shel-
ter required for biological survival. What is evoked by the word nurturance. is a certain kind of
relationship: a relationship that entails affection and lové, that is based on cooperation as opposed
to competition, that is enduring rather than temporary, that is noncontingent rather than contin-
gent upon performance, and that is governed by feeling and morality instead of law and contract.
The reason we have stated these attributes of The Family in terms of oppositions is because in
a symbolic system the meanings of concepts are often best illurninated by explicating their oppo-
sites. Hence, to understand our American construct of The Family, we first have to. map the larger
system of constructs of which it is only a part. When we undertake such an analysis of The Family
in our society, we discover that what gives shape to much of our conception of The Farnily is its
symbolic opposition to work and business—in other words, to the market relations of capitalism.
For it is in the market, where we sell our labor and negotiate contract relations of business, that we
associate with competitive, temporary, contingent relations that must be buttressed by law and
legal sanctions. .
The symbolic opposition between The Family and market relations renders our strong attach-
ment to The Family understandable, but it also discloses the particularity of our construct of The
Family. We can hardly be speaking of a universal notion of The Family shared by people every-
where and for all time because people everywhere and for all time have not participated in market
relations out of which they have constructed a contrastive notion of the family.
The realization that our idea of The Family is part of a set of symbolic oppositions through
which we interpret our experience in a particular society compels us to ask to what extent this set
of oppositions reflects real relations between people and to what extent is also shapes them. We
do not adhere to a model of culture in which ideology is isolated from people’s experience. On.
the other hand, neither do we construe the connection between people’s constructs and people’s
experience to be a simple one of epiphenomenal reflection. Rather, we are interested in under-
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standing how people come to summarize their experience in folk constructs that gloss over the
diversity, complexity, and contradictions in their relationships. If, for example, we consider the
second premise of the aforementioned syllogism—the idea that people get “nurtured” in fami-
lies—we can ask how people reconcile this premise with the fact that relationships in families are
not always this simple or altruistic. We need not resort to the evidence offered by social histori-
ans (e.g., Philippe Aries!6 and Lawrence Stonel?) of the harsh treatment and neglect of children
and spouses in the history of the Western family, for we need only read our local newspaper to
learn of similar abuses among contemporary families. And we can point to other studies, such as
Young and Willmott’s Family and Kinship in East London,18 that reveal how people often find
more intimacy and emotional support in relationships with individuals and groups outside The
Family than they do in their relationships with family members.

The point is not that our ancestors or our contemporaries have been uniformly mean and
nonnurturant to family members but that we have all been both nice and mean, both generous
and ungenerous, to them. In like manner, our actons toward family members are not always
motivated by selfless altruism but are also motivated by instrumental self-interest. What is signif-
icant is that, despite the fact that our complex relationships are the result of complex motivations,
we ideologize relations within The Family as nurturant while casting relationships outside The
Family—particularly in the sphere of work and business—as Just the opposite.

We must be wary of oversimplifying matters by explaining away those disparities between our
notion of the nurturant Family and our real actions toward family members as.the predictable fail-
ing of imperfect beings. For there is more here than mere disjunction of the ideal and the real.
The American construct of The Family, after all, is complex enough to comprise some key con-

- tradictions. The Family is seen as representing not only the antithesis of the market relations of
- capitalism; it is also sacralized in our minds as the last stronghold against The State, as the sym-
bolic refuge from the intrusions of a public domain that constantly threatens our sénse of privacy
and self-determination. Consequently, we can hardly be surprised to find that the punishments
* imposed on people who commit physical violence are lighter when their victims are their own
family members.19 Indeed, the American sense of the privacy of the things that go on inside
families is so strong that a smaller percentage of homicides involving family members are prose-
*." cuted than those involving strangers.20 We are faced with the irony that in our society the place
.  'where nurturance and noncontingent affection are supposed to be located is simultaneously the

.~ :place where violence is most tolerated.
'~ There are other dilemmas about The Family that an examination of its ideological nature can
" help us better understand. For example, the hypothesis that in England and the United States
marriages among lower-income (“working-class™) groups are characterized by a greater degree of
“conjugal role segregation” than are marriages among middle-income groups has generated con-
siderable confusion. Since Bott observed that working-class couples in her study of London fam-
ilies exhibited more “segregated™ conjugal roles than “middle-class” couples, who tended toward
more “joint” conjugal roles,2! researchers have come forth with a range of diverse and confusing
findings. On the one hand, some researchers have found that working-class couples indeed report
more segregated conjugal role~relationships—in other words, clearly differentiated male and
female tasks, as well as interests and activities~—than do middle—class couples.?? QOther researchers,
however, have raised critical methodological questions about how one goes about defining a joint
activity and hence measuring the degree of “jointness” in a conjugal relationship.23 Platt’s finding
that couples who reported “jointness” in one activity were not particularly likely to report “joint-
ness” in another activity is significant because it demonstrates that “jointness” is not a general
characteristic of a relationship that manifests itself uniformly over a range of domains. Couples
carry out some activities and tasks together or do them separately but equally; they also have
other activities in which they do not both participate. The measurement of the “jointness” of
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conjugal relationships becomes even more problematic when we recognize that what one indi-
vidual or couple may label a “joint activity” another individual or couple may consider a “sepa-
rate activity.” In Bott’s study, for example, some couples felt that all activities carried out by
husband and wife in each other’s presence were

similar in kind regardless of whether the activities were complementary (e.g. sexual intercourse,
though no one talked about this directly in the home interview), independent (e.g. husband repair-
ing book while the wife read or knitted), or shared (e.g. washing up together, entertaining friends,
going to the pictures together). It was not even necessary that husband and wife should actually be
together. As long as they were both at home it was felt that their activities partook of some special,
shared, family quality.24

In other words, the distinction Bott drew among “joint,” “differentiated,” and “autonomic”
(independent) relationships summarized the way people thought and felt about their activities
rather than what they were observed to actually do. Again, it is not simply that there is a disjunc-
tion between what people say they do and what they in fact do. The more cogent point is that the
meaning people attach to action, whether they view it as coordinated and therefore shared or in
some other way, is an integral component of that action and cannot be divorced from it in our
analysis. When we compare the conjugal relationships of middle-income and low-income people,
or any of the family relationships among different class, age, ethnic, and regional sectors of Amer-
ican society, we must recognize that our comparisons rest on differences and similarities in ideo-
logical and moral meanings as well as on differences and similarities in action.

Finally, the awareness that The Farmily is not a concrete “thing” that fulfills concrete “needs”
but an ideological construct with moral implications can lead to a more refined analysis of his-
torical change in the American or Western family than has devolved upon us from our function-
alist ancestors. The functionalist view of industrialization, urbanization, and family change depicts
The Family as responding to alterations in economic and social conditions in rather mechanistic
ways. As production gets removed from the family’s domain, there is less need for strict rules and
clear authority structures in the family to accomplish productive work. At the same time, indi-
viduals who now must work for wages in impersonal settings need a haven where they can obtain
emotional support and gratification. Hence, The Family becomes more concerned with “expres-
sive” functions, and what emerges is the modern “companionate family.” In short, in the furic- -
tionalist narrative, The Family and its constituent members “adapt” to fulfill functional
requirements created for it by the industrialization of production. Once we begin to view The’ -
Family as an ideological unit and pay due respect to it as a moral statement, however, we can
begin to unravel the more complex, dialectical process through which family relationships and
The Family as a construct were mutually transformed. We can examine, for one, the ways in
which people and state institutions acted, rather than merely reacted, to assign certain functions
to groupings of kin by making them legally responsible for these functions. We can investigate the
manner in which the increasing limitations placed on agents of the community and the state with
regard to negotiating the reladonships between family members enhanced the independence of
The Family. We can begin to understand the consequences of social reforms and wage policies for
the age and sex inequalities in families. And we can elucidate the interplay between these social.
changes and the cultural transformations that assigned new meanings and modified old ones to
make The Family what we think it to be today.

Ultimately, this sort of rethinking will lead to a questioning of the somewhat contradictory
modern views that families are things we need (the more “impersonal” the public world, the
more we need them) and at the same time that loving families are disappearing. In a variety of
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ways, individuals today do look to families for a “love” that money cannot buy and find; our
contemporary world makes “love” more fragile than most of us hope and “nurturance” more
self-interested than we believe.25 But what we fail to recognize is that familial nurturance and the
social forces that turn our ideal families into mere fleeting dreams are equally creations of the
world we know foday. Rather than think of the ideal family as a world we lost (or, like the Vice-
torians, as a world just recently achieved), it is important for us to recognize that while families
symbolize deep and salient modern themes, contemporary families are unlikely to fulfill our
equally modern nurturant needs.

We probably have no cause to fear (or hope) that The Family will dissolve. What we can begin
to ask is what we want our families to do. Then, distinguishing our hopes from what we have, we
can begin to analyze the social forces that enhance or undermine the realization of the kinds of
human bonds we need.
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