
Week 2  - Sociological approaches to the family 

1. Functionalism – approve the family. Uphold the nuclear family as best. 

- Form of structuralism – focus on social structures rather than interactions 

- Macro-perspective 

- Compare society to an organism 

- Explains the family in relation to contribution to the maintenance of the social system 

- Value consensus: common beliefs and norms shared in society.  

- Norms: guide our behaviour 

- Statuses: functioning society had a set of social positions (occupation, place in family, gender) 

- Role: status is accompanied by a group of norms that make up a role 

Talcott Parsons – original functionalist (50s & 60s).  

- How is social order maintained? Through social consensus. Reinforced the values and beliefs of 

white, male and middle-class America. Challenged by new social movements of 60s and 70s.  

 

- According to parsons, the family has 2 functions. This also has an influence on socialisation. 

- 1. Primary socialisation of children – so they know their status and proper roles. This is 

internalised. 

- 2. Stabilisation of the personalities of the adult population – because they know how they are 

supposed to behave and what statuses they should undertake. 

 

- “families are factories that produce human personalities and no other institution can take the 

families place as a family is a nurturing environment” 

 

- Women = expressive – provide warmth, security, emotional support, socialises the children, 

stabilises husbands personality – comforts husband after work, household labour. 

- Men = Instrumental – paid workforce. 

- This division of labour is based on biological differences.  

Critiques of Parsons 

- Very middle class, white America 

- Many exceptions 

- Unable to grasp cultural diversity – extended families? 

- Category of dysfunctional families – a sense of devaluing lower class families 

- Did not grasp structural inequalities of gender roles 

- Conflict? Violence? 

- Socialisation as one-sided. Children can influence parents, not only parents influence children 

- Heterosexual assumptions 

- Not historical – he universalises his discussion without acknowledging the historical influence of 

what he is saying 



- Abstract, incapable of empirical investigation 

- No potential for change 

 

2. Marxism – the idea that certain institutions were made to keep members of a family in their 

place. Freedom of the market. E.g., mother has to balance child care while going to work. The 

institutions ‘trap’ members of the family and keep them in their place. He wrote nothing on 

family, however, Engles did. 

 


