STRIGT IR AT, FUNCTIONALISM THEORY

Ralph and /zlichg have been married for about twenty years. Ralph feels that they
have a fgoo.l thing going. He works in construction and is able to provide well
for his family. He was able to offer Alice this sense of security when they got

married. He is also handy around the house, fixi :
out and keeping the place looking nice. , fixing things as they break or wear

Alice is attractive and a good sexual partner. Rather than working outside the
home, she .has kept the house clean and prepared meals and focused her time
rearing their four beautiful children. The kids have always appreciated her help
with schoolwork and her ability to attend and support their various activities.
They have been representative of the traditional, nuclear Western family.

Recer?tly, Alice has grown restless and less satisfied. She would like to get a
part-time job to have some spending money that she could control. And she
would like Ralph to spend more time talking with her instead of working on

some project in the garage. Ralph feels that things are just fine the way they
are—why do they have to change?

But things are changing. With the children growing up and moving out, the
family structure is reverting back to that of a couple. Alice has more free time
than she had in the past and would like to focus on some of her own interests.
Ralph can see the point in using some of his salary to hire someone to make
home repairs—to give him more time to watch sports on television, not to use it
for womanly things like shopping and talking about feelings!

Ralph wants both of them to do what he feels they are supposed to do: He
works as the provider, and she takes care of him. Alice feels that it makes more
sense for both of them to provide and nurture.

HISTORY

Functional theory, as it is often called, is based on the “organic ana.l L i.s the- id.e 3
developed by early social philosophers such as CO.rnte and Durkheim, that society 18 1ike
the human body. As the body is made up of various parts, Slld.1 as t.he organs, musfies’f
and tissues, that must work together for it to be healthy, society is also composed o
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ceding to stay in balance are important assumptions in more modern family cheories,
uch as Stress and systems theories (Kingsbury and Scanzoni 1993).

SU 1 addicion, the case has been made (White, Marshall, and Wood 2002) that a con-
siderable amount of preserft-day family research uses family structure without explicitly
recognizing itasa key vacishle;They, Com:_l"‘dea- using Canadian data on childhood out-
comes, that parenting processes are more important than family structure. Other schol-
ars, such as Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) and Popenoe (1996), argued that the intact
auclear family is still an important component in healthy child-rearing.

Perhaps more important is the fact that family scructure continues to play a role in
al decision making. White, Marshall, and Wood (2002) indicated that politicians,
ing decisions about single parents and welfare, for instance, often overestimate the
f family structure in creating their policies.

POl itic
in mak

imporrance Ol

BASIC ASSUMPTIONS

One common criticism of structural functionalism is that it never reached the long-term
popularicy and usage it could have because its terms, beliefs, and basic assumptions were
never fully developed into what we would consider a formalized “theory” (Lane 1994). For
chis reason, listing the basic assumptions of this theory is difficult because it depends on
which author's work is referenced. Therefore, we will discuss only the two basic assump-

cions chat all who use this framework would agree are the central components of the

theory itself. )
The function of families is to procreate and socialize children. Structural function-

alism is basically a theory of social survival. Its key idea is that families perform the criti-
cal functions of procreation and socialization of children so that they will fit into the
overall society. Theorists ask themselves what is needed for a society to maintain itself
and then which institutions or subgroups within that society are providing for those
needs. They conclude that the intact nuclear family of husband, wife, and their children
is the ideal structure. This is the configuration of individuals in the modern world that
works best in meeting the needs of its members, as well as those of the larger society.
That is, it functions best, according to this theory.

All systems bave functions. Theoretical work has focused principally on the func-
tions carried out by the family and what these functions accomplish. Although other
functions are mentioned, the procreation and socialization of children are central. The
main function of any social system, including the family, is simply to maintain its basic
struccure. 5

Parsons (1951) concluded chat the best way to do this was for husbands and wives to
play certain roles. Males must be instrumental, which means thart they are the ones who
provide for the family. Because of this, their abilities should be focused on meeting the
physical needs of family members in terms of food, shelter, education, and income. In
contrast, females are to be expressive, meaning that they should meet the emotional needs
of family members by being nurturing and smoothing out problems in relationships. Ac-

cording to this theory, the biological imperatives of motherhood predispose women for
this “indoor” work, whereas the greater physical strength of men leads them naturally to
the provider role (Winton 1995). These are the roles that Ralph and Alice have been
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PRIMARY TERMS AND CONCEPTS

Structure

ructure refers to the cc?mposicim‘l of :he &mﬂy’ or what members make up the family
e rution within a particular society. Is it a nuclear or single-parent family? Is the mar-
ins intact, or has there been a death or divorce? Structure can also be used to describe

ioge : L
riag ¢k of a society or an organization,

[hf fmmeWO

Function

What services dQES the family provide to society? The family exists for the functions that
i« serves, which in turn e!'lha_nce the surv'lv?l of the h'lrger group. We can best understand
the purpose of any ocpARAEREEE by. examining what it does, or its functions, For example,
che purpose of the fz'amﬂy is to .f.ocxahze ch:ldl:en so that they will grow up to be produc-
cive members of society who reinforce the social norms taught to them.

Instrumental

Tasks that must be petff)rmcd within a fm}il]; to ensure its physical survival are instrumen-
cal in nature. The focus is plac'ed on providing for the material needs of the family members,
and it is often assumed from h1§mr_lcal analysis that males are best suited for these tasks. This
would include earning the family income, paying the rent, and providing transportation and
clothing. These are the tasks that Ralph, from our vignette, feels he should perform.

Expressive

The relationship interactions necessary for the psychological satisfaction of family mem-
bers are expressive in nature. They include love, communication, and support and are
generally assumed, because of biology, to be tasks best suited for females, much like Alice
throughout her marriage to Ralph in our vignette. Thus, mothers are often assumed to be
better able to meet the emotional needs of their children than fathers.

Equilibrium
The assumption here is that any human system will resist change. Although change
comes gradually, family members tend to function best when things are in balance.
Parsons (1951) fele thac balance was most easily achieved when family members shared
the same values and goals and when they performed differentiated roles (i.e., each spouse
fulfilled a different function, such as an instrumental husband and an expressive wife
(Winton 1995)).

The Benchmark Family

The benchmark family refers to the traditional nuclear family composed of a husband, a
wife, and their children, with the husband as breadwinner and the wife as homemaker. (If
you are familiar with cthe show, Ward, June, Wally, and Beaver Cleaver, from the popular
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Deviant Bebavior

on the original principles of structural fupey;
oped a typology of deviant behavior to show how behaviors that deviat; i
norms can still play a useful role in the theory, as well as in society, H-ﬁml
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Scanzoni (1993), but you could also use examples based on people you k v; y
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Merton (1957), expanding
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by

Innovation

Innovation is based on being both conforming and deviant. For examp],
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;u ::tsz,;he w:y it has always been done. This can be seen in a man wh:) e : . ;

o=t ,:L: s ha_;d‘ 1\? matter how hard he tries, he will not meet his i:}:f it ;
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functionalism has been most useful in guiding comparative
¢ was carried out by anthropologists and sociologists who were s_eafCh-
Is in family life. It has also been used ro explore cultural variations
s, This research has provided the foundation on which much
built and influenced much of the work done in ¢he field both
re has been some movement in the field of sociology t©
Wearne 2013), but the application the
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a few examples of current usage.

Family Structure

Murdock ( 1949) surveyed 250 societies that were descri
a Files,” an immense collection of ethnographic field notes on cu
rom this research, he concluded that what he called the nuclear fa ;

seructure for humans everywhere. It consists of 2 husband, a wife, and cheir
children- This was the minimum structure, and it was the norm i rth of rhehs:‘;

cieties surveyed. The others were either polygamous or extended

puclear families at their cores. -
il study was done by Craco 40 Aronoff (1978), who assessed 186 societies
chosen t© reflect a representative sample of the world’s societies. They were m:cr.esmd in
examining the idea of complementarity in the expressive and instrumental roles in Fa,m'-
Jjes across these diverse cultures. They found that although the mother was the principal
caretaker for infant children in almost every society, the same was not frue as cl'flldren got
older. The father was found to be significantly involved in the expressive functions of the
family as children grew up- e

They concluded char having expressive and instrument
as an absolute dichotomy was too restrictive because men and women in these societies
b characteristics.

exhibited b0/

scorge bed in the “Human Rela-

: rgA e lcures around

:Lons or;d F mily was the
e Wi 5

sic social
bt n one-fou

families, buc they

Family Functions
the family has provided many impor-
ese functions—religion, healch
t—have been taken over by other institu-
the police, public and private
s these kinds of changes 0¢-
nd Smich 1995),

ss CIME,

demonstrates that, acro
many of th

society. In modern times,
d entercainmen

Historical analysis
cant functions for
care, protection, education, an:
rions. Today we have churches, the medical establishment,
schools, movies, and other entities to meet these needs. A
curred, the family adapted and focused on what it does best (Ingoldsby a
with some examples given below.

Murdock (1949) concluded that the family provides four essential functions in all so-
cieties. The first is sexwal. All societies have found that this powerful impulse must be re-
serained to avoid chaos. However, it must not be overregulated or personality problems and

nd everywhere is marriage.

an insufficienc population would result. The compromise fou!
Although sexual relations do occur outside of marriage, most sexual expression occurs in
he one context in which sexual behavior is always socially acceptable.

marriage, and it is ¢
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alcernatives. Murdock’s (1949) research convinced him
and necessary for human social life:
uare substitute for the nuclear

doubcful whether any socicty
bolition of the family

1 i omen, e e

u:s't che nuclear family 18 universal
t : 3

y, in short, has succeeded in finding an adeq

fer these functions. It is highly

No societ %
¢ which to trans
i, ch an attempt, utopian proposals for the @

will succeed in st .
:;e:rhe contrary notwithstanding. an
ok of Edith Clarke in Jamaica and

(1963) described the wol
1i kibburzim, which tells a different story. Clarke argued that fathers ar¢
is a mother—

Jlower-class Jamaican families, and thus the scructure there 158 MF
her than the Father—mother—-cbild eriangle of the nuclear family. Similarly,

omm

rom
ves the impression ¢hat the socialization and economic ﬂlmctions are not
y in the kibburz. Despite these studies, careful reviews by scholars
and found in favor of Murdock's ideas instead.
rated that there are a few stable societies, such as the Na.yu
do no live with or provide for cheir families or help socn{ii-
o their children: Mother—child dyads, typically with help from other fn.ale rd:.uives, do exist
m[h,_- norm in a few places and function much like single-parent families do in the
= world. By means of comparison, divorce can be said to provide the ynpomnt func-
cion of enabling adules to escape from difficult relationships, and single parenting may e
& adaptation O thar situation. In these other societies, g mother-only parent-
prcfcmd family structure, alchough the couple remains 4
A case could also be made that other functions beyond Murd(.)ck's four have em?rg_;ed
as important family contributions to SoCiety. The principal function wpuld be providing
compmionship and emotional support © its members. Although love is not yet found to
be essential for marriages everywhere, it is playing an ever greater role in urban, industri-
alized societies (Ingoldsby and Smich 1995). Given that in 2014 more than half of ‘the
world’s population was living in cities, this is becoming increasingly important (Unired
Nations 2014).

missing
child dyzd,krar_
iro’s wor ar ¥
sf:wided by the famil
ﬁave rejected chese arguments
owever, Lee (1982) demonst

of India, in which biological

Marital Structure
lygyny (multiple wivi

earn that historically po es) is the
cee-fourths of all societies. This is the case
alchough the relacively sex ratio results in most people practicing monogamy.
The tempration has always been to blame polygyny on the male sex drive, although func-
tionalists make a convincing case chat it is actually about economics. Societies that engage
in light agriculture and animal husbandry tend to prefer polygyny because the labor of
women and children creates wealth and, therefore, these families are better off than mo-
nogamous ones. In contrast, polyandrous (multiple husbands) unions, which are rare,

r to be adaprations to economic poverty ateributable to life in a harsh environment

(Ingoldsby and Smith 1995).

scudents are often surprised to |
erred marital structure in more than th

Roles

work for studying three issues related to

Seructure functionalism has been used as a frame
and the means of controlling

roles in recent years: contingency in roles, women'’s issues,
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STRUCTURAL FUNCTIONALISM THEORY

APPLICATION

1. Think about the couple described in the vignerre at the beginning of the chapter.
How much can we learn about a family just by analyzing its structure and the functions
¢hat are pedbrmed? Would this theory be able to help Alice change her situation?

5. Write a short paper listing every member of your own family of origin. What was
its basic seructure? Who performed the instrumental and expressive tasks? Were there
other roles necessary for smooth family functioning and, if so, who carried them out?
Which of the five pattern variables discussed by Parsons in the history section was most

revalent within your family of origin?

3. Think back toa time of family crisis. What changes were taking place? Was a new
and different equilibrium reached? Did anyone play a rebellious role in the crisis and, if so,
how did chat turn out? How strong were societal forces for things to remain the same?

4. How typical are the families that you know? How many do you think meet the
criteria for being 2 benchmark family as described earlier in the chapter? How well, in
comparison, do you feel that che less traditional families function?

5. The article that follows by Carroll and Campbell (2008) is about gendered styles
of caregiving. After you read the article, think about other types of behaviors that are
gendered in our culture and discuss whether they are similar to or different from what
Parsons outlines. How is ¢his similar to or different from what you know about caregiving

for children?
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