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What Have We Learned?

Despite those who lament the weakening of the family, 
the institution of family is here to stay. Its form may alter 
as it responds and adapts to societal and global changes, 
and other institutions will continue to take on functions 
formerly reserved for the family. Still, the family is an insti-
tution crucial to societal survival, and whatever the future 
holds, the family will adapt in response to changes in other 
parts of the social world. It is an institution that is some-
times vulnerable and needs support, but it is also a resilient 

institution—the way we partner and “make people” in any 
society.

Our happiest and saddest experiences are integrally 
intertwined with family. Family provides the founda-
tion, the group through which individuals’ needs are met. 
Societies depend on families as the unit through which to 
funnel services. It is the political, economic, health, educa-
tional, religious, and sexual base for most people. These are 
some of the reasons family is important to us.

Key Points

•• Families are diverse entities at the micro level, having 
a wide range of configurations, but families also col-
lectively serve as a core structure of society—institu-
tions—at the meso and macro levels. (See p. 348.)

•• The family is sometimes called the most basic unit 
of society, for it is a core unit of social pairing into 
groups (partner taking), a primary unit of procreation 
and socialization (people making), and so impor-
tant that when it comes unglued (contract breaking),  
the whole social system may be threatened. (See  
pp. 349–351.)

•• Various theories—rational choice, symbolic interac-
tionism, functionalism, conflict theory, and feminist 
theory—illuminate different aspects of family and help 
us understand conflicts, stressors, and functions of 
families. (See pp. 351–358.)

•• At the micro level, people come together in partner-
taking pairs, but the rules of partner taking (exogamy/
endogamy, free choice/arranged marriage, polygamy/
monogamy) are meso level. (See pp. 358–361.)

•• Power within a partnership—including distribution 
of tasks and authority—is assigned through intimate 
processes that are again largely controlled by rules 
imposed from another level in the social system. (See 
pp. 361–368.)

•• At the macro level, nations and even global orga-
nizations try to establish policies that strengthen 
families. Issues that are of concern to some ana-
lysts include cohabitation patterns that seem a threat 
to family, same-sex households (including same- 
sex marriage), and contract breaking (divorce). (See 
pp. 368–379.)

Discussion Questions

1. What do you believe is the ideal makeup of a family? 
Why? How does your description relate to the functions 
the family performs in society?

2. Which of the main theoretical perspectives discussed 
in this chapter (functionalist, conflict, and feminist) is 
most useful when examining the families with which 
you are familiar? Why?

3. A majority of Americans and a strong majority of young 
Americans (those below 30) now support same-sex mar-
riages. What are some cultural and structural changes that 
have led to this increase in support for marriage equality 
over the past decade? 

4. Does (or did) your family expect you to marry someone 
of a particular (a) race or ethnicity, (b) social class, 

(c) education background, or (d) religion? Why or why 
not? How do you think endogamous norms impact 
(a) individual marriages and (b) society?

5. How does your family’s income influence the (a) amount 
and (b) quality of the time family members spend 
together? How might (a) more or (b) less money influ-
ence your family members’ relationships with one 
another? Why? 

6. Do you think it is a good idea to give people the 
choice to have a “covenant marriage”? Why or why 
not? If yes, would you consider supporting an effort 
to make marriage licenses more expensive for those 
who do not opt for “covenant marriages”? Why or 
why not? 


