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Functionalist

Functionalist theories were developed in the modern era and so reflect the attitudes and assumptions of the period. Functionalism is a consensus theory, which 
regards the nuclear family as being positive for both the individual and for wider society.  Functionalists argue that the family is beneficial for both the individual 
and society.   
The functionalist Parsons argues that the family has two main functions, the primary socialisation of children and the stabilisation of adult personalities. 

New Right

The New Right regard the nuclear family as the ideal family form. They argue that traditional roles and relationships provide positive socialisation for children who 
have clear role model.  Within the family, New Right thinkers argue that the mother should take the caregiving expressive role while the father should take the 
instrumental or breadwinning role. The New Right are critical of alternatives to the nuclear family and express strong concerns with the breakdown of traditional 
family life, seeing it as leading to problems in wider society such as an increase in antisocial behaviour and crime.

Marxist

Marxists take a conflict view of the family, arguing that it functions to maintain and reinforce capitalist society. Capitalism is the type of society that we live in 
today. It is based on the ownership of private property and the nuclear family reinforces capitalist ideology and keeps people in their class positions, either 
working class or middle class. The nuclear family does this through preventing children and adults from questioning the unfairness of the system and providing a 
place where the frustrations with the system can be vented.

Feminist

Feminists regard the nuclear family as the key site for the reproduction of gender inequalities, reflecting patriarchal ideology. There are various forms of feminism, 
however feminists share the view that the family is oppressive and damaging for women who end up taking responsibility for domestic work and the mundane 
jobs and at the same time having less power than their male counterparts. Feminists are in favour of family diversity as they regard new forms of relationships as 
providing women with a chance to negotiate their roles and relationships in a more egalitarian way.

Learner Resource 11 Social Theories role play

The following activity summarises the different views that sociologists have on the role of the family. 
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Interpretivisit

Interpretivists explore the ways that individuals attach meaning to their behaviour, arguing that it is the small scale interactions which create and express wider 
changes in society. Interactionists look at the way family members interact with each other and consider the ways that family members make decisions about the 
kinds of roles and relationships they have.

Postmodernist

Postmodernists focus on post industrial society and argue that there is no such thing as ‘the family’ today. Instead, people can make a range of decisions about 
the kinds of relationships and family structures which they prefer as individuals. They claim that there is less social pressure on people to conform to expected 
norms of what is considered appropriate or acceptable. Postmodernists do not regard the family today as positive or negative, rather, they reflect on some of 
the changes that have occurred. Some postmodernists reflect on the changes and argue that greater choice and individualism has resulted in greater risk or 
instability within the family.

Role play activity

In groups of six, allocate a social theory to each individual. Then, discuss the following issues from the perspective of that social theory. What is the cause of each 
change or issue?  What solutions or suggestions might each theory offer? 
• High divorce rates
• Antisocial behaviour (such as the cause of the riots that took place in the UK in 2011)
• Women choosing not to have children 
• Increase in same sex families
• Domestic violence within the family.

Learner Resource 11 Social Theories role play


