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Families and Relationships

An introduction to the ideology of the nuclear family

An ideology is a set of ideas.  Ideology about the family has shifted from traditional ideas about the dominance of the 
traditional nuclear family to the emergence of a more complex set of ideas about the family and relationships. The 
emergence of the traditional nuclear family occurred within the context of several huge changes in society, which 
sociologists sought to explain. These explanations of change are known as social theories.

Social theories fall into certain groups. There are theories which regard society as working in consensus, or agreement, 
such as functionalism. On the other hand there are theories which regard society as being based on conflict and 
inequality, such as Marxism (class conflict) and feminism (inequalities between men an women).  More recently other 
theories have emerged such as interpretivisim which seeks to understand family life through the meanings, and 
postmodernism which as we have seen reflects the shift into a post industrial society where the focus is on greater 
individualism, choice and diversity. 

Some theories see the social world from a structural perspective, claiming that social forces shape the individual. 
These are known as structural theories such as functionalism, Marxism and feminism. Whilst other theories such as 
interpretivism see society as shaped by the individual, through a number of social interactions. 

Furthermore there are some theories which look at change on the large, macro scale, such as functionalism, Marxism 
and feminism and others like interpretivism which explore change on the micro, small scale, taking into account 
interactions between individuals or small groups.

Postmodernism is different; it claims to have moved on from traditional social theory and all of the categories that 
go with it. It rejects all forms of label. It seeks to describe changes and offer characteristics of society today, rather like 
themes. 

The New Right is a little different; it is not quite a social theory, rather a collection of political and social ideas which are 
sometimes known as ‘political functionalism’. The New Right broadly agrees with functionalist views that the nuclear 
family is desirable and positive, but go a step further to suggest that alternatives to traditional nuclear families are 
inadequate. The New Right therefore do not fit into the categories of consensus or conflict, micro/macro as they are 
not trying to explain change in a sociological sense. 
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Theoretical 
perspective Consensus or conflict? Structure or action? Micro or macro?

Functionalism

New Right

Marxism

Feminism

Interpretivism

Postmodernism

Learner Resource 10 Nuclear Family

These ‘types’ of theory are shown below. Fill the gaps, based on the information on the previous page. 


