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From ‘The Family’ to
Sex and Intimacy

This chapter maps public stories about the history and the future
of personal life which some academics have produced and other
academics have deconstructed. Until very recently the orthodox
historical story was one of the long-term emergence of companion- *
- ate marriage and a particular type of child-centred, emotionally in- |
tense, privacy seeking, nuclear family household with an acute
“division of labour between a husband /father and a mother / wife.
" This is the type of family household, for example, in which mothers
stayed at home’ and devoted their lives to the happiness of their
children and husband. The orthodox story was that marriage and
the gendered family household centred on children emerged as the
main sites of intimacy within capitalist industrial societies. It is
now recognized that some features of this type of family household
a'long history (like gender divisions and inequalities between
sband and wife) but others (like child-centredness) do not. The
construction of the story has demonstrated that this idealized
ppy-nuclear family now seen as more common in the 1950s~1970s,
relatively short history. The trends which are denounced by
noral commentators as evidence of the impending collapse of
amily — married women increasingly entering the labour force
rising divorce - had already begun at this time. Even in the 1950s,
ere, of course, many other types of family household. Not
ody followed the conventional life course of moving from a
-household where they were a son or daughter to a household
by marriage in which they brought up children. Moreover,
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in all historical periods deeply unhappy and abusive relationships of transformations in o . . :
have been documented within the idealized nuclear family house- ©  modern’, to ’moderﬁ;'%gr?ggsatlngzgﬁ??ta%ned %Vﬁthmw tales of "pre-
hold structure and in the 1970s the Women’s Movement subjected © of the past are a part of how “intimacy’ 1:(21{231—11 tefie_presentatmns
this idealized family to considerable critique. t  Some commentators suggest that )f:he old d ;YZ ‘T;ie gssggg

The story of the emergence of companionate marriage and the
gendered, emotionally intense, private, child-cenired family (the con-
ventional family, for short) often draws a contrast between pre-
industrial, “pre-modern” family households and the ‘modern’. It has
become standard to describe the societies which were first tobecome
capitalist industrialized nation states in terms of a ‘modern’ or
industrial period and a ‘pre-modern’ or pre-industrial period. If
used loosely and interchangeably with pre-industrial then the pre-
modern era extends right up to the 18th century, despite the fact that
for many historians the pre-modern period ends and ‘modern” his-
tory begins in the mid fifteenth century. In sociological accounts the
disjuncture between ‘modern’ and ‘pre-modern’ typically involves
much more than the presence or absence of capitalistindustrial forms
of organizing economic life. Those who have been regarded as ‘the
founding fathers’ (Emile Durkheim, 1858-1917; Karl Marx, 1818-83
Max Weber 1864-1920) of sociology grappled to theorize this dis
juncture and variously discussed new forms of social cohesion, new
social divisions, a new ethic of individualism and loss of tradition
Contemporary retelling of such accounts often stress that the faithin
tradition and ‘knowing your place’ of the ‘pre-modern’ erais replace
by faith in scientific rationality, “progress’, respect for individua

achievement and recognition that each individual is equal under thy
Jaw. :
Recently this story has been superseded by that of a new form o
society that has emerged towards the century’s end. Anthony Giddens
has recently argued that tradition managed to persist into the ear]
‘modern’ period and that until recently people rebuilt traditions a
modernity dissolved them. He now speaks of a ‘post-tradition:
society’ (Giddens, 1994). His is one of many efforts to label Euro
North American societies at the century’s end as distinctive {ro
‘modern’ societies. Postmodern’ is the most popular term but othe
labels include ‘reflexive modernity’ (Beck, 1994), ‘high modernity
(Giddens, 1990, 1992) and now ’post—traditional society’ (Gidden
1994). Other academics argue that the period of modernity is 1
over but is simply in a particular and distinctive phase (Bauman
1987, 1990). This distinctive recent period, contentiously named ¢
‘postmoderry’, is part three to the previously two-part story. Asto
Al

days because personal life lacked intimacy in contra

Others argue that the late twentieth centuiy isas lacliti;(;?;lehﬁ):iislzrgt
as th? ‘pre—mdustrial period and lament the passing of the ‘good olc}:{
days’ in Fhe more recent past of ‘modern’ society. These accounts of
each period are briefly summarized below and the remainder of the
chapter subjects these stories to further scrutiny.

Pre-modern/pre-industrial period

In the story of the pre-modern period, by modern standards, intimac
was attenuated. People maintained relationships with kin famjly
n.e'lghbours and friends because they were bound together b,y neceZ:
 sities and tradition. Privacy was in short supply and little valued. While
members of a household were in close association and had pri\;ile ed
knowledge of each other, household composition and lack of priv%c
meant that thig was not restricted to members of the nuclear famj]y
Moreover, the intimacy of close association did not necessarily resuﬁ
in empathy, ]?ecause this was a highly stratified social world in which
feach kr}ew his or her place in the social order. While most people lived
in family households, many never married or had children, but all
- had some part in the round of traditional festivals of commm’lity life
Love and care between parents and children, and between spouses.
was tempered by the social distance between generations and gen-
._c_i_e_rs‘ Children were treated as little adults at an early age and v%ere
often sent off to live as apprentices or servants in the households of
.others. Marrying and having children were economic arrangements
d the relationships which resulted were ones in which men were
2 s;ui:med to rule and own women and children. This was sanctioned
St}J_f;_.__:_ellglon, law and community norms. The church preached the re-
1c§10n of sex to the marriage bed (for procreation not as an expres-
onof love).. Intimacy between friends was also tempered by the strug-
or survival. Death constantly stalked life. i

Modern/industrial period

fNen ;hg ;erm is .used interchangeably with ‘industrial’, the ‘mod-
riod had its roots in the eighteenth century but was not
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established until the nineteenth century. In the story of the emer-
gence of this modern period, intimacy in personal life was | height-
ened greatly, with the family-household at its core. The family
household became a private domain in which intimacy - close associ-
ation and privileged knowledge, empathy and understanding, love
and care — blossomed. Fear of loss through death no longer over-
shadowed relationships between the living to the same degtee (al-
though even by the late twentieth century the rich still live longer
_ than the poor) and individuals were not tightly bound by religion,
! necessity and a common comin ity life. Relationships of marriage
| and parenthood became more emotionally intense. The rule of men
. over women in marriage no longer had the unequivocal support of
religion, law and community norms. However, love and care between
spouses was a more important dimension of intimacy than knowing
and understanding an inner self. Divisions of labour between men
and women became more extreme with the separation of private
homes (the site of women’s unpaid domestic work) from public places
of employment (the modern means of ensuring survival through
waged labour) and continued men’s objective advantages OVEr
women, who were their financial dependants. As the twentieth cen-
tury proceeded, marriage became highly romanticized and by the
mid-twentieth century the emphasis placed by experts on love, sex
and the relationship implied equality, mutuality and deep under-
standing between spouses. In the same period, children were increas-
ingly protected from the adult world and remained dependent on
their parents for much longer. By the second half of the twentieth
century, devoting a great deal of time, attention and affection to chil
dren was a taken for granted aspect of being a parent, and particu
Jarly of being a mother. At the beginning of the century the ‘goed :
mother’ loved and cared for her children but by the second half o
the century she also empathized with and understood them. Yout
as a stage of semi-independence between childhood and adulthood, |
between being a dependant in a parental household and forminga_
" new household on marriage, grew in significance. Young men arn
. women increasingly chose to marry for Jove and to protect their re
. lationship with privacy and distance from others. Home became
- private sanctuary; an appropriate setting for intense intimacy between
its inhabitants. For the majority, home meant a family-household
a couple of parents and their children. A common copumunity li
had all but disappeared and only avery small minority did not for
their own family households.
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from ‘the family’ to sex and intimacy

‘Postmodern’ period

There is not yet one story of the so-called postmodern period. Storie
can be 5‘{3‘;‘1}3}}{%@3?9_“‘3 of two versions, optimistic or pess'imisticS
?n the\gprt;;;jusft}g story, intimacy is intense and intimate relatio -
s@ps remain the crux of private life but ‘the family’ based on »
riage is losing or has lost its centrality as the norm and ideal Onn;ac]:_f
more good relationships (ideally encompassing a good sex .1ife) a r[
at the centre qf personal life, not “the family’. The good relationshire’i
isa re.lat'lonshlp of disclosing intimacy, a mutual relationship of ¢l A
..assocmhon between equals in which really knowing and ungerstaﬁfie
ing each other are the crux of the relationship rather than more rac:
tical forms of love and care”. Conventional gendered divisiois f
labour are brealkmg down. The late twentieth century growth in tl?
labour I‘narlket in the number of married women with children wae
the :begmnmg of the end of the division between male “breadwi .
ner and female ‘housewife’. Sex is no longer harnessed to marria e
like arrangements_and couples negotiate their own rules of sexﬁz
conductona we-will-do-what-we-enjoy basis. Relationships are mor
fragile but they are also potentially more mutually satis];actor Ale
Fhougl'} people continue to choose long-term intimate relations%i ;
ul'clud}11g_marr1age—1ike relationships and parenting relationshi o
diversity in. styles of personal life inevitably blossoms e
The propenents of the pessimistic version of pDStl-nodéfnity la-
tlrpent the loss of the vestiges of the économic, religious and norma-
ve underpinnings of marriage which survived in the modern pe-

~+1iod. Their fears regardin ily Ii

g the collapse of family life echo th
___conllznentat_ors on the emergence of the ‘moderrzi family Whooiz\?é
spoken of its collapse for over a century. The pessimistic story of

1,

~postmodernism” deplores the further flourishing of individualism

:ic: u(; the modern period encouraged a free choicé of partner in
nd is now thought to undermine commitment to a partner. In

this visi s
this vision of postmodernity, intimacy is again becoming attenu-

ed
; r‘rix I?l?ltnaelc?lflsebpeogle are re-absorbed into a pre-modern type of
ife but because mass consumer cult
3 ) 2L 15€ mas _ 4 ure promote
ﬁi@ig;p.bsgesswet,h g,elf—lscﬁatmg individualism which is- incilpable oi
tstaming anything other than kaleidoscopi ti i
= : pic relationships. Love,
_eg?;}c’)?thy apd unFlerstanc_ilng are not sustained when lgng-terrn
marriage-like relationships and parenting are in constant

gopardy. A i i
Jeoparay. A particular variant common among moral commentators
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on the political Right blames the welfare state for encouraging these
trends.

Whether contemporary societies are postmodern or not, an image
of a conventional family arrangement as the happiest way of life is
still produced by popular culture in Australia and New Zealand,
Europe, and North America. In 1982 British sociologists Michéle
Barrett and Mary McIntosh talked of the persistence of familial
ideology, the pervasive focus on ‘the family” as the emotional centre
of life, and of familism, the organization of society on the assump-
tion that the once ‘modern’ and now traditional type of family house- -
hold - a husband earner/provider and a housekeeping, child-caring ¢
wife — is the basic unit of society. Barrett and McIntosh noted that
familism and familial ideology persisted despite the reality of a whole “{
array of family types, rising divorce, rising cohabitation, the marked
increase in the labour force of married women with children, and
the onslaught of feminist and radical critiques of the family. In the

1990s, nostalgia for a mythical past in which people lived in conven-
tional stable happy families is acute, particularly in the United States
{Coontz, 1992; Skolnick, 1991}. One explanation for the rise of nos-
talgia is that personal life in general, and intimate relationships in
particular, are in crisis or at least unsettled. This makes the gender-
stereotyped, mother, father and happy family images of a past in
which everybody knew the rules highly attractive (Skolnick, 1991).

The Making of the (onventional Madern Family

In this section the story of “the modern family’ is scrutinized. Under
the heading ‘Victorian sexual morality and the Victorian family”, the
appropriateness of contrasting the moral uprightness of the Victor-
ians and the allegedly degenerate permissiveness of the present is:
questioned. This is followed by examining strands of a more com-,

lex academic story of change in the relationship between sex, ma

riage and the family.

Victorian sexual morality and the Victorian family

In the late twentieth century a number of political figures, includin
the former British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, have calle
for a return to Victorian values. The assumption that Victorian va

r

at combating the dangers of ¢
new, albeit fearful and guilt-
was created. Hence it is ar
of this era were an inextricable complement of the ‘normal’ Victor-
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ues add up to a greater good involves a reck
detailed histories of the period which have
between public values and private practice.
have I(?ng exposed the fact that many respec
extensive use of prostitution and pornography while exhorting total
sexual ab.stmence outside of monogamous marria ge (Pearsal] g]969)
Atheoretical reworking of the notion of the Victorian eraasa ’;ime of
_sexual repression comes from the intellectual traditions of s mboli
m?eractlomsm (Gagnon and Simon, 1973) and the phi]mg h o?
Michel Foucault (1978). This was the period in which new Eexye»
perts, new forms of sexual pervérsion and 4 new sense of sexualit
as the essence of identity emerged. While for Victorian moral ent;e}-r
preneurs on]y‘the ‘Malthusian couple’ (the married couple control
ling their family size by abstinence) were conducting their seiuai
hve_s proper}y, tl*fe same “experts’ were obsessed with sex in a wa
which was hi_sto‘rlcally unprecedented. The normality of heterosexua};
genital sex within marriage was affirmed by the néming describin
denouncing, warning against and attempting to refor’m s«a-calle%,
perverse sexualities, Foucault argued that rather than clamping down
on existing sexual categories, the new concerns with sex T,I:reré creat-
ing new sexualities for the first time. A similar argument was ma?ie

less disregard for the
documented wide gaps
For example, historians
ted Victorian men made

class Victorian fear of masturbation ;

: on is often taken as an example o
these consequential effects of so-called sexual repression. As e?fort:
childhood masturbation intensified, a
ridden, sense of its forbidden Pleasures
gued that the so called sexual perversions

d Hall, 1987). These were men who consolidated

@,_}usﬁﬁed their position in the world through powerful stories
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these others as intrinsically dirty and polluting. In their sexist and

racist world view, domestic servants, working-class people in gen- -
eral, foreigners, non-whites, ‘natives’ of the colonies were suited to

their place by being closer to dirt and nature, that is less civilized, :
less pure, more sexual and potentially polluting. While a good mid- .
dle-class man struggled manfully against his sexual instincts, he
viewed good middle-class women as aiding his moral salvation. The
asexuality and purity of a ‘good woman’ could help his reason tri-:
umph over his baser nature. On the other hand there were fallen,:
sexualized ‘bad women’ who were potentially corrupting and with
whom men succumbed to their baser instincts. The good woman
was pure in thoughts and deed, virginal, sexually innocent on mar-.
riage, accepting sex as a conjugal duty thereafter. Her mental purity -
was accompanied by physical weakness: she needed protection from-
too much physical or mental exertion in order to preserve her ener--
gies for reproduction. This idealized femininity justified women
dependence and subordination. It offered little possibility of wome
exploring the potentials for pleasure of their own bodies or of nego
tiating sexual pleasure with their partner. These idealized versio

Saihe R Mo e e R

of intimacy between men and women. Cleatly, intimacy betwee
husband and wife was not precluded. Indeed, devotion, considera
tion and shared understandings were expected. They were regulate
however, by particular patterns of mastery and dependence. Share
understanding was based on each ‘knowing their place’ rather than
through mutually negotiated knowledge of each other.

Similar ideologies justified class, race and gender privilege i
all Euro-North American societies in the nineteenth century. Suc
views made it possible for the less circumspect middle-class man t
romanticize or dehumanize working-class and non-white sexuali
precisely because it was seen as closer to nature - as rich, racy ani
exotically lacking in inhibitions — or as animal rather than human
Indeed middle-class men could readily create opportunities to ob
serve voyeuristically and to use the victims of their fantasies sexu
ally. This sexual voyeurism is often betrayed in nineteenth-century;
philanthropic perceptions of the moral dangers lurking in the mine
(Humphries, 1981) and factories in which working-class wome!
laboured (Gilding, 1991, 100). The term ‘scrubber’, still used in Brit
ain and one of many insults to describe women of alleged promis
cuity, carries the classist assumptions which rendered previ
generations of resident domestic servants a close-to-home target
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attempts at sexual adventure. The racist assumptions of white
society in the south of the incipient United States, legally and soci-
ally sanctioned white men’s sexual use of black slaves, and versions-
of their white racist fears and fantasies about black sexuality live on

into the present (Collins, 1991; D’Emilio and F .
Staples, 1982). and Freedman, 1988;

Marriage, love and sex

The public story that marriage is the natural cutcome of a loving and
sexually charged relationship between a man and a woman has a
relaﬁvely'sh'ort history in comparison to religjous and legal injunct-
fons restricting sexual behaviour, particularly that of women, to the
conjugal duties of marriage. While love and sex may have been re-
garded as a legitimate part of marriage for the past two centuries

the public story for much of the period has been that marriage comes
first and then love and sex follow. Historians who have documented
the dominant Christian religious ideas which significantly influenced
the lives of Europeans in previous centuries, suggest a series of logi-
cal shifts from marriage as an economic arrangement in which sex
was a marital duty, to an emphasis on companionship and compas-
sion in marriage which paved the way for marriage based on love

and then for the view of sex as an expression of love.” For the mid-

- dle-class Victorians, marriage was both a taken for granted vocation

and a privileged calling, which men of sufficient means and women

~virtuous and fortunate enough to be asked entered into naturally.
Happiness was assumed to

lapp follow from a good marriage. While
marriage for lc_)ve. surfaced increasingly in novels, ‘suitability” was
the-guiding principle in the choice of a partner. Those intending to

anly based more on an imagined than a known other. Courtship
as a formal and public statement about intention to marry, not a

_Process of festing out a relationship by getting to know each other’s

er self,

The history of the shift from marriage as a patriarchal institution

tomarriage which is a relationship — between equals, resulting from

eely made choice, based on love, and not love-at-a-distance but
_ _d_evelopec'i in a relationship - is one that floats uneasily in time.
f'h:'t:'e some historians speak of these shifts as having roots in the
51 E‘_?.nth century, the notion of marriage as a partnership of equals
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characterized as a decade of sexual revolution in the US (D'Emili
a.nd rFreedman, 1988). Recreational dating, involving kissing and 1’?
ting ,‘developed arcund such sites as dance halls and ciiemasp:;);
working-class youth, and through college entertainment for middle-
class youth.'So love and sex within marriage became love and sex
pefore marriage, but, for women at least, only with the partner you
planned to marry. Academic accounts agree that women's behzirvi-
our changed more in the course of the twentieth century than men’s
A double §tandard in sexual conduct had always allowed men ‘rul .
for breaking the rules’ and even when religious and moral co o
me‘mtators declared sex outside of marriage as morally ina fg:
priate for men as well as women, a strand of popular culture celeb}zgted
sexual gdventures for men. The causes of the growing gap between
age of. first heterosexual ‘experience” and age of first marrli}a e in thy
twethleth century are still debated (D'Emilio and Freedmagn 19886:
L(J:w1s, 1?94; Weeks, 1981) but the permissible order of even’ts cer:
ta.mly shlfted in the portrayals of popular culture, much expert ad-
vice and in practice. The summing up by the historians ]J. I)’Emilio
and E. Freedman of the state of play in the USA, spelled out what
wouldl have been seen as a chaos of fornication and adultery by con-
servative moralists of the time: ‘By the late 1960s the belief in }s[ex as
the source Of personal meaning had permeated American socie
The expectation that marriage would fulfil the quest could nolon o
be Ts;:stla;rggd’ IrfD’Emilio and Freedman, 1988). 8
e 1960s have often been described as the decade w
Eehavmur definitely ceased to be harnessed to marriage.hl?lrésveex\;:;l
_rqad sweep accounts tend to exaggerate the pace and ervaqive:
ess of change. Studies of married couples in the 1960s E’dll f(gund
men and women who married believing that sex was a duty suf-
F;z_"ef:l by women and enjoyed by men. For example, for some of the
rﬁ@h coal-miners’ wives, interviewed by Norman Dennis and his
) Sagﬁel:s: a gogd husband ‘Didn’t bother me much’ (Dennis et al.
- "u'zi-l 1 :lr testflmony Suggeste-d neither ‘disclosing intimacy’ I‘LO]:"
: m}; . asure eah%red greatly in their relationship either before or
. " ﬂ;ige. Medl‘cal texts and advice books for the newly mar-
. Wlme continued to suggest that men had a stronger sexual
el aomendand t}}ese texts had not yet wholly embraced the
EEN g?o .rela’flonshlp involves mutual sexual pleasure.
| pdfﬁé'y W,O ms; p 1y§f1010g1ca1 facts were still being misrepresented to
B genital 5 61; 2; 01S theylcf)uld only gain sexual pleasure in penetra-
exual intercourse (Koedt, 1991; Scully 1973/4;

was not a dominant public story until after the Second World War.
(Finch and Summerfield, 1991; Morgan, 1991). Speaking of Britain,
Janet Finch and Penny Summerfield (1991) note that the term ‘com-
anionate marriage’ could be found in the 1920s but was not widely
used until after 1945, However, despite the currency of the concept
in the post-war decade, public discussions of birth, motherhood, sexu-
ality, women’s employment and girls’ education all stressed gender-
segregated traditional roles. Moreover, their review of studies of
family life of the 1950s led these authors to suggest a profound dis-
sonance between the post-war ideology of companionate marriage
and the lived experience (Finch and Summerfield, 1991, p. 31).
Sociologists of the 1950s, such as Talcott Parsons (Parsons and Bales,
1956, 1959), talked optimistically about complementarity between
men and women while acknowledging that men and women did
ot fall in love on equal terms. In keeping with their different posi-
tions of power, men chose marriage parters, women worked at
being chosen by the man of their choice. The language of equality
rather than complementarity is not part of the academic account unti
the 1960s. After this the expectation that men and women will come
together as equal partners in intimacy is more commonly expressed
It was in the 1960s that sociological accounts of ideal-typical mar
riage began to describe something like ‘diselosing intimacy’ between
men and women (Berger and Kellner, 1964): the ideal marriage part
ner was then seen as a best friend, and confidante, as well as a re
sponsive sexual partner. Intimacy now meant working at empath
and understanding and mutually working out how to please eac
other rather than following traditional patterns of delivering lov
and care.

Academic accounts describe how the perv asive public story of Jov
as the basis of marriage gave birth to a new popular story in whic
love is a basis for sex. This is presented as a series of logical shift
which were embraced and acted out by populations of Buro-INor
American youth this century. As love became the basis for marriag
and marriage was the context in which pleasurable sex was anticip
ated by both men and women, then increasingly a degree of sexu
contact before marriage was tolerated for both men and wome
Hence, some sexual behaviour, at least kissing and often a great de
more, became a normal part of ‘dating”. The late 1960s and early 197
are often seen as the key ‘permissive moment’ but social historia
argue that a trend of sexually charged behaviour prior to marriag
was already well established (Weeks, 1981). The 1920s can

H
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is treated as an exceptional period rather than as a culmination of a
long slow change.?

In the 1970s, depictions of personal life at the beginning of the
twen.heth century often overstated the extent of child-centredness
(Jamieson, 1987). Oral history in a number of industrialized coun-
tries has since indicated considerable variation in the extent to which
adu‘lts had child-centred, home-based, privatized family lives at the
beginning of the twentieth century. In Britain, Australia and New
Zealand until the mid-century, parent—child relationships were not
as a rule highly emotionally intense with family life orienting around
chjldren_’s needs (Jamieson and Toynbee, 1990; Reiger, 1985; Toynbee
1995). Here, and arguably also in North America, it was c;nly in thé
1950s tha?t motherhood was generally perceived in terms of an emo-
Honally intense relationship, with mothers carrying responsibility

Jackson, 1994). In fact, changes in young people’s sexual behavi-
our in the 1960s were arguably less dramatic than the sexualization
of commodities and proliferation of sexual imagery generally. The
sexualized aspects of youth culture made highly visible through tele-
vision were suggestive of more dramatic change than the picture re-
vealed by research into young people’s behaviour. Youth culturecasa
highly visible mass media phenomenon which transcended :
national boundaries was in itself new and, for conservative moral-
ists, disturbing. Post-war baby booms, relative affluence, the ex-
tension of the availability of secondary and tertiary education to
larger proportions of young people, near full employment among
school leavers, mass production of consumer products, and the in-
creased availability of television, all set the scene for the massive
expansion of spontaneous and commercialized youth and studen
culture in the 1960s (Brake, 1985; D’Emilic and Freedman, 1988; May,
1992)

The moral panic of the 1960s and 1970s largely focused on the
higher levels of sexual activity among young people. But, gradually
a new public story was cixculated by many medical and therapeuti
experts and by popular culture. Sex in the context of loving relation:
ships was natural and healthy. It was casual and careless sex whic
was a problem because it risked psychological harm, pregnancy an
discase. As before, the underlying rules were more rigorously ap
plied to women than men and the old story of men needing sex mor

ial circumstances of family life limited the possibilities of intimacy
between many parents and children until the relative affluence ex-

. sumed all energies. However, middle-class households were not

o ora] Right contintied o voice grave doubts about the sep-¢ necessarily characterized by more intimate parent—child relationships

aration of sex and marriage. :
the early decades of this century upper middle-class children were

Child-centred family households?

By the 1970s, there was considerable consensus among North Ame
ican and European social scientists writing about the developme
of the “modern family’, now thought of as the ‘traditional’ or ‘co
ventional’ family. Anumber of high profile, respected authors share
the view that the nuclear family household of a heterosexual ma
ried couple and their children had inexorably come to monopoliz
and reshape intimacy and emotional life by the twentieth centur
(Jamieson, 1987). Authors of the 1970s often saw the causal factors
located in the nineteenth or the eighteenth centuries but a number
subsequent critics argue that the key changes were much more I
cent (Gittins, 1982; Harris, 1983, Jamieson, 1987), and now the 195

xceptional few tatked to children as if they were potenti

he USA the ethos of parents and childrenjl;eing Iills ma;l}fg\?: llnseilll
¢.S§:§b11§hed _sopnewhat earlier (Mintz and Kellog, 1988, p. 113). Cer-
t lnly in ].3r1ta1n in the first decades of the twentieth century most
;esp(:tis dlfd not yet want to be a friend to their children; nor did they
am;e :;’ amily life to consist of doing things with the children
tem?_ora?ya;::ﬁﬁbsee, 199?; ;Fhompson, 1977; Vigne, 1975). By con-
 mahied e e tli’)laeli‘erzr; }i 1 g;rer; a range of social backgrounds re-

for‘the psychological well-being of their children rather than simply :
caring through good housewifery. It could be argued that the mater-

peri‘enc_ed by industrial societies after the Second World War. At the
beginning of the century, larger family sizes, poorer health, the more
common loss of family members through death, the more labour- "
infensive nature of housework and longer hours in paid employ- '
ment were significant constraints on family time, particularly in ;
poorer households where the daily efforts to make ends meet con-

“until after the demise of the employment of domestic servants. In

(__}'_f_ten b'orough.t up by nannies and governesses and hence spent very '
__11_:_-t_1_e time with their parents. While there was considerable vari-
tion, many parents and adults were unashamedly superior to chil- :
ren who were required to be obedient and subservient. Only the

2



28 From ‘the family’ to sex and intimacy

My mother, you know, never had charge of us. She liked to see us
but then when we got rather obstreperous wewere panished again.
.. Then at the age of eleven I went to boarding school. We all went
to boarding school. My mother said it was the happiest day of her
life when we went to boarding school. (Caroline, born 1910, mill

owner/manager’s daughter)

5
g

I don’t know if you know the golden rule ‘Children should be
seen and not heard’. You were not to talk back to elders. You never
joined in the conversation at the tea-table, You were never allowed
at the tea-table if there were visitors in. Children were kept apart.

(Angus, born 1902, tailor’s son)

Contrast these statements of elderly people remembering thei
childhood in the first decades of the twentieth century (Jamieson
1983) with what British mothers say about the relationship betwee
themselves and their seven-year-old children in the 1970s.

Well, it’s a strange sort of rudeness disrespectful rudeness. ... 1
would never dreamt of talking to my mother like that; not even
thinking that way! I've just come to the conclusion that children
today are like this, you know — all the children down the street are

like this. (Quoted in Newson and Newson, 1976, p. 364)

1f I felt she was treating me really disrespectfully, I wouldn't toler-
ate it. But I like her to think of me as another human being. (Quoted .

in Newson and Newson, 1976, p. 364)

The British mothers quoted by John and Elizabeth Newson a
reflecting on the loss of traditional authority and the reduction
social distance between parents and children. The first mother not
that since her own childhood, the hierarchy between parents a
children has contracted, if not collapsed where once a mother cou
expect deference she must now accept rudeness. The second moth
is expressing a tension between her desire for respect from her child
and the desire to be ‘like another human being’. In so far as resp
means deference then it requires hierarchy and social distan
whereas the desire to be human implies a closer relationship. M
studies find post-war parents wanting to be closer to their child
than their parents were to them. The quoted men and women bo
80 to 100 years ago can claim a happy childhood without needing
present themselves as having been ‘pals” with their parents. Th

From ‘the family’ to sex and intimacy

generz'ﬂly took their parents” love for granted unless exceptional
bmtahty_ had proved otherwise. People of this generation rerr}zemba
automan? deference to the traditional authority of parents Henc?er
they use obedience’” and ‘respect’ as key terms for makin ‘sense oE
thelr’clnldlilood. For parents in the second half of the centulgy ‘obedi-
enciI and resfpectf are not typically taken for granted as atitomatic
:22 Iggrelgcs in this way and parents have to work at being loved

Gendered divisions of labour

Non-feminist authors of the 1970s typica i
ision of labour between men and t&r}c—)rflelr?j stlsdu;:;mah;al d;V-
ticutar glende‘red division of labour. For example it was assgume}z:l lch;;
women ‘staying at home" was a logical corollary of the separation of
home and paid employment since women are child bearers and the
natura} carers. Talcott Parsons, for example, needed no elaborate ex-
planation for the following: “The isolation of the nuclear famil
focuses the responsibility of the mother role more sharply on thg one
adult woman’ (Parsons and Bales, 1956, p. 23}. Many authors never
make _thelr underlying assumptions of a natural division of labour
explicit because these were so taken for granted. Feministauthors ar-
guefi that men collectively engaged in a patriarchal project of subord-
inating women; gendered divisions of labour reflected this project;
and the history of the ‘modern’ family cannot be understoog m]fith:
outrecognizing this process. So, for example, Roberta Hamilton (1978)

explained why the historical separation of home and work, product-

ion and consumption resulted in women at home an

by reference to patriarchal religiousideas about’womeg’sn;;;lcztﬁgiﬁ

I&:edatgd these separations. Feminist historians have documented

! e active exclusion of women from many industries and the devel-

péncnt of bars against the employment of married women (Till
Scott, 1978). Marriage bars allowed men to protect their posi)i

e act1 the expense of women both directly, by excluding women
indirectly by upholding a particular model of the family—house:

hold in which women were the dependants of men who earned a

;_mily wage’.
The story of the fight for a ‘family wage’, allowing a male worker

OEIE geprlfort a fu'll-tlyne hou_sew1fe and children, has been told in terms
.. Otmen consolidating their power as workers and as husbands over

WOf{ien (Barrett and McIntosh, 1980). However, there are also
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feminist dissenters from this view who suggest the historical picture
can be read as working-class men and women struggling togetherto .
protect their class from the super-exploitation of capitalism. Jane
Humphries (1977, 1981; Mark-Lawson and Witz, 1990) argued that
working-class men and women both fought for a family wage, some- |
times drawing on sexist assumptions about natural divisions of
labour, in order to preserve a family life beyond the reach of the ex-
ploitative capitalist labour relations. The specific conditions which
made the division of labour between a husband/earner and a full-
time housewife a strategy for working-class survival have now
changed. These conditions involved much toil for both husband and
wife. Long hours in paid work did not eatn a comfortable living with-
out the full-time efforts of a wife who mobilized all her domestic
skills to decently feed and clothe her large family in a clean home, in
spite of the low level of amenities and the labour-intensive nature of
all domestic work. :
Rising standards of living including better wages, better housing
and domestic utilities, shorter working hours in employment, greate
acceptance of ‘family planning’ and improved accessibility to con
traception transformed these material conditions by the 1950s. Bul
the 1050s are remembered as the heyday of conventional families. In
this post-war period gendered divisions of labour were reasserte
and given a new dimension with respect to intimacy. Home took 0
a new emotional resonance after the displacements and disruptions
of war. In Australia, Britain, New Zealand and North America, '
state propaganda machinery which had enlisted the services o
women war workers now incited them fo return to the home. Indust
ries that had been diverted to war work switched to mass producin
for a civilian market. The good housewife was recast from the pe
son who ‘makes down’ and mends old things on behalf of her famit
to the purchaser of new things to make her family happier (Gittin
1982). Domestic technology was bought and used without reducin
the burden of housework to a minimum. Ruth Schwartz Cowan (198
has documented how products such as vacuum cleaners and was
ing machines meant higher standards rather than radically less wor
floors were cleaned and clothes were washed more often. If stan
ards of housework were changing, then the task of motherin
changed more radically still to the mtensive mothering of the la
twentieth century. :
In the public story of the 1950s, happy families were created by
devoted, home-based wife and mother. The academic version of tt

R

=
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v'aiew was provided by Talcott Parsons. In the Parsonian ideal-
ical family, mgrried women stayed out of the labosjcgﬁ? ;i gi&lgl’;
take the lead in the expressive work of child rearing and stabilization
Qf adult personaiities. This meant more than delivering cuddles, cook-
ing and cle:fm clotlhes; it also encompassed subtle techniques o,f emo-
tlonali manipulation, psychological management directedk towards
ensuring a harmonious household. Family intimacy, Parsons theor-
ized, involved at least the mother in empathy and urlxderstandin as
Well aslove a?nd care. In contrast, Parsons depicted husbands as ?ak-
ing the lead in the instrumental work of bread winning. He argued
that thlg division of labour avoided contaminating the ‘intimag of
the family home by over-exposure to the competitive rational wgrld
of work. Several decades later, sociologists (Morgan, 1991) noted that
post-war governments drew on the notion of the happy conventional
family as a unifying placatory ideology which papered over differ-
ences of gender, class and race. Elaine Tyler May suggests that em-
phasis on the family and domestic harmony fitted with the political
aims of the post-war US state. “With security as the common thread
the cold war ideology and the domestic revival reinforced each other.
The powerful political consensus that supported cold war olicies
abroad and al_lthcommunism at home fuelled conformi’c; to the
supurban famlly ideal. In turn, the domestic ideology encouraged
private solutions to social problems and further weakened the o’gm-
Hal for challen.ges to the cold war consensus’ (1988, 208) P

- However, divisions of labour between men and women were no
frozen in time. Contemporary married women are often earness as
well as mothers, a trend which has accelerated sharply in recent dec-

- ades. Although the 1950s were the cresce i
. u ndo of the public story of
~‘happy families based on a complete division of laboulrjbetween 151[1;11

z_aé*izl women, the trends that make this story seem dated and less plaus-
° a5 2 summary of most adult lives had aiready begun: married
omen’s entry into the labour force and the increase in divorce. There

; . ;. .
- 15 no dominant romanticized image of a dual-earner household to

replace the once dominant image of the ha ' i
ep ppy family with the full-
Iti:;egzxill?éger E:jt h(ﬁme. There. are regular pulfl)irc deba{es about w11110
hopaned a(liithw 0 has lost in the process of change. In 1993 Naomi
i ed that men and women were on the verge of a new and
o h}; C{T}Jumally beneficial equality in Britain and the US: the
B oo een prepared by unrecognized gender quakes in div-
o 1 our and distributions of power; all that was still holding
ack was the patterning of their emotional attachments

3l
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(which she blamed on early childhood socialization). Perceptions of
the shift in the gender order are generally more modest. The ‘stalled
revolution” is the phrase that Arlie Hochschild (1990) has used to .
describe the fact that married women and women with children have
entered the labour force without men’s sharing the physical and
emotional responsibilities of housework and child care. Hochschild
argues that men's failure to share emotional and domestic labour is
key cause of much of women'’s anger and frustration with their mar-
riage; men’s refusal to share the double burden militates against the
‘sharing’ and ‘mutuality’ of intimacy. Her work can be read as sug-
gesting that men’s lack of participation becomes a failure of intimacy
for women, who sense a neglect of love and care and a blindness to
or disregard for empathy and understanding.
Some authors depict men as enduring their own particular suffer-
ing, a crisis of masculinity precipitated for some men by married
women’s entry into the labour force. It has long been argued that
employment is at the core of many men's sense of themselves as men.
‘A man disciplined himself to earn money for himself or his family,
and the extent of hardship suffered to this end was an expression of
his manhood’ (Wight, 1993b, p. 106). A sense of being a man through*¢
the sacrifice of work is potentially disrupted by the equal particip-
ation of women in this sacrifice. The conventional male ways of ex:
pressing intimacy, caring by being the provider, expressing love by
giving gifts, for example, fit with the position of greater earning
powet. A number of authors of varying political persuasions cite the
undercutting of men’s earner/ provider role as incompatible with
stable marriage and two-parent families (Staples, 1982; Murray, 1984
1990, 1994). In the more right-wing variants, welfare provisions to
single parents are blamed for further undermining the role of father/
provider, and social disorder ranging from crime to riots is blamed
on fatherless families. Some illustrations of these arguments are pre

sented in the next section.

Visions of the Future

In the 1980s and 1990s rates of marriage have fallen and age of firs
marriage has increased in the majority of ‘Furo-North American
societies. While most people continue to plan to marry at some poirn
a common pattern is to live with a partner prior to marriage {fo
Britain see Haskey, 1995). Cohabitation is the norm before first mat

!
- S . - . R ’ ’
moved from an institGtion—tod relationship then the formal legal l\
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riage and is even more common priox to a second marriage. One |

interpretation of the”i\ncrease in cohabitation is that as marriage has

arrangement ceases to be important to people. Cohabitati *
not mark an increased casualness inprelgﬁonsm;k;lgar?cgl) I;é}lllzll;?ﬁf !
partners look pretty much like married partners (Burgoyne 1991scyf
McRae, 1993). A similar ‘there-is-no-big-change’ interpretat,ion o% WA
divorce has been routinely offered by sociologists: high incidence of T
divorce is a reflection of the heightened importance of having a good

m_ar_r_iag'e. In other words pedplé"éfé notgiving up e search for
life-partners with whom they will live h%ppil%z—eggsj;fl;:rsifg I’clkf: s
are not p.repared to put up with relationships that do not work ou’zr
Expectatlons of marriage are high and the quality of the relationshi '
is the key test of the marriage. Giddens takes this a step further 1115)1

suggesting that the type of intimacy increasingly sought in relation-

ships is inherently fragile. In practice women sue for divorce more

often thap men and this would fit with a view of women as seekin
?md valuing intimacy to a greater degree than men. This conclusioﬁ
is often reached too glibly, however. For financial and practical reas-
ons, women often need legal recognition of marital breakdown to a
greater extent than men. Hence the figures concerning who initiate
dx:)fo;ce Prgcf:e:dt'?g? corlttain an unknown number of cases in whicﬁ
women initiate the legal tidyi i
the breakdown of the%r mar?:[iglgge.up’ efter thelr partnes has fnidated
However, there are also authors who emphasi
foundly glisintegrative effects of high divorcepra?zz?ﬂtl?f i?p?:reecigz?-
{3e§aus§_1 a marriage or a marriage-type arrangement is not just a rex
ationship but a key node in a web of financial and domestic arrange-
ments and social networks. The dissolution of a particular cougle

“disrupts each member’s social networks and that of any children

Some research suggests that in about half of cases involving child-

:;ren, children lose not only a parent but a set of grandparents, aunts

nd uncles and other friends they were connected with through the

lost parent (Cherlin and Furst
108 enberg, 1988; Furstenberg and Cherli
1991). Women and children left together after clivorceg are typicaﬁ;;

ignificantly poorer financially than they were before. Besides these

o S > . . .
_ }sﬂﬁlﬁ @éllsruphonst to thg social fabric there is also evidence that a
gn ncidence of divorce is transforming attitudes to marriage. Peo-

le . .
marrying today do not necessarily expect to be together for ever,

d from the start t ibili i
Wégl_lerstein e ai_,r19§l9e)§,[ have the possibility of divorce in mind
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A number of authors, particularly in the US suggest that the
high rate of divorce and separation is evidence of degenerating moral |
fibres — weakening commitment to marriage and children, the de-
valuation of love and the sapping of morality. To take two contrast-
ing examples, Robert Bellah et al. speak with regret about the loss of .
the nineteenth-century conventional modern family (Bellah et al., .
1985, pp. 88-89) and Arlie Hochschild talks of the subversion of the .
feminist goal of women’s independence into magazine images of
women on their own using their purchasing power to please them
selves as they need nobody else (1994}.

The European sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, drawing on an earl
version of this type of analysis (that of the US social scientist Richar
Senmett), contrasts the social cohesion of an earlier period, provide
by tradition and enforced through the scrutiny of public life, with th
disintegration of the present. He describes how social skilis becom
undermined by excessive concern with individuality and the compuls
jive consumption incited by the market forces of late capitalism:

Unable to cope with the challenges and problems arising from their
mutual relations, men and women tumn to marketable goods, ser-
vices and expert counsel; they need the factory produced tools to
imbue their bodies with socially meaningful ‘personalities’, med-
ical or psychiatric advice to heal the wounds left by previous —and
future - defeats, travel services to escape into unfamiliar settings
which it is hoped will provide better surroundings for solution of
familiar problems, or simply factory-produced noise (literal and
metaphorical) to ‘suspend’ social time and eliminate the need to
negotiate social relations. {Bauman, 1987, p. 164)

The scientific rationalizing faith in “progress’ that accompanies thé
development of market capitalism has also been blamed for strip-

~ ping people of their social skills. Christopher Lasch (1977) has wr
- ten of the proletarianization of parenthood,a process by whi
parents are deskilled by child care ‘experts” in much the same w

. as management imposition of the assembly line deskills workers
‘Rationality did not stay outside the door of the modern family house:
hold. Some historians have attempted to provide documentation o
the effects of the ideas and practices of scientific rationality on do-
mestic and sexual life. One of the most comprehensive accounts
Kereen Reiger’s history of the impact of the medical, welfare, educ
ational and architectural professions on Australian family households
and the resulting ‘disenchantment of the home’. The claimed co
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bined negative effects of individualism and State intervention have
become part of a questioning of welfare policies in the writings of a
number of authors much cited by right-wing political opponents of
welfare provisions (see chapter 3).

Andrew Cherlin, a US commentator on the family and social
change, emphasizes individualism more than market forces without
the same negative emphasis on welfare provision or state intervern-
tion:

The family values of the 19505 contained elements of a more indi-
_vidualistic ethos that would help transform family life again a gen-
eration later. Under that ethos, which has gained force throughout
the West since the emergence of commercial capitalism, individuals
increasingly have sought meaning in life through seif-fulfilment and
intimacy. The family form celebrated in the 19505 was the isolated
nuclear family consisting of only parents and children. It fits the
ethos by providing a more private setting for personal life. . .. But
there is no reason why individualism should stop with the nuclear
family — after all, obligations to spouses and children can conflict - -
with personal desires as well. Since the mid-1960s, the quest for self- |
'tulﬁlme‘ent and intimacy has taken an even more individualistic tone;
increasingly what counts is one’s own emotional satisfaction even
if it clashes with the needs of spouses and children and even if it
leads to the break-up of a marriage. (Cherlin, 1992, p-38)

While there is a sense of possible dangers.in Cher]ﬁ’s account, he

 stops short of a depiction of rampant individualism in which people
* have degenerated into self-obsessed incompetents. A similar balance

of danger and optimism is found in Swidler’s analysis of love in

‘American culture. Drawing on contemporary films and novels as

well as historical material, she argues that changes in the meaning of

-lpvg reflect shifts in how the life course is structured and how the
: sglf Isunderstood. The ‘true self’ is now defined in impulsive behavi-
our performed outwith institutions rather than through membership

stitutions. The institutional affiliations of contemporary adult-

hp_od, toa particular employer, to a marriage partner, to children are
- .I}g_-longer assumed to be ideally ‘for life’. While stability in adult life
h&Snot necessarily been a feature of the past, the expectation that
dnarriage lasted a lifetime meant that a sense of ‘being settled’ once

'§trl?rpa1ﬁed marriage. Now a marriage is not taken for granted as -
eshold of. a settled adulthood; rather adulthood is seen as a
e of life which requires constant struggle.
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Identity, commitment, self-realisation, and intimacy, once achieved,
were simply supposed to last a life-time. Moral meaning lay in
being able to stick to what one had chosen, to be animated by the
commitments one had made. But in the contemporary period, the
valence of the love myth is shifting — in ways which often seem
regressive. . . . our culture now seeks moral significance in acts of
cheice, in attempts to discover, clarify, or deepen the self, whether
or not these choices lead to or remain within a commitment.
(Swidler, 1980, p. 143)

Accounts such as those of Cherlin and Swidler suggest the possibil-
ity of either moral degeneracy or a benign evolutionary increase in
the degrees of individualism tolerated and encouraged in Euro-North
American societies. Benign because greater individualism means
more opportunities to value people for themselves, for the unique
qualities that they possess, and more opportunities for self-expres-
sion, including expression of emotion. Each of these aspects of indi-
vidualism opens up possibilities for greater intimacy and particularly
‘disclosing intimacy’.

The British anthropologist Marilyn Strathern takes issue with this
view of a progressive increase in individualism, suggesting rather
that what is meant by individualism has changed. For Strathern, the
modern period has been characterized by a middle-class English tend-
ency, if not a general Euro-North American tendency, to see each
generation as if it were more individual than the previous genera-
tion, to conceive of children as more individual than their parents, to’
equate parents with natural ties and convention and to equate child-:
ren with choice (1992a, pp. 15-19). In Strathern’s view, however, this
English mind set has spiralled into a hyper-individualism which loses
all sense of the individual’s relationship to and responsibility for
others.

We have lost the relational facility for making a partial analogy
between nature and society work as the context for the way we -
think about individuals. . . . The individual vanishes not just from
a surfeit of individuality. It vanishes when it no longer seems rel-
evant to talk about its environment and thus — as Mrs Thatcher
discovered — about ‘its relationship’ to society. (1992a, p. 150}

In the previous mind set of the modern era, the world was rich i
cultural and natural diversity which allowed degrees of freedor
without fragmenting the world into pieces. This is captured in th
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modernist English view of kinship: ‘Kinship delineated a develop-
mental process that guaranteed diversity, the individuality of per-
sons and generations of future possibilities’ (1992a, p. 39). Kinship
also expressed the subtleties of thinking about relationships between
individual and society, nature and culture; ‘In the modern epoch,
kinship and family could play either nature to the individual’s cult-
ural creativity, or society to the individual’s natural spirit of enter-
prise’ (1992a, p. 43). Much of the comfort of this world view is now
lost to the post—pluralist. New reproductive technologies render kin-
ship more problematic as a way of thinking about, representing and
constructing relationships between individual and society, nature and
culture.

‘More choice seems less choice’: with the engineering of genetic
stock, the potential for long-term future variation may be reduced
rather than enhanced. When diversity seems to depend literally on
the vagaries of human individuals, it suddenly seems at risk. . . .
Procreation was a natural fact of life. But the ‘natural’ image has
lostits obviousness in a world where couples can seek assistance to
beget offspring without intercourse. So too have the ‘cultural’ con-
ventions of the union. The otherwise lawful connection of husband
and wife may conceivably subsume a contract with a birthing
moth)er or an agreement to obtain gametes by donation. (1992a,
p-43

A quite opposite interpretation of the consequences of the possibil-
ity of sex without reproduction and reproduction without sexual in-
tercourse is made by Anthony Giddens. Giddens suggests this
disengagement of sex and reproduction has helped pave the way to
'the pure relationship” and ‘plastic sexuality’, in his relatively optim-~
istic account of gender, intimacy and social change (1992). '
Giddens suggests that rapid social change is forcing a shift towards -

a particular type of more intensely intimate relationship in personal

life in ways which undermine inequality between men and women.

.. The speed and nature of change forces people to become self-reflex-

Ive, consciously working on sustaining a sense of who they are and
self-consciously considering what kind of personal relationships they
want (Giddens, 1991, 1992). Men as well as women are forced to self-

___f}exwely confront their emotional needs. Greater self-awareness
heightens the need for self-affirming connections with others and
akes possible new depths of knowing and understanding. This is

eper than empathy based on pre-given shared understandings of
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a common culture. It is a knowing which is ‘discovered” or created
through intense interaction. Giddens predicts that a growing number
of individuals will seek a type of love relationship characterized by
‘disclosing intimacy’ which he calls ‘the pure relationship’. The ‘pure
relationship’ is ‘pure’ in the sense of having no raison d'étre over and
above an appreciation of the relationship itself. For Giddens, a pure
relationship is by definition a relationship between equals. In so far
as people pursue heterosexual relationships, the ascendancy of the
‘pure relationship’ will necessarily involve greater equality between
men and women. The dimension of intimacy emphasized above all
is knowing and understanding, rather than more practical forms of
caring:

A pure relationship is one in which external criteria have become
dissolved: the relationship exists solely for whatever rewards that
relationship can deliver. In the context of the pure relationship, trust
can be mobilised only by a process of mutual disclosure. (1991, p. 6)

I [a pure relationship] refers to a situation where a social relation is
entered into for its own sake, for what can be derived by each per-
son from a sustained association with another; and which is con-
tinued only in so far as itis thought by both parties to deliver enough
satisfaction for each individual to stay within it. (1992, p. 58)

These same characteristics of the relationship also make it inherently

fragile. It cannot hold without mutual satisfaction.

Giddens claims that the trend towards ‘the pure relationship’ i
paralleled by the emergence of a more responsive and creative form
of sexuality which he calls ‘plastic sexuality’. The term “plastic” is
shorthand for the late twentieth-century heightened awareness o
the plasticity of sexuality ~ that is, of the fact that there is no essentia
pre-given way of being sexual. ‘Plastic sexuality is decentred sexual
ity, freed from the needs of reproduction’ (1992, p. 2). ‘Plastic sexual
ity’ involves freedom from preconceived notions about what is typical
or appropriate: ‘a revolution in female sexual autonomy’, that is in
women finding sexual pleasure in ways which are not dictated by
men, and “the flourishing of homosexuality’ (1992, p. 28) are mani
festations of this shift. ;

An important causal factor underlying the ascendancy of the pure
relationship and plastic sexuality concerns the heightened sense tha

individuals have of their own creativity and their own limitations in

the business of producing their social world. The deep-rooted changes
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which underlie the transformation of intimacy are those detailed in
Giddens’s earlier work on the development of "high moderhity’ (1990,
1991): giobalization, disembeddedness, risk, dominance of experts
and abstract systems, reflexivity. The pace of social change is such
that traditions are more profoundly swept away than ever before
(1994). The revolutions in communication technology and transport
penctrate every part of the globe, promoting both the homogen-
ization of culture and a sense of choice, reducing cultures to alterna-
tive lifestyles disembedded from their time and place. More and more
aspects of life are visibly dependent on complex expert systems be-
yond our comprehension. Pre-modern faith in tradition was only
briefly replaced by faith in the scientific fact. Facts are now known to
be socially constructed such that today’s right answer is tomorrow’s
mistake. The processes of change have sensitized people to the frag-
ile and arbitrary nature of the social world, heightening a sense of
risk and lack of control on the one hand, and a creative ability to
construct ourselves on the other.

Where large areas of a person’s life are no longer set by pre-
existing patterns and habits, the individual is continually obliged
to n}egoﬁate life-style options. Moreover ~ and this is crucial - such
choices are not just ‘external’ or marginal aspects of the individ-
val’s attitudes, but define who the individual ‘is’. In other words,
life-style choices are constitutive of the reflexive narrative of self.
(Giddens, 1992, p. 75)

- The phrase ‘narrative of the self’ emphasizes the ongoing process of
- self-construction, It is as if in the Euro-North American world of the
late twentieth century people cannot avoid being consciously self-
reflexive, frequently considering if they are doing things in the right

way as they struggle to maintain an identity.

- The ‘pure relationship” and plastic sexuality are forums in which
the individual can intensively and co-operatively explore and con-
structa narrative of themselves. Men and women need to find ‘forms

- Of self exploration and moral construction’ (Giddens, 1992, p. 144).

e ilpp'licatior_l is that keeping oneself to oneself and denying emo-
NS 15 increasingly impossible in what some authors refer to as a

: ~.-II31(_>_S_t modern’ world. A successful pure relationship recreates psy-
lCJ 10logical stability by resonating with the ontological security and
_J3sic trust developed in childhood (originally derived from the
trust placed by children in their ‘caretakers’) (Giddens, 1991, p. 186).
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Side-stepping Strathern’s fears about the unsettling psychological
consequences of new reproductive technologies, Giddens sees the
freedom of the separation of sex and reproduction as part of the
room for manceuvre in which people make their own psychological
stability. Exploring and discovering sexual pleasure can be part of
both the ‘narrative of the self” and ‘the pure relationship’.

Giddens’s vision of a possible future draws selectively from the.
range of available evidence and only briefly discusses aspects of the
wider context which perpetuate inequalities between men and
women. Indeed, Giddens seems to underplay the very widespread
roots of inequality by suggesting that a transformation of intimacy

. could undermine the ways in which the wider social context prod-
* uces gender and power. Moreover, the self-reflexivity which Giddens =
. discusses with optimism is interpreted with pessimism by some
. authors (Bauman, 1987; Bellah et al., 1985; Hochschild, 1994; Strathern,
© 1992a,b). For these authors the constant monitoring of the self by the.
self is part and parcel of a rampant self-obsessive individualism o
- consumerism which may threaten to destroy all intimate relation
© ships. They fear a future in which concern with self-satisfaction o
" self-protection renders impossible the necessary compromise in
volved in commitment to another. Women and men are envisaged a
becoming equal in selfishness. Hence all intimate relationships ar
potentially casualties. The hypothesized diminishing of intimac
in the parent—child relationship is heralded as particularly catas
trophic in its consequences. Giddens’s use of psychoanalytic wor
is also selective, ignoring the more pessimistic offerings within th
psychoanalytic tradition (see the discussion of Craib, in chap
ter one).

Like some other British and American commentators, Giddens
constructs a positive account of a qualitative rather than simply quant:
itative shift in individualism. Sociologists have long argued that, in
order to be able to get on with their lives, people in every society
take what are arbitrary person-made rules for granted, as if they were
natural or God-given. Giddens’s acecount of high modernity suggests
that less is taken for granted than ever before. And in particul
people are more self-reflexively aware that they construct themselv:
The American sociologist Arlene Skolnick talks of a similar process
using somewhat different language. She refers to people’s height:
ened awareness of ‘individuated ways of responding in the wor
(Skolnick, 1992, p. 146). The evidence for this type of reflexive indi:
vidualism is reviewed by Skolnick who notes that as well as
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complex set of demographic, structural, and cultural changes that
have created a more individualised life course and a heightened
sense of self, there is a political dimension, variously described as
‘rights revolutions” or the ‘democratization of personhood’. At the
centre of this shift is the claiming of political and cultural rights for
disadvantaged groups - from blacks and other minorities, to
women, to children, to gay people, to the handicapped, to the
elderly. The democratization of personhood goes beyond the rights
of citizenship, extending to all forms of authority and hierarchy.
(1992, p. 169)

A number of theorists have observed that the ‘democratization of
personthood” and the associated reflexive search for identity is only

"poé’sible at historical moments when sheer toil and the struggle for

survival are not the main preoccupations of the majority (Giddens,
1990; Gellner, 1985; Skolnick, 1992). The post-war years of the twenti-
eth century were years of relative affluence for the majority in all
industrialized societies, although poverty was never wholly erad-
icated. Recent decades have seen reversals in fortune for significant
minorities in many industrialized countries resulting from high un-
employmentand cuts in welfare provisions, The psychologicalrevolu-
tion may not have stalled but for growing numbers the self-reflexive
‘who am I?” questioning must compete with more pressing consid-

- erations such as where the next bed and meal is going to come from.

While stories of the past have been deconstructed and subjected to

. critique, this is also an ongoing if more openly speculative process

for stories of the future. The competing nature of these stories, the

pessimistic and the optimistic, already indicate mutual criticism. The

same present-day events are often cited as evidence in opposing

stories of radical change in personal life. For example, trends in co-

.a_bi_tation, divorce and remarriage can be interpreted as either a
continuance of a profound commitment to family-type arrangements

but with some modification of what counts as ‘family’, or as leadin

evitably implicated in visions of the future. Those who speak pejor-
ively of a phenomenon described as ‘rampant individualism’ fear
€ end not just of particular forms of family life, but of all respons-

the end of ‘the family’ as a pervasive ideal. Versions of the pastare

il})}ility to others, with children as the main victims. In their version of
E‘ past there were limits, constraints, obligations and sanctions

tich worked for the benefit of all. The same phenomenon is also
preted as an extension of the ‘democratization of personhood’
vanced by feminism, civil rights movements and others struggling
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for more equal societies. Their vision of the past is one of pernicious
inequality and unfair impositions. The issue of visions of the future,
optimism and pessimism is a theme to which Iwill return in the ﬁn_al
chapter of this book in the context of the interim reviews of empir-
ical research in each intervening chapter.

CHAPTER 3

Parenting and
Intimacy

Theoretical and historical stories of intimacy suggest two sets of

uestions to be asked concerning the parent—child relationship. First,
is the balance of parenting between mothers and fathers changing,
with profound consequences? From a variety of perspectives, more
emotionally involved fathering will create a realignment of gender
and intimacy. For example, psychoanalytic accounts link differences

“+ in intimacy between adult men and women back to the balance of
- parenting between mothers and fathers. The balance of parenting is

the issue dealt with in the first section of this chapter. Secondly, are
parent—child relationships moving towards equality and "disclosing
intimacy” and how should such a shift be evaluated? This issue is
dealt with in the second section of the chapter. On both these issues,
there are already opposing camps, those for whom more shared
caring between mothers and fathers is good and those for whom it
is bad, and those for whom greater equality between parents and
children is good and those for whom it is bad. Much is written and
spoken with limited or no evidence and, of course, all existing evid-
ence involves a process of interpretation.

Mothers and Eathers as Intimates

By: the late nineteenth century, motherhood had become a matter
public policy and debate in all industrializing nation states. A



