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Introduction

Today, the family institution is being shaken by a deconstruction process
that affects all the constituent dimensions that came together in the Wfteenth
century, forming a uniWed and original type. So profound is this change
that it has eradicated the classical distinctions within Western society. The
New World blends with the Old; isolationism is no longer possible, and dif-
ferences between Catholic and Protestant nations seem like medieval relics.
In the 1960s, sociologists and demographers expressed surprise at the fall in
birth and marriage rates, and yet the sudden trends of that period have
become our normality. It is now impossible to show such astonishment
or to believe in a fresh reversal of tendencies that are Wrmly in place, estab-
lished in a way that borders on the conservative. Once considered the build-
ing block of society or the basic social unit, the family has become the
context for behaviour that would have appalled our grandparents but is now
considered a proper subject of debate. For example, should young virgins
have the right to inseminate themselves artiWcially? Should homosexual cou-
ples have the right to adopt children? Is surrogate motherhood inhuman?
Can children who voluntarily leave home sue their parents for alimony?
Equally indicative of this change are the descriptors used in today’s socio-
logical and demographic studies to identify the deepest trends affecting this
institution: Disturbing the Nest (David Popenoe), The Normal Chaos of Love
(Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim), Familles plurielles (Serge
Lesourd), Le démariage (Irène Théry), La famille incertaine (Louis Roussel), and
La famille désinstituée (Marie-Blanche Tahon), to name a few. There is a strik-
ing difference between this new, mostly negative lexicon and the ideas of Le
Play, Durkheim, and Parsons, among others, whose work was based on eval-
uating the match of a single model of the family to a single type of society.

In hindsight, you could argue that the deconstruction of the family, in
both practical and ideological terms, was programmed during the upheavals
of the 1960s. The entire family order was reworked. People in the United
States seriously questioned whether having children was morally justiWed
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xii Introduction

in light of the world’s chaotic state – as did equally serious experts at inter-
national conferences on population growth. The desire of every suburban
Romeo and Juliet to found a new family based on their romantic love was
regarded by many of the “lyric generation” as a constraint with no legiti-
mate validation, serving only to reproduce bourgeois society.1 This prac-
tical movement was justiWed by ideological theories put forward by thinkers
of every stripe, who were as ready to theorize about the reality as to put
their theories into practice. Five centuries after its creation, the private
nature of the modern family was branded as the antithesis of women’s lib-
eration. Psychoanalysts reinforced youthful rebellion by “proving” that
bourgeois families suffered from a deep malaise: the sexual repression that
held them together was at best unnatural and at worst a ripe breeding
ground for fascist tendencies. Licensed psychologists wrote brave new trea-
tises on education and upbringing, urging young, obediently postmodern
parents to do whatever “felt right” and to let their children do the same.
Western governments took over from individuals, legitimizing their en -
deavours in this respect. The legal basis of the family was removed. Divorces
could be obtained as easily as having an affair. In the wake of a series of
bureaucratic regulations, the family acquired a varying image, as deWned by
tax laws, child care services, social welfare programs, or student loan and
bursary plans. In Quebec, one government department even worked out an
operational deWnition of today’s family that purposely excluded any men-
tion of parents “of opposite gender.” And even science weighed in, claim-
ing that the family – in both its deWnition and the behaviours associated
with it – was, in fact, a cultural construct, and therefore an arbitrary phe-
nomenon. Sociology, carried along in the wake of its own object of study,
provided stakeholders with the deWnitions they needed to prove a case.
Thus, the family became a kind of moveable feast, being at times a couple
(with or without children), a unit of consumption, sometimes a network
that might include the woman next door, or simply a single parent’s rela-
tionship with a child. And there you go ... 

My description of the family’s collapse should not be construed as a cry
of alarm, or denunciation ex cathedra. It aims Wrst of all to understand
exactly what happened – to remind ourselves that the process began with a
direct, intentional, and no doubt well-intentioned assault on the “basic
social institution” of the family. The sixties rebels were especially critical
of the middle-class or bourgeois family – even more so than of the bour-
geois state. My discussion also seeks to show the extent to which this con-
vergence of the forces of change worked on the family, and how deeply the
trend went. In all likelihood, the various social players (on the practical,
ideological, theoretical, and legal level) didn’t envisage all the consequences
of their intentions, but they started the ball rolling nevertheless. The essen-
tial difference lay in the utter contrast between the enthusiastic idealism of
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xiiiIntroduction

the Wrst wave of Xower children or baby boomers and the persistent con-
fusion and disarray that followed among members of the contemporary
family. The crisis in the family institution manifests itself as an identity
crisis affecting all its members. It fosters the pathological behaviour that
dramatically demonstrates how these two aspects are but the ob jective and
subjective sides of a single phenomenon. We are wandering blindly, no
longer knowing how to behave as members of a family.

These profound, multifaceted, and generalized changes draw their over-
whelming power from the fact that they stem from a causa Wnalis, which
affects the modern family’s existence and novel structure. All the modern
family’s most characteristic dimensions are undergoing a complete trans-
formation. The modern family is not, however, simply an extension of the
traditional family, passively waiting, at the beginning of the twentieth-Wrst
century, for the bulldozer of postwar individualism to annihilate its habits,
identities, and values. Its modernity is unique and fundamentally linked to
the modernity of the West. It is as distinct and autonomous in relation to
its precursor, the traditional family, as the modern state is in relation to tra-
ditional monarchies. The universalization of identity (and not simply the
empowerment of the individual), being one of the basic principles of mod-
ern society, has refashioned all the family’s aspects. The intense focus on
romantic love, the restructuring of gender relations and parental roles, the
strong focus on children’s education – none of these can be explained by
the vague desires of an individual to disengage himself or herself from all
the contingencies of social relationships. Because it is this Western dynamic
that has refashioned the family, it follows that the current changes involve
the end of modernity as we understand it.

Since these changes have such deep roots, it seems an unlikely hope that
Man, once “liberated” from his modern legal Wctions, might land on his
feet and rediscover his true anthropological foundations. These legal
Wctions may well be constructs; and family traits may well be cultural and
therefore mutable. Still, Man’s being relies on these social forms for support
to such an extent that, once they collapse, there is no nature for Man to
fall back on, and everything becomes possible. This is what we are faced
with as a result of the loss of normative orientation following the decay of
the family structure: pathological behaviour among parents and children
(familial and conjugal violence, precocious deviance, adult crimes com-
mitted by minors, various nervous disorders among children, and so on) –
unthinkable, aberrant conduct that deWes categorization. (Is a surrogate
mother a mother? Can a man obtain a judge’s order forcing his former
spouse to bear him a child?)

Evidently, modern legal Wctions were deeply rooted in personal identity
– so much so that its deconstruction (namely, the crisis of the family as
an institution) is experienced by people as a profound identity crisis that
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xiv Introduction

cannot be overcome by any sort of backward step. What Hannah Arendt
demonstrated with regard to education is also valid in this context: the cri-
sis of the family indicates that we no longer really believe in this world of
ours and that we are plagued with doubt over one of the most basic aspects
of human life – the transmission of this world. The problem here does not
stem from Wliation; rather, it is the internalization of the modern pedagog-
ical function. We can’t even say that the crisis in education and the crisis
in the family is coincidental. They are one and the same. By and large, West-
ern society no longer truly believes in the humanist ideal that is part of its
speciWc civilizational inheritance. So why bother at all training new mem-
bers of that society to become Men? Let me put it in more general terms.
The humanist ideal created a constant sense of needing to rear children
beyond the immediate needs of education. Genders were entirely con-
structed to serve these purposes – goals greater than themselves. In the
present day, both at home and at school, these two aspects of the basic mod-
ern social relationship are missing – and not because women are compet-
ing, as individuals, with men in the public sphere. 

From a sociological and strictly heuristic point of view – or simply as
humans – we cannot limit ourselves to scientiWcally recording fractional,
empirical changes in the modern family model while stating that there is
nothing substantive involved, that it is merely a model, like so many others
that have come and gone. The practical changes that have formed the var-
ious subdisciplines of demographic or family sociology cannot be compre-
hended scientiWcally except in relation to the modern family model, which
these very changes are putting in doubt. Again, we should remember how
the bourgeois family was purposely targeted in the 1960s, at the beginning
of the historical period we are considering here. Just as the modern model
systematically and gradually replaced the various traditional models, the
modern model has now been systematically and gradually driven into a cor-
ner by the increasing number of contemporary models of family.

Regardless of which change we are looking at, its speciWc signiWcance can
be established only in relation to the complex array of signiWers embodied
in a socio-historical model of the family that is linked to a historical model
of society. This is why this study of postmodern changes in the family is,
above all, an attempt to reconstruct in sociological terms the concept of
the modern family. I begin by establishing an epistemological and anthro-
pological focus in Chapters 1 and 2. The four central chapters then address
the institution of the family as a whole, the parental relationship, gender
categories, and the conjugal relationship.2 Chapter 7 is devoted to estab-
lishing the sociological type of the French-Canadian family. We shall see
that an interpretation of this particular case conWrms the model applied at
the theoretical level.

Some may Wnd this theoretical reconstruction of the ideal type of the
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modern family to be pretentious or even totalitarian. However, I maintain
that the truly effective unity of the model, in its process of development and
in its current systematic change, obliges us to attempt such a reconstruction.
As a result, all my thinking is directed toward designing a synthetic model.
Whether or not I succeed, or whether I do so satisfactorily or otherwise, is
quite another matter. To build this original theoretical construct, I rely on
the major theories of Parsons and Luhmann (sociology), Ariès and Goody
(history), Lévi-Strauss (anthropology), and Lacan (psychology).

Chapter 8 explores present changes in the family in relation to the ideal
type of the modern family. I examine the principal, current sociological
interpretations of ongoing changes in the family, with a view to classifying
and distinguishing them. This last part does not constitute a summary of
practical transformations or an exhaustive list of sources available on the
subject – far from it. Such an approach, which is primarily programmatic,
is an end in itself. It will be enough here to set out the connections among
practical changes involved in the principal relationships that constitute the
modern family – the latter being relationships to the child, and relation-
ships between spouses. The only detailed empirical discussion concerns fer-
tility. I have chosen this aspect of the current changes in order to place
micro- and macro-sociology on a single, eminently empirical level.
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1
The Ideal Type of the
Modern Family

This book constitutes a classic exercise in family sociology. My discussion
is based on the construction of an archetype of the modern family as appre-
hended in contrast to earlier historical types and, above all, in its socio-
logical relation to the society in which it originated. This chapter is devoted
to justifying my approach, presenting its chief arguments, and providing
an overview of the characteristics of the modern family model. 

Constructing the Ideal Type
This theoretical model, in all its dimensions and with respect to its valid-
ity and consistency, is not based on the sum total of the richly varied, real-
life instances observable throughout history. Rather, it stems from an under-
standing of how the model’s elements (the family institution viewed as a
whole, the conjugal and parent-child relationships, and the category of gen-
der) relate to modernity’s most central feature – namely, the advent of what
Norbert Elias has called the “society of individuals.” The model’s synthetic
and sociological traits reXect its developing and dynamic reality through-
out its three-hundred-year history. By this I mean the ultimate unity of the
process of change whereby traditional family types became a modern soci-
etal model. This reality and unity are evidenced by the very existence of
family sociology, which was thus made possible. 

The gradual replacement of traditional family forms inherent to cultural
identities (such as in Slavic, Germanic, and Anglo-Saxon families) by a mod-
ern societal model (no longer Slavic, Germanic, or Anglo-Saxon) has made
sociological analysis possible because it has now objectiWed the relativity
of family forms. Until the modern Western family developed, family forms
were, and were seen to be, inseparable from their cultural groups. Mod-
ernization wasn’t simply the merging of many cultural variants into a sin-
gle model; it was also the abstraction of family forms from their cultural
infrastructure. Suddenly, it became “evident” that the various family forms
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2 The Ideal Type of the Modern Family

were less connected to cultural syncretisms than to a particular phase of
socio-historical development; furthermore, it became evident that the
family was a social fact, and that a connection existed between society’s
and the family’s process of modernization as well as between cultures
and their kinship structure. The Western bias displayed by early works on
family sociology should therefore come as no surprise. From Le Play to
Durkheim to Parsons, this sociology has constructed a family type that
equates to Western society viewed historically, not culturally. This family
has at times been conjugal, child-centred, or nuclear, in relation to a soci-
ety deWned as individualist, salary-based, or state-run, but always modern.
From this perspective, what is noteworthy about classic sociologists isn’t so
much their vision of the Wnal apotheosis of the Western family as the con-
nection they make between a family type and a societal type. Critics have
written with some justiWcation about the historical contortions executed
by those who support the conjugal family model, presented as the culmi-
nation of a historical development that, of necessity, involved shrinking
the extended family to accommodate the nuclear model.1 Aside from these
historical details, however, it is still a fact that a (modern) societal model
replaced cultural models once and for all. The societal model’s continued
supremacy over others shows that we are dealing with a historical family
type, not a cultural, civilizational, or anthropological one. Inversely, the
current fragmentation of a single model into a multitude of family types is
equally signiWcant.

Since the most basic feature of the modern family resides in its uniform
process of change, perceptible differences in the real-life example shouldn’t
detract from the validity of the synthetic model proposed here. Clearly, tra-
ditional family behaviours persisted until the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury and even into the twentieth. It is equally clear, however, that all the
modern family’s structural traits were in place by the start of the modern
era. The privatization of family life was already recognizable in fourteenth-
century Italy and, more generally, during the rise of bourgeois society from
the late Middle Ages onward as feudal power became increasingly limited
and the power of the Commons grew. We can see this in the changing bour-
geois domestic architecture. In the sixteenth century, smaller families be -
came more common because of the priority given to educating children.
This concern for education – a basic element of modern socialization – was
embraced by humanists of the Renaissance and supporters of the Reforma-
tion. Freedom to choose one’s spouse (subjective mediation of the conju-
gal relationship) was normal behaviour in New England at the end of the
seventeenth century. Examples abound. Given the degree to which all such
behaviours were present by the beginning of the modern era, we can justi-
Wably unify them in a single model.

The question is, how can we relate modernity’s central societal dynamic
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3The Ideal Type of the Modern Family

to the transformation going on under our microscope? Just how should we
evaluate society’s inXuence on the family? This approach makes it neces-
sary to anchor social needs to the identity of subjects who have these needs.2

However objective social needs may be (and sociology has tried to clarify
them ever since Durkheim), or, in more philosophical terms, however much
institutions may have transcended individuals, this objectivity and tran-
scendence does not really exist except when incarnated in Xesh-and-blood
people like you and me, where they are internalized to the point of actually
becoming our identity. Legal Wctions do deWne our human condition, but
actual human beings are always aware of being categorized: they must always
apply to themselves, in real terms, a culture’s reasons for being. Even when
such ideal labels cease to be relevant, we need to trace the process back
through behaviour to personal identity to the social ideas that shaped it. 

It is usual to insist on the external inXuences on the family, these being
economic factors and various aspects of the social system. If conWned to
this dimension alone, sociology will always be reductive in its logic. In
one sense, I have been obliged to adopt the opposite approach. All the
changes of modernity were envisaged, anticipated, and consciously in -
stituted – that is, intentionally produced and accepted – by individuals who
then became modern subjects par excellence, in terms both of their man-
ner of self-invention and their reproduction. In constructing my model I
have therefore been forced to clarify modern change as experienced by the
family through the eyes and emotions of a new type of person, historically
speaking. This person is “the individual.” In this sense, all elements of my
family model (the conjugal bond, both facets of parental relationships, gen-
der, and family life itself) are placed in a logical relationship with the indi-
vidual as a category, and this category is seen as a subjective moment in
modern sociality.

By showing how people’s way of relating to the world has become indi-
vidualized (a process at work in the West for centuries) and thus has trans-
formed all aspects of the family, I seem to be asserting that history has a
meaningful direction, a telos, a purpose. At most, however, one can say that
the universalization of identity and the individualization of the way we
relate to the world are what have given us the family, private property, the
body politic, the Reformation, the Enlightenment, the French and Amer-
ican revolutions, and democracy – not only in America. They have been the
real forces at work in creating the modern world. Modernity possesses an
inherent idealism that manifests itself in modern people. This idealism and
these people are what led the way from the beginning. Once someone takes
the fate of the world on his shoulders, refusing to be thought of as other
than humankind in general, real meaning is given to the phrase history in
the making. Thus, the famous revolutionary “Night of August 4,” 1789,
when the abolition of feudal rights was Wrst proposed in France’s National

Dagenais_full_text:Blair_full_text.qxd 9/12/2008 1:37 PM Page 3



4 The Ideal Type of the Modern Family

Assembly, heralded two centuries of patient reworking of the actual fabric
of society on the basis of an idea. Similarly, the history of the modern fam-
ily is the history of its shaping by an ideal of humanity that, once posited,
spread and deepened – hence the uniformity of the actual process of its
development. Hence also the possibility of departing from an existing model
in order to retrace this development. 

Admittedly, this leaves the “fact” of the advent of individualistic society
unexplained, although various luminaries, such as Louis Dumont and Mar-
cel Gauchet, not to mention de Tocqueville and Weber, generally agree on
deWning modernity as individualistic. When we come to deWne the indi-
vidual per se, however, there is deWnitely no consensus.

By individual, we mean the universalistic deWnition that the subject has
given himself and the subjectiWed relationship to the world implied by this
self-awareness. Abstraction of identity and personalization of the relation-
ship with the world are two dimensions of the modern personality. By indi-
vidual, therefore, we mean these two aspects taken together. This concept
of the modern subject contrasts with an autonomist or positivist view of
the individual. The individualization of relationship with the world wasn’t
the result of the person becoming independent of the powers that be, or of
his disenchantment with an illusory world. To begin with, the modern ideal
of humanity is too close to being a belief or ideal, in the fullest sense, for
it to be a disenchantment. And there is too great a personal involvement
in the human condition, the future, the fate of the world, and so on, for us
to believe that subjectivity is merely the result of liberation and nothing
more. The link, if any, to the many changes involved in modernity, and
therefore in the family, is without doubt the universalization of identity
and the subjectiWcation of the relationship to the world associated with it.
Retracing the socio-historical development of the modern family allows us
to see that it has been a continuous process. It also enables us to analyze
current changes that indicate the breakdown of this continuity.

Characteristics of the Modern Family Model
It was the universalization of identity that triggered the new parental rela-
tionship with the child. A new parent-child relationship emerged because
the modern individual was an undeWned person without an a priori social
destination. The socializing aim proper to the pursuit of modern identity
wasn’t simply the factor that led to changes in the family, some time in the
Wfteenth century. Rather, it was this socializing aim that gave the family its
speciWc and continuous function – and continued to do so, one might say,
until, in the mid-twentieth century, Parsons formulated the concept of the
functional need for it. Parsons’ theoretical socializing family tended to be
disengaged from its economic and political functions. It was entirely built
around the relationship to the child, and its goal was to form individuals
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5The Ideal Type of the Modern Family

who would become independent of it. This is the same family that, as Ariès
realized, discovered the child. However, the fundamental change in the
socializing function of the family can’t be accounted for by the love of chil-
dren, by the narcissistic concern of parents for a progeny resembling their
love for one another, or by the nuclear family’s independence from lineage.
This change is entirely due to imperatives that drive the kind of socializa-
tion that produces the individual. The latter aim is what holds everything
together. Parsons is absolutely right to make it the speciWc function of the
modern family – a statement to be constantly borne in mind. It is this aim
that has always driven the modern family’s innovative and extremely gen-
erous function, whereby the parents do everything possible to help their
children develop so that they can move out of the family and “paddle their
own canoe.” In contrast, the traditional family shapes children with a view
to ensuring its own reproduction.

The child’s self-awareness, which is the object of this socializing aim,
undergoes change. Gradually, he sees himself as being called upon to grow
and shape himself, to grasp and Wnally assume the pedagogical process of
which he has been the object. The parents themselves become more closely
knit through this relationship. To begin with, the child is no longer seen
as coming from a single lineage, nor is it meaningful to think he might come
from two lines. He is seen as the immediate issue of the amorous conjugal
relationship formed by his parents. Moreover, the two aspects of the edu-
cational relationship with the child (the necessary, constant watchfulness
and the explicit objectifying of the underlying reason for this concern) can
be linked to the respective parental roles. The mother becomes the one who
nurtures the child. To do so, her motherly tasks must be abstracted from
her womanly tasks, and a pretext is thus found for excluding servants from
the household. The father acts as a constant reminder (to evoke the role
posited by psychoanalytical theory) of why all this has been done. Together,
the parents represent a new parental universe. If, as Ariès has demonstrated,
modernity discovered childhood, we should add that, at the same time, it
discovered the joint assumption of parenthood. The equalization of mod-
ern spouses by their new (amorous) mediation and, above all, their joint
assumption of the parental function (essentially educative) made them
appear as equal partners in the child’s eyes, whereas in the traditional fam-
ily, the difference in authority wielded by the head of the family (the pater-
familias, for example) and his subjects was so great that both children and
mother had to abide by the same rule. In contrast, the modern family’s equal
relationship between husband and wife made them appear, for the Wrst
time, equal in the eyes of the child. 

Again, it was the universalist ideal that opened the door to the privati-
zation of life. The dialectic that inseparably connects the private and public
spheres is clear. The private sphere wasn’t the result of a desire to withdraw
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into oneself, something which would have been prevented for long by social
control but later made possible by the erosion of traditional society. It devel-
oped at the same time as a new world vision and was due to the universal-
ization of identity. This provided an elevated perspective, without which
there would have been no private sphere. These two phases in the modern
subject’s awareness – the awareness of being an ordinary person associat-
ing with others to build a common world, and the subjective self-awareness
as a manner of inhabiting the world as a single person – are mutually sup-
portive, co-extensive, contemporaneous, and inseparable. Each man or
woman needs space in a relationship in which to realize his or her selfhood.

It is the dynamic of identity, not just the socialization of production, that
works toward transforming the extended household of the traditional fam-
ily into the home of the modern family. The door to the private sphere was
Wrst opened when labour became objectiWed in the framework of the bour-
geois association. When the oikonomic function of the extended household
was taken over by the community or, from the subject’s point of view, when
his working life began to exist objectively in a social relationship with the
community, the family space in which he once moved acquired a private
status. The bourgeois citizen’s trade represents, for him, the raison sociale
or public face of his labour, while property represents his independence. In
other words, families can remain domestic production units and have long
done so. The sense of what family members achieved together was modi-
Wed by the fact that the trade began to exist on the basis and in the frame-
work of the association of free men, as well as existing for this association.
As a result, domestic relations could no longer provide the basis for family
relationships, and the family stopped seeing itself as a household ruled by
a head. However, the emergence of the home as we know it wasn’t caused by
labour becoming industrialized and moving out of the household. Modern
man had to live his everyday life as a man-in-general in order to feel the need
of withdrawing into himself or into the company of those close to him.
Public and private spheres are the two facets of a universal person’s life.

This double identity of the modern subject was consecrated by the ofW-
cial – that is, juridical – segregation of family behaviour from public behav-
iour. Relationships within civil society and the state were explicitly codiWed
as relationships existing between subjects with equal rights. Relationships
within the family differed, linking people who acted on the basis of their
concrete identity in a way that, without being unequal, had nothing to do
with the egalitarian nature of public relationships. The consecration of
paternal and marital authority in the family sphere didn’t mean that women
and children were dominated by men. Actually, the very process whereby
the state recognized the traditional family reduced the family to a lesser
legitimacy. Suddenly, relationships within the family appeared as being per-
mitted by custom and eventually as being natural.
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7The Ideal Type of the Modern Family

It is profoundly signiWcant that this naturalness of close relationships was
absent from family mores in traditional societies. One need only think of
the personality of those heads of domestic households who were addressed
deferentially as “my lord,” “master,” “monsieur mon mari,” or “pater.” Equally
signiWcant is that no phase of this modern dialectic produced the depreci-
ation of one sphere for the beneWt of the other. The enjoyment of privacy,
the ability to retire into what appeared as natural relationships, and the
protection of human or individual rights certainly didn’t imply the depre-
ciation of public life. The modern personality was equally at home in pub-
lic and private life. 

This universalization of identity enables us to account for the develop-
ment of the subjective mediation of conjugal relationships – what Luhmann
(1986) calls “generalized symbolic media of communication,” allowing for
the creation of a shared, personalized world. Although the individual has
been freed from the constraint of traditional family relationships, this doesn’t
account for the intensity of the emotional (that is, loving) investment in
these relationships by the modern subject, or of his seeing the family as
a haven. Luhmann is absolutely right on this question, however impossible
it may be for systems theory to account for the historical genesis of a
medium that established the distinction between personal and impersonal
relationships. And he is right precisely in this: the subject who goes in search
of loving recognition cannot be deWned uniquely by his independence. He
exists, for himself, as a subjective way of inhabiting the world. As a result,
what he recognizes in the beloved and what he shows of himself are not
concrete qualities referring to an ideal type of human, but a special way of
calling for recognition, or for a world inhabited by subjectivity that he feels
a need to share. No modern individual would agree to be loved merely for
his qualities as a man or hers as a woman. In this respect, modern love
breaks completely with courtly love or the adoration of a woman as Woman.

I have simply reviewed Luhmann’s thesis from a historical standpoint
and in logical relation to the subject-type of modern society. Our vital need
for special, loving recognition is linked to the fact that we can only expect
a partial recognition of our own identity. This is how we are recognized in
our careers, as citizens, and so forth – that is, in our general capacity as
humans who have a certain talent for this or that. This recognition in our
roles is a requirement of our existence as free and universal individuals,
instead of being conWned in advance to a concrete category of social being.
To support such a requirement, the modern individual sees himself as
inhabiting the world in a personalized way. In these conditions, he Wnds
himself completely abandoned to the solitary and impossible task of “rec-
ognizing” himself.3 There is no guarantee that the imagined world that is
himself is not an illusion. It must be said that, from time to time when one
is alone, this vain illusion that is our own life is almost unbearable. We can
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8 The Ideal Type of the Modern Family

thus understand how loving recognition “stabilizes personality,” as Parsons
says, and gives us such a feeling of empowerment.

At best – and at most – love enables the founding of a shared personalized
world. We will come back to the question of speciWcally modern genders
later. For the moment I only need remind readers that Luhmann’s imagined
world is, by deWnition, genderless. Unlike Luhmann, however, I have insisted
on the impossibility of separating the modern family from eponymous love.
It was with this in mind that I used Puritan sources to demonstrate that,
even within a setting of extreme moral strictness, such as that of the New
England Puritans, what fundamentally changed the “deal” in conjugal rela-
tionships was the way in which the partners were willing to submit their
gender to an intersubjective pact and to realize their respective genders
through this pact. Men and women in modern society no longer unques-
tioningly accept their lot as a man or a woman, as they had in the tradi-
tional family. The speciWc and new element in the conjugal relationship
was the agreement to exercise one’s gender subjectively for the other. Within
such intersubjective mediation of relations between spouses, the tasks of
the woman at home and the man at work (I am evoking the reciprocal gen-
erosity of the homemaker/breadwinner relationship, too often ignored by
the feminist critique) are consciously accepted and exercised entirely on the
basis of the loving relationship that gives such tasks their true meaning.

The nuclear nature of their family cannot account for the intensity of
modern spouses’ reciprocal commitment. The family may well be nuclear,
but if it remains essentially a domestic enterprise ruled by a family head,
there is no modern conjugal mediation. The catalyst here is what each
spouse contributes. Consequently, to come back to Luhmann, this inter-
subjective mediation of the conjugal relationship means that, through mar-
riage, the spouses found a world resembling their relationship – a common,
personalized world. Again, remember that, from the traditional standpoint,
the very idea of founding a family is an aberration.

This allows us to account for the way sexuality is restricted to the married
state, without bringing in Christian morality. The individual invests his or her
personal identity in the marriage – this identity henceforth residing in an
objective relationship outside the individual. To betray this relationship a
partner must Wrst betray himself or herself. Being faithful to the other is there-
fore primarily being faithful to oneself. It is signiWcant to my further argu-
ment that the idea of the subject’s independence, viewed purely as freedom
or liberation from the constraints of the traditional family, doesn’t account
for either the heavy emotional (loving) investment in modern marriage or its
permanence. Actually, in one sense, agreeing to be oneself within the frame-
work of the relationship with the other is the opposite of independence.
Indeed, it is just this kind of independence, which misinterprets the subjec-
tive investment, typical of the modern family, that today’s couples demand.
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There exists a mode of genders that is speciWcally modern, just as there
is a speciWcally modern relationship to the child. Modern genders form a
logical link with societal identity, as do all dimensions of the family. Most
often, sociologists have treated gender either as a natural or historical phen -
omenon, or as an arbitrary and superWcial construction. We will see to what
point universalist identity took on the genders that suited it, so that it was
then impossible to imagine individualism running contrary to genders.

Gender is primarily subjective. It is second in importance, however, in
relation to the individual subjective identity that we all still consider our
basic identity. The men and women of modern society consider themselves
to be individuals Wrst and foremost. No man or woman wants to be loved
basically for his or her gender qualities. Modern gender cannot be formed,
therefore, except on the basis of a primary assumption of subjective iden-
tity. When the mother rose to the position of parent, she was then on an
equal plane with the father and her so-called maternal instinct was decoded
as a feminine way of being a parent. Similarly, genders became consciously
accepted on the basis of an individual awareness of self. The process of sub-
jectifying gender also delayed gender realization until after a man or woman
had undergone a lengthy, individualizing upbringing. To be exact, it wasn’t
so much delayed as latent in identity. Finally, gender wasn’t realized objec-
tively in the world. A woman who does “woman’s work,” but not on be-
half of a masculine subjective entity (such as her husband), is simply doing
a job that suits her. However, when these women’s activities are
consciously accepted for love of a man, they are then perceived as gender-
oriented. Reciprocally, when a man gives his pay to his wife, he realizes his
masculinity, whereas at the factory he is an abstract individual, not a man.
To summarize: there is clearly a mode of existence for modern genders con-
nected to how they are consciously accepted by men and women. More-
over, it is this subjective mode of gender existence that has fuelled its real-
ization in the other and therefore encouraged people to marry.

Another consideration is that, far from each existing discretely or inde-
pendently from the other, genders have been entirely formed in a mean-
ingful relation to the other on the basis of a single focus. Genders are the
result of dissociation from a single pole. They are too much the negation of
one another not to have been formed in function of each other – hence the
enormous development of the maternal instinct in the modern era, which
would be unimaginable (and abominable) without the distancing and abstrac-
tion of the father Wgure. One implies the other, the two being issues of a
unifying, socializing aim. Abstract individualism has therefore reinforced a
feminine archetype. In the same way, it would have been absurd for men
to be raised to consciously accept, as men, individual abstract tasks (citizen
and worker), if not for the purpose of offering them to a woman. What does
a man actually agree to by working in a factory? Receiving a wage implies
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10 The Ideal Type of the Modern Family

no form of recognition, since on both sides there is an exchange of abstract
equivalents. Therefore, the worker has agreed not to be recognized for what
he does. Consequently, the masculine gender has been formed to accom-
modate this non-recognition – a difWcult concept to swallow. From a pos-
itive angle, it means that young boys must get used to exercising their
instrumental rationality by focusing only on the end result (that is, not
seeking to love their work or derive intrinsic satisfaction from it). From
another standpoint, it means they agree not to express themselves in their
work because there is no point in doing so: they won’t be recognized as
men for it. So here we have a masculine gender entirely formed in a non-
expressive manner. Masculinity is seen by males as a denial of gender,
whereas femininity for females is formed as a gender par excellence – self-
expression in action.

The meaning of kinship has also been altered by modern identity. The
traditional family was the means whereby a person could take root in life.
It was through the traditional family that the individual had access to a
patrimony, for example. The sentiment linking him to his family translated
into an active solidarity in defence of it. This traditional sentiment was
closer to what we associate with political solidarity. However Wne it might
be, its rationality seems to us cold compared with the spontaneity of feel-
ings in the modern family.

In practice, the traditional individual was linked to kinships and to allies
within an extended social network. He also differed symbolically from the
modern individual because of the way in which his identity was rooted in
lineage. He was the representative of his traditional family and, as such, of
the continuity of the world. We can easily imagine that our onomastic prac-
tice of putting our given name Wrst and putting the family name last would
seem like madness to the ancient Romans – the end of the world and of its
continuity.

The rooting of identity in lineage, noble or not, has always occurred at
the expense of the conjugal relationship, which, in itself, grants no kin-
ship. The lineage connection is most often transmitted through men and
passes through only one side of the family. The modern family, by contrast,
is conjugally founded and abolishes the importance of Wliation in the symbolic
institution of the person. It basically represents the parent-child connection,
not the link uniting the parents’ ancestors to the children’s descendents.
When interpreting current changes, we cannot emphasize too strongly the
disappearance of Wliation.

Finally, since sociology is part of social reality, we are fully justiWed in
comparing its classical paradigms with those of today. That we are able to
engage in harmonious discussion of different schools of sociology and var-
ious theoretical levels conWrms the overall sociological unity of the mod-
ern family as an institution. In this work there is perfect concordance
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among the theses put forward – anthropological, historical, demographic,
sociological, and psychological. It is possible and easy to discuss theories
that are at times in opposition, or are viewed as exclusive. This is because
all deal with the same socio-historical subject – the modern subject. Since
this subject is synthetic, there is no a priori reason why divergent theories
should confront, rather than respond to, one another. However, the renewed
questioning of modern paradigms in family sociology, often by the most
recognized sociologists, denotes a departure from the socio-historical real-
ity under consideration. 

Current Family Sociology
The breakdown of the modern family over the last three decades has com-
promised the synthetic unity of the model, both in theory and practice.
This breakdown began with an attack on what was referred to as the bour-
geois family. It was as though the counterculture revolution of the 1960s
wanted to justify Engels, who described this bourgeois entity as a burden-
some bore portrayed as a happy family (Engels 1972 [1884], 79). What was
believed to be naturally warm and welcoming was denounced as being
bourgeois, meaning cold and money-grubbing. Criticism was also levelled
from a political standpoint, exposing the so-called privacy (“le prive est
politique”) of the family, the latter being equated to a purely self-serving
economic relationship. Today, the family is foundering beneath the weight
of its deconstruction. It seems as though this previously undivided unit has
broken down into a cluster of relationships that may no longer harmonize
with the others, each then being liable to speciWc theorizing. Now, it seems,
the goal of the conjugal relationship isn’t necessarily to found a family, nor
does it inevitably unite individuals of different sexes.

We must remember how recent these changes are. As late as 1955, in the
United States, Parsons himself rejoiced in the enduring nature of the mod-
ern family model4 – and this was the man who had developed the most sys-
tematic family sociology possible as a duly constituted discipline, forming
an integral part of a more general theory. The same was true in France. In
1954, Alfred Sauvy, in his preface to an important work published by the
Institut national d’études démographiques and designed to put forward
fresh ideas on the family, wrote that “the family was taking on a vigorous
new lease on life” because it was now publicly acknowledged as “a natural
and basic element of society and the State.” He saw this as “a world-wide
tendency” – so much so that even in New York “marriage was strong enough
to need no champions.”5

Family sociology as we know it today is only thirty years old. It arose
from the questioning of the modern model. Moving with the speed of its
object, so to speak, this sociology has become largely the sociology of all
social relationships, with the family or a family member being just one
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among its many focal points, without regard to the model’s historical and
synthetic unity. However, before making off with a fragment of the mod-
ern model and reconstructing the postmodern family on this basis alone,
it might be wise to take stock, once and for all, of the modern family’s pos-
itive contribution during a Wve-hundred-year period.

I Wnd it signiWcant that the categorial unity of family sociology is being
seriously questioned. The paradigms of social thought tend to follow the
movement of their object in an acritical way. This would present no prob-
lem if we did not fall into the trap of taking real changes, which permit
revision of categories, for scientiWc discoveries. When analysis of family
changes misconstrues self-forming, practical categories, it often merely re-
Xects the actual alterations.

Faced with changes in the family, one might well Wnd consolation in trans-
forming the family into a network of mutually helpful relationships, or into
a psychological construct not necessarily involving adults of different sexes.
This is perhaps real, but it fails to grasp the historical signiWcance of these
changes. This is an important point, because, since the anthropological rise
of humanity, the family has been upheld constructively, symbolically, and
juridically – that is to say, consciously accepted from the human standpoint.
When historical constructions collapse, the family is left with nothing to
hold onto. However, such consoling research is more symptomatic than
instructive. At best, this sociology has a descriptive value. In reality, by mis-
taking the object’s own movement for a scientiWc discovery, this kind of soci-
ology is participating in the family’s deconstruction.

We cannot apply just any set of concepts to understanding a speciWc
object. Thus, doing away with the opposition between private and public
life is one of the primordial features of current changes in the family. By
removing differentiation in spheres of social practice in order to apply to
the family those concepts developed to explain public sociability, in either
civil or political society, sociologists are helping to mask these changes, or
making them insigniWcant. To equate bringing children into the world with
productive labour, to attempt to found love on self-interest, or to analyze
the family in terms of class struggle inevitably deprives a human reality of
its proper meaning by claiming to connect it to an origin that, supposedly,
has always been completely invisible to the subjects in question.6 Inversely,
if such imported categories for understanding the family were in fact oper-
ational, it might mean real change in practice. For example, consciously
accepting the idea of equating child-bearing to productive labour leads, in
reality, to the instrumental rationalization of this human action. Similarly,
including the family in a notion as hazy as that of “network” (as there is a
tendency to do in Quebec),7 means there is a danger of not recognizing the
actual changes in who makes up the family. The woman next door who
looks after one’s little girl may be part of the network, but she has never
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been part of the family. It is more misleading than useful to extend the deW-
nition of family to the notion of network, believing that we can thus grasp
what the family has always truly been. The same should be said in relation
to redeWning the family on the basis of the idea of the couple, abstracting
the difference in genders.8

Current changes in the family make this ontological realism imperative.
To assess properly the signiWcance of these current changes, we must focus
as closely as possible on what, in the united nature of the modern family’s
type, could have enabled it to last for at least Wve centuries. To redeWne the
family on the basis of what now remains of it, thinking we can understand
what it really is (a unit of consumption, a couple, a single-parent relation-
ship with children, and so on), may well make the true meaning of these
changes impossible to apprehend. For this reason, I have traced the histor-
ical genesis of the family, as it is only by understanding the intricate devel-
opment of the concept of “family” that current changes can be described
and comprehended. Before we come to this, however, we need to deal with
the anthropological category of kinship.

Dagenais_full_text:Blair_full_text.qxd 9/12/2008 1:37 PM Page 13


