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Inequ ality and the Family

Pnrr lp N. CoHrN AND DervrELLE MecCanrNny

Inequality is related to families and family structure in complicated ways. Family
forms may be cause, or consequence, of various forms of inequality. In hard times,
families may provide comfort or serve as resource pools to protect against scarcity.
For the privileged, families are conduits for the intergenerational transmission of
wealth and status. For others, the burden of caring for family members sometimes
imposes impediments to economic mobility.

In this chapter, we describe four forms that the relationship between families and
inequality may take. First, families reflect inequalities, because the unequal distribu-
tion of various resources - economic, social, and political - affects the availability or
accessibility of some family forms. For example, low incomes increase the likelihood
that poor people will find themselves living in extended families even when they
would prefer the privacy of a smaller, nuclear family.

Even as inequality affects the forms that families take, however, it is also the case
rhat unequal outcomes result from different families and family forms. This is the
second relationship we discuss. This dynamic has both proximate and intergenera-
tional components. A common example of the proximate effects is the dispropor-
tionate odds of poverty experienced by single mothers and their children. In rerms of
intergenerational effects, families remain perhaps the most important mechanism for
the transmission of unequal life chances.

But families are not unitary subjects, experiencing the same consequences or
rmpacts of the wider social world. Thus, our third observation is that families
contain and reproduce inequalities, both personally intimate and economically
pivotal. For example, the division of labor and resources within families usually
privileges men, with women dominating unpaid housework and child-care while
men hold privileged positions in the paid labor market. Further, children are subiect
ttt the often unchecked authority of their parents.

Thus, inequalities impose constraints on family forms, and the weight of each
qtneration's troubles often falls on the shoulders of their children. And beyond these
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dynamics, the family is a cauldron of inequality in some ways all its own. Hor.r.e,.:
we must not exclude the paradoxical reality_th at family relationships o6r, ,rrpi,i,u,
to inequality and hardship - our fourth dynamic. vitho,rt the cooperatron ani
mutual support of individuals within families, survival itself would U. .o.np.o.ni..r.
at least for the poorest people. we address each of these relationships in turn. 

'"

FaurLrEs AS UNrquAL OurcoMES

In the modern era, it. has been suggested, people use families for their pers.n.rl
rnstrumental, rather than collective, purposes. However, not everyone has equ,ri
access ro the growing range of oprions regarding family forms. Unequal ....r1-,,,
family forms is an expression of inequality lh"t is-often invisible, confounded by our
belief that decisions about whom to marry, how many children to have, 

";; ' .n;;;;whom to l ive are deeply personal and individual. But these personal decisions are
made in very unequal contexts.

Family formation

One prominent explanation for the higher rate of single motherhood among African
Americans in the uS is that inner-city black womerif".. 

" 
shortage of .,riarriage-

able" men (Wilson, 1987). Specifically, the combined effects of higher black mortal-
ity, incarceration, and chronic unemployment - all of which 

".". 
.on..nr.ated in

American inner cit ies - have greatly reduced the l ikelihood that a given Black
woman wil l be able to find a man, or at least a man she wants to marry. In addition.
Black couples are more l ikely to cohabit instead of marry rhan are white couples,
which may reflect their decisions to postpone or forgo ma..iage under conditions of
economic uncerrainry (Raley, 1996). A shortage of available mates - for demo-
graphic, economic, or other reasons - can also run against men,s odds of marriage.
In 

.China, for example, the historical practice of female infanticide. coupled with
polygamy on the part of richer men, led to a shorrage of available *o-a"', L..ping
many men, especially poor men, from ever marrying (Lee and Feng, 1999).

If a shortage of mates prevenrs the formation of some nuclear fi'milies, a lack of
financial or other resources often leads ro the growth of extended families. Asians,
Latinos, and blacks in the uS are ail more l ikely to l ive in multigenerational
households than are whites. Although culture and tradition play a role in these
differences, it appears that such arrangements are more generallv the result of
economic or health conditions leading people ro choose 

".rrng.-.nrs 
rhar run

against their preference for more private family lives (cohen 
"rid 

c"rp.., 2002).
Low earnings, job insecurity, child-care expenses, health problems, and high iousing
costs may all contribute to the l ikelihood of l iving in exiended households.

The poor are more likely to live in extended households, but extended family
arrangements also reflect complicated patterns of intergenerational support. Older
Americans are much more likely to have younger relatiies move in with them than
they are to move into the homes of others. To some degree, this reflects generational
inequalit ies. Because of.governmenr support fo. 

-iddle-class 
homebuying afterrvorld r7ar II, and partly because of social Security support and other slvings,

older Americans are more likely ro own homes than are ,'lr.i, you.rg.r relatives. In
a pinch, then, the younger generation may show up on the doorst.p Jf rh.i, parenrs,
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or in-laws' homes. Additionalry difficurties finding jobs, connecting with marriagepartners' and paying for college have led increasing nu-b.r, o, yourrg adults todelay forming their own househords (Treas and drrecilii,-19,951. Multigenera_tional arrangements also reflect gendered patterns, as men are more rikery thanwomen are to live with their mothers (Cohen and iasper, 200;1.

Legal and social restrictions

The legally recognized formation of families also r.equires rights that not all enjoy.Familv life therefore mav be conditioned on inequariti* ;;;l;r;;;r oo*... Gay and.lesbian couples, for exampre, have had to struggle for the .i;i;;, have or adoptchildren and, in mosr places, are stilr prevented riJ- r.g"Lryn'"?rirg. Even the rightro maintain familial relationships - iuch as visiting to"u.a'on., r'n hospitar, makingmedical decisions for spouses, and passing on .urtody of chirdren or properry upondeath - is often contesred for gay and Iesbian couples. on the other hand, thereligious pra-ice of polygamy among Mormons in the us has been legaily curraired
as well. In these and other *"yr, rtuti practices di...try * inil;, affect the kindof families that may be formed or legalry recognized. This is th" .rr. even though
state affirmation is rarely visibl. to ihos. making more mainstream family
choices; married couples rarery, if ever, are asked to 

"produc. 
i.*"i oroor of their

msrnage.
Beyond the effects of state policy, there are strong social norms and taboos that

support some family forms while condemning oth.is to 
-"tgir;lrry 

or disparage-
ment. These have been eroded inrecent years, especially in som"e praces-such as san
Francisco, california - where advocares have been abie to 

"ff..'t 
to."t poricies and

practices to explicitly protect unmarried couples. Nevertheless, info.-"1 enforce-
ment of social expectations with regard to famiries ,.-"inr- qui^r. ,r.o.rg, .u.n
rhough ir may be subre' as in the praitice of paying married 

-.r, 
high., wages orpromoting rhem faster than single men.

Pierre Bourdieu writes:

rhe family in its legitimate definirion is a privirege insrituted into a unrversalnorm. . . Those wh. have the privilege of having a ,,normal,, family are able ro demandrhe same of everyone without having ro raise the question of the conditions (aeertain income, living space, etc.) of universal access to what they demand universally.i1998:69)

lhus, the "normal" family is not accessible to everyone, for various reasons, but it isrlm.sr universally expected. And despite formidable barriers to this normalcy, those
'rhr fail to conform are generally considered to have 

-"d. 
p.rron"l choices that.cnrcnt their outsider starus.

FauTLIES TRANSMITTING INEQUALITY

\\ \\'e have seen, there are many factors that determine what kind of family peoprer:'c horn inro or live in. Equally i-poa"n,, io*.r"r, are the effects that famlies and'rrnrlv iorms have on theii memberr, in tt.r lort run as well as intergenerationalry.i rrntlv structure, background, and 
'the 

resources available to child-ren, including
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financial resources and education at home and in school, can affect children,s 1vr,
and their future as adults.

Family structure

Some kinds of families are at higher risk of poverry and other economic disadyan.
tages, especially those headed by single women. In Britain, four out of f ive sinelr
parent families qualify for poverty-level public assisrance (Allan and Crow, 2001i; r.
the us, about 40 percent of single-mother families live below the official poverty linc
(casper and Bianchi, 2002). This is primarily because single wome., a.e oft.n
compelled to maintain families with one (woman's) earnings (Thomson et al..
1994). The increase in single-parent households in the us has been pronounced.
and remains much higher for black families; only a third of African American
children l ived in two-parent families by the late 1990s, a decrease from two-thirds
in 1960 (sandefur et a1.,2001). During that t ime, out-of-wedlock birth replaced
divorce and widowhood as the predominant entry into single parenthood for women
(Bianchi' 1995). Like other single mothers, never-married mothers have no male
income to rely on. But divorced women have less diff iculty obtaining child support
because divorce procedures involve some court intervenrion (although many srl i l  do
not receive adequate payments). Also, never-married mothers have lower average
levels of education and are less often fully employed than divorced morhers, increas-
ing the l ikelihood that they wil l have lower incomes and hieher levels of Doverry.

with at least 20 percenr of all single-parenr families headed by fathers, 
'the

implications of single-father families for children have also come under scruriny.
Single fathers usually have higher incomes and more material resources than single
mothers, which allow the children of single-father families to gain some of the
benefits accruing to the affluent. However, single fathers have fewer social resources
and more diff iculry with rhe parenring role than single mothers (Griff irhs, 19991.

The conditions of life for poor families can have a significant immediate effect on
children. Although conditions have improved among the poor in the US in recent
decades, many sti l l  l ive in dilapidated homes, where walls, f loors, and ceil ings have
open cracks or holes, and leaky roofs, exposed wires, and rodents, which all pr.r.nt
h91lth hazards (Mayer, 1997). Poor children are on average less healthy than other
children, with higher rates of infant, child, or adolescent mortality and increased risk
of infectious diseases. In addition to direct economic mechanisms, however, Guo and
Harris (2000) found that some family-related factors, including cognitive stimula-
tion and parenting style - along with physical environment and health at birth -
contribute to developmental problems for poor children.

Class mobility

Adherents of the benefits of modernity believe that with the spread of industrializa-
tion, and the bureaucratization that accompanies it, the effects of family background
on children's futures should be gradually reduced as individual effort and natural
ability are increasingly rewarded by the merirocratic system. Although rhere was
evidence ofdeclining father influence on sons'occupational standing in the 1950s and
1970s, more recent research shows a persistent and possibly increasing tendency for
fathers to pass on their occupational standing to their sons. As Steven Rytina *iit.r,
"the apple lands as near the tree as it ever did, if not a l itt le closer" (2000: 1270\.
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Most social scientists are not persuaded by the evidence for inherited intelligence
as a powerful determinant of economic success later in life. But we know thar
families do affect their children's furures in many ways. Depending on the circum-
stances and measures used, it has been shown that the parental education and family
income experienced as a child affect the odds of povefty as an adult. According to a
multivariate analysis by Fischer et al. (7996), parents' income is the most important
factor (although in the case of African Americans, parental education also plays an
important role).

In general, families at the top and bottom of the economic hierarchy are most likely
to produce children who replicate their families'social position. That is because the
very rich have the most opportunity to advance their children's prospects, and the
very poor have the least access to the kind of resources necessary to propel their
children into a higher social position. There is considerably more fluidity in the
middle of the economic distribution, which is more consistent with assumptions
about modernity (Kerbo, 2000). So, although individual factors are clearly import-
ant, the reproduction of inequality takes place ar leasr in part within families, and
parental characteristics are among the most important predictors of adult outcomes.

The transmission of life chances from parents to children is complex, taking many
forms. Outcomes for children of single-parent families, for example, are affected not
just by income, but also by time spent with parents, parental help with schoolwork, and
parental supervision (Mclanahan and Sandefur,1994).The mechanisms by which the
children of single parents pay an economic penalry as adults are still contested. But it is
safe to say that, at least for children of single mothers, lower income is probably the
mosr important factor leading to poorer outcomes (Amato and Keith, 1991 ), including
lower standardized test scores, lower levels of education, and lower income as adults
(DowneS 1,994). On the other hand, at least one maior study has found that children
from single-father families also grow up to attain lower socioeconomic status than
children from married-couple families (Biblarz and Raftery, 1.999).

Some family determinants of children's outcomes do not depend directly on the
families' income, or on behaviors within families, but rather result from the areas or
neighborhoods in which they live. Mary Corcoran suggests that the mechanisms by
rvhich neighborhood effects operate include a combination of "neighborhood pov-
erty, neighborhood welfare use, an inadequate tax base, poor public services, neigh-
borhood family structure, absence of middle class role models, or a host of other
possibilities" (1995: 258), which may include local criminal activity and peer-group
.rctivities.

Certainly, where families live contributes to one maior stratifying force for chil-
dren: schooling. According to Alan Kerckhoff, "Especially in secondary school,
rhere is an association between family social status and student access to favored
cducational locations - better schools, more academically challenging courses, and
classes taught by the 'better' teachers" (1995:328). Schools in more affluent areas
heve more resources, including more contemporary books, computer resources, or
lremer staff, as well as advanced placement and honors courses. These advantages
lllow children from affluent families to have greater access to higher education and
rltimately higher earnings. This may be one reason why children raised in poverty
have lower incomes and lower educational attainment as adults - including a higher
:rsk of dropping out of high school and a lower likelihood of anending college.

[.ess complicated, but no less important, is family rransmission of wealth the old-
lrshioned way: inheritance. Affluent parents are able to leave wealth behind for their
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children when they die. They also pass on large sums of money at key life-cours.
milestones, especially marriage and buying a home. T h-ese one-time investmenrr
in the next generation turn out to have important implications for fuftre develop.
ment. For example, in the US, these transfers play a very significant role in thc
widely divergent asset portfolios of whites and blacks with similar earned incomcs
(Oliver and Shapiro , 1,99 5) . In this way, family background can mean the differencc
befween security and insecurity in early adulthood, influencing decisions abour
education, the accumulation of assets early in adulthood, and investments in
children - which in turn affect the security of retirements and inheritances for futurc
generations.

Children of affluent families also inherit less measurable but no less important
assets from the formal and informal networks of their parents. Private schools and
universities, for example, may give preferential admissions status to the children of
alumni. Family connections among the wealthy also provide many opportunities for
children. Because friendship nerworks among the wealthy are concentrated at the
upper end of the class hierarchy, the casual intervention or assistance of friends is

also highly stratified. Many young adults have a family friend help them get a

summer job, for example, but who their parents are will affect the nature of those
jobs. Family social networks, especially among the rich, also often bring young

adults together in marriage (Domhoff, 2002).

INeqUALITY V/ITHIN FAMI LIES

In some respects it is tempting to discuss families as functional units. By working
together families increase efficiency; money and other resources are often shared,

and decisions about how to deploy them often are made jointly. But as the age at

marriage has increased, along with divorce rates, and more parents are raising

children either alone or with unmarried partners, it has become increasingly obvious
that people do not relinquish their individual interests when they cross the threshold
of the family home. Like workplaces or other social arenas, families are themselves
sites of negotiation and exchange, power and conflict, and inequality.

Divisions of labor

In the majority of American married couples, both husband and wife are now in the

labor force. Nevertheless, men still devote more time to paid work while women do

more housework and child-care. As with any division of labor, whether mutual or

coercive, the division of labor within couples - and the dynamic it sets in motion -

have implications for inequality.
According to the US Census Bureau, the wife was the only spouse in the labor

force in just 6 percent of all married couples in 2000. Among couples with children,

that number fell to 3 percent of couples. On the other hand, 22 percent of couples

send only the husband into the labor force, which rises to 28 percent in couples with

children. Thus, in most couples, even most couples with children, both spouses are in

the labor force. But the "traditional" breadwinner role is much more likely to be

filled by the husband. Even without gender inequality in the labor market, then, we

would expect husbands to earn more m-bney than their wives. In fact, 59 percent of

husbands have earnings $5,000 or more over their wives', compared to the mere 15

rlcrcent of wives r
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percent of wives who earn $5,000 more than their husbands. That gap is also wider
in couples with children.

Despite substantial narrowing over the last several decades, the housework im-
balance persists as well. rn 1965, US married women spent 33.9 hours per week on
all housework tasks, compared to 4.7 hours per week performed by husbands, a
ratio of more than 7 to 1.By 1,995, the ratio was below 2to 1., as wives cut their
hours down to'1.9.4, and husbands increased theirs to 10.4. However, there was little
change in the 10 years after 1985, indicating that the convergence may be leveling
off (Bianchi et al., 2000).

Female dominance of housework is by no means restricted to the US. An analysis
of data collected in 22 industrialized countries in 1,994 showed rhat no counrry
approached equality in the division of housework between husbands and wives. The
most egalitarian were the socially liberal countries - Norway, the US, Sweden, and
Canada. The socially conservative and Catholic countries - Austria, Ireland, Iraly,
and Japan - had the most unequal divisions of labor. Great Britain, New Zealand,
and Australia fell into the middle range (Batalova and Cohen, 2002).

A number of explanations have been offered for the persistence of the housework
gap between husbands and wives (South and Spitze, 1,994l. The simplest is that
wives do more housework because they have more time for housework, as the labor
force consumes husbands' time. This explanation is problematic, however, because
labor-force commitments have changed more rapidly than the division of housework
has. This lends support to the second explanation, which is that the imbalance favors
men because men bring greater resources - especially their incomes - to the family
negotiation over housework. Housework is considered drudgery, so men use their
stronger bargaining position to get out of it. Finallg it is clear that childhood
socialization plays a role in the expectations that both men and women bring to
marriages. Therefore, any change in the division of housework is likely to lag behind
changes in the economy or other influences, as adults model behaviors they experi-
enced decades earlier in their own families.

Even if the division of labor within couples were mutually agreeable - represenr-
ing joint investment in the family unit - it would have consequences for inequality in
cases where the marriage ends in divorce or widowhood. The time women spend out
of the labor force takes a toll on their future earnings if they later choose, or need, to
find full-time employment. However, even when work experience is taken into
.rccount, women who have had children suffer a wage penalty (Budig and England,
2001). It is possible that employers discriminate against mothers in hiring, or fail to
promote them to positions with higher pay, because they believe mothers will be less
reliable or committed to their lobs. That would fit with the considerable evidence
that married men earn more than single men - even when differences in education,
skill level, and experience are taken into account - perhaps because employers
helieve married men are more responsible, or will devote themselves more fully to
thcir iobs (Cohen, 2002a). Thus, social norms and expectarions about family life
may magnify the effects of the gender division of labor within families, enhancing
men's privilege and increasing women's dependence on men's earnings.

Power, violence, and authority

Ihrtlv as a result of economic inequalities, the hierarchy within families generally
r'tnks men at the top, followed by women and then children. Among children, there
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may be an additional hierarchy by age and gender, depending on the cultural an.:
economic context. Thus, inequalities outside the family permeate families fls g.clr,
contributing in turn to the reproduction of inequality in the wider social world.

Inequalities work through family relations to create hierarchies, partly throug,h
differential power among family members. Consider rhe role of children. Tht.,
depend on parental support, supervision, and other resources in order to thrir.
For example, in the US, children with more than one sibling on average artain loucr
levels of education than those with fewer siblings, presumably because of lo5,cr
parental investments per child (Hauser and Kuo, 1998). The affect of parental
decision-making is even more pronounced in many parts of Eastern and Southern
Asia, where parents exhibit a strong preference for sons. This leads to sons getring
more food and better health care at young ages. Also, if parents with a strong son
preference stop having children only when they have reached the desired number of
sons, girls on average will grow up in larger families, which itself is a disadvanrage.
Paradoxicall5 this also means that daughters will be more likely to live in families
with a strong son preference, where they will be still further disadvantaged (Clark.
2000).

Despite its traditional overtones, however, the preference for sons is not iusr a
fading feudal practice. Parents' preference for sons may be more common in socr-
eties with a dowry system, but son preference also results from calculation of rhe
relative economic potential of boys versus girls, and thus reflects contemporary
gender inequalities, regardless of their origins. And traditional son preferences
interact with evolving state policy as well. Evidence from China suggests that girls
living in communities that strictly enforce the government's one-child policy receive
less parental care than girls living in other communities (Short et al., iOot j.

Perhaps the clearest example of power relations within families, however, con-
cerns sex and violence. The US Bureau of Justice Statistics, from data collected in the
1990s, reports that three-quarters of sexual assaults against children occur in a
residence. The perpetrators of sexual assault against victims under 6 were family
members in half the cases. The likelihood that a sexual assaulr will be perpetrared by
family members decreases as children grow older and interact 

-or. 
outside the

family, but even among children age'1-,2 and over, 24 percent of sexual assaults are
committed by family members. As with adults, girls are more likely ro be sexually
assaulted than boys'_ but at the youngest ages about 1 in 3 victims is a boy. Other
violence within families usually but not exclusively targers women. In 1,998,women
comprised 72 percent of people killed by spouses and other intimares, and g5
percent of the victims in nonlethal, intimate violence. Sadlg for some, the family is
a source of violence, degradation, and even death.

The Patterns of family violence help illustrate the underlying power relationships,
and how they interact with the hierarchies of the wider social world (Andersen,
2000). Despite difficulties in reporting, for example, it is clear that family violence
extends up and down the economic spectrum and racial-ethnic hierarchy. However,
stresses related to economic inequality, including unemployment, do contribute to
incidences of family violence (Kimmel, 2000). Although both men and women may
perpetrate family violence, there is some evidence that violence plays a different role
for each. In keeping with men's more powerful positions, some research has shown
that men's violence tends to be more instrumental, that is, men tend to use violence
to gain obedience or acceptance of their dominant position within the household.'Women, on the other hand, tend either to react defensively or to express immediate
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frustration or anger. Among same-sex couples - who overall experience similar
levels of family violence as opposite-sex couples - violence may also be exacerbated
by internalized homophobia, which provides a source of displaced anger, feelings of
despair, or loss of control (Andersen, 2000).

FeprrLrES RrsrsrrNc INnquALrrY

For every story of hierarchy and domination within families, there is another rhar
tells of families pulling together to make ends meet, support each other, and soldier
on to produce the next generation in even the toughest of times. The centrality of the
famlly as a social institution emerges when one observes that the family is so crucial
both to the reproduction of inequality on the one hand, and to the resisrance ro
inequality and hardship on the other. In this last section we outline some of the ways
the family plays this latter role.

In recent years, careful longitudinal studies have been able to confirm some
assumptions about the positive role that families can plaS especially for children
facing economic, health, or emotional hardship. For example, on the Hawaiian
island of Kauai, a long-term study of vulnerable children showed that emotional
support from family members, including extended family members, was an import-
ant factor in surviving and thriving into adulthood (l7erner and Smith,2001). For
adolescents in American rural areas facing economic hard times, close relationships
with grandparents and other extended family members provide an importanr source
of support when parents cannot fulfill their protective roles, with positive effects on
children's academic success and emotional well-being (Elder and Conger, 2000).

SimilarlS the challenges single-mother families face, and the disadvantages in
childhood that result, do not necessarily lead to reports of lower psychological
well-being (Hilton, Desrochers, and Devall,2001). Single parents do raise successfu-
children, often by assuming both male and female role responsibilities, establishing
extended care networks, serving as teachers, confidants, and role models for their
children, and finding sources of income other than wages (Persaud, Gray, and Hunr,
1999; Tsushima and Gecas, 2007). Much of this activity escaped the attention of
researchers, especially the use of informal nefworks to raise alternative sources of
income (Edin and Lein,1997).

Beyond support behaviors within families, fwo other strategies stand out as
individual and adaptive responses to poverty and inequaliry. The first uses the family
to go outside the family and household, building networks of support to create a
social safety net, especially in the absence of adequate welfare support. New studies
show that family networks - including related and nonrelated members - often
contribute vitally to the educational success of children (Rosier, 2000). The second
involves the actual form that families take. For example, with the onset of welfare
reform in the US, new research has focused on the role of extended families in
supporting the employment of single mothers, showing that those single mothers
who live in extended households are more likely to be employed (Cohen, 2002b1.
One role for extended family members is taking care of children, especially since
access to affordable day care is central to maintaining employment for single
mothers (Manning and Smock,7997).

Much of this research is part of a long history of interest in the central role played
bv family-support networks among African Americans (Stack, 19741. But recent
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scholarship emphasizes several limitations to this approach. First, one shoulcl .,,i
exaggerate the lifesaving capacity of kin networks. In fact, one of rhe vexrnir
problems of inner-city decline for Black families has been the faltering of rh.,i
networks - which remain only as strong as their members (Roschelle, 1997\.Second.
partly because family networks among the poor are so important for survi''al.
reliance on such relationships is not always voluntary o, 

"u.r, 
welcome. Kathe.nc

Newman has shown that, in the absence of sufficient earnings, social networks t.r
the working poor preserve "a form of social capital that has all but disappeared rn
many an American suburb" (1.999:194). But while the middle class mighi iegret rh.
loss of such connections, these networks "remain tight, even oppressivi at times. rn
poor communities."

CoNcLUsroN

Families are formed and develop in a social conrexr rife with inequality along manr.
dimensions. $7e have seen the impact of these inequalities on rhe formaiion of
families' but also how families are actors in the systems of inequality, transmittrng
inequalities to subsequent generations, reproducing inequalities within the confines
of the family home and the networks of its membeis, bui also resisting the effects of
inequality and hardship. Like any major social institution, then, families are rhor-
oughly intertwined with larger, structural forces in the cultural, economic, and
political arenas. By examining the dynamics of families, we are able to learn nor
only some of the ways that inequality works its way into and through our lives, bur
also how inequality shapes our family environmenrs, and how individual interaction
both reflects and contributes ro the inequalities we face.
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