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Multidimensional Functionalist Approach to Family Sociology

— Analytical framework of Intimate, caring, and living spheres—
Hiroyuki KUBOTA

The trend in family sociology observed in Japan from the 1980s can be characterized as the
“diversification of the family” concept. This concept tries to encompass various lifestyles such as
cohabitations, one-parent families, and step families, which were once excluded as social
pathologies according to former standard-setting framework of structural functionalism. The
concept of diverse families, now widely accepted, continues to expand its boundary to
lesbian-gay couples and single person households as “new families,” claiming that all families
should be treated equally under the name of the “diversification of the family.”

This understanding of diverse families, however, carries some perils and difficulties, because
the concept actually can only criticize and modify the former standard-setting framework of the
structural-functionalist family sociology by expanding the concept of the family, rather than
striving replace the framework itself. This entangles the academic research procedures by
clainming that “family cannot and should not be defined”. However, it jeopardizes the
foundation and justification of family welfare policy, by not differentiating between families with
and without care responsibility.

This paper, determines why the “diversification of the family” approach had to face such
difficulties and argues how to reconstruct the new analytical framework, which can replace the
former traditional structural-functionalist approach in order to include and evaluate diverse
lifestyles within and beyond families.

Firstly, the paper reviews discussions concerning family functions by George Murdock (1949)
and Talcot Persons (1956) from the perspective of the “double differentiation of family
functions.” It then argues that contemporary changes concerning families should be understood
as the differentiation of family functions not only “from family structure” but also “with each
other.”

Secondly, the paper examines other promising discussions related to family sociology will be
examinded and criticizes them from the persepective of the “double differentiation of family
functions,” including the discussions on family as a network, intimate sphere, and dependency
critique. These three important discussions, however, fail in dealing with the second type of
differentiation of family functions “with each other,” and therefore, ends up in one-dimensional
formalization approaches.

Finally, this paper argues that instead of one-dimentional formalization approaches,

multi-dimensional formalization ones are more promising and should be adopted. The latter
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