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1. Introduction

Family life in the closing decades of the twentieths century has changed dramatically. The

traditional family patterns have been unraveled and a great variety of patterns has emerged.

The events in the domain of family can be regarded part of more general encompassing

processes of social and cultural change. These processes, commonly denoted modernization,

include rationalization, industrialization, urbanization, specialization, differentiation and so

on. All have shaped the contours of contemporary modern or post-modern society. Traditional

society has gradually but irreversible transformed into modern affluent order.

Secularization and individualization are key notions in this process of change. Secularization

denotes the development by which the former influential role of the churches on every days

life diminishes significantly. People do not anymore accept as taken for granted the moral and

behavioral guidance of the churches. Religion is assumed to be no longer the `sacred canopy'

dominating all parts of social life (Berger, 1967). Religious institutions, religious activities

and religious moods of thinking have lost their social significance (Wilson, 1996: 16).

Individualization refers to the process by which increasingly the individual has gained

freedom and autonomy. The individual not only has become more independent from the

churches, but from other social institutions as well. The individual can make personal choices

in far more life situations than before.

It is this increased and still increasing individual freedom and autonomy that has worried

many people in contemporary society. Bellah et al. have argued that ultimately it will destroy

social commitment and agreement on moral issues (Bellah et al., 1986: vii). The emphasis on

the individual and the lack of clear moral guidance from traditic~:~1 (religi~~~~s) institutions

(MacIntyre, 1981: 181), are regarded a real threat to morality, collective solidarity, citizenship

and social cohesion. Tradition has lost its plausibility and self-evidence and, as Himmelfarb

argues, this resulted in `a condition of the most profound and serious moral meaningless.

What has resulted is the rise of a kind of terror mixed with the most extreme selfishness'

(Himmelfarb quoted by Tester, 1997: 120).
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Although this decline of tradition has increased the scope for independent actions, it is often

assumed that modern individuals are more powerless than people in traditional societies. `In

contrast to the traditional world, it is supposed, where the individual was substantially in

control of many of the influences shaping his life, in modern societies that control has passed

to external agencies' (Giddens, 1991: 191). People in modern society thus encounter feelings

of powerlessness, normlessness and meaninglessness. In other words, they have become

alienated.

The question is, however, what is true of all such ideas? What empirical evidence can be

found for the belief that an increasing number of people reject the traditional views and pursue

only individualistic stances? What is true of all the grand narratives predicting a society of

purely individualistic citizens? Is there really a moral decay and a decline in traditional family

values?

In a recent paper (Halman, 1995) we have empirically examined the belief that morality is on

the wane in contemporary individualized society. We concluded that such ideas cannot be

confirmed. Most people in the countries of the Western world appear rather strict in their

moral convictions. An ethos of `anything goes' seems not the dominant ethos in contemporary

Europe. Our analyses substantiated the idea expressed by (e.g.) Zygmunt Bauman (1995), that

morality as such is not on the decline, but that the sources of morality are switching from

imposed by traditional institutional religiosity to personal convictions.

The current paper addresses the question to what degree family patterns have changed. The

processes of individualization and secularization are assumed to have had an impact on

demographic behavior and that they have changed family values. The demographic transitions

have been described extensively an~l wP n,,` ~r,~~~:,' to rP~ea.~ ~?~~m hf-.rP We direct our attention

to the values and attitudes in the domain of family. Using the data from the European Values

Study we investigate the view that traditional values in this domain are on the wane and that

individualistic orientations are increasingly favored by people in contemporary Europe.

In Section 2 we briefly describe the main topic of this paper: individualization and the
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assumed consequences of this process for values and attitudes in the domain of family. In

Section 3 we present some empirical data which corroborates findings of other research

projects. Although the variety of family types and forms of cohabitation has increased, this

does not imply that marriage and family are outdated institutions. On the contrary, as we will

show, a great majority of the populations in Europe still favors the traditional views in these

domains. The conclusion, presented in Section 4, is that the theories predicting a decline in

traditional values seem to be wrong. They appear too general, and do not take into account the

different routes modernization can take. What seems to be the case is that people are indeed

increasingly free to decide for themselves in accordance with their own preferences. But when

it comes to making choices, they opt for the traditional ones .

2. Individualization and changing family life

Both individualization and secularization are important processes of what is called the

modernization of society. `Modernization' is both an expansive and contested term, but it

generally embraces a variety of developments which have shaped the contours of

contemporary modern society. Modernization processes like rationalization, industrialization,

urbanization, specialization, differentiation, have shaped the conditions for a gradual but

irreversible transformation of traditional society into modern (affluent) society. The closing

decades of this century have witnessed a, what is often called, post-modernization. In contrast

to modernization, which can be regarded `a transfer of authority from family and religious

institutions to political institutions', post-modernization denotes a shift of authority `away

from both religion and the state to the individual' (Inglehart, 1995: 384-385).

The basic ~ ~:al~~i ~s in traditional, pre-modern ~r~:~.~- r.". ~., itnarlly r~.,~ .1 ~C3 iïl, '-1;:; i~~' ~!i cïtii;i;~.',GI by

tradition and institutional (Christian) religion. In modern and post-modern affluent order the

values have become subject of individual freedom and personal autonomy. Increasingly, the

individual has become free and independent upon the traditional, social and religious institu-

tions. The role of the churches and their leaders has diminished tremendously. Religion is no

longer influential as the grand narrative that provides the ground of moral theories, moral
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views and actions. `The discourse of modernity rejects the imposition of a substantive notion

of good and right, as ordained by a God' (Wagner, 1994: 8). Instead, the individual wants to

decide for himself what is good and bad, what is beautiful and ugly, what is right and wrong.

The `autonomy of choice and moral responsibility for self-initiated action replaced

collectively defined status and social duty. Both moral and political authority were

decollectivized and relocated in the personal projects of free individuals' (Heller 8c Wellbery,

1986: 5). Modern people are considered to be personally responsible for their behaviors and

lifestyles and their decisions and preferences are based primarily on the realization of personal

interests. The individual's aim is `to fulfil private ends, largely through relationships seen as

instrumental, and whose principal characteristic is the possession of individual rights that

have priority over societal needs' (Crittenden, 1992: 3). The individual has become the main

point of reference in the shaping of values and attitudes, and self-realization, individual

development and personal happiness have become the main wellsprings of individual actions.

Individualization can thus be summarized as `a liberation from social constraints which

limited and channeled the ways in which human beings could draw on the historically

available enablements' (Wagner, 1994: 185). In modern, affluent society the individual has

grown to be the key-decision taker (Barker, Halman 8z Vloet, 1992: 5).

Individualization can be seen as a process leading to increasing levels of individualism, i.e.

that people have become increasingly emancipated from the forces earlier dominating society.

Individualization reveals itself in the gradual transformation of traditional and civic values.

The decreasing adherence to religious values, the decreasing civic morality, the increasing

permissiveness, the decreasing willingness to legitimate moral convictions by a Christian

world view, the increasing emphasis on personal development and achievement in working

life, ~h :,~1~~:~r~~,e from .b rratPri~listi~ value orienfation to a post-ma.terialistic preference in the

socio-political domain, are taken as signs of individualization (Halman 8z Ester, 1991).

In a differentiated, post-traditional order, the signposts established by tradition are by

definition blank. Without a compulsory tradition, there is no option but to choose. Modernity

is furthermore characterized by its reflexivity, which refers to the susceptibility of most
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aspects of social activity to chronic revision in the light of new information or knowledge.

`Even the most reliable authorities can be trusted only `until further notice'; and the abstract

systems that penetrate so much of day-to-day life normally offers multiple possibilities rather

than fixed guidelines or recipes for actions' (Giddens, 1991: 84). Thus, values are no longer a

`one possibility thing', but have become a world of options in which the individual is the main

point of reference. `Lacking external referents supplied by others, the life-span (..) emerges as

a trajectory which relates above all to the individual's projects and plans' (Giddens, 1991:

147).

Since the various social roles have become functionally differentiated, an increasing number

of people will select their values `a la carte'. This is reflected in the multitude of their

religious beliefs, their political ideas and actions, their ways ofcohabitation, and so on (Beyer,

1994). People increasingly feel free, and actually they are increasingly free, to choose the

convictions and practices they like.

In the domain of family and marriage, the processes of individualization and secularization are

regarded to have changed the patterns of family life. Individual autonomy and self-fulfilment

are given priority to, partly at the cost of duties and commitments traditionally connected to

family, the church and community life. The traditional model of the family in which the man

was the main breadwinner and his female partner was primarily engaged in domestic labor

and (child-) caring duties is no longer the sole pattern of living arrangements. Women's

liberation, their participation on the labor market, the changing males and females roles, are

all indicative of a process of ongoing liberalization and individualization of personal lifesty-

les.

Proponents of what is called the theory of the `sc~:.,r:;d derrogra.phic transition', have argued

that the current lo~v levels of fertility in the Western world reflects behavior that is rooted in

an ever-growing individualism in Western societies. In their view these societies are

becoming increasingly more individual-oriented at the cost of a traditional family orientation.

These changes are seen as the cause of the second demographic transition, and they have been

concisely summarized by van de Kaa by four related shifts: `Reflecting the shift to
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progressiveness and individualism, the sequence involves shifts from marriage toward

cohabitation, from children to the adults couple as the focus of a family, from contraception to

prevent unwanted births to deliberate self-fulfilling choices whether and when to conceive a

child, and from uniform to widely diversified families and households' (Van de Kaa, 1987: 9).

Demographic trends such as the decreasing number of people who marry, the increasing

proportion of divorces, and the low number of children seem to indicate fundamental shifts in

this direction. Women's liberation in particular is seen as crucial in establishing a non-family

orientation (Shorter, 1975; Lasch, 1977). These changes in values are denoted in evolutionary

terms `from altruism to individualism' (Van de Kaa, 1987: 5; Lesthaeghe 8z Van de Kaa,

1986), suggesting the incompatibility of individualization and the preservation of traditional

familial solidarity. People increasingly opt for themselves and for their personal benefits, and,

as a consequence, not for marriage and traditional family life.

Following the ideas of the proponents of the second demographic transition theory,

individualization can thus be seen as the engine behind the dramatic changes in patterns of

family life. The traditional model of the family with the father as breadwinner and mother as

housewife has been gradually replaced by a multitude of non-traditional forms of

relationships. Marriage has lost its monopoly position in the relation market; other models of

cohabitation have become socially accepted and practiced. Marriage seems to have lost its

position as the only acceptable way of living together and has become an option. In other

~vords, there has been an `emancipation of alternatives' (Van den Akker, 1982: 47). This

emancipation is indicated by the rising proportions of those choosing to live alone and of

younger as well as older couples living together, permanently or as a preliminary stage to

marriage. `There has been an increase in households which represents variants in relation to

classical dc~linitions of the family: single i:~d: ~r`dual househ.,~~lds, couples living together not

-rriarried, single parents, gay couples, `reconstituted' families containing children of earlier

unions of one or more of the adult members, and so on' (Rapoport, 1989: 56). Marriage is no

longer regarded as a lifelong commitment. Divorce is `acknowledged as a`normal' end of a

marital union' (Boh, 1989: 283). A divorce is in some cases even considered the best solution,

not only for both partners, but also for the(ir) child(ren). Parenthood has become an option
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too, and remaining childless is considered perfectly acceptable, particularly because a wo-

man's desire to pursue her career in the labor market has turned into a right. Having children

and the actual number of children have become a matter of personal preference and free

choice. `The transition from a way of life in which few restrictions were imposed on fertility

to a new era of birth control in which having children has become subject of voluntary choice

is a momentous one' (Wrong, 1977: 64). As a consequence in all industrialized countries a

decrease in fertility can be observed. Large families became less and less popular among an

increasing part of the (young) population and the new standard for the number of children

became two (Boh, 1989: 286; Klinger, 1984: 110-111).

Parenthood not only became an option, parental socialization roles changed fundamentally

too. The family is no longer the authoritarian institution as described and criticized by (e.g.)

Horkheimer and the Frankfurter Schule (Horkheimer, 1982). The family has turned into a

democratic institution in which parents and children have rights and duties (Slater, 1969; Van

den Akker, 1989). The relationship between parents and their children has grown to be

egalitarian (Lasch, 1977). Parental roles in general have changed since child rearing became

less a process of disciplinary supervision and more a question of personal attention to the

emotional and relational aspects of a child's development. As a consequence, the distance

between child and parents has been reduced significantly. The family has become more child-

oriented and childcare has become more demanding (Fox Harding, 1996: 4).

However, not only the (parent's) educational styles have changed under the influence of

individualization from authoritarian towards egalitarian and democratic, a substantive change

in educational value orientations is assumed to have occurred as well. The once important

values of obedience and discipline have decreased whereas feelings of responsibility and

ic~~l~~c :n~iencc ~~'~'~a~~e become increasingly important. Among others Klages noted a signifi-

cant decline in what he called the traditional `Plicht- und Akzeptanzwerte' and an increase in

`Selbsentfaltungswerte' (Klages, 1985). In other words, individualization will have caused a

shift in educational values from traditional values emphasizing order, authority, discipline,

and obedience, towards modern, individualized or expressive values, such as autonomy,

creativity, emancipation, and dissoluteness.
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The demographic trends in the western countries show similar developments in marriage

rates, number of divorces, varieties of cohabitation, and levels of fertility (Bumpass, 1990;

Population, 1992: 1186). Northern European countries, Sweden and Denmark in particular,

are considered as the forerunners in the demographic developments. Southern European

countries are lagging behind. Van de Kaa speaks of a`standard' sequence of changes in

family formation, and within Europe, countries (West and East) can be traced roughly

according to the evolution so far in these countries. However, differences between countries

have diminished (Lesthaeghe 8z Van de Kaa, 1986; Lesthaeghe ác Meekers, 1986; Monnier,

1986; Rindfuss 8z Vandenheuvel, 1990). `How much the European countries have in common

is shown by the fact that there is a clearly discernable trend which characterizes the

development in all European countries to a greater or lesser extent: They are moving in the

direction indicated by the forerunners' (Hoffmann-Nowotny, 1987: 161; Roussel, 1992: 146).

Since the changes in demographic patterns have occurred first and foremost in the Nordic

countries, and since these countries are indeed more individualized in many respects (see e.g.

Ester, Halman 8c De Moor, 1994), whereas the rest of Europe in general, but Southern

European countries including the Irish Republic in particular, are lagging behind, it is to be

expected that these Nordic countries will show a more individualistic patterning of family life

than Southern Europe and Ireland. The questions to be answered in this paper is what is true

of such ideas for it has been noted that these developments took place during the sixties and

seventies, and that `the 1980s and 1990s are marked by the defense protection of falling living

standards, neo-conservatism and pessimism (Elliot, 1996: 1). In other words, the domain of

family has experienced dramatic changes in the direction of a sexual liberation and increasing

pennissiveness and diversity. These changes have occurred in the 60s and 70s, whereas it

seems as if they have not continued during the 80s and 90s. More recently it has become clear

r4i1t as far as f~m~'~~ `ife is concerned, ths nld patterns have persisted. People's orientations

may have become less oriented towards, and guided by, the principles of a certain tradition, in

their behaviors many people appear to have remained rather traditional. So, an ethos of

`anything goes' seems to have emerged, but this ethos is not accompanied by a dramatic

change in behaviors in the sense of a`behavior of anything goes'. In the subsequent part of the

paper it is explored what is true of such ideas. Have the old patterns survived or have new
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patterns emerged as predicted by (among others) the proponents of the second demographic

transition theory?

3. Empirical evidence

What empirical evidence can be found for the view that people's orientations, attitudes,

beliefs and values towards family have changed? Do people in contemporary western post-

modern society indeed reject the traditional views and favor the individualistic stances as

predicted in modernization theories? Such ideas will be empirically investigated using the

survey data from the European Values Study.

3.1. Data

This project, launched at the end of the seventies, was an initiative of prof. Jan Kerkhofs of

the Catholic University of Louvain and prof. Ruud de Moor of the University of Tilburg (for

more detailed information we refer to Ester, Halman 8c De Moor, 1994). At the end of the

seventies they established the European Values Systems Study Group, a small group of

mainly social and political scientists. Their aim was to undertake research on fundamental

value patterns in Western Europe. This group succeeded to conduct a large scale survey in all

countries of the EC in 1981, and Spain (at that time not yet a member of the EC). The research

project aroused interest in many other countries, where colleagues and research institutions

joined the project and used the same questionnaire. As a result of this co-operation data of the

participating non-European countries were exchanged with those of the European Value

Systems Study Group. In this way comparable surveys became available outside western

Europe, i.e. in the Scandinavian countries, Hungary, Malta, the Soviet Union, the United

St~t;: ~, Canada, Chili, Argentina, J?;. -,~~, :outh Africa, Australia and New 7,ealand.

A second wave of surveys was fielded in 1990 in again all EC countries (minus Greece), and

in Hungary, Czecho-Slovakia, the Scandinavian countries, South Africa, Japan, the United

States, Canada, while in Austria, Switzerland, Poland, Bulgaria, the Baltic States, and the

former German Democratic Republic the survey was conducted for the first time by
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associated research teams.

The EVS questionnaire was developed in order to measure values in important domains of life

such as religion and morality, socio-economic life, politics, work, family, marriage, and

sexuality. In the EVS several questions concerning these specific domains were included (for

more details and the questionnaire items we can refer to Halman 8c Vloet, 1994). The analyses

in this article are based on the data from the EVS surveys in Western European countries

gathered in 1990. The sample sizes from these countries were (see also Halman 8z De Moor,

1994: 28; Halman 8z Vloet, 1994: 7): France 1002, Great Brtain 1484, West Germany 2101,

Italy 2018, Spain 2637, Portugal 1185, Netherlands 1017, Belgium 2792, Denmark 1030,

Norway 1239, Sweden 1047, Northern Ireland 304, Ireland 1000, Iceland 702. Although we

only present figures for 1990, we have shown, elsewhere, that during the eighties hardly

anything has changed with respect to people orientations towards family, marriage etc. If

changes have occurred they were hardly significant and thus hardly worthwhile mentioning

(Van den Akker et al., 1994). Because West and East Germany have become re-united, we

have, just for information, presented the figures for the former German Democratic Republic

separately. These figures demonstrate that the differences are, generally speaking, rather

small. However there are some differences which are worth mentioning. Most of these

differences can be attributed, at least that is our suggestion, to the differences in social,

political, and economic regimes people in East and West have experienced for a long time.

The sample size in East Germany was 1034 (see Ester et al., 1994: 273).

3.2. Results

Tlie empirical evidence is not so strong, at least the data we have analyzed indicates that the

traditional views are remarkably alive, even in those countries which are commonly regarded

the forerunners of modernity and dPmographic transformations: the Scandinavian countries.

3.2.1. Fumily in modern society

The idea that family has decreased in importance due to the process of individualization can

not be substantiated from the survey data we have at our disposal. Even in countries where the

demographic changes seem to reveal the disappearance of traditional family life, a traditional
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family pattern has not vanished at all. Large majorities of the populations in Europe not only

regard family very important', they also share almost unanimously the view that an emphasis

on the family in the near future would be a good developmentz! The percentages shown in

Table 1 speak for themselves.

Table 1. Proportions of respondents saying that the family is very important and that
more emphasis on the family in the future would be a good development

Country Family very important Emphasis on family is good

France 82 90

Great Britain 88 88

West Germany 71 87

East Germany 84 92

Italy 88 93

Spain 84 88

Portugal 65 95

Netherlands 80 67

Belgium 84 85

Denmark 88 95

Norway 88 95

Sweden 87 85

Northern Ireland 94 92

Ireland 91 94

Iceland 91 96

Source: Van den Akker, Halman 8z de Moor 1994: 107; EVS 1990

Of course, from these figures it can not be concluded what kind of family people had in mind.

A wide variety of family types is possible, e.g. the married couple with or without children,

unmarried couples living together with or without children, one parent families, reconstructed

families including children from earlier marriage, gay couples etc. (Rapoport, 1989: 56).
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However, it seems as if the traditional family model will be the dominant model, for large

majorities of the European populations are of the opinion that a child needs both parents, a

father and a mother, in order to grow up happily. Apparently the traditional family patterns is

a social norm that still exists, and as such not much seems to have changed in the domain of

family. As Prinz has noted, `the nuclear family, a cornerstone of society, is flourishing and is

indeed probably more widespread than ever before' (Prinz, 1995: 2).

Table 2. Proportions of respondents approving that a woman has a child without a
stable relationship, and that a woman needs a child in order to be fulfilled .

Country Approval single
woman having a
child

Child necessity for
women

France 39 75

Great Britain 36 21

West Germany 23 45

East Germany 34 67

Italy 39 67

Spain 62 51

Portugal 40 61

Netherlands 38 12

Belgium 32 46

Denmark 67 82

Norway 27 23

Sweden 25 21

Northern Ireland 25 32

Ireland ?.3 26

Iceland 84 42

Source: Van den Akker et al., 1994: 108; EVS 1990

The preference for a traditional family pattern emerges also from the answers to the question

12



whether one thinks a child needs both a father and a mother in order to grow up happily. For a

vast majority in all countries it is clear; a child needs both parents. This support is even found

in the Scandinavian countries, in many respects the forerunners in modern views on primary

relationships. Rodger seems correct when he stated that the two-parent model of the family is

regarded `essential for the normal development of children' (Rodger, 1996: 149).

Does this mean that indeed hardly anything has changed? Are those who have described the

developments in this domain wrong? As far as the ultimate consequence for the ideas people

have on the preferred family pattern is concerned, the answer to the question should be

affirmative. However, they are not wrong in their view that individualization has proceeded.

Individualization understood in terms of increasing personal freedom and personal autonomy

is reflected in the high percentages of people who approve that a woman wants a child without

having a stable relationship with a man. People apparently regard such a behavior a personal

decision and therefore it should be accepted, even if it contradicts people's own convictions.

The freedom and autonomy is also expressed in the answers to the question whether or not a

woman needs children in order to be fulfilled. A rather small minority shares the idea that

children are a necessity for a woman. However, such a view does not mean that most woman

and men do not want children any longer. On the contrary, the number of people not wanting

any children is negligible small throughout Europe.

3.2.2. Mar-riage

It has been argued that for along time marriage was the only legitimate way of cohabitation

and that in contemporary individualized society marriage is no longer the dominant model.

However, even in contemporary (post)modern era, marriage has not lost much of its

popularity. It is least popular in France where no less than 710~0 of the population thi.nks that

marriage is not an outdated instituiicr,. I~i all other countries, ïncluding those in Scandinavia,

larger proportions share this view. Although an increasing number of people of Western

societies opt no for marriage and more for alternative living arrangements, marriage appears

to be still firmly rooted in contemporary societies.
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Table 3. Proportion of respondents sharing the opinion that marriage is not an outdated
institution and acceptance of divorce (mean score on 10 point scale: 1- never justified;
10,- always justified)

Country Marriage is NOT outdated Acceptance of divorce

France 71 5.6

Great Britain 82 5.3

West Germany 85 5.7

East Germany 85 5.1

Italy 87 5.2

Spain 86 5.3

Portugal 77 5.4

Netherlands 79 6.1

Belgium 78 4.9

Denmark 82 5.9

Norway 90 5.3

Sweden 86 6.3

Northern Ireland 86 4.1

Ireland 90 4.1

Iceland 94 6.2

Source: Van den Akker et al., 1994: 103; EVS 1990

This positive evaluation of marriage does not imply that divorce is rejected. On the contrary,

in all countries except Denmark, divorce was increasingly accepted (Van den Akker, Halman

8~ De Moor, 1994). This favorable attitude towards marriage in combination with the rather

widespread acceptance of divorce may be understood as a sign thaÉ preuisely because rnarriage

is so highly valued, divorce is accepted in the event a marriage does not fulfil expectations.

An interesting case in this respect is Iceland where the justification of divorce was highest of

all countries in the survey, but where at the same time the idea that marriage was outdated is

hardly supported. The only conclusion from this result seems to be that the indissoluble
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marriage bond has disappeared as a social norm. In modern times marriage has been

`reconstructed as a terminable arrangement' (Elliot, 1996: 12).

Sexual relationships were reserved for those who were married and served mainly the

procreation, but as Elliot argues, marriage and sex have become separated and are no longer

closely connected. De invention and introduction of contraceptives together with the growing

acceptance of the use of contraceptives resulted in a(sharp) decrease in unwanted preg-

nancies. At least that is the general idea. Before the introduction of these modern

contraceptives people also have made every effort to limit the number of births. In traditional

society fertility was not `left exclusively to strictly biological and demographic factors' and it

was not `a result of `irrational' behavior' (Saporiti, 1989: 198). However, in traditional

society, a what can be called `birth stimulating social control' was dominant ranging from

`religious doctrine to moral codes, law, education, community customs, marriage habits and

family organization' (Saporiti, 1989: 199). Modernization is assumed to have reduced the

impact of these factors. Children have become an option and as such the meaning of getting

children has changed for women and men.

Marriage was meant to regulate sexual behavior (Schelsky, 1958: 27). Sex outside a marriage

was regarded a criminal act andlor a sin. However, strong evidence is lacking (see Shorter,

1975). In certain areas of Europe it was more or less a custom that a woman was pregnant

before her marriage, just to ascertain the (future) husband of her fertility (Boh, 1989: 277). In

nowadays society sex outside a marriage receives more appreciation, premarital sex is

accepted more, adultery seems less condemned than before (Thornton, 1989: 883-887), and

homosexuality is for a growing part of the population in contemporary society no longer a sin,

but increasingly accepted.

However, the empirical evidence for these changes is not very strong (see Van den Akker et

al., 1994: 114). Homosexuality is one of the issues that seems to be accepted slightly more

than adultery and sex among minors3 which appear to be (still) unacceptable for large parts of

the populations in Europe. Sex under the legal age of consent is regarded as never justified

almost unanimously by people in the Scandinavian countries4.
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3.2.3. Pai-enthood

It was observed that parenthood seems to have lost its self evidence. Children are not a

necessity for a woman in order to be fulfilled, but children are important for a good marriage.

Further it was also observed that most people see two children as ideal. So, although most

people seem to prefer a traditional family pattern, it is no longer the social norm. In former

societies parenthood was beyond dispute; in contemporary individualized society parenthood

is a matter of free choice and personal preference. Children are no longer seen as a necessity

in a marriage. It has been called the separation of childbearing from marriage (Elliot, 1996:

12). However, we can observe a majority of the populations in Europe with the sole exception

of Demnark, regarding children still important for a good marriage. Small minorities declare

that children are rather unimportant quality for a good marriage.

As far as parental roles are concerned the prevalent view is that they have become liberalized

and democratized (Slater, 1969; Van den Akker, 1989). The distance between parents and

their children has been reduced. Increasingly parents regard their children as equal and the

child got a distinctive social status within the family, as well as in society.

The duties of the parents towards their children appears from the question whether or not

parents should do their utmost best for their children. Doing their utmost best for their -

children means making a real sacrifice in the sense that they will be restricted in pursuing

their own happiness and well-being. Although it can mean that parents are hindered in their

search for personal unfolding and self fulfilment, large majorities of the people in Europe

share the idea that it is their duty to do their best for their children even at the expense of their

own well-being. Even in most individualized Nordic countries, there is a majority favoring

this view. As such it can be concluded that as far as parenthood is concerned, most people

express the traditional stances, that children come first.

The traditional authoritarian parent-child relationship meant that a child always had to obey

and respect his parents, regardless of parents behaviors. Rights and duties were, so to say,

socially assigned and the parents simply imposed their will on their children: they just told
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them what to do etc.. The idea is that the situation has changed dramatically and that obeying

and respect has vanished in favor of the view that parents have to earn respect (Lasch, 1977).

However, again, the empirical evidence is not strong. On the contrary, the autocratic view

seems to prevail in most countries. Large majorities share the opinion that children have to

love and respect their parents regardless of their behavior.

Table 4. Proportions of respondents regarding children important for a good marriage,
endorsing the statement that parents should do their utmost best for their children, and
agreeing ~vith the statement that a child has to love and respect his parents irrespective
of their behavior

Countjy Children are
important for a good
marriage

Parents have to do
their utmost best for
their children

Child has to love and
respect parents

France 65 81 77

Great Britain 58 74 68

West Germany 44 54 62

East Germany 64 71 77

Italy 64 79 84

Spain 73 78 83

Portugal 65 84 77

Netherlands 54 68 42

Belgium 55 64 76

Denmark 42 52 47

Norway 61 73 45

Sweden 61 63 51

Northern Ireland 69 8? 80

Ireland 62 73 78

Iceland 66 50 61

Source: EVS 1990; see also Van den Akker et al., 1994: 111.
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3.2.-1. Educational values

Although in the relationship between parents and their children, obedience is regarded

important, it is not accompanied by the view that children have to be obedient towards all

other people in society. What is more highly valued is that children should know how to

behave, what their responsibilities are and that they are tolerant and respect other people. At

least that is what can be concluded from the choices of the qualities that people find important

that children learn at home.s

Table 5. Qualities~ that are considered important to learn children at home (in o~o)

Country a b c d e f g h i j k

France 53 27 53 72 23 78 36 38 13 39 53

Great Britain 89 43 29 48 18 79 26 31 19 57 39

W. Germany 67 73 15 85 32 76 45 49 20 8 22

East Germany 69 67 18 84 27 72 61 55 13 8 26

Italy 79 31 27 82 15 66 29 27 37 39 34

Spain 83 36 29 80 41 75 27 21 28 5 44

Portugal 82 24 67 77 20 69 31 23 26 28 45

Netherlands 79 48 14 85 22 86 29 31 15 22 33

Belgium 72 36 36 72 18 69 36 39 16 28 37

Denmark 66 81 2 86 37 81 19 30 9 50 20

Norway 77 86 7 90 31 64 22 33 14 10 31

Sweden 78 36 5 89 40 91 48 33 6 29 25

North.Ireland 95 37 29 38
a

14 80 25 18 44 49 S6
~,y.--------

Ireland
---
75 43

-
28

~...--
61 14

-
76

a
22

~
26

. -
57 53

..
35

Iceland 90 89 79 94 49 93 69 75 50 75 68

' Interpretation: a- good manners; b- independence; c- hard work; d- responsibility; e- imagination; f-

tolerance, respect; g- thrift, saving money; h- determination; i- religious faith; j- unselfishness; k- obedience
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The most frequently mentioned qualities can be regarded `the virtues of a less constrained

sociability within which others are rather distanced from the subject' (Timms, 1992: 62).

Those qualities that `require sustained interaction with others to their development' (Timms,

1992: 62) such as imagination and religious faith are less frequently mentioned as important.

Also the, what can be called, traditional features as there are: obedience, hard work, thrift are

regarded as less important to a majority of the Europeans.

On the other hand, it can not be concluded that the modern individualized features are much

more valued than the traditional ones. Independence, imagination and determination, which

can be regarded modern (Stoetzel, 1983: 29), are hardly mentioned more often than the

traditional options. However, it must be recognized that there are some differences between

countries as far as the preferred qualities are concerned, but in general it can be concluded that

that social and moral elements seem to have maintained important qualities according to large

majorities in Western Europe. Eastern Germans differ remarkable as far as the idea of saving

money is concerned. Perhaps this finding may be attributed to the financial and rather unstable

and insecure situation in East Germany at the time of the interview.

3.2.5. Gender roles

Traditionally, a women's place was in the home. Nowadays, in most western societies women

have increasingly entered the labor market, due to the processes of modernization and

individualization in general and emancipation in particular. This change in women's role is

thought to have caused major changes in work and family orientations, particularly among

females. `The shift - which is a result of inen's and women's work-roles - from the traditional

model ofthe family with the husbandlfather as breadwinner and the wife~mother as a full-time

housewife to the dual-work family in which both husband and wife are employed outside the

~ame is considered one of the most significant changes in family patterns' (Boh, 1989: 266).

This shift is assumed to be caused by the increased desire of women for personal unfolding

and emphasis on self-fulfilment. The acceptance of women's participation on the labor market

has increased. `There is now wide acceptance in both East and West European countries that

married women are legitimately oriented to working outside the home' (Rapoport, 1989: 58).
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The question is, however, if this acceptance is reflected in people's orientations towards

female roles~.

Table 6. Proportions of respondents agreeing with the statements~ about gender roles
(o~o agree strongly and agree)

Country a b c d e f

France 73 65 68 60 79 80

Great Britain 70 55 45 60 68 70

West Germany 41 84 51 54 75 64

East Germany 55 80 52 36 74 87

Italy 63 78 72 56 74 80

Spain 66 57 55 59 78 83

Portugal 76 84 62 49 80 98

Netherlands 69 63 41 56 55 30

Belgium 74 61 61 67 70 67

Denmark 83 32 25 55 81 71

Norway 69 46 51 53 75 74

Sweden 73 74 - 62 74 87

Northern Ireland 71 44 53 70 70 83

Ireland 63 53 59 72 61 70

Iceland 82 52 71 71 43 68

Source: EVS 1990

Note: In Sweden the item was differently formulated

~ Int~rpretation of varïables: a- a working mott,er c3n establish just as warm and secure a relationship with her
children as a mother who does not work; b- a pre-school child is likely to suffer if his or her mother works; c- ajob
is alright but what most women really want is a home and children; d- being a housewife is just as fulfilling as
working for pay; e- having a job is the best way for a woman to be an independent person; f- both the husband and
wife should contribute to the household income

Generally speaking, it can be concluded that most Europeans are of the opinion that women
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should contribute to the household income and that they can achieve independence from

having a paid job. The traditional view that women is best suited for taking care of the

household and the children is somewhat less widespread among people in Europe, particularly

in the Northern countries. A minority in Europe shares the idea `that women are unlikely to be

satisfied with a life centered purely on home and hearth' (Ashford 8z Timms, 1992: 65).

However, as soon as children and their welfare are at considered the support for equal gender

roles is less strong and less convincing. The participation of a women in the labor market

should not be at the cost of a child's welfare.

The answer patterns demonstrate that the majority of the populations is not against women's

participation, but on the other hand it is not welcomed with great enthusiasm either. A rather

mixed pattern of traditional as well as more modern orientations appears in the answers to

these gender roles questions.

What is clear from these figures is that there are some differences in answer patterns between

the Eiiropean countries. We have further explored these differences, because they may be

related to differential patterns of women's labor market participation. E.g. Boh (1989) has

demonstrated that Europe has a differential pattern as far as women's participation in the labor

market is concerned. Following Boh, four `women employment patterns' can be

distinguished, based on a combination of women's participation and intensity of this

participation (full-time or part-time). The low-employment pattern or `housewife pattern' is

characterized by `a low participation of women in the labor force' (Boh, 1989: 270). It is

particularly found in Spain, Italy and Ireland. The medium-employment pattern seems to

represent the situation in Portugal, France, West Germany and Belgium. It's main features are

a moderate women's participation and low proportions of part-timers. A high part-time

pattern seems to be characteristic for the situation in The Netherlands. Most of the Dutch

working women are active in part-time jobs. Finally, large parts of the women in Denmark

and Great Britain are working outside their homes. Both countries have a high employment

pattern or `radical pattern' (Boh, 1989: 270).

The empirical data shows that the high degree of women's participation in Denmark is indeed
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accompanied with a more widespread rejection of the traditional role of women in terms of

gender roles, but not so much with respect to issues as women should provide for the

household income too. Respondents in Portugal, France, Belgium and Ireland more frequently

state that they agree with the traditional female gender roles, but they have different opinions

about the necessity of women's contribution to the household income. The case of Germany

also exemplifies that more factors should be taken into account for explaining the attitudinal

differences, for Germans resemble the people in Ireland more than the respondents in

Belgium, France and Portugal which they were expected to be close to. Spain, Ireland and

Italy are also far from homogeneous in their attitudes towards female employment. Further,

the high proportions in Eastern Germany agreeing with the statement that both men and

women should contribute to the household income and the, compared to Western Germany,

rather low agreement with the statement that being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working

for pay, seem an illustration of the increasing levels of unemployment of women in the former

German Democratic Republic and the economic necessity of women to work outside the

household.

All in all the conclusion seems to be that people's judgement on women's participation in the

labor market is dependent upon wether or not it is considered an additional income for the

household, or for women to achieve independence, or whether or not the health and welfare of

children are at stake. The support for women doing paid work is largest in case of the first

motives, but people are more reluctant in accepting women to be engaged in paid work as

soon as children are involved. So, equality yes, but this equality and women's participation in

the labor market is not unconditional. The condition is: no children, at least as long as these

children are (still) very young.

4. Conclusion

It seems as if Elliot (1996) is right to a certain extent. The observation that old patterns have

persisted are substantiated by our analyses. However, his idea that these changes have

occurred during the 90s have b~en challenged, for our analyses of the 1981 values survey
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indicated already the persistence of old patterns. The traditional patterns were favored by large

majorities at the beginning of the 1980s and the only conclusion to be drawn from this is that

traditional patterns did not reoccur, they never disappeared! What seems to be the case is that

indeed the developments during the 60's and 70's will have increased the individual's

freedom, the openness of society and opportunities in the domain of family, marriage and so

on, but in their actual choices people appear to prefer the traditional ones.

Coupled with the finding that today's societies do not endure a moral decline, it seems safe to

conclude that many of the hypotheses on societal change in general, and the negative

interpretation of the changes in particular, can not be confirmed. It seems as if those who have

predicted a decline in moral standards, and an increase in an ethos of `anything goes' are

wrong. Although indeed the overarching claims of traditional institutions have disappeared,

and people have gained freedom and autonomy, the traditional views have remained

remarkably alive. Normlessness does not seem to be widespread and as we have seen, people

seem to be rather content with traditional family life. It seems as if they do not consider

family life as a kind of bodice that limits their opportunities. As such we think we cannot find

strong evidence for feelings of uneasiness, normlessness, meaninglessness and other signs of

alienation. Realizing that people in contemporary society are living in a more permissive and

liberal society, where they are more free than ever before to make decisions on their own

without being forced by social control and rules imposed by traditional institutions, the

conclusion cannot be another one than that alienation is not a characteristic of today's society.

At least not in the domain of family. As others have noted `both men and women within the

family have changed their behavior patterns less than might be expected from the external

shifts' (Fox Harding, 1996: 22). The societal developments have not induced a new morality

of `anything goes' as far as family is concerned. The old patterns have survived the flow of

modernity!
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Notes

1. Tlie respondent was asked to indicate how important family is in their lives. The answers
ranged from Very important, quite important, not very important to not at all important.

2. The item was one of a longer list of various changes presented to the respondents. It was
asked to indicate of each of these changes if it were to happen would be a good thing, a bad
thing, or that the respondent did not mind. The item was `More emphasis on family life'.

3. Unfortunately the EVS questionnaire did not contain an item on pre-marital sex. The items
related to sexual behavior were sex of minors and adultery.

4. This may be due to the translation of the item in the Scandinavian countries: it is explicitly
formulated in the sense that an adult has a sexual relationship with a minor.

5. Respondents were presented a list of 11 qualities which children could be encouraged to
learn at home, and they were asked to choose up to five qualities which they regard
especially important.

6. The items on gender roles in the EVS questionnaire focussed mainly on women's roles and
not so much on male roles. It has been asked if one agreed strongly, agreed, disagreed or
disagreed strongly with the following five statements:
- A working mother can establish just as warm and secure a relationship with her

children as a mother who does not work
- A pre-school child is likely to suffer if his or her mother works
- A job is alright but what most women really want is a home and children
- Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for pay
- Having a job is the best way for a woman to be an independent person
- Both the husband and wife should contribute to household income
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