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Introduction

Families in Global Context

In 1960, the 6-year-old daughter of a career officer in the U.S. Army 
watched as dirty, shabbily dressed children about her age pulled dis-

carded items from the garbage cans surrounding the apartment building 
where she lived in Nürmberg, Germany. She observed the same children, 
who appeared to be unsupervised by any adults, stash away some of the 
retrieved items and, to her revulsion, eat bits of food they found in the cans.

More than four decades later, the same woman, now a college professor 
in her 50s, stood in the Piazza di Santa Marie Trastevere in Rome, Italy, 
fending off two very persistent Roma (more familiarly known by the derog-
atory term gypsy) boys begging for money. A colleague who works with 
children in Rome later told her that the marks she noticed on the children’s 
faces and hands were cigarette burns, most likely inflicted by their parents. 
In the transient, nationless communities of the Roma—despised by much of 
the Italian society in which they live for the moment—when children return 
home with less than what they were expected to beg (or steal) for the day, 
they are harshly punished (P. S. Moffett, personal communication, 2000).

What puts families in positions in which their most vulnerable members 
must scavenge for basic necessities in others’ refuse? Under what kinds of 
social conditions must children approach strangers with pitiful appeals for 
money or suffer the consequences from their own families?

I know other, more heartening stories of families traversing global 
milieus. An increasing number of my university students come from 
Armenia, China, or Kuwait to study at our campus. Others from Guatemala, 
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Korea, or Romania have been adopted into American families. Some of my 
students’ families were economically displaced from former East Germany, 
Lithuania, or Mexico. Others have fled embattled countries such as Croatia, 
Sierra Leone, and Somalia. Along the way, some have been refugees and 
asylees, passing through Europe, North America, and Southeast Asia.

These students may represent the first generation in their families to speak 
English or to complete high school, let alone pursue a college degree. Their 
families arrived in the United States seeking what immigrants to this country 
have always sought: freedom and opportunity. I cherish little more than stories 
of their successes and happiness as they share news of their career achievements 
and postgraduate plans, but I also find joy in their continued connections with 
extended kin and the new families they form as they move into adulthood.

A More Global Milieu

These students and their stories provide firsthand evidence that the world is 
not only an international but also a transnational place. A visit to a public 
high school, a trip to a shopping mall, or a stroll down a street in even a 
Midwestern city in the United States reveals how globally diverse American 
society is becoming. A walk across my own campus (a private, Catholic 
college in St. Paul, Minnesota—often noted as one of the “whitest” states in 
the nation) is like a convocation at the United Nations, with a scattering of 
voices speaking not only American English but also Arabic, Hmong, Karekare 
(a language of Nigeria), Spanish, Russian, and English with an Irish lilt.

What then are the impacts of international, transnational, and global 
forces on families? What is the quality of family life in a world in which 
national borders are so permeable and global forces directly affect families 
in profound ways?

In the western hemisphere at least, as trade barriers have been lowered 
the wealthiest nations have become more integrated in a worldwide econ-
omy. Innovations in information technologies make rapid movement of 
capital and services across borders ever more possible. These changes in the 
global milieu certainly benefit the most privileged societies and their families 
through lower prices on luxury goods and services, from the latest flat-
screen television to strawberries enjoyed during a Minnesota winter.

In Western nations, the competition fostered by global markets can also 
increase the purchasing power of low-income families, while extending a 
check on inflation and boosting returns in the stock market. In poorer 
countries, globalization has generally increased family wealth, thus decreas-
ing the incentive for parents to put their children to work and increasing the 
inducement for children to be in school (Bhagwati 2004). In places such as 
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China and India, globalization has created new markets for goods and ser-
vices while reducing poverty for some. If those changes make nations more 
interdependent and the world a more stable place, perhaps some families’ 
exposure to war and other armed conflicts can be reduced.

However, some scholars paint a grimmer picture of the effects of global-
ization on societies and families. They see nations, communities, families, 
and individuals shrouded under an increasingly oppressive, even malevolent, 
global cloud. They see the market forces of globalization facilitating exploi-
tation of the most vulnerable members of society on an even larger scale 
than previously possible.

For example, according to the International Labor Organization, 100 mil-
lion to 200 million children under 15 years of age are working—most (almost 
95 percent) working children are in poor countries, and half are in Asia 
(Bhagwati 2004). As companies outsource and relocate offshore, wage growth 
stagnates and health and retirement costs and risks are shifted to workers 
(Obama 2006). Workers compelled to cross borders to meet growing demands 
for agricultural and industrial labor often work under the most inhumane con-
ditions. Some women and children are trafficked and enslaved into prostitution.

Bhagwati (2004) acknowledges the “perils of gung-ho international finan-
cial capitalism” (p. 30). However, he sees the hazards of globalization as 
exaggerated and critics of globalization as “alarmist.” He offers a “defense 
of globalization” in his book of that title and argues that anti globalization 
sentiments mask anticapitalist, anticorporate, and anti-American (or at least 
anti-Western) prejudices.

As the author of Global Families, I disagree. Even some supporters of 
globalization find specious the argument that increased global competition 
will reduce structural inequalities in society, for example by ensuring that 
prejudice and discrimination will be too competitively costly for firms 
(Bhagwati 2004). To the contrary, capitalist employers seeking to minimize 
costs and maximize profits while operating in global markets can effectively 
outbid employers in home countries for cheap labor. Further, the supply of 
workers, especially women, willing to work for exploitative wages inade-
quate to support themselves and their dependents still far exceeds the supply 
of positions at the bottom of the employment ladder (i.e., those with the 
lowest wages, the least security, and the most dangerous working condi-
tions). Also, as discussed in Chapter 4, I offer human trafficking as the 
epitome of the worst side of global economics. Consequently, the broad 
consequences of these and other risky global practices are disproportionately 
borne by workers and their families in the least-advantaged societies.

Thus, a primary thesis of Global Families is that, in the 21st century, 
economic, political, cultural, and other social forces trespass national, 
regional, and other borders in profound ways unanticipated even a few 
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decades ago. Legal and illegal migration between nations means that families 
may call multiple countries or even continents “home.” Worldwide revolu-
tions in mass media and consumerism raise the specter of cultural homogeni-
zation and challenge traditional family norms and values. Families continue 
to inherit the legacies of colonialism, armed conflict, and other violence. 
Transnational commerce and differences in life chances between the most- 
and least-advantaged societies create wide discrepancies in the supply of and 
demand for human labor, including the care work of families. Increasingly, 
policymakers must contend with the effects of economic, political, cultural, 
and other social development on families around the globe.

In the first pages of this first chapter, I call for scholarship on families to 
be framed around an inclusive definition of family that takes into account 
social change while moving beyond a comparative to a global perspective. I 
define globalization and explore three competing “debates” on globaliza-
tion. I offer a sketch of theories drawn from sociology and family studies 
that, when coupled with postmodern theory and feminism, help us describe, 
explain, and possibly predict something about the effects of globalization on 
families. I close this first chapter with an overview of the material to come 
in the following five chapters and an essay authored by a scholar who serves 
as an “expert witness” on global families in Australia.

Family: From Comparative to Global Perspectives

For all the variation in cultures and societies across the globe, families provide 
certain widespread experiences for their members and meet some common 
requirements for societies. Murdock (1949) offered the classic articulation of 
a comparative perspective in the middle of the past century. From his analysis 
of the institution of family across hundreds of societies, Murdock concluded 
that every society contains family units organized around common residence, 
economic cooperation, and sexual reproduction. Thus structured, the family 
meets critical needs/functions for both family members and societies, including 
the care and socialization of infants and children.

Murdock’s (1949) functional analysis can be criticized on a number of fronts. 
First, his traditional definition of family as two or more adults in a sexual rela-
tionship fails to capture the rich variety in the intimate bonds that function as 
family. Second, societies vary in the centrality of the family in meeting critical 
social needs. In many societies the family extends to a wide network of kith and 
kin and shares the production and distribution of goods and services, the regula-
tion of sexualities, and the socialization and care of children and other family 
members with religion, government, education, and other institutions.
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I favor a more inclusive definition of family, one that better captures family 
diversity. In Global Families, family refers to a small group organized around 
kinship, often (but not always) involving some form of marriage, which is often 
(but, again, not always) between one man and one woman. In my definition, 
families may also include more extended networks of what Stack (1974) called 
fictive kin. Like families under Murdock’s definition, families in my definition 
can provide emotional and physical care for their members, including the 
youngest members of society—newborns and children—but also elders, the 
disabled, the infirm, and other dependents. These families are a primary (but 
not the only) means of performing socialization and other functions in society.

Global Families stretches the definition of family beyond a shared house-
hold and bonds formed by marriage, blood, or adoption (the definition 
favored by the U.S. Bureau of the Census). As described in Karraker and 
Grochowski’s (2012) Families With Futures: A Survey of Family Studies Into 
the Twenty-First Century, my definition includes intimate relationships 
among individuals who play significant roles of support in one another’s lives 
over extended periods of time, often over a lifetime. We are all familiar with 
these relationships: the girlfriend you can call on anytime, the man who has 
been your friend since preschool, the “aunts” and “uncles” who have no 
such official status but nonetheless have rights and responsibilities regarding 
you and yours. While this definition may be messier than traditional defini-
tions, such a dynamic definition of family enables scholars to encompass the 
kinds of relationships increasingly found not only across but within societies.

Although social scientists debate the definition of the family and the pre-
cise functions the institution of the family fills in society, virtually everyone 
agrees that the family is in transition. Further, social scientists recognize that 
the velocity of social change around the globe in the 21st century is shaping 
the family as an institution in revolutionary ways. With the tremendous 
divergences in structure and function exhibited by families worldwide, soci-
eties in the 21st century are undergoing what Giddens (2001) has termed a 
“global revolution in family and personal life” (p. 17).

Silverstein and Auerbach (2005) identified five major trends regarding 
families in the past century:

 1. A movement from homogeneity to diversity

 2. A movement from stability to change

 3. A movement from gendered parenting to transgendered families

 4. A movement from male dominance to greater egalitarianism

 5. A movement from homogeneity to diversity
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Silverstein and Auerbach applied those trends primarily to families in the 
United States, but the same trends can be applied to families in many parts 
of the world today. Throughout the world, diversity in family forms is 
expanding to include new patterns of cohabitation and childbearing, as well 
as extended family forms. Unmarried cohabitation is supplanting marriage, 
even with the presence of children, in many parts of the world. Extended kin 
relations are becoming less central in many societies, perhaps dangerously so 
in places where governments have reduced or never supported social safety 
nets for the increasing numbers of people living alone or living longer. 
Finally, “queerness is now global” (Cruz-Malavé and Manalansan 2002:1). 
The globalization of lesbian and gay politics and the increasing visibility of 
queer sexualities and cultures worldwide (Adam, Duyvendak, and Krouwel 
1999a; Binnie 2004) challenges the old assumption of a married man and 
woman and their biological offspring as the elemental family unit.

As parenting relationships in some parts of the world shift from traditional 
gender and sexual roles to include dual-work couples and those led by 
LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or questioning) parents, greater 
role sharing and even degendered parenting characterize an increasing pro-
portion of families. Changes in women’s education, employment, and other 
roles and movements for children’s rights proceed apace with the erosion of 
patriarchy, the ideological framework that has characterized human societies 
throughout history.

Thus, transitions into, within, and from relationships vary both across 
and within societies. Changes such as later age at first marriage, as well as 
increased rates of marital dissolution (separation and divorce), indicate not 
only elasticity within individual families but also less social predictability in 
family structures. Further, socioeconomic factors, including gender, class, 
and other inequalities, and social policies (discussed in Chapter 6) all have a 
significant bearing on variations in families both across and within societies 
(Cooke and Baxter 2010).

The viewpoint of families as shifting from stability to change—sometimes 
conceptualized as one of the “culture wars” because of the highly charged, 
political nature of the debate (Berger and Berger 1983)—reflects greater real-
ism in popular views of families. But romance about the family dies hard.

Skolnick and Skolnick (2001) argue that four myths contribute to a 
romantic view of the family as a safe, secure haven for children and adults: 
(1) the myth of the universal nuclear family, (2) the myth of family harmony, 
(3) the myth of parental determinism, and (4) the myth of a stable, harmoni-
ous past. Such myths have been discounted by historian Stephanie Coontz in 
her series of best-selling books, The Way We Never Were (1992), The Way We 
Really Are (1997), and Marriage, a History: How Love Conquered Marriage 
(2005). In contrast to simplistic views of family, social historians—among them 
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Phillipe Aries (1960) in L’Enfant et la Vie Familiale sous l’Ancien Ŕegime 
(published in the United States under the title Centuries of Childhood: A 
History of Family Life)—have revealed that childhood and family life in 
Western Europe have often been anything but blissful and innocent. In case 
any doubt remains, news accounts of families across the world disrupted and 
rendered ineffective by famine, natural disaster, war, and social crises, as well 
as those that willfully exploit and oppress their own members, leave only the 
most naïve to adhere to the popular image of the traditional family as an 
integrated unit that functions successfully as in some mythical, simpler time.

In the essay at the end of Chapter 6, Freeman argues that one of the most 
important tasks of supranational organizations is to hold societies account-
able for the well-being of families and their members. Doing so requires 
seeing “the way we really are,” to use Coontz’s (1997) phrase. The com-
parative tradition on families can be a significant aid in that regard.

The Comparative Tradition

Interest in the effects of globalization on families is a relatively late 
development among family scholars, but family scholarship has a long-
standing tradition of comparative study across space and time in anthro-
pology, history, sociology, and other social sciences. Family and kinship 
structures were keystones in Murdock’s (1949) Cross-Cultural Survey 
(cited earlier) and the foundation for the later Human Relations Area Files 
(Murdock 1982). Also, the work of the late Tamara Hareven (1977, 
1982, 2000) and others further reveals the value to family sociology of the 
study of historical forces, especially in areas such as the family and indi-
vidual life course.

Goode’s (1963) World Revolution and Family Patterns serves as a classic 
scholarly effort on world families, a tradition continued through Hutter’s 
(1981) The Changing Family: Comparative Perspectives, Bryceson and 
Vuorela’s (2002) The Transnational Family, Adams and Trost’s (2005) 
Handbook of World Families, and others. In the first decade, textbooks and 
readers such as Leeder’s (2004) The Family in Global Perspective: A 
Gendered Journey, Roopnarine and Gielen’s (2005) Families in Global 
Perspectives, Ingoldsby and Smith’s (2006) Families in Global and 
Multicultural Perspective, Trask and Hamon’s (2007) Cultural Diversity and 
Families, and Hennon and Wilson’s (2008) Families in a Global Context are 
witness to the value of comparative approaches in family studies.

Special issues on international perspectives on families in the Journal of 
Marriage and the Family (2004), as well as the establishment of dedicated 
journals (e.g., International Family Studies, Journal of Comparative Family 
Studies) affirm the value family studies scholars place on international and 
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comparative approaches. Likewise, specialized divisions in professional 
associations (e.g., the International Section of the National Council on 
Family Relations) affirm that these approaches have become institutional-
ized in the social–scientific study of families.

Among textbooks, volumes such as Scott, Treas, and Richards’s (2004) 
The Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Families have included large 
sections on “Families in a Global World.” Yet the focus remains on North 
American and European families. Other works, such as Kamerman and 
Kahn’s (1997) Family Change and Family Policies in Great Britain, Canada, 
New Zealand, and the United States, are typical of much of the comparative 
writing on families. Only more recently have volumes, such as Robila’s 
(2004) Families in Eastern Europe, examined families in non-Western 
regions of the world. Still, many nationalities, especially those in Africa and 
Southeast Asia, remain less frequently represented in the literature.

Part of the reason for the inattention to non-Western families lies in the 
nationality of family scholars and their institutions. Adams (2004) notes that 
productive family scholars are plentiful in Western societies, as well as India, 
Japan, and Taiwan, along with a “scattering of professionals throughout the 
Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa, Russia, China, and Latin America”  
(p. 1077). In other regions of the world, family scholars are considerably less 
abundant. Adams suggests that this underrepresentation relates to communi-
cation, money, and values. Family scholars may be active and even publishing 
in their own venues in underrepresented societies, but their work does not 
enter into the larger stream of family scholarship if those scholars are not in 
communication with outside, especially Western, scholars. Also, research—
from research design and collection through data analysis and dissemination—
is expensive and thus limited by local fiscal constraints, especially in non-
Western countries. Finally, research may be restricted in more subtle ways by 
conservative political, religious, or social values that constrain analysis of 
families and family problems in many parts of the world.

Not surprisingly, then, family sociology gives the appearance of having a 
decidedly Western bias. Further, Edgar (2004) charges that study of the 
family has increasingly come to emphasize individualism and free-market 
liberalism, as represented by the personal psychology and concern with self-
actualization characteristic of Western societies. According to Edgar, even 
scholars such as Beck (1998, 2001) and Giddens (1992), whose work rep-
resents postmodern and often global concerns, are “too dismissive of the 
still-important collective contexts in which the risks of biography are mas-
tered” (Edgar 2004:7).

Beyond national and regional gaps, research is sparse on certain catego-
ries of families. Families of the very wealthy and those living in rural areas 
offer researchers challenges in terms of social or geographic accessibility, but 
our knowledge also is limited concerning the families of poor urbanites and 
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other oppressed groups, as well as the families of refugees and other nomads 
(Adams 2004). Such omissions and bias reflect not only Western viewpoints 
but also white privilege, serving to effectively silence the voices of families 
on the margins. This costs family scholars understanding of the influence of 
legal, religious, and other social–structural forces and economic and other 
status inequalities on families and their members.

Hollinger (2007) reminds us that the road to an authentically global view 
of families is difficult.

The most seasoned of diplomats, anthropologists, and development workers 
are often caught by surprise at the stubborn persistence of their own 
ethnocentric beliefs and judgments. Even after such individuals have rationally 
and cognitively rejected their own judgmental thinking, they may still find 
themselves repelled when encountering certain traditional family practices. . . . It 
is easy for westerners to dismiss them out of hand. Indeed, few of us ever fully 
transcend the delimiting vision of own cultures. (P. 245)

As depicted in Figure 1.1, cultural competence and sensitivity is a long 
developmental process, requiring that one recognize and claim one’s own 
ethnocentrism, adopt a position of cultural relativism, and reflect on ethical 
engagement before initiating social change.

Figure 1.1  Developmental Model for Ethical Reflection Across Cultures

Recognize and 
Claim Own 
Ethnocentrism

Adopt the 
Position of 
Cultural 
Relativism

Reflect on 
Ethical 
Contextual 
Engagement

Initiate Social 
Change and 
Transformation

SOURCE: Adapted with permission from Hollinger (2007).
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Although scholarship on non-Western societies is scarce and ethnocen-
trism remains a persistent hazard, cross-cultural, historical, and other com-
parative studies enhance our knowledge of the macro social forces that 
shape the family across societies. Such studies deepen our understanding of 
both that which is unique about some families within specific societies and 
that which is common about families across societies. In other words, com-
parative research promises to reveal both variations among and contrasts 
within cultures, while providing insights into familial and societal influences 
on individuals. A global approach can complement and extend the strong 
comparative tradition in family studies.

Toward a Global Perspective

While the institution is undergoing dramatic change across the globe, the 
family remains a—arguably, the—central force in social life in every society. 
The family is vital to the operation of society and critical to the formation 
of economic capital, human capital, cultural capital, and social capital. 
However, comparative studies or even a cross-cultural or cross-national 
approach do not do justice to the need for a critical synthesis of family schol-
arship that addresses the effects of globalization on family systems. Too 
often even compendia such as Quah’s (2008) Families in Asia provide rich 
comparative analyses of families (which we know are touched by global 
forces) but make little or no reference to the processes of globalization.

Such neglect of globalization in family studies is unfortunate. “When family 
research remains fixed to the container model of the nation-state, it becomes 
increasingly unable to understand and explain the situation of families in 
today’s interconnected world” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2010:401).

Global Families begins to remedy a gap in scholarly literature by focusing 
on the effects of global processes on families across societies.

Family structures may be relatively more traditional in the more remote 
regions of the planet (Gielen 1993). Families are affected by modernization, 
as when populations migrate from rural to urban areas. (Migration across 
national boundaries is discussed in Chapter 2 and revealed in Kvasnicka’s 
essay on women seeking refuge in a home for immigrant women in St. Paul, 
Minnesota.) However, strains toward assimilation into Western society may 
be contested by individuals and families who fear alienation from values and 
norms that traditionally guided family life. (Chapter 3 and the essay by Abdi 
at the end of that chapter address such challenges among Somali families 
who find themselves in North America.) Modernization shapes other aspects 
of family life, for example, as employment patterns become more complex. 



CHAPTER 1: Introduction——11

(Transnational employment is discussed in Chapter 5 and illustrated by 
Dreby’s essay on the life of a Mexican mother working in the United States.) 
Such are the forces of globalization.

Global Families contends that the changes facing families today are not 
only national; they are also global, encompassing social forces that tran-
scend national and even broader regional or continental borders. These 
forces have the potential to advance and empower or exploit and oppress 
families and their members, as well as whole societies. As described in the 
United Nations (1999b) Human Development Report Globalization With a 
Human Face:

Global markets, global technology, global ideas and global solidarity can 
enrich the lives of people everywhere. . . . Globalization has swung open the 
door to opportunities. . . . But markets can go too far and squeeze the non-
market activities so vital for human development. . . . Globalization is also 
increasing human insecurity as the spread of global crime, disease and financial 
volatility outpaces actions to tackle them. (P. 1)

In Global Families, I explore issues through which globalization can 
enrich but also too often squeeze families, increasing their risk even in the 
face of national, international, and transnational policies to assist them.

This global perspective on families has many strata. On the one hand, the 
families that are the subject of this book are transnational. Transnationalism 
is “a social process in which . . . social fields cross geographic, cultural, and 
political borders” (Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Szanton 1992a:ix). Taking a 
cue from Bose and Kim’s (2009) transnational approach to gender research, 
a transnational approach to families emphasizes the similarities and differ-
ences in research on families across the globe. Transnational families are 
those that span borders as a result of immigration or dislocation, sometimes 
enabled by technology. Members of transnational families act, decide, feel, 
and express identities across social networks that traverse two (or more) 
societies, often simultaneously.

At another, broader level, families are global. That is, every family on 
earth is more or less touched by global economic and political realities but 
also by the globalization of culture and other social systems. For example, 
in the essay that follows this chapter, “Globalization and Family Down 
Under,” Janet Grochowski offers an illustration of the particular ways in 
which globalization is revealed in Australian families. Using data from the 
Centre for Social Research at the Australian National University, Grochowski 
describes Australia as a society with a uniquely global history, both con-
fronting and embracing the global forces acting on Australian families. 
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Grochowski discusses how Australians’ attitudes toward family diversity in 
particular are linked to their society’s complex global context.

Globalization as an Analytical Framework

Consideration of global families requires an understanding of globalization. 
Because globalization is a relatively new paradigm for family scholars, in the 
following section, I outline the definitions and debate surrounding 
globalization. First, I provide some background on the treatment of global 
concerns in sociology.

The consequences of macro social change for the quality of social life 
have long been major themes in sociology. For example, Durkheim 
(1897/1951) noted the extent to which rapid social changes, such as those 
caused either by sudden disaster or unexpected prosperity, compromise 
social solidarity and contribute to social instability. Anomia1 is the resulting 
sense that familiar customs and standards can no longer be relied on to give 
meaning to and control everyday life (Karraker [Wilkes] 1975).

Other frameworks also provide a backdrop for examination of social 
change on a worldwide scale. Classic modernization theory (e.g., Rostow 
1961) views traditional norms and values as inhibiting or repressing social 
change. From this perspective, families in a society in the earliest stages of 
demographic transition (a concept discussed in Chapter 2)—one with a high 
birth rate but also a high death rate—have difficulty putting resources aside 
for the future. When coupled with high infant and other mortality rates, 
members of such societies may hold a fatalistic outlook on hardship and 
resist conserving resources, including “saving for a rainy day.” In those soci-
eties, the “rainy day” is outside the window and, to be sure, will be there 
again tomorrow. This theory holds that societies must surrender traditional 
ways of life in favor of modern culture, institutions, and technologies, which 
in turn favor economic and social investment and are premised on values 
favoring optimism, a Western work ethic, and, most of all, capitalism.

As demonstrated in the dramatic economic growth in some East Asian 
nations, including some former European colonies, political stability,  

1While many contemporary writers use the term anomie (most prominent among 
them Merton, 1968; Durkheim, 1897/1951; and some more recent scholars, includ-
ing Srole, 1956, who developed the Srole Anomia Scale), Mizruchi (1960), Miller 
and Butler (1966), Karraker [Wilkes] (1975), Fischer and Srole (1978), Bilsen and 
de Witte (2001), Rippi (2003), and others have preferred the term anomia to refer 
to this persistent sense of interpersonal alienation and normlessness.
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centralized planning, and social programming may be critical for moderniza-
tion (Giddens, Duneier, and Appelbaum 2006). Wealthy nations support 
modernization in other countries through such supranational organizations 
as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, which finances 
programs aimed at economic and social development in less-developed 
nations. Economic policies are often linked to policies targeting families, 
often specifically through requirements aimed at population control. As less-
developed nations reduce population growth, they are better able to invest 
in economic development while institutionalizing values and norms common 
to more-developed (and capitalist) societies. What follows is a push toward 
the high standard of living and high levels of mass consumption characteris-
tic of more-developed, high-income societies, but perhaps at the cost of 
turmoil in family relationships (Rostow 1961).

World systems theory takes another view on global change and the rela-
tions among less- and more-developed societies. In particular, Wallerstein 
(1996) emphasizes the global interdependence of economic systems, viewing 
the world as divided into those who own and control the means of produc-
tion and the distribution of goods and services (capitalists) and those who 
do not. From this perspective, goods and labor operate in world markets 
shaped by economic and political competition (and sometimes cooperation) 
among the most powerful nations. These processes result in a three-tiered 
world system: (1) core nations, which reap the greatest benefits; (2) periph-
ery, mostly agricultural nations, which are exploited to the advantage of the 
core nations; and (3) semiperiphery, semi-industrialized nations, which sit at 
a point of wealth between the core and the periphery.

Historically, global capitalism created economic and political systems 
through which the most powerful nations colonized weaker nations in order to 
secure raw materials, as well as slave and wage labor, and monopolize indus-
trial production and markets. Further, as described in Chapter 4, colonialism 
and the often ensuing violence and exploitation have had significant, often 
tragic consequences for the sexual, marital, and other social orders that shape 
family life. In the 20th century, colonization was replaced by multinational and 
transnational corporations that still exploit resources and labor in poor coun-
tries, often with the collaboration of powerful economic and political interests. 
Local economies in poor countries cannot compete in such a global market, 
and so poor countries are maintained in a state of economic and political 
dependency on the wealthier countries. The result is a world system of depen-
dency, in which nations are linked in exploitative global commodity chains of 
labor, production, and consumption. In Chapter 5, I describe one such type of 
chain, global care, which occurs when women from periphery countries leave 
their own families to care for families in core countries.
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The effects of rapid social change on a global scale are evident at both 
macrosocial and microsocial levels, in both institutions and everyday life 
(Ray 2006).

Changes in intimate aspects of personal life . . . are directly tied to the 
establishment of social connections of very wide scope. . . . For the first time 
in human history, self and society are interrelated in a global milieu. (Giddens 
1991:32)

Global Families articulates the far-reaching effects of globalization on 
that most primary aspect of social and personal life—family. However, with 
rare exception (e.g., Trask 2010), the vernacular of globalization theory has 
not yet permeated family sociology or family studies. In the following 
section I define globalization as a critical concept for family scholars. I also 
delineate the debate among those who remain skeptical about the place of 
globalization on the world stage, those who embrace globalization as a 
critical paradigm, and those who recognize the significance of global forces, 
yet acknowledge the extent to which regional, national, and even local forces 
continue to shape social life.

Globalization Defined

Globalization conventionally refers to the development of economic, politi-
cal, and cultural systems that extend worldwide. These systems and the 
consequent relationships result in a world system that, in turn, can be seen 
as constituting a single social order (Giddens et al. 2006). Such a global 
social order is autonomous and independent of any single nation or region 
(Appadurai 1996; Bauman 1998).

Globalization theorists (e.g., Ritzer 2007, 2010) often emphasize one of 
three frames: economic, political, or cultural. Table 1.1 summarizes these 
three dimensions of globalization theory.

Economic theories often focus on transnational capitalism, including 
transnational corporations, and the labor markets they create. For example, 
Sklair (2002) takes a neo-Marxist economic approach, examining how glo-
balization promotes the formation of a transnational capitalist class and a 
worldwide culture of consumption.

Political theorists, such as Rosenau (2003), see globalization as advancing 
both “distant proximities” (a sense of that which is remote is also nearby) 
and “fragmentation” (a situation in which the world is simultaneously  
globalizing, centralizing, and integrating as it is localizing, decentralizing, 
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Dimension Key Concepts and Generalizations

Economic Transnational capitalism, including transnational 
corporations, transnational class structure, and the 
culture-ideology of consumption is contributing to 
emerging global socialism (Sklair 2002).

Capitalist imperialism will be replaced by global 
empire (Hardt and Negri 2000, 2004).

Political/institutional The world is increasingly decentralizing, 
fragmenting, and localizing while simultaneously 
centralizing, integrating, and globalizing (Rosenau 
2003).

Cultural differentialism Lasting differences among cultures are little affected 
by globalization (Huntington 1996).

Cultural convergence Globalization is leading to increasing homogeneity 
among world cultures through greater emphasis on 
efficiency, calculability, predictability, control, and 
rationality (Nederveen Pieterse 2004; Ritzer 2004a).

Cultural hybridization Glocalization and creolization contribute to cultural 
hybridization (Appadurai 1996).

Table 1.1  Economic, Political, and Cultural Dimensions of Globalization

and fragmenting). Political theorists see these seemingly contradictory pro-
cesses as facilitated by new microelectronic technologies, the erosion of ter-
ritoriality, and increasing subgroup formation across historic political 
boundaries (Ritzer 2007).

Some cultural theorists underscore cultural differentialism. They argue 
that globalization has little effect on the deep differences that exist within and 
between societies. Other cultural theorists highlight cultural convergence, the 
idea that globalization is resulting in an increasing cultural similarity among 
societies. They are reflected in Ritzer’s (2004b) “McDonaldization” thesis, 
which emphasizes the efficiency in production and the predictability of prod-
uct (such as a McDonald’s hamburger). Still other cultural theorists (e.g., 
Nederveen Pieterse 2004) see not differentialism or convergence but, rather, 
cultural hybridization in globalization. For these theorists, globalization con-
tributes to the generation of new cultures composed of creative mixtures of 
different cultures brought into contact with one another (Appadurai 1996).
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Some feminist scholars are challenging the economic, political, and 
cultural emphasis in globalization studies. In her book subtitled 
Rethinking Globalization, Desai (2009) calls attention to the microlevel 
aspects of globalization to better understand the effect of individuals on 
globalization. She argues that “it is women, as cross-border traders, 
transnational activists, and Modemmujers, who are shaping processes of 
globalization in a specifically gendered way” (p. 3). Desai is optimistic 
that such a microlevel, gendered focus will not only inform scholarship 
on globalization but also facilitate social justice movements around the 
globe.

Globalization results in the “widening, deepening, and speeding up of 
worldwide connectedness in all aspects of contemporary social life” (Held  
et al. 1999:2). Globalization speaks to the extent to which local events take 
on global significance across broadening geography and expanding chronol-
ogy with increasingly dense networks and relationships beyond national 
borders. Consistent with Desai’s microsocial emphasis, globalization presumes 
a replacement of local affinities and associations with global connections 
and networks, often disseminated and perhaps promoted by a widening 
system of global communications. Tomlinson (1999) describes this as a 
“rapidly developing and ever-densening network of interconnections and 
interdependences [that] characterize modern social life” (p. 2). Where 
Giddens sees an increasing collision between fundamentalism and cosmo-
politanism, Tomlinson predicts the evolution of what he calls a global cos-
mopolitan society.

From this perspective, globalization involves the motion and absorption 
of goods and capital, politics and power, information and technologies 
worldwide. However, globalization also involves the transmission of pollu-
tion, crime, and other social problems across and beyond national, regional, 
and other spatial borders. Environmental hazards generated in one part of 
the world certainly show no respect for national sovereignty. Trafficking in 
drugs, guns, and human beings (as described in Blank’s essay at the end of 
Chapter 4) is profitable precisely because material and human commodities 
are so easy to transport and market without regard for the same national 
borders. The persistence of widespread violence in some African, Asian, 
Central and South American, and Middle Eastern countries must be seen at 
least in part as grounded in transnational and increasingly worldwide sys-
tems of economic despair, political enmity, religious antagonisms, and cul-
tural collisions in a global world.

In conclusion, Eitzen and Baca Zinn (2011) frame the implications of 
globalization as follows:
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•• The world is becoming “smaller” and we are becoming more interdependent.
•• Globalization is a process involving immigration and travel, economies and 

consumption.
•• The effects of globalization are not only economic but cultural, political, and 

social.
•• The impacts of globalization are felt at the intimate level of the everyday 

activities of individuals, their families, institutions, and societies.

Eitzen and Baca Zinn (2011) also remind us that the experience of 
globalization varies. “It expands opportunities and enhances prosperity for 
some while leading others into poverty and hopelessness” (p. 2). In some 
societies, globalization is associated with an increased standard of living and 
a reduction in the gap between the poorest and the wealthiest families, 
greater access to education and health care, improvements in the status of 
women, and longer life expectancy. In other societies, globalization is 
associated with growth in income inequality, environmental degradation, 
and pressures to emigrate, leaving the most vulnerable family members 
behind (Wilson and Hennon 2008).

The “Globalization Debate”

The concept, processes, consequences, and social and familial implications 
of globalization are contested. Three positions on the significance of global-
ization in today’s world are articulated by the skeptics, the hyperglobalists, 
and the transformationalists. Table 1.2 summarizes these positions.

Global skeptics debate the novelty of globalization as a force in historic 
social change. They note that economic interdependence, as well as interna-
tional migration, trade, conquest, and other global phenomena, have existed 
in other periods, shaping the histories of such divergent locations as Buenos 
Aires and Bombay, Cairo and Chicago, Mogadishu and Moscow, Shanghai 
and Sydney.

An aptly titled article in The Economist presents the case that the level of 
integration across the world is actually very low. For example, only 3 per-
cent of individuals live outside their country of birth and only 2 percent of 
students attend universities outside their home countries. On economic indi-
cators, only 7 percent of rice is traded across borders, only 7 percent of 
directors of Standard & Poor 500 companies are foreigners, and exports 
account for only 20 percent of the global gross domestic product. Only 1 
percent of American companies have any foreign operations. Furthermore, 
“some of the most vital arteries of globalization are badly clogged: air travel 
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is restricted by bilateral treaties and ocean shipping is dominated by cartels” 
(p. 72).

Skeptics of globalization (e.g., Boyer and Drache 1996; Hirst and 
Thompson 1992) view globalization as a counterfeit concept that exaggerates 
the power of international economies while obscuring the control still exer-
cised by regional and national governments. Skeptics see not a globally inte-
grated system but increasing internationalization in the form of contacts 

SOURCES: Adapted from Appadurai (1996), Boyer and Drache (1996), Castells (2004), 
Cochrane and Paine (2000), Giddens (2000), Greider (1997), Hardt and Negri (2000, 2004), 
Held et al. (1999), Hirst and Thompson (1992), Huntington (1996), Nederveen Pieterse 
(2004), Ohmae (1995), Ritzer (1993, 1995, 1996, 2004b, 2005b, 2007, 2010), and Rosenau 
(1997).

 
Position

 
On Globalization

Representative 
Scholars

Skeptics Globalization is a counterfeit 
concept that exaggerates the 
importance of international 
economics and obscures the 
importance of national 
governmental controls and 
regionalization.

Boyer and 
Drache, Hirst 
and Thompson, 
Huntington

Hyperglobalists Escalating global capitalism 
increasingly affects other aspects of 
social life, creating a more 
borderless, transnational, and 
denationalized world. National 
economies and governments are 
subordinated and diffused by 
hybridization.

Appadurai, 
Greider, Hardt 
and Negri, 
Nederveen 
Pieterse, Ohmae

Transformationalists The world is becoming 
interconnected to an unprecedented 
degree across not only economic 
and political but also cultural and 
other social systems. This global 
society is more uncertain, risky, and 
stratified.

Giddens, Ritzer, 
Rosenau

Table 1.2  Three Positions in the “Globalization Debate”
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among national economies. They see internationalization as accompanied by 
persistent inequality between more-developed and less-developed nations, as 
well as increasing regionalization that results in fragmented ethnic and cul-
tural blocs, especially in opposition to Westernization (Castells 2004; Held  
et al. 1999).

Skeptics argue that not massive globalizing forces but the familiar— 
geographic proximity and cultural and economic ties, including common 
language, shared colonial past, and membership in a trading block— 
continue to shape social interaction and societal exchange. A skeptical 
approach to globalization and families suggests that families face challenges 
from myriad sources, internal and external to societies, with globalization 
being but one of those challenges.

To the contrary, hyperglobalists (e.g., Greider 1997; Ohmae 1995) 
contend that escalating global capitalism in economic marketplaces 
increasingly affects political, cultural, and other aspects of social life in 
profound ways. Hyperglobalists observe that systems of production and 
distribution, finance and trade are more transnational, borderless, and, in 
essence, denationalized than ever before in human history. Hyperglobalists 
see a dramatically globalizing economy, accompanied by widespread sub-
ordination of national economies and governments. They also see politi-
cal, cultural, and other institutional systems as likewise globally diffused 
and hybridized into immense global systems (Cochrane and Pain 2000; 
Held et al. 1999).

Award-winning novelist and political activist Arundhati Roy (2003) 
speaks of globalization as “ripping through people’s lives” (p. 70). To 
hyperglobalists, globalization is placing families and their members at 
increasing risk through migration, employment, media and culture, and 
especially war and other violence occurring at an accelerating rate across 
national borders.

The third party in the globalization debate, transformationalists (e.g., 
Giddens 2000; Rosenau 1997) recognize an increasingly interconnected, 
but more uncertain, world. Like hyperglobalists, global transformational-
ists see globalization as a historically unprecedented set of economic, 
political, and social forces shaping societies and the world through a wide 
range of cultural, demographic, ecological, military, technological, and 
other social patterns.

However, rather than confirming the advent of a single, unified world 
society, transformationalists point to increasing global stratification, as some 
societies and their members reap the benefits of globalization, while others 
become increasingly marginalized on the world stage (Held et al. 1999). 
Transformationalists view families as offering some resistance to the forces 
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of globalization while sometimes benefiting in concrete ways from cultural, 
economic, and political changes that result from globalization.

Family Theories Around Globalization

Can we then speak of a theory of globalization? As discussed earlier, the 
concept of globalization has usually been approached from the perspective 
of economics, politics, or culture. These three dimensions do not encompass 
the entire theoretical scope of globalization. In explaining family opportunities 
and outcomes in the context of globalization, family scholars face a 
significant challenge in moving beyond economic, political, and culture-
based theories that have dominated globalization studies to date. At the 
same time, family scholars can reexamine and sometimes repackage theories 
that have informed family sociology and family studies to better explain the 
effects of globalization on families.

Family studies and family sociology have made great strides in theoretical 
development in the four decades since publication of Christensen’s Handbook 
of Marriage and the Family in 1964. That elegant, classic volume included 
review essays on only four theoretical schools: the institutional approach 
(Sirjamaki 1964), the structural-functional approach (Pitts 1964), the inter-
actional and situational approach (Stryker 1964), and the developmental 
approach (Hill and Rodgers 1964).

A half-century later, Karraker and Grochowski’s (2012) Families With 
Futures includes eight theoretical perspectives:

•• Exchange or rational choice theory
•• Symbolic interaction theory
•• Family life course development theory
•• Family systems theory
•• Family ecology theory
•• Structural functional theory
•• Conflict theory
•• Feminist theory

Even more family theories might be added to that list, either as distinct in 
their own right or as important extensions of or variations on other family 
theories. For example, Ingoldsby, Smith, and Miller (2004) and White and 
Klein (2007) consider life course theory a strand of family developmental 
theory. Others (e.g., Allen 1989) argue that life course is a distinct theory. 
The Sourcebook of Family Theory and Research, edited by Bengtson et al. 
(2005), and White’s (2005) Advancing Family Theories provide excellent 
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overviews of the field. The Journal of Family Theory and Review is a best 
source for the most current work in family theory.

The study of globalization and families would benefit from the kind of 
interdisciplinary empirical and theoretical scholarship advocated by Karraker 
and Grochowski (2012) and Scott et al. (2004). Already, some scholars (e.g., 
Giele 2004; Giele and Holst 2004) are using life course and family systems 
theories, as well as exchange and symbolic interaction theory, to understand 
the effects of new global divisions of labor between men and women on pat-
terns in family life across societies. Structural functional theory still offers an 
opportunity to consider the manifest and latent functions and dysfunctions 
embodied in now-global economic, political, cultural, and other changes 
shaping the family. Conflict theory exposes the systems of exploitation and 
oppression reflected in social arrangements for men, women, and children in 
families both within and between societies. By including the world system in 
understanding the family as located in human-built, social–cultural, and 
natural physical–biological environments, family ecology theory (e.g., 
Bubloz and Sontag 1993) can detect opportunities, as well as constraints, for 
families operating in global societies. By extension, an ecological approach 
implies that global policymakers should consider the effect on families of 
supranational legislation and other social initiatives, perhaps even compos-
ing global family impact statements.

Each of these middle-range theories (see Merton 1968) may prove useful 
for analyzing certain aspects of families in global context. Also, family schol-
ars are exploiting theories beyond those on which family scholars usually 
draw. For example, Ward (1990) has examined the “global assembly lines” 
that disproportionately exploit women (and compromise their families) 
through the lens of world systems theory. Ward describes the “assembly 
lines” as occurring in semiperiphery or periphery countries, while research, 
management, and profit are controlled by core or more-developed countries. 
Postmodernism and feminist theory (both of which are described later in this 
chapter) may offer even greater promise for articulating the consequences of 
globalization, including risk, across family systems and through intersec-
tions of class, gender, race/ethnicity, immigration status, and other dimen-
sions of social opportunity.

Family theory that does not take into account globalization theory falls 
short of the potential to explain the challenges and opportunities experi-
enced by families in an increasingly global world. To utilize globalization 
theory fully, family theorists must push the “territorial frontiers” that pre-
sume that a family’s biography and culture is bound by national society. 
Family scholars must forgo the assumption that “nation” necessarily equals 
“society” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2004:501). Family sociologists must 
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acknowledge that families may move among “local and international, indig-
enous and foreign” networks (p. 501).

Further, any examination of the effect of globalization on families should 
be sensitive to the potential for glocalization, the “interpenetration of the 
global and the local resulting in unique outcomes” (Ritzer 2007:268). 
Dobratz, Waldner, and Buzzell (2012) define glocalization as “how human 
beings reconstitute and redefine a global phenomenon and give it local  
flavor” (p. 355). The concept of glocalization recognizes the significant, 
creative potential of individuals and local groups not only to resist the 
homogenizing forces of globalization but also to fashion an increasingly 
pluralistic world (Robertson 1995). Chapter 3 includes a discussion of ways 
in which some families, including parents and their children, “push back” 
against globalization, and, thus, epitomize glocalization.

Glocalization also involves increases in ethnic group and other more local 
cultural solidarities that transcend national borders. Edgar (2004) has 
referred to these project-identity social movements as a new tribalism. 
Islamic fundamentalism and the ethnic/national rebellions in the former 
Soviet Union and the Balkans are just such movements. Other such identity 
movements are aimed at building a certain civic ethic. See, for example, 
Joseph’s (2002) work on the global/glocal intersections of politics, econom-
ics, and other aspects of queer life. Still other identity movements (e.g., the 
cohousing movement) are smaller and seem to offer a sort of functional 
equivalent for individuals seeking more family-like connections to others. 
Thus, families and their members are linked not only to national and trans-
national systems but also to more local and glocal identity systems.

Risk in a Global Postmodern World

The concept of risk illuminates the challenges posed by globalization for 
families in a postmodern world. In postmodern theory, risk refers to uncer-
tainty and insecurity in economic, political, and other spheres of life. Risk 
also connotes a heightened level of personal responsibility for individual 
achievement, personal outcomes, and quality of life as one experiences life 
less and less enmeshed in localized, communal family, neighborhood, and 
community, or even in the predictable features of class, gender, ethnicity or 
race, religion, tribe or nation. Quintessentially, such risk is the story of  
globalization.

Beck describes globality in precisely such a sense: national, regional, and 
other spatial boundaries are increasingly illusory. Through globalization, 
national boundaries are interwoven and destabilized by transnational 
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actors in financial, government, cultural, religious, and other institutions. 
From this perspective, denationalization (the decline of the nation-state) 
and the development of transnational organizations and even transnational 
states such as the European Union can be seen as part of a “second moder-
nity” (Beck 2000). With this increasing (post)modernity comes a loss of 
tradition and the certainty that accompanies the familiar. Globalization 
implies that more individually determined senses of self and identity may be 
chosen and created without reference to customary relationships, including 
families. In such a postmodern, self-reflexive social order, everything, even 
sense of self and relationships, is subject to constant revision and refabrica-
tion as new information and new social forms are constantly being received 
and evaluated (Giddens 1991). Lawler, Thye, and Yoon (2011) write of this 
in terms of the reduction in individuals’ commitments that accompanies 
globalization.

Thus, globalization heightens social risk by placing the individual in 
jeopardy outside the formerly comfortable boundaries of nation, society, 
culture, kinship, and family. For example, in the case of increasingly global 
job markets, workers and their families face greater uncertainty as jobs are 
outsourced and families dislocated, with some members migrating for 
employment while others remain behind. Such associated risks come not 
once but over and over again, many times in a lifetime.

No region or nation, regardless of economic or political advantage, is 
totally immune from the risks associated with postmodern life. Witness, for 
example, the events associated with the bombings of the Pentagon and the 
World Trade Center in the United States on September 11, 2001, and the 
bombings in the mass transit systems in London on July 7, 2005, as well as 
the ongoing tragic fallout in the southeastern United States resulting from 
Hurricane Katrina in the summer of 2005 and the earthquake and resulting 
tsunami that led to the catastrophic nuclear meltdown in Japan in the spring 
of 2011. Still, the positive and negative effects of globalization are unequally 
distributed. For some families, globalization can enhance mobility and free-
dom to create security, meaning, and opportunity. Bauman (1998) writes of 
privileged elites who are able to move easily across global borders and, 
likewise, those who are not able to do so. He differentiates between tourists 
(those who move about the globe because they can and want to do so) and 
vagabonds (those who move about the globe because they find their location 
hostile or intolerable).

Most certainly, poverty and other inequalities attract uneven quantities of 
risk. The most severe consequences of risk disproportionately fall to poor 
nations, continents, and the southern hemisphere. Not only does globaliza-
tion not eliminate scarcity and want, but the pervasiveness of global media 
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(as discussed in Chapter 3) that can transmit generous images of affluence 
serves to worsen the sense of absolute or relative deprivation of the world’s 
most needy (George 1999). The risks that accompany globalization exacer-
bate class and other divisions in society (Beck 1992), and the risks associated 
with global inequalities apply to individuals as well as nations, continents, 
and hemispheres (Ritzer 2004a). Families experience risks and disadvan-
tages associated with large-scale, global social change in disproportionate 
measures to their privilege and material and other resources.

A theme of “runaway risk” and the accompanying anxiety and fear 
created by globalization runs through postmodernism (e.g., Giddens 
2000). Some postmodernists (e.g., Beck 1992) see risk as a fundamental, 
defining characteristic of modern society, but the application of risk to 
family life is only a recent development. For example, Furlong and 
Cartmel (1997) and Nayak (2003) have applied the concept of risk to 
adolescence in working-class families in Great Britain and other Western 
societies. Don Browning (2003), Professor Emeritus of Divinity, and 
Alexander Campbell, Professor of Religious Ethics and the Social Sciences 
at the University of Chicago, write of postmodern marriages and families 
at serious risk in a global world. These scholars emphasize that the posi-
tive changes found in modernizing societies around the world (e.g., higher 
family income, better health, longer life expectancy) are unevenly distrib-
uted. They also see some of the changes moving across the global land-
scape (expanding educational and employment roles for women, smaller 
families, more egalitarian gender roles in marriage, less involvement of 
extended kin) as creating crises around issues such as providing care to 
children, elders, and other family members.

Such postmodern families represent “a deconstruction or transformation 
of at least one aspect of the traditional family” (Silverstein and Auerbach 
2005:34). A family no longer requires two parents, male and female, sharing 
a household with their biological offspring. An accurate construction of the 
postmodern family must include single mothers by choice, lesbigay couples, 
families constructed using new reproductive technologies (e.g., in vitro fertil-
ization, surrogate mothers, sperm donors), and transnational families working 
and living across borders, such as those described in Chapter 5. The uncer-
tainties associated with these new diversities of family form and function—
adaptive as they may be—represent yet another potential source of risk and 
anxiety for 21st century families, especially when they are not acknowledged 
or affirmed by the dominant society. Risk is heightened by the absence or 
withdrawal of the state as a provider of social safety nets. Such postmodern 
families challenge traditional gender, sexual, and other ideologies and can 
benefit from feminist analysis.
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Globalization Through a Feminist Lens

Anthropologists Gunewardena and Kingsolver (2007) argue that women 
(and, we would add, their families) have been marginalized in global 
analyses.

The gender of globalization has been obscured by “neutral” analytical lenses 
that overlook the powerful incongruity between women’s key roles in the 
global labor force and their social and economic marginalization, as well as 
their persistent efforts to navigate the processes that produce this incongruity. 
(P. 3)

Certainly, globalization and the risks associated with postmodern life on a 
worldwide scale are not gender neutral. Marchand and Runyan (2000), 
Naples and Desai (2002), and Sarker and De (2002) suggest that resistance 
to globalization is often profoundly gendered, as women and their families 
disproportionately bear the consequences of demographic transitions, 
worldwide culture shifts, international violence, and transnational employ-
ment. A gender lens offers a distinctive opportunity to understand global 
restructuring, encompassing the effects of globalization on the lives of women 
and their families and the place of gendered ideologies in globalization.

The transnational commoditization of care work and mate selection and 
the global networks that characterize not only reproductive labor but also 
such intimacies as sexual exchanges are “prime manifestation[s] of the com-
plex gendered dynamics of contemporary globalization” (Hawkesworth 
2006:2). Safa (2002) reveals how patriarchy continues to structure inequal-
ity in the global labor force, using the example of women in the Dominican 
Republic who continue to toil under patriarchy and a male-breadwinner 
model “reinvigorated” by globalization. These women encounter pernicious 
sexism and face occupational discrimination and the unwillingness of labor 
unions and other social organizations to consider critical women’s and fam-
ily concerns, such as maternity leave.

In a concise but comprehensive articulation of contemporary feminist 
theories, Lengermann and Niebrugge (2010a) frame basic theoretical ques-
tions, describe contemporary feminist theories, and offer insights into 
where feminist theories can take sociological theory. To begin, they define 
feminist theory as “a generalized, wide-ranging system of ideas about social 
and human experience developed from a woman-centered perspective”  
(p. 185). Feminist theory takes women’s experience as the starting point for 
sociological study and attempts to view society from the point of view of 
women.
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Lengermann and Niebrugge’s (2010a) four varieties of feminist theory are 
gender difference, gender inequality, gender oppression, and structural 
oppression (see Table 1.3).

Table 1.3  Four Varieties of Feminist Theory

SOURCE: Lengermann and Niebrugge (2010b). Adapted with permission from G. Ritzer, 
Contemporary Sociological Theory and Its Classical Roots: The Basics. 3rd ed. New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 2010.

 
Feminist 
Theory

 
 
What About the Women?

What Causes This 
Situation?
(distinctions within theory)

Gender 
difference

Women’s position in and 
experience of most social life 
differs from men’s experience.

Cultural
Institutional
Interactional
Phenomenological

Gender 
inequality

Women’s position in social life is 
both different from and unequal to 
men’s position.

Liberal feminism
Rational choice

Gender 
oppression

Women are not just different from 
or unequal to men but also 
oppressed, i.e., constrained, 
subordinated, shaped, used, and 
abused by men.

Psychoanalytic feminism
Radical feminism

Structural 
oppression

Women’s experiences of difference, 
inequality, and oppression vary by 
social location within capitalism, 
patriarchy, and racism.

Socialist feminism
Intersectionality

Each of these varieties holds promise for the understanding of the effects 
of globalization on families. For example, Iwao’s (2001) work on the “battle 
of the sexes” among young Japanese suggests that, in spite of dramatic mod-
ernization in that nation, men and women continue to experience modern 
life in profoundly different ways—perhaps because of their respectively dif-
ferent phenomenological locations, as suggested by gender difference theo-
ries. Gender inequality theories, such as that by feminist economists Barker 
and Feiner (2004), are already enabling us to understand the persistence of 
gender inequality in the transnational workforce.

Most gender oppression theorists would say societies fall far short of 
Jackson’s (2001) contention that “men’s social dominance was doomed from 
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the beginning. Gender inequality could not adapt successfully to modern eco-
nomic and political institutions” (p. 81). More typically, scholars such as Bose 
(2006b) and Ollenburger and Moore (1998) draw on feminist theories of 
structural oppression to lay bare the intersections of patriarchy, capitalism, 
and colonization while recognizing that gender intersects with class, race, 
ethnicity, immigration status, and sexual orientation. Feminist theorists work-
ing in the area of globalization and family can also fruitfully extend and 
expand Collins’s (1990) classic formulation of black feminist thought—as 
representing the intersectionality of race, class, and gender, and, more recently, 
sexual orientation—to consider global issues of colonialism, immigration, and 
nationality. Some scholars (e.g., Eisenstein, 2004, author of Against Empire: 
Feminisms, Racism, and the West) are beginning to accept the challenge.

Lengermann and Niebrugge (2010b) argue that postmodernism and femi-
nism have much in common. Both postmodernism and feminism are con-
cerned with whose formulations of knowledge matters. Both postmodernism 
and feminism aim to use the method of deconstruction to unpack the place 
of gender in postmodern society. Both also are concerned with resisting the 
inclination for theory to become a means of categorizing and, therefore, 
oppressing disenfranchised members of society. At the same time, Lengermann 
and Niebrugge are suspicious of postmodernism’s fixed place in the privileged 
academy, as opposed to venues that would facilitate inclusion and liberation 
of marginalized groups. Likewise, postmodernism’s emphasis on individual-
ization and de-emphasis on broadly conceived social–structural constraints 
rankles feminist concerns for identifying systemic sources of inequalities.

As the title of Turpin and Lorentzen’s (1996) book The Gendered New 
World Order suggests, globalization may be arranging the planet in novel 
ways, but gender remains a primary determinant of those arrangements. 
Feminist theory is increasingly important in family studies (Baber and Allen 
1992), and some scholars (e.g., Haney and Pollard 2003) are revising exist-
ing family theories around feminist frameworks in order to better under-
stand the effects of globalization on families.

In Global Families, I apply concepts from globalization theory (globaliza-
tion and glocalization), postmodernism (risk), and feminism (gender difference, 
inequality, oppression, and intersecting structures) to explain the complex sys-
tems through which globalization affects families. Like Walby (2009), I see 
feminist theory, especially when combined with understanding of the intersec-
tions among gender, race, class, natality, and sexualities, as a promising way to 
explore the social–structural sources of inequalities most pertinent to the qual-
ity of family life in a postmodern, global era. In asking, “Where are the 
women?” feminist theory has much to offer the global analysis of family in 
examination of areas associated with both public and private spheres.
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Eitzen and Baca Zinn (2011) argue that “some of the most devastating 
effects of globalization fall on women” (p. 185) and that a gender lens 
“reveals that inequalities between women and men serve as building 
blocks of the global order” (p. 186). However, those same inequalities 
may be simultaneously restructured by globalization, suggesting that 
feminist perspectives can inspire those who wish to transform society. For 
example, in seeking ways to address the global scourge HIV/AIDS, Bill 
Gates, chair of Microsoft Corporation and cochair of the $62 billion Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, said at the opening of the 16th 
International AIDS Conference in Toronto: “We need to put the power to 
prevent HIV in the hands of women” (Picard 2006:A1). Gates recognizes 
that needed social change in lowering HIV/AIDS rates will not come 
about without empowering women in their relationships, families, and 
society.

Global Families: Plan of the Book

Global Families answers a call extended by sociologist Ian Robertson (1990) 
more than two decades ago: to “redirect theory and research toward explicit 
recognition of globalization” (p. 15). Family scholars must avoid having 
“‘globalization’ . . . become an intellectual ‘play zone’—a site for the 
expression of residual social-theoretical interests, interpretative indulgence, 
or the display of world-ideological preferences” (p. 16). That challenge is 
never far from my mind as I synthesize scholarship around such intellectually 
and socially charged issues as HIV/AIDS, globalized media, sex trafficking, 
global care chains, and supranational policies aimed at the family.

Continuing to avoid globalization as an organizing principle in the study 
of family would be a grievous error. Globalization has consequences not 
only for societies but also very significantly for human development and 
families. Such analysis requires consideration of demographics, culture, vio-
lence, and employment, as well as the role of national, regional, and inter-
national political bodies in shaping family-centered issues worldwide. I have 
organized the chapters that follow around these five themes critical to the 
study of global family life.

Chapter 2, “Global Change and Demographic Shifts: Family Characteristics 
and Societal Transformation,” places global families against the backdrop of 
dramatic changes in population characteristics. Declining fertility, variable 
mortality, and especially sweeping migration are shaping the structure and 
function of contemporary families in fundamental ways. A particular case—
that of AIDS orphans even in the face of now-declining worldwide HIV/AIDS 
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infection rates—illustrates the broad effect on family life of global demo-
graphic shifts.

Chapter 3, “Families and Worldwide Culture Systems: Media, Technology, 
and Consumption,” explores the effect of globalization on the cultures in 
which families are embedded. The chapter examines the controversy sur-
rounding globalization and cultural homogeneity, as well as the effect of 
mass media—including television and computer-assisted technologies—and 
consumerism on families. The chapter concludes with an examination of 
globalization and family values.

The effects of globalization on families too often occur in the context of 
international violence against families and their members. Chapter 4, 
“International Violence: Family Legacies of Oppression and War,” reveals the 
extent to which colonialism and armed conflict shape families and family life 
in extreme ways. The chapter reveals potentials for not only risk but also 
resiliency in the face of international violence. Sexual domination, in the form 
of rape, sexual slavery, and sex trafficking, is offered as a system through 
which families are reshaped by global economies in a criminal context.

Chapter 5, “Transnational Employment: Work–Family Linkages Across 
Borders,” summarizes the literature on families and international labor force 
participation, with a particular focus on domestic-labor migrants and the 
effect of transnational employment on family care work. The concept of 
global care chains is used as an example of the complex means through 
which global labor and family are woven together.

The concluding chapter, “Positioning Families in Global Landscapes: 
Families, Policies, and Futures,” notes the persistence of global disparities 
among families and the issue of human rights as family rights. Almost three 
decades after the International Year of the Family, social scientists are posi-
tioned to view social policies regarding the family from a global perspective. 
Returning to earlier themes by way of critical appraisal, Global Families 
concludes by asking if we are entering a postfamily global society—a society 
in which globalization severely compromises the ability of the institution and 
individual families to fulfill their obligations to society and their members.

Finally, each chapter closes with an essay authored by an authority in the 
field.

Chapter 1: “Globalization and Family Down Under,” by Janet R. Grochowski, 
PhD, Marie and Robert Jackson Professor of Education, College of Saint 
Benedict/Saint John’s University

Chapter 2: “Immigrant Women, New Neighbors, Global Families,” by Margaret 
L. Kvasnicka, a Sister of St. Joseph and former director of Sarah’s . . . an Oasis 
for Women
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Chapter 3: “Contested Norms and Values in Transnational Families,” by Cawo 
M. Abdi, PhD, Assistant Professor of Sociology, University of Minnesota, and 
Research Fellow, University of Pretoria

Chapter 4: “Sex Trafficking: A ‘Family Business,’ ” by Jennifer Blank, MA, 
Criminologist

Chapter 5: “A Migrant Mother’s Story: Paula Rodriguez,” by Joanna Dreby, 
PhD, Assistant Professor of Sociology, Kent State University

Chapter 6: “The Global Human Rights of Families,” by Marsha A. Freeman, 
PhD, Director of the International Women’s Rights Action Watch and Senior 
Fellow in the Law School Institutes, University of Minnesota

These essays serve as cases to illustrate and extend key issues raised in 
Global Families.

Summary

Families increasingly operate in global milieu. In spite of a long tradition of 
cross-cultural and international scholarship, family studies have yet to 
realize an authentically global perspective on families. Global Families calls 
for inclusion of globalization as a critical tool for analyzing families and the 
family institution in the 21st century.

Globalization is the development of economic, political, cultural, and 
other relationships beyond national and regional borders. The social con-
sequences of globalization are evident at macro and micro levels. Yet, 
globalization is a contested concept. Skeptics see globalization as a false 
concept that exaggerates and obscures the power of international econo-
mies controlled by regional and national governments. Hyperglobalists 
see increasingly borderless, global economies accompanied by diffusion 
and hybridization of political, cultural, and other institutional systems. 
Transformationalists see globalization as a historically unprecedented set 
of economic, political, and social forces transforming societies and the 
world through a range of cultural, demographic, ecological, military, and 
technological patterns and increasing worldwide stratification.

While an increasing number of theories drawn from family studies is 
being used to examine the family globally, any global analysis must resist 
the tendency toward Western bias and take into account worldwide eco-
nomic, political, cultural, and other institutional influences. In addition to 
theories traditionally employed in family sociology and family studies—
exchange or rational choice theory, symbolic interaction theory, family life 
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course development theory, family systems theory, family ecology theory, 
structural functional theory, conflict theory—postmodernism, with an 
emphasis on risk analysis, and feminism are among the most promising 
complements for the analysis of globalization and families.

In the five chapters that follow, Global Families reveals the complex effects 
of demographic transitions, worldwide culture, international violence, and 
transnational labor on families. Global Families also considers the effects of 
supranational organizations, such as the United Nations, as well as other 
national and international political bodies on families in a global world.

GLOBALIZATION AND FAMILY DOWN UNDER

By Janet R. Grochowski, PhD

Australia has the distinction of being both a society historically grounded 
in global processes and one that today embraces globalization. The 

original human inhabitants of this island continent arrived 30,000 to 50,000 
years ago, but the earliest recorded European mariners did not reach “Terra 
Australis Incognito” (unknown southern land) until 1606. About 54 European 
merchant ships visited this new land prior to 1770, when Captain James Cook 
claimed the entire east coast of Australia for England, naming it New South 
Wales. In 1788 an English colony was established when 11 ships carried 1,350 
English settlers to the territory. Shortly thereafter, the first penal colony was 
established in Sydney, starting a flow of convicts from the United Kingdom to 
Australia that did not end until 1968 (Australian Government 2008).

The penal colonies were populated primarily by convicts, marines, and 
families of the marines, creating a serious gender imbalance. Efforts were 
made in the 1820s and 1830s to address the shortage of single women, but 
subsequent gold rushes rekindled the imbalance. Today the current sex ratio 
is 1.03 males to 1.0 females for Australians 15 to 64 years of age (U.S. Central 
Intelligence Agency 2011).

The fate of the first immigrants, Aboriginals, also left lasting imprints. 
While 1818 is marked today as the official date of the founding of Australia 
as a British colony, for many Aboriginals that date symbolizes not celebration 
but grief. Contact with British immigrants often resulted in economic margin-
alization, a loss of political autonomy, and death by disease for the 
Aboriginals. By the 1940s, most Aboriginals were “missionized” and assimi-
lated into rural Australian society as low-paid laborers with limited rights. 
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Many Aboriginal children were taken from their natural parents and given to 
foster parents (Moses 2004). As recently as July 2000, Australia faced harsh 
criticism over its past and current discriminatory treatment of Aboriginals 
(Doole 2000).

With the establishment of The Commonwealth in 1901, Australia became 
an increasingly desirable destination for voluntary immigrants, especially 
those flooding out of continental Europe after World Wars I and II. Between 
1948 and 1975, 2 million European immigrants chose Australia as their new 
home—a home that, while welcoming a European cultural mix, resisted non-
white immigration. The 1972 election of the Labor Party ended the White 
Australia Policy, while adoption of a nondiscriminatory immigration policy in 
1989 helped usher in the National Agenda for a Multicultural Australia 
(Inglis 2004). Today a growing proportion of Australia’s more than 20 million 
people are from Asia. In fact, Asian-born immigrants make up 24 percent of 
the foreign-born population in Australia (Inglis 2004:2). Yet, racism and xeno-
phobia surface even today in corners of Australian society.

In 2002 a United Nations Commission on Human Rights report on racism 
in Australia offered 10 recommendations to enhance Australia’s multicultural-
ism policy. These recommendations focused on further reducing discrimination 
toward Aboriginals and stressed that the Australian government should review 
its policy of multiculturalism (Glele-Ahanhanzo 2002). Since that time, 
Australia has reduced discrimination and enhanced multiculturalism. While the 
Declaration and Program of Action signals progress, work remains to ensure 
that all Australians enjoy the full benefits of living in a multicultural society.

There are a lot of positives to build on, but the real test will be whether 
Australia’s positive engagement with the UPR process translates into action on 
the ground. If the Government takes its human rights obligations seriously, it 
needs to set a concrete implementation plan with clear responsibilities, time-
frames and targets. (Schokman, quoted in Human Rights Law Centre 2011:1)

While Australian society still struggles with discrimination, this land of 
immigrants increasingly recognizes a need to embrace diversity, as well as a 
distinctive Australian flare for life. Australian culture today embodies atti-
tudes and behaviors that link economics, politics, cultures, and families to the 
global community beyond. These globally receptive attitudes are reflected in 
the Australian Survey of Social Attitudes (AuSSA), a national survey first con-
ducted in 2003 by the Centre for Social Research at the Australian National 
University (Wilson et al. 2005).

Globalization is complex but often wrongly reduced to a one-dimensional 
process. Some analysts (e.g., Marsh, Meagher, and Wilson 2005) suggest that 
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Australians are closed toward globalization. Still others argue that this assess-
ment overgeneralizes and neglects to consider the complex realities of 
Australian attitudes toward globalization. Those scholars propose a more com-
pelling understanding of globalization and social responses, based on a four-
fold classification of globalization (James 2006; Nairn and James 2005).

The first component of this classification is embodied globalization, which 
tracks the immigration patterns of people. Australians maintain firm opposition 
to human trafficking. Beyond that, between 1996 and 2003, Australians 
expressed an increased positive attitude toward immigration. “In 2003, 69 
percent of respondents thought that ‘immigrants are generally good for the 
economy’ and 74 percent believed that ‘immigrants make Australia open to new 
ideas and cultures’” (James 2006:3). James suggests that future research needs 
to ask Australians about their attitudes toward tourism and the movement of 
family, friends, and themselves around the world. This shift in attitudes toward 
embodied globalization surfaces in Australian families whose members travel 
extensively. The immigration experience itself has shifted profoundly. “A signifi-
cant proportion of immigra[nts]—particularly skilled immigrants—is no longer 
looking for permanent residence: they see themselves as international citizens, 
operating in a global labour market” (Markus, Jupp, and McDonald 2009:4)

The second component of this classification is object-extended globaliza-
tion, which centers on the movement of objects, including traded commodi-
ties, around the world. With expanding trade, James (2006) suggests that 
Australians desire more global choices while wishing to protect their economy 
and environment. As Australian families negotiate the benefits and costs of 
engaging in the global marketplace, they are both receptive to and cautious 
about global consumption. The third component, agency-extended globaliza-
tion, reflects global shifts in locations of companies and corporations. 
Australian families recognize the wisdom of reclaiming control of their natural 
resources and production in-country, rather than shipping off so much of their 
raw mineral wealth.

The fourth component, disembodied-extended globalization, involves the 
worldwide reach of information and communication technologies typical of 
global networks of computers and other digital devices. Access to the World 
Wide Web is highly valued in Australian families; 70 percent of the respon-
dents to the AuSSA reported having Internet access (Denemark 2005). The 
Internet and instant wireless communications make families living in the 
outback less remote and connect Australians to families and friends on a 
global scale. While telecommunications are embraced enthusiastically, tech-
nology remains the least regulated of the four forms of globalization.

The AuSSA also reveals Australians’ increasingly pluralistic attitudes 
toward what constitutes a family. For many Australians, having a child or 
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children appears more important in defining family than the religious or even 
civil status of marriage. Ninety-two percent of 18- to 34-year-old Australian 
adults viewed single-parent households as families. Sixty-two percent of this 
same demographic agree that gay and lesbian couples with children are also 
families (Evans and Gray 2005:19). These findings have important repercus-
sions for Australian educational, governmental, and social agencies, including 
the development and delivery of Australian family policy and services.

While embracing family diversity in the face of globalization, Australia has 
advanced national initiatives aimed at building local communities and 
strengthening families (Scott 2000). Many Australians do not see families as 
islands unto themselves but, rather, as elements in larger ecological systems 
composed of families, communities, and the global environment.

The winds of globalization demand that societies such as that in Australia 
continue to reflect on multicultural responsibilities and project truly global 
communities while embracing change, diversity, and challenge. Such an 
understanding of globalization provides a richer analysis of the impacts of 
globalization on societies and families. Australian families hold balanced and 
increasingly positive appreciation of living in a global world, even encourag-
ing their children to be global learners. Such emerging globally inclined atti-
tudes are consistent with innovative structures of families in a diversifying 
multicultural community.

Janet R. Grochowski, PhD, serves as Marie and Robert Jackson Professor of 
Education and Department Chair at the College of Saint Benedict and Saint 
John’s University in St. Joseph, Minnesota. She also is Professor Emerita at the 
University of St. Thomas, where she was employed for more than 25 years. Her 
international and multicultural research includes studies of Australian fami-
lies’ resilience, education, and health.

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS:

1. How does a global perspective on families differ from a cross-cultural or compara-
tive perspective on families?

2. What about globalization may place families at risk? What about globalization 
may enhance the quality of family life?

3. How can postmodernism or a feminist lens augment a global approach to families?

4. Grochowski discusses Australian family in a global context. In a similar fashion, 
how would you place families in another society in such a global context?


