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Examiner tips
Advice from the examiner on key points in the 
text to help you learn and recall unit content, 
avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in 
order to boost your grade.

Knowledge check answers

1 Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge 
check answers.

Summaries

 ● Each core topic is rounded off by a 
bullet-list summary for quick-check 
reference of what you need to know.

Knowledge check

Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content 
guidance section to check your understanding.
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Questions & Answers

AQA AS Sociology

(03)  Identify three reasons why domestic violence might be a difficult 
area for sociologists to study. (6 marks)

 Again, note three is italicised indicating you should only give three reasons, each of which will 
gain 2 marks if correct to a maximum of 6 marks.

(04)  Discuss the value of the use of qualitative techniques of research such  
as in-depth interviews in understanding domestic violence (Item 2A). (24 marks)

 The key command word here is ‘discuss’. This means that you must show you understand 
and can explain the arguments for and against the use of qualitative techniques as opposed to 
quantitative ones in helping to sociologically understand the topic of domestic violence.

(05)  Using material from the Items and elsewhere, assess the view that there are  
still unequal power relationships between men and women in society. (24 marks)

 Make sure you refer to the Items as soon as possible in your answer. The command word 
here is ‘assess’ so you need to show that you can evaluate the view that there are unequal power 
relationships between men and women by discussing it critically.

Answer to question 1: C-grade student
(01)  The courts treat violence against women as not real violence and then men get 

away with it.

 1/2 marks awarded. There is not sufficient clarity or detail to gain 2 marks — 1 mark is 
awarded for some recognition that the courts do not take violence against women seriously.

(02)  A woman may think there is no point in reporting violence she has suffered as 
nothing will be done about it because the police don’t take it seriously. Also 
women tend to blame themselves for causing the violence by doing something 
to annoy their partners.

 4/4 marks awarded. Two appropriate and clearly expressed reasons are given.

(03)  It is difficult to study domestic violence because it is a private area of family life, 
people don’t talk openly about it and it is difficult for sociologists to get access 
to victims of such crimes.

 4/6 marks awarded. There are three reasons here but the first two are really making the 
same point. The third reason is appropriate, so 2 + 2 marks are awarded. It is helpful, to both you 
and the examiner, if the answers to questions such as this are listed as bullet points.

Questions & Answers

Exam-style questions

Examiner comments 
on the questions
Tips on what you 
need to do to gain full 
marks, indicated by the 
icon .

Sample student 
answers
Practise the questions, 
then look at the student 
answers that follow 
each set of questions.

Examiner commentary 
on sample student 
answers
Find out how many marks 
each answer would be 
awarded in the exam and 
then read the examiner 
comments (preceded by 
the icon ) following 
each student answer. 

Getting the most from this book
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Content guidance
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Marxist perspectives
Marxist perspectives on the family are based largely on the writings of Engels, a close 
collaborator of Marx, who tried to link archaeological evidence to the notion of a 
‘primitive communism’ that may have existed in the ancient world where families 
were communal. Engels argued that the modern nuclear family emerged because of 
the rise in the private ownership of property based on social class relations between 
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. This meant that the only way to trace ancestry 
was through monogamous marriage and the male line.

 ● For both Marx and Engels, the economy is the dominant feature of capitalist society. 
Therefore, the family must be closely connected to the needs of the economy. Some 
writers have called this ‘economic determinism’. First, the family provides the next 
generation of workers to enter production, so the family is a source of ‘labour power’. 
Second, through socialisation the family instils capitalist ideology into the values and 
attitudes of its members. We give our active consent to the domination of the ruling 
class. The role of the family is similar to that of the mass media, religion and education 
in maintaining and justifying the inequality that exists in a capitalist society.

 ● Women provide domestic labour free for the capitalists in that they care for other 
family members for no payment. Women are also a reserve army of labour and can 
be drawn into the labour market when needed. Women provide emotional support 
to families, alleviating the strains and frustration of work under capitalism.

 ● Men are the breadwinners and have most of the authority in the family. A man’s 
need to provide financial support for the family acts to control him by making sure 
that his paid employment is necessary for family survival and his ability to withdraw 
labour or go on strike is minimised.

 ● There is conflict in the family, which reflects the wider conflict between social 
classes in the wider society.

 ● The family in capitalist society oppresses women particularly.
 ● The family is a unit of consumption.

Monogamy Marriage 
between one man and one 
woman.

Knowledge check 4

Can you define the term 
‘breadwinner’?

Examiner tip
Make a list of things that 
the family consumes such 
as food, electricity etc. so 
that if you are asked about 
the family as a unit of 
consumption in the exam 
you have your list to draw 
from.

Key concepts
social class; economic determinism; bourgeoisie; proletariat; capitalism; ideology; 
domestic labour; reserve army of labour

Key writers
Engels, Gramsci, Marx, Zaretsky

Evaluation
+ Marxists theorise the family from a capitalist perspective and can therefore explain 

conflict in the family.

+ Marxists adopt a critical view of the role of the family in society.

+ Marxists link ideology to the role of the family.
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Relationship of the family to social structure and social change

Unit 1: Families and Households

Interpretivist perspective
The approach adopted by interpretivist sociologists or action theorists is to ask what 
the family is really like for its members and what it represents for them. The roles, 
relationships and meaning individuals give to their family lives are at the heart of this 
perspective. Interpretivists concentrate on individual action and the nature of 
interpersonal power relationships in the family. Therefore, research often adopts a 
qualitative methodology, using in-depth interviews and case studies in an attempt to 
understand how people construct their versions of reality and give meaning to their 
family lives.

Studies conducted by interpretivist sociologists tend to focus on how conjugal roles in 
marriage are constructed and how husbands and wives give meaning to the roles that 
they are playing. The processes by which couples come to understand and negotiate 
the reality of their married life have been a key aspect of interpretivist understanding 
of marriage and the family. Interpretivist theorists have tried to identify types of 
marriage as well as how early-marriage roles and relationships may change over time 
and with the addition of children and the variation of working patterns. For example, 
Clarke points to the importance of active processes that renegotiate marriage patterns 
in order to stabilise marriage and create shared meanings in the family.

Ideas about the meaning and importance of romantic love have been combined with 
some feminist research which shows that only recently has this notion become a 
central plank of marriage. The ideology of romance is part of the socialisation of 
young girls and women and leads to high expectations of marriage that become one 
of the main goals to achieve in life.

Mason and Burke (2010) have recently investigated the role of grandparents in family 
life, particularly their role as carers of grandchildren. They have found through the 
use of open-ended structured interviews that the main norms of ‘grandparenting’ are 
‘being there’ when their help is needed and ‘not interfering’ in the lives of their 
children and grandchildren.

Examiner tip
Make sure you fully 
understand the 
meaning of qualitative 
(and the difference 
between qualitative and 
quantitative) in relation 
to sociological research. 
Qualitative research 
aims to provide an 
understanding of the ways 
in which people make 
sense of their lives rather 
than providing statistical 
trends or patterns of 
social life. Sociological 
methodology is now an 
important feature of the 
AS course.

Knowledge check 5

On what other bases do 
marriages take place? Can 
you think of contemporary 
cultures/societies/belief 
systems where romantic 
love is seen as unimportant 
or secondary as a basis for 
marriage?

– Marxists see the nature and role of the family as directly connected to the needs of 
the economy — economic determinism.

– Marxists focus on the negative and exploitative aspects of the family.

– Marxists do not acknowledge the positive benefits of family life for individuals and 
society.

Key concepts
interpretive meaning; interpretive understanding; negotiation; roles; social 
construction of reality; action; actors; verstehen; romantic love; ‘new action theory’

Key writers
Berger and Kellner, Clarke, Mansfield and Collard, McRobbie
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