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V"Since 1976, Australian fertility has been below replacement level, which will/
(eventually result in the population decreasing." (ABS 2002b) (See Fig.1) The

social institution of the family is undergoing change as a result of the decreasing
fertility rate. There are many factors contributing to the low fertility rate. They
include increased access to contraception and abortion, women participating
more in the labour market, people marrying at a later age and couples choosing
to limit their family size. By looking at functionalist and Marxist theory, we can
attempt to gain a better understanding of the structure of the family in todays
society, and the reason for the dropping fertility rate.
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Functionalist theory states "society is viewed as a system-that is, as a set of
interconnected parts which together form a whole." (van Kreiken, Smith et al
2000 p624) Take for example a clock, and imagine that clock is society. To
understand how the clock works, we look at all the parts that make up the clock,
just as institutions, such as the family make up society. Each part of the clock
has a function to enable the^clock to work. Each institution within society also
has its function. Social orde'r is the main concern of functionalism. Individuals
within society generally have values and morals in common and work within
society to achieve common goals.
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Like functionalism, Marxism, which is a conflict theory, uses a structural approach
when viewing society. However, rather than the harmonious, everyone works
together view that functionalists have, Marxism holds the view that groups within
society have ̂ different interests, and it is this conflict of interest which holds
society together. Marxism sees certain groups/of society as having power over
others, and that the powerless are being%exploited' If we look more specifically at
feminist Marxism, we can see that they see women within the family as being
exploited. They are the child bearers, and generally the ones who will do most of
the child care and domestic work, in other words, unpaid labour. /
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Let us look now more closely at the reasons for the decline in the fertility rate. In
the 1960's, the contraceptive pill was introduced in Australia. The years 1966-
1971 saw the fertility rate drop to 2.9 babies per woman. (ABS 2002b).
Condoms, IUD, abstinence and sterilization are also methods of contraception a
couple can choose to use. The use of contraceptives allows a couple to delay
having children, limit their family size, or even to remain childless.

* "As at January 2004, women comprised 44 per cent of total employment, in
contrast to 1964 when they comprised only 28 per cent of total employment."
(EOWWA 2004 p2) The reasons for this are various. Women are choosing to
pursue a career first before marriage and children. Another reason is that with
the cost of living on the rise, it can be necessary for both husband and wife within
a marriage to obtain paid employment in order to provide for their family.

"The median ages of brides and bridegrooms at first marriage have increased
from 21.1 and 23.4 years respectively in 1971 to 26.9 and 28.7 years in 2001."
(ABS 2003) Again, the reason for this could be because women are staying in
education longer, and choosing to establish their career before getting married.
By marrying later, and delaying starting a family, a female may no longer be able
to conceive, or even carry the pregnancy to full term. "Overall, natural infertility
occurs at a rate of about 7%, but this increases with age." (ABS 2002a)

Finally, another reason for the decline in the fertility rate is a couple's choice to
limit the amount of children they have, or to remain childless. This could be for a
number of reasons. The cost of raising children is ever increasing. A couple may
be forced to limit the number of children they have simply because they can't
afford to have more. A couple may also choose to enjoy their lives on their own,
spending what they earn on their own leisure pursuits. From another point of
view, a couple may also chose to have fewer children to enable them to focus
more individualised attention on them.

Social Facts was one part of society that Emile Durkheim, who was from the
functionalist school of thought focused on. "Beliefs and moral codes are passed
on from one generation to the next through socialisation and shared by the
individuals who make up a society." (van Kreiken, Smith et al 2000 p624) One
role of the family is to socialise the children. To teach them right and wrong, help
them understand morals, and help them to structure their beliefs and values. By
understanding this, one could understand the decline in the fertility rate. As
today's society is so complex, couples need to spend quality time with their
children helping them to understand their place within society. Fewer children
means more time for the parents to help them find their sense of place.
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Whilst feminist Marxism would state that in a family, the mother is being exploited
as she is left to do the unpaid domestic chores, in a changing society, where
women are entering the workforce in droves, and choosing a career path over
marriage and children, the Marxist view would still hold true. The capitalists are
now exploiting women entering the labour market. In addition, those women who
are in paid employment, and married with children would further be seen to be
exploited in the home. This is because much of the domestic chores would more sir i (
than likely sttil fall under her responsibility along with child bearing and raising.

In conclusion, it can be seen that whilst the theories of functionalism and Marxism
have been around for many years, ideas from each of these schools of thought
can still be applied to Australian society of today. The issue of a declining fertility
rate can be explained by a variety of factors. Ideas from both functionalism and
Marxism can still be used today to understand the family structure and it's role in
society.
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