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CHALLENGING LANDSCAPES OF SOCIOLOGICAL THINKING ON EVERYDAY FAMILY LIVES IN THE UK: 
TAKING THE YELLOW BRICK ROAD
Introduction

I have been researching family lives, in all their diversity, as well as addressing developments in family policies in the UK, from a sociological perspective for around four decades now.  In this paper I reflect on interventions that colleagues and I have made to understandings of family in sociological debate, and how geographical concepts of time and space might enhance my field.  I am going to consider challenges to some key intellectual perspectives and policy terrains: economic rationality, personal life, brain science and social change.  Each of these views conceptualise, frame and attempt to shape everyday family lives in the UK, as well as more widely, but they do so in quite universalistic ways that tend towards the decontextualized and unsituated.  As I recount, our interventions have included pointing out the lack of attention to specificities that are associated with the notion of everyday spaces and places, and the people who inhabit them.  Underpinning this discussion are the interconnections between academic concepts and the preoccupations of UK politics when it comes to families.  I will finish with a reflection on future possibilities and challenges in the families field, where attention to time and space can play a role.   
I am starting from the geographical metaphors of ‘landscape’ and the traversing of a feminist intervention ‘yellow brick road’ through the UK family studies landscape in particular but also with reference to other geographical contexts.  According to Olaf Kűhne (2015), the ‘-scape’ in landscape derives from the Germanic word ‘-slapjan’, and includes the meaning of shape, form, texture, nature, condition and manner, and early use of the term covered not just a physical settlement area but also the usual behaviour or social norms in an area.  This landscape metaphor thus has the merit of bringing together a substantive overview, social norms and moral geographies.  It thus seems particularly apposite for a contribution to a special journal issue addressing the importance of time and space in conceptualisations of how family is lived, experienced and negotiated.  It is also appropriate where UK policymakers have long used space to support their arguments about poverty and the dysfunctional habits and customs of families who live in certain neighbourhoods (Crossley 2017).
Further, the notion of landscape has often been annexed by sociologists reviewing and collecting together contributions in a field of study, for example an introductory text book entitled Mapping the Social Landscape: Readings in Sociology (Ferguson 2017) and a methods book entitled Picturing the Social Landscape: Visual Methods and the Sociological Imagination (Knowles and Sweetman 2004).  There is also James Moody and Ryan Light’s (2006) account of the evolving sociological landscape over time where as part of the general review of shifts between different sociological topics and links to other social science disciplines, they map how the topic of family was most strongly linked to culture in the 1970s, to youth and criminology in the 1980s and to health in the 1990s.  They argue that interstitial work, where disciplinary divides are bridged, is high risk but high reward.  
Demonstrating this high reward in the families field, is the bridging of the divide between sociology and geography by suffixing the ‘scape’ in landscape with ‘caring’.  ‘Caringscapes’ has been used to capture the complexity of spatial and temporal caring practices for and of various family members.  The concept was developed by Linda McKie, Susan Gregory and Sophie Bowlby (e.g. 2002) to look at gendered experiences of combining caring and working in the UK context, and has been built on by others to cover other family situations in different national contexts (e.g. Bowlby et al. 2010; Evans 2012).  Notable also is David Morgan’s influential and field-defining set of discussions (e.g. 1996, 2011; see also this special issue) of social and physical space allied with time as a key axis in analysis of family processes and implicated in family practices.  Indeed, there has been a strong resonance between sociology and geography, and specifically family lives, space and place, in the study of everyday family lives for some time.  As I note below, this has been an influence in my own work.  This influence was explicit in the initial challenging intervention, to economic rationality, that I discuss but has become such a taken-for-granted as part of my approach that I am in danger of forgetting it is there.  More broadly, in my view, many of the publications addressing aspects of everyday family lives in this journal since its inception could have been published in a sociology journal (e.g. Families, Relationships and Societies special section on ‘Intersecting family lives: locales and labour’, 3(2), 2014), and likely vice versa.  Arguably geographies of family and sociologies of family are conversing to the extent that spatial awareness has become implicit in family sociology, and alertness to social divisions is embedded in family geography.
Andrew Abbott has dubbed sociology as ‘irremediably interstitial’ and colourfully likened the discipline to ‘a caravansary on the Silk Road’ (not the darknet drugs one, the ancient trading route), beset by different conceptual ‘bandits’ and disciplinary ‘far-off states’ (2001: 6).  He makes the argument that its eclecticism is part of innovation and advance.  My own travels through the UK sociological family landscape are best, and equally colourfully, characterised as following the yellow brick road.  The yellow brick road features in the classic film ‘The Wizard of Oz’ (1939), based on L. Frank Baum’s book, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900).  The protagonist, Dorothy, is caught up in a cyclone that deposits her in the magical Land of Oz and in order to go home to her farmhouse in Kansas, she has to travel the yellow brick road to see the Wizard of Oz in the Emerald City.  The metaphor chimes well with the challenges and arguments I present here.  The book is regarded as an allegory for political, economic and social events at the time and place in which it was written (Taylor 2005), resonating with my concerns about the links between concepts and policies addressing families.  And several of the key plot devices concerning the landscape adversities that Dorothy encountered along the road: a haunted forest wherein lives a wicked witch, a field of poppies that dazzle and send her to sleep, the Emerald City where the Wizard of Oz is all bluster, and then her return home to Kansas, provide excellent hangers for my account of interventions discussed below.  
The Yellow Brick Road

When I first started researching in late 1980s, the family sociology landscape was a relative policy backwater and empiricist research domain, apart from ideological skirmishes between feminists and the New Right as to whether ‘the family’ was inherently oppressive and should be abolished, or a necessary and altruistic foundation of society (e.g. Barrett and McIntosh 1982; Davies 1993).  The family studies terrain is now very precipitous however; a slippery landscape full of vertiginous summits and deep chasms.  Sociological conceptualisations and family policies seem to retain footholds on different sides of a gorge.  While the landscape of dominant sociological thinking about families has been radically reformed by theories of reflexive modernity and individualisation that pose people as living ‘off road’ lives, pursuing choice, autonomy and contingent relationships (e.g. Giddens 1992; Weeks 2007), the contemporary policy landscape is a prescriptive route map of assessments and interventions lest mothers fall off the parenting pathway into risky potholes of dysfunctional parenting and cycles of deprivation, resulting in sub-optimal brain development and poor outcomes for their children (e.g. Allen 2011a&b; Casey 2012).  Neither of these perspectives gets a grip on how people actually navigate their everyday and located family lives, in my view, and are spaces of challenging interventions for my colleagues and me that can be informed by the interstices between sociology and geography. 
I cannot claim that I have followed a completely coherent yellow brick research road, but the compass orientation I have in my head as I travel the sociological landscape for understanding of everyday family lives and assessment of the policies that attempt to shape them, takes a broadly critical and relational feminist approach.  This compass points to power in relation to social divisions (e.g. Bourdieu 1990; Fraser 1997; Hill Collins 2000; Young 1990), to understanding people as intrinsically interdependent (Sevenhuijsen 1998), and to regarding family life itself as intensely social (Morgan 1996, 2011).  Along the yellow brick road of making challenges to mainstream understandings of family lives, I have entered a forest haunted by a damaging rationality, passed through a field of poppies that produced oblivion to neo-liberal policies, and breached a city constructed out of myths.
The Haunted Forest of Economic Rationality

One prominent feature of the landscape of family studies that I have challenged in my work, alongside colleagues, is the neo-liberal economic rationality that constantly haunts understandings of everyday family lives.  It is a rationality that significantly influences the intellectual questions that are asked and the policy-focused answers that are given.  Becker’s family and household behaviour economics (e.g. 1981) and Heckman’s equation for children’s maximum development (e.g. Heckman and Krueger 2003) invoke an economic rationality that centres a universal norm of utility maximisation and economic costs and benefits in explaining how people are motivated to act at the conceptual level, and how and why policy can and should get them to act in certain ways at the empirical level.  Time and space are brushed aside in favour of universals of cost-benefit assessments.  Families are removed from conceptions of what constitutes the social and the located into an individualised human capital sphere intellectually, and in policy ideas around lone mothers’ employment, and parenting support and early intervention.  The instrumentalism of the economic turn in family research and policymaking around families is intensely worrying.  
In understanding family relationships, and particularly mothers’ practices in relation to their children, prioritising a decontextualized economic rationality misattributes both form of reasoning and values.  Again and again, careful research in the UK reveals the landscape of family life to be deeply moral and social.  Both sociologists and social geographers working in the families field have identified the normative and emotional drivers and their geographies.  Social ties and moral responsibilities are placed centre stage with people building identities and reputations as a certain sort of member of their family.  People negotiate these identities and reputations in understanding how they should be behave in relation to others.  Social divisions such as gender, social class and race/ethnicity are also important in this, including in relation to prescribed norms in particular social and local context.  For example, working across geographical and sociological concerns from a feminist perspective, Sarah Holloway (1998) identified the different moral geographies of mothers and the social organisation of non-parental educational care that formed local pre-school child care cultures in middle and working class areas of a UK city.
In this vein and conceptually indebted to the feminist geographer Doreen Massey’s unpacking of the intersections between unequal gendered social relations and spatiality (1994), Simon Duncan and I developed the concept of ‘gendered moral rationalities’ to understand the values underpinning lone mothers’ decision-making in relation to uptake of paid work (Duncan and Edwards 1999).  Lone mothers in our research held distinct, relational moral understandings about the ‘right’ course of action to take in combining motherhood and paid work, seeing themselves variously as primarily mothers, primarily workers, or as mother-workers. These understandings were classed and raced, negotiated with others in their social networks within different neighbourhood, regional and national spaces.  In other words, the social norms of the landscape are not universal, but vary between and are sustained within different local social settings and national welfare state regimes.  Our arguments were developed in the context of, and as a challenge to, the universalising economic rationality that drove UK welfare-to-work policies at the time, and drives them still.  Rather than lone mothers making decisions about whether or not to take up paid work and how much of it being based on cost-benefit calculations which could be shaped by (threats of) cutting the amount of out-of-work benefits they received, it is non-market, collective relations and local understandings about motherhood and employment that are the primary factors in explaining lone mothers' uptake of paid work.  We also extended this strand of research to partnered UK mothers to explore their paid work and childcare decisions, to demonstrate that these localised norms and values – the ‘-scape’ of the usual behaviour or social norms in an area  to do with being a mother per se that were crucial, not the family form in which you were a mother (Duncan, Edwards, Reynolds and Alldred 2003). Further, the intersection between sociology and social geography that underpins the concept of locally variable gendered moral rationalities has analytic purchase beyond the UK (see e.g. New Zealand: Keil and Elizabeth 2017; Germany: Klett-Davies 2007).
Keying into the individualised economic rationality of family decision-making, are neo-liberal social investment policies that treat public services in the UK as opportunities that have both beneficial social outcomes and financial returns.  Social investment is part of the neoliberal economic rationality route march that stresses the primacy of the market.  On this march, children are targeted as a core resource through which market-based rationality can be anchored; positioned primarily as citizen-workers of the future and thus as human capital that requires investment for the sake of the UK’s national capital (Gillies, Edwards and Horsley 2017).  A preoccupation with human capital acquisition reduces families, parents and children to matters of individualised venture, speculation and investment.  It tramples over human relations and social justice with economic rationales of childhood investment and return.  In contrast, what matters most to family members is everyday love, care, security, kindness, generosity, laughs, and the priorities that we highlighted through the concept of localised gendered moral rationalities.  Children are rendered a form of public property, justifying the policing of parents in the name of early intervention notably using parenting intervention programmes that target particular social populations in certain locations – an issue that we faced at another turn in the yellow brick road, at the Emerald City of Humbug Biologism discussed below.
The Soporific Field of Detraditional Poppies

As I have already indicated, family has moved to the centre of the political agenda with worrying and wide-ranging consequences.  We have seen an assault upon UK state provision for families in the name of austerity, bolstered by a counter-positioning of ‘hard working families’ against those living on Benefit Street.  We have seen the elision of a social justice agenda with a local focus on ‘troubled families’ who can be predicted, identified and modified, ‘gripped’ by an intervention programme and ‘turned around’ by their key worker.  We have seen a resurrection of the cycle of deprivation theory, with claims that worklessness and poverty are not structurally imposed but rather are social norms and cultures that are inherited, passed down through generations in families living in particular locations.  (See Jensen and Tyler 2012; Edwards and Gillies 2016; Crossley 2018.)
Along with Val Gillies and Jane McCarthy, I intervened in and heightened a debate over the call for a new, detraditionalising sociological pathway to be laid down, away from the use of the term ‘family’ to reorient it within broader ideas such as ‘personal life’, ‘intimacy’ and ‘kinship’ (e.g. Smart 2007; and see interventions and exchanges such as: Edwards and Gillies 2012a; May 2012; Wilkinson and Bell 2012; Edwards and Gillies 2012b; Edwards, McCarthy and Gillies 2012).  We acknowledged that this reorientation was an effort to deal with the problems of normative and functionalist ideas of ‘the family’, and was grounded in emancipatory intentions and hard-won struggles.  But, we felt that the idea of subsuming or replacing family with concepts such as ‘personal life’ was an intellectual and political tranquiliser.  Conceptually, we identified the inability to recognise and address everyday understandings and local practices of family as a communal fusion, displacing it with the pivot (however relational) of an individual self as the core unit of social life.  We acknowledged time and space to show how this privileged mainly UK and wider Western middle class understandings of individual and family, where in other cultures and places everyday understandings and social norms can see the individual as not clearly separable from a generational familial ‘we’ and deep sense of collectivity that decentres the personal (e.g. Hackstaff 2009 on African-American families, and Ribbens McCarthy et al. 2017 on Chinese families).
Politically, amongst other points, we reasoned that attempts to displace ‘family’ keyed into detraditionalization arguments associated with individualisation theses (e.g. Giddens 1992), that we have seen a change in the nature of commitment and relationships towards social norms of autonomy, equality and disclosing intimacy.  Crucially, our feminist intervention concerned this element, where intellectual pathways moving away from the main route of ‘family’ were occurring at the same time as family life was under an ever-intensifying spotlight in political discussion, subject to judgement, and explicitly focused on as a designated area of policy intervention and sanction.  Policy prescriptions and the local service interventions that they initiate in particular deprived neighbourhoods, are constructing and acting on families as a whole in those areas.  The concepts of personal life and so on are a detraditional reorientation that has the unintended effect of sending us sleepwalking away from the ability to identify and analyse the normative, punitive stress on family as the direction and driver of policy and its localised application (Crossley 2017; Gillies et al. 2017).
The Emerald City of Humbug Biologism

Meanwhile, other sociologists have embarked upon building bridges over the river to straddle the divide between the banks of the discipline of sociology and the discipline of biology.  They claim that the two were always the same bio-social city and are in need of a contemporary reunion (Gillies, Edwards and Horsley 2016).  Sociologists of this vein put forward a positive view full of potential, for example arguing that the contemporary neuroscientific concept of brain plasticity, where biology and environment interact and are mutable, has the potential to refute biological reductionism and determinism (Rose and Abi-Rached 2013).  As sociologists concentrate on (re)building the bio-social city however, they appear not to notice the downstream implications, especially for the nature and direction of family policy initiatives and their local implications. 
The biological turn in sociology chimes with international policy and practice developments in the families and early years field, annexing a humbug version of neuroscience and targeting the everyday childrearing practices of disadvantaged mothers of under-threes.  A policy shift towards an explicitly biologized conception of children’s future potential is articulated through a claim that the quality of care that children receive in their early years ‘gets under the skin’, and is reflected in the anatomical structure of their neural circuits.  The idea that biological mechanisms underlie personal and societal dysfunction, and that the quality of parental nurturing and attachment in the first years of a child’s life are formative, is reflected in recent key policy reports in the UK internationally.  Deficit parenting norms are said to damage what should be universal development patterns.  Cycles of deprivation, it is claimed, can be broken by teaching poor mothers in the majority and minority worlds how to bring up their babies more effectively, to build their brains and ensure that synapses are connecting, before it is too late and their brains are hard-wired for antisocial behaviour and failure (e.g. Irwin et al. 2007; Leadsom et al. 2013; UNICEF 2001).
The rather mangled version of neuroscientific knowledge that is invoked in policy and practice is a set of ‘neuromyths’ that has solidified into a series of early years intervention programmes that assume that poverty and disadvantage are personal failings associated with poor mothering, and that are delivered in targeted locations.  Our and other colleagues’ analysis of the policies formations, professional practices and practitioner understandings involved in these programmes calls out myths such as the idea of ‘critical periods’ of brain development up to the age of two, which flies in the face of ideas about neuroplasticity; and that synaptic development in babies’ brains needs to be stimulated and increased by parental input, when actually this has little to do with learning or behaviour (see Gillies, Edwards and Horsley 2017; Rose and Rose 2016; Wastell and White 2017).  Further, sociologically and geographically the specific relational practices targeted through early years parenting interventions, rather than being universal are in fact are very located ones, and are gendered, classed and raced.  For example, a study of ‘lackadaisical’ rat mothering behaviour has been extrapolated to mothering in ‘impoverished’ neighbourhoods in the USA, with the racialised make-up of neighbourhoods cross-cut by social class as an unspoken backdrop (see Gillies, Edwards and Horsley 2016).  The parenting intervention programmes developed to address the way certain mothers bring up their children reflect a set of UK and wider Western, middle class, gendered assumptions that position mothers as the key mediators of their children’s development, and a set of late modern contentions about parenting as profoundly formative of individual life chances.  They take no account of global and local structural and economic factors, and how these play out for families in their everyday situated lives (Gillies, Edwards and Horsley 2017).

Going Back to Kansas: Social Change in the Archives
Family researchers steeped in the discipline of geography have been alert to the need to be sensitive to localised place, and have also been keen to integrate this with time, linking spatial and temporal processes, as in the example of caringscapes that I mentioned at the start of this article (see also e.g. Jupp and Gallagher 2013; Hall 2016).  Attention to space and time is important in the face of grand theses about social change, claiming that there have been earthquakes in the landscape of family lives or policy assertions that contemporary parents no longer know how to bring up their children.  Intellectual strategies for interventions here have led me and colleagues to explore the landscape of everyday family lives and understandings of times past, locating the present in temporal comparative context. This has involved us in metaphorically going back to the Kansas of past everyday family and parenting, and family support practices, through archival research.
Our first foray looked at changing parental responsibilities analysing data from a classic sociological account of life on a Salford housing estate and other archived sociological studies carried out in different locations.  We wanted to see whether claims of a golden age of parenting in the 1950s and ‘60s, and a deterioration in good parenting norms and values, and the rise of disengaged parenting since then, were sustainable (Edwards and Gillies 2013).  Yet it was evident that parenting practices considered dubious today were taken for granted on the estate, with children often left to their own devices, and there was little focus on children’s emotional wellbeing in comparison with the current stress on intensive and sensitive mothering.  
Subsequent (as yet unpublished) forays into the archives have spanned 150 years, looking at agency support for parenting in the UK in times of austerity.  While the sorts of problems faced by the poorest families in society remained largely the same over time:  in-work poverty, unemployment and poverty, debt, physical and mental ill health, poor quality and inadequate housing, maintaining children’s school attendance, interpretations of their root causes and of what to do about them shifted temporally, reflecting the sensibilities and preoccupations of the day.  Notably, in the late 19th century, family deprivation and destitution was regarded as a consequence of immoral character on the part of parents, with the granting of support linked to assessments of whether families were capable of self-improvement and deserving of help, or were undeserving and beyond rescue.  In the early 1930s, the state of the physical health and hygiene of families was seen as key to their difficulties, and service interventions focused on family everyday cleanliness, tidiness and responsible lifestyle.  By the early 1970s, we start to see a focus on the inner workings of families, with relational dynamics positioned at the core of their problems.  And in contemporary times, poor parenting practices and children’s upbringing are posed as creating the troubles that families both face and pose for wider society, to be solved by time-limited delivery of parenting classes and programmes.

Further on Down the Road?

At the end of the yellow brick road lies a life lesson.  Here the message is that, for family researchers wishing critically to challenge universalistic, abstracted sociological and political thinking about family lives in the UK and elsewhere, time and space are important in conceptualisations of how family is and has been lived, experienced and negotiated.  The landscape specificities of form and condition coupled with social norms and moral geographies that can be viewed by camping on the interstitial ridge between sociology and geography can be invaluable.
Such focal points will become even more vital it seems to me.  While my yellow brick road account ends here, the intellectual and policy landscape for families stretches on.  The identification and policy targeting of the characteristics and everyday habits of families living in certain places, intellectually underpinned by narrow and individualistic cause-effect models, seems set to ramp up (e.g. Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs): https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/science-and-technology-committee/inquiries/parliament-2017/evidence-based-early-years-intervention-17-19/).  Developments in administrative data availability, sharing and linkage at local and national levels, for example, mean that increasingly family life is understood and governed through predictive algorithms in an effort to shape family members’ future social and behavioural mores.  Analysis that takes account of time and space will become crucial to underpin interventions and challenges in debates about the implications for different social populations of families, especially mothers.
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