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TRANSFORMATIONS OF FAMILY STRUCTURES: PERCEPTION OF
NEW FAMILY MODELS IN THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA

Abstract

Historical and demographic processes have significantly influenced the trans-
formation from traditional to modern family, changing its structure, functions, part-
nerships, as well as parenting and child rearing, perceptions of marriage, divorce,
birth-rates, etc. After the Industrial revolution, the nuclear family became the domi-
nant model of family in Europe and it is still prevailing in the Macedonian contempo-
rary society.

Social changes such as globalization, individualization, secularization, and the
dynamics of modern living have led to new family forms that reflect modern societies.
This paper will present a brief analysis of family structures, the transformation from
traditional to modern family and it will discuss new family models. Particularly, it will
focus on cohabitation, multi-ethnic families and same-sex relationships in the Republic
of North Macedonia by presenting the results of a qualitative research on perception of
new family models in North Macedonia conducted during 2019.

Keywords: FAMILY MODELS, COHABITATION, MULTI-ETHNIC FAMILIES,
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Introduction

Social, demographic and historical processes have continuously influ-
enced family, its structure, functions, partnerships and parents-children rela-
tions. There is a general perception that the traditional patriarchal and exten-
ded family, characteristic of pre-industrial societies, was static and unaltered,
however, there were different family structures in the past as well, although
not widely represented. Undoubtedly, after the Industrial revolution, the nu-
clear family composed by parents and their children became the dominant fa-
mily model in Europe and it is still prevailing in the Macedonian contemporary
society.

Social changes after the 1950s, such as globalization, secularization, the
flourishing of feminist ideas, women's emancipation, individualization, and
other social processes, further changed family structures, marriage, divorce,
and birth-rates. Today, the definition of the contemporary family needs to be
broad enough to cover all family models, their dynamics and functions, and
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that is the main reason we are no longer discussing about a single definition of
family, but various family models.

This paper will present a brief analysis of the transformation of family
from traditional to modern, with a focus on its structural changes in Europe
and the Balkans. Additionally, we will review new family models in the con-
temporary Macedonian society focusing on cohabitation, multi-ethnic families
and same-sex relationships. Finally, the paper will present the results of a qua-
litative research on the perception of new family models in North Macedonia
which was conducted during 2019.

From traditional to modern family

The main structural changes of the European family were observed after
the Industrial revolution, which began in England in the mid-18" century, how-
ever, arrived much later on the Balkan Peninsula and in North Macedonia. The
transformation from traditional to modern family concerns primarily its struc-
ture from extended to nuclear form, that is, the separation of children from their
parents after marriage, caused predominantly by the processes of indu-
strialization and urbanization, as well as the frequent population migration from
village to city. Nevertheless, it must be noted that the extended family persisted
in the Balkans for a much longer period and this family structure (parents and
children and their families, married and unmarried siblings, that is, relatives
along horizontal and vertical lines) were still present during the 20t century.

Sociologists do not always agree on the reasons for the transition from
traditional to modern family. According to Frederick Le Play's evolutionary con-
cept, the nuclear family (parents and their children) in Europe is a result of the
transformation of the extended family characteristic for the traditional pre-
industrial society. The sociologist claims that industrialization, as well as the
processes of geographical mobility and urbanization, have relocated young peo-
ple to the cities in search of work, creating at the same time an inevitably se-
parate family unit. Peter Laslett, on the other hand, in his research from the 1970s
claims that the nuclear family has been present in England since the 16t century,
as a residue of the extended family that became nuclear due to the early death of
parents, given the shorter lifespan of the past centuries (Murxosux, 2008, 27-37).

Peter Laslett's classification (Laslett, Wall, 1972) distinguishes six types
of households, including several family types:

1. Solitaries. Single households inhabited by a widower/widow or single
people without a marital status.

2. No family. People living together who according to Laslett do not
constitute a family: (a) unmarried siblings living without a co-resident
parent; (b) other types of relatives living together (cousins, aunt and
granddaughter, grandmother and grandson, etc.); (c) unrelated co-resi-
dent persons (for example roommates).
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3. Simple family. Nuclear families: couples and their children: (a) mar-
ried couple without children; (b) married couple with children (c) wid-
ower with children and (d) widow with children.

4. Extended family: (a) extended upwards: includes a widowed parent
of the father or mother in the nuclear family or not-married siblings of
the parents; (b) extended downwards: includes unmarried grandchil-
dren; (c) extended laterally: includes unmarried siblings of the father or
mother in the nuclear family or the children of siblings and (d) a combi-
nation of the previous three types of families.

5. Multiple families or households containing more than one couple
who are closely related in some way: (a) second unit upwards, ex. Mar-
ried couple and the wife’s parents; (b) second unit downwards, ex. cou-
ple and a married child with spouse; (c) unit on one level, ex. widowed
parent plus two or more of their married children; (d) frereches - a
French term denoting co-resident siblings. According to Laslett, it is a
household with more than one married sibling, but no co-resident par-
ent. (e) Other multiple families.

6. Indeterminate household.

In North Macedonia and in the Balkans in general, the transition from
traditional to modern society came much later than in Western Europe. Balkan
families had many forms of households, among which the most notable were
the large and complex households inhabited by multi-generational families, (so-
called zadrugas) that were present in the Balkan Peninsula until the 20t century.
This type of extended families were most prevalent in Central and Northern Ma-
cedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and North-Western Bulgaria, and were pro-
ductive households engaged in stockbreeding and farming. Although zadrugas
have a more complex structure and kinship system, they differ in the labour or-
ganization and inheritance system from typical European extended families,
however are comparable to the extended and multiple families according to Las-
lett's household classification (Wall, Harevan, Ehmer, Cerman, 2001, 242- 256).

In addition to structural transformations, modern families have under-
gone significant alterations in family relations and functions, partnerships, and
parent-child relations, the most significant of which are: the rejection of the in-
heritance system based on primogeniture; enhanced emotional relations be-
tween parents and children; improved parental care for the health, nutrition,
education and future of their children; decrease in the birthrate (scientific and
medical findings had reduced the high mortality rate from the past); the emer-
gence of the cult of the woman as mother and wife (Munxosuxk, 2008).

Finally, the most significant changes in family relations and structures
follow the revolutions of the 1960s (hippie movement) and the 1970s (femi-
nism). Up to women's active participation in the labour market, she remained
at home in the role of housewife, wife and caregiver. In Europe during the First
and Second World Wars, women, in absence of husbands and fathers (who
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became soldiers), were employed in various sectors and became the economic
providers of the household. In the interwar period, they returned to their
homes, and only after World War Two and the diffusion of feminist ideas, they
enhanced economic emancipation. Furthermore, with the introduction of con-
traception, women began to control their reproductive function. These events
additionally altered the structure of the family, marriage, divorce, partner-
ships, and birth-rates (Nazio, 2008). As a consequence, marriages were no
longer an institution that guarantees financial stability for women and children
and a union to regulate sexual relations.

Undoubtedly, historical and demographic processes have greatly influ-
enced the transformation from traditional to modern family, significantly chan-
ging its structure, functions, partnerships, as well as parenting styles, percep-
tion of marriage, divorce, birth-rates, etc. The processes we have analysed in
this part of the paper, as well as additional social changes and the dynamics of
modern living have led to new family models that reflect modern societies and
will be elaborated in the next part of the study.

Families in plural form

The emergence of social processes such as globalization, secularization,
urbanization, industrialization and the rapid development of modern techno-
logies during the late 20t and early 21t centuries have contributed to the trans-
formation of family structures and functions in the Republic of North Macedo-
nia. Today, as in the past, there is no single definition of family, instead we are
defining several family models. Although the nuclear family remains the do-
minant family model in North Macedonia, over the past decades we have wit-
nessed the decreased number of traditional family forms and partnerships and
presence of new family models, including:

- cohabiting families (a non-married couple living together with or with-
out children);

- single parent families (families consisting of one parent and one or more
children);

- reconstructed families (a married couple with at least one child from a
previous relationship);

- same-sex families (families whose partners are of the same sex);

- migrant families (families who have left the country of origin);

- adoptive families (families with at least one adopted child);

- foster families (families caring for a child without parental care).

- multi-ethnic/multiracial families (families whose partners are from dif-
ferent ethnicity, race or religion, commonly known as mixed marriages).

Our analysis will focus on three family models: (1) cohabiting families, a
family model that is increasingly represented in North Macedonia; (2) ho-
mosexual families, the least visible family model in the public space of modern
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Macedonian society, and (3) multi-ethnic families, which are not fully accepted
even though North Macedonia is a multicultural and multi-confessional state.

A cohabiting family is defined as a union in which two persons live to-
gether as a couple without getting married (Nazio, 2008, 3). According to the
Family Law in North Macedonia it is further specified that a cohabiting family
represents a union of a man and a woman that lasted at least one year, during
which they can enjoy the same rights as the partners of a marital communities,
such as the right to protection from family violence, property rights and the
right to mutual support (Family Law, 2014). The increasing number of cohabiting
families is a consequence of several processes including: social acceptance of
premarital sexual relationships, diminished trust in marriage as an institution,
postponement of parenthood, increased number of divorces, change in partners’
relations and gender roles, and the emancipation of women (Karraker, 2008).
These changes and trends are followed by North Macedonia, in which, according
to the last official census of 2002, there were 6.027 cohabiting families (State Sta-
tistical Office of the Republic of Macedonia, 2004), a number that we believe is
much higher today. At the same time, the data show a steady increase of children
born in extramarital relationships who in the past decade represent about 11% of
the total number of children born in North Macedonia, and in 2018 reached
12.1% or 2,587 out of a total of 21.333 born children (State Statistical Office of the
Republic of North Macedonia, 2019). Today, cohabiting families are popular with
the Macedonian younger population, who do not completely reject marriage but
prefer to live with their partner for some time in a permanent extramarital union
or a temporary "premarital union" (Asuposuxk, 2017).

Multi-ethnic/multiracial families are families whose parents are from
different ethnic, religious or racial group. Although North Macedonia is a mul-
ti-ethnic and multi-confessional state, however, mixed marriages are not yet
fully socially accepted, especially when it comes to partners of different religi-
ons. For both homosexual partnerships and multi-ethnic families, we do not
have enough statistical data to analyse them and almost all researches on this
topic are of a qualitative character. Previous studies show that the degree of re-
ligiosity of people affects the acceptance of these family models, especially
when it comes to marriages between partners who are of different religion (Ilo-
nocka, Crojanosckn, 2016).

Homosexual couples that is families whose partners are of the same sex
cannot legally marry in the Republic of North Macedonia. At the same time,
the members of this family models are subject to discrimination and are not
fully accepted in our contemporary society, thus the absence of official data on
their number. The first country in Europe to legalize same-sex marriage was
the Netherlands in 2001, followed by 28 other countries in the world with diffe-
rent rights to adopt children (Oinonen, 2008). In order to increase the rights
and visibility of the members of the LGBT community, in 2019 North Macedo-
nia held the first pride parade named “Skopje Pride”, which received strong
support from activists in the region, foreign ambassadors and politicians, but
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due to the likelihood of incidents, police security was provided, and at the
same time a parallel march to preserve traditional values was held. Previous
research has shown that homophobia is present in more religious and tradi-
tional societies and that older people are more prone to homophobia than the
youth (Mitchell, Fries, 2016), the latter being one of our hypothesis in the re-
search presented in the next section of this paper.

Research on the perception of new family models in contemporary Macedo-
nian society

Official statistics on different family models in contemporary Macedonian
society are insufficient or unavailable for several reasons. Primarily, the absence
of a census in the country since 2002, which includes the number of marital and
cohabiting families. In some cases, when same-sex families are regarded, ignor-
ing their existence by society and institutions reduces the possibility for data re-
search, whilst as far as multi-ethnic families are concerned we have a limited
number of studies available. For that reason, we decided to conduct a qualitative
research which will optimistically precede a next larger quantitative research.
Our study is a research on the perception of new family models in North Mace-
donia, more precisely on cohabiting families, homosexual families and multi-
ethnic families, and includes the comparison between two different generations’
opinions. Our hypothesis was that older generations are less likely to accept new
family forms than the youth, while the second assumption is that same-sex fami-
lies are least accepted by both age groups as a result of the high level of homo-
phobia in our country and the region in general (Weiss, Bosia, 2013).

Our research was conducted from October to December 2019 in the ma-
jor cities of North Macedonia: Skopje, Kumanovo, Debar, Bitola, Shtip, Ohrid,
Kocani, Prilep, Veles, with the largest number of respondents originating from
the capitol Skopje (43 out of a total of 62 respondents). The respondents were
divided into two age groups in order to present a comparative analysis of their
views and perceptions: (1) first age group from 45 to 60 years old (28 respon-
dents) and (2) second age group from 20 to 35 years old (34 respondents). The
selection of respondents from urban areas is due to the fact that the family
models we analysed are less accepted in rural areas of the country, where so-
cial and family pressure, as well as stigma, are more pronounced (ABupoBUK,
2017). The study was led using a structured questionnaire conducted live or
online/by phone, depending on the possibilities for meeting with the respon-
dents. The questionnaire consists of nine topics with sub-questions with the
possibility of open answers, and in this paper we will present the results of the
section dedicated to new family models, that is respondents’ perception re-
garding cohabiting families, multi-ethnic and homosexual families.

The respondents of the first age group (45-60 years) expressed their po-
sitive opinion only for cohabiting families. Namely, the majority of respon-
dents (14) accept this family model or link it with married families, since they
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usually consider that the only difference between the two models is the valida-
tion of the relationship (”it is just a signature”) through a civil or religious mar-
riage ceremony. Although positively accepted, the opinion of the majority is
that cohabiting families should eventually transform into marriage. Many re-
spondents (10) had a negative attitude towards cohabiting families, usually
without elaborating their opinion, but in general the answers referred to the
“dishonest intentions” of both or one partner in the relationship. The rest of the
respondents (4) expressed a neutral attitude towards cohabitation. The data of
this study are similar to those of our previous quantitative research from 2016
on "Perception of Youth (18-22 years) from Macedonia about Divorce and Co-
habitation" in which more than half of the respondents stated that their parents
(whose age corresponds to the respondents from the first age group) would not
agree to live in a cohabiting family (Avirovic, Radulovic, 2016).

When asked to express and elaborate their opinion on multi-ethnic fa-
milies or mixed marriages, the majority of our respondents (19) had a negative
answer. However, it must be noted that most often they did not reject these fa-
milies but qualified them as “complex”, "subject to social disapproval”, or with the
possibility of “affecting negatively the children”. They often pointed out that
when it comes to multi-ethnic/multiracial families, it would be better for the
partners to be of the same faith because, as one of our respondents (50 years
old female respondent from Skopje) stated: “[...] one partner will always submit
to the faith of the other”. The other respondents had a positive (5) or neutral opi-
nion (4) on mixed marriages. Since North Macedonia is a multi-ethnic and mul-
ti-confessional state, we expected more positive answers regarding this family
model. However, although religious tolerance and interaction between differ-
ent ethnic groups have increased in recent years (Ristevska, Daskalovski, 2011),
it is clear that when it comes to interpersonal relations, partnership and the pri-
vate sphere, our citizens have certain hesitations.

The results of the first group of respondents’ opinions on homosexual fa-
milies are similar to those of mixed marriages with 20 negative, 4 positive and 4
neutral answers. The majority of respondents do not support this family model,
repeatedly due to religious reasons or because “reproduction between persons of the
same sex is not natural” (female respondent from Debar, 45 years old). Many re-
spondents underlined that homosexual couples were not a "natural phenomenon”
and they should not have the opportunity to raise children. Furthermore, some
respondents, besides not accepting these relationships, disapprove them.

When it comes to the opinion of the younger group of respondents (20-
35), their answers did not differ drastically compared to those of the previous
age group. Namely, the majority of respondents (16) support cohabiting fami-
lies and accept them as "normal”, whilst 10 respondents believe that if two part-
ners have decided to live together, they should get married, since cohabiting
families are "umnstable unions”. Eight respondents expressed a neutral attitude
towards cohabitation. These data were not surprising and were similar to a
previous quantitative survey on cohabitation from 2017 conducted on married
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couples and cohabiting couples from North Macedonia. Namely, the results of
that research indicated that half of the respondents equated marital union and
cohabitation (Asuposuxk, 2017).

Youth'’s opinion on multi-ethnic families are similar to those of the pre-
vious age group. The majority (14) does not accept mixed marriages, mostly be-
cause of the possibility of social exclusion, particularly for partners of different
religious belief. However, a large proportion of respondents (11) accept multi-
ethnic families and believe that ethnic and religious differences should not be
an obstacle to the happiness of partners. Eight respondents expressed a neutral
attitude towards these families, that is neither accept nor disapprove mixed
marriages, while two respondents did not express their opinion. Although
more tolerant of the older age group, when it comes to marriage and family,
younger people also prefer a partners from the same religious group, generally
in order to avoid conflicts with families or social stigma.

Regarding homosexual families, the majority of respondents (17) do not
accept them, mostly due to the impracticability of reproduction, however, even
in the case of adoption, they expressed a negative attitude, believing that it
would be an "unhealthy environment for the child”. Even those respondents (8) who
accept homosexual relationships are against adoption rights to same-sex cou-
ples and they would not support a homosexual relationship by their children.
The other respondents (9) expressed a neutral attitude towards homosexual
families, that is neither accepting nor disapprove them.

According to the results from our qualitative research, our first hypothesis
that older respondents are less tolerant than younger ones was not confirmed, as
the differences in responses were not significant, especially when it comes to
multi-ethnic families and same-sex couples. The only difference between the two
age groups is their perception on cohabitation, which is more accepted by the
youth. As for homosexual couples, the hypothesis that they are the least accepted
family model by all respondents was confirmed since more than half of the re-
spondents expressed a negative or neutral opinion towards them. The positive
results on the perception of cohabiting families were also predicted and coin-
cided with several previous above-mentioned studies, which indicates that co-
habitation is the most socially accepted new family model in Macedonian urban
areas, as it corresponds to the dynamic life of the youth, and at the same time can
easily transform to marriage upon agreement of the partners.

Conclusion

The Industrial Revolution in Europe brought a series of social changes
that undoubtedly affected family, its structure, functions, and relations be-
tween family members. Industrialization and urbanization have defined the
nuclear family, which is still the dominant family model in contemporary Eu-
ropean society. After World War 1II, as a result of the emancipation of women,
the diffusion of hippie ideals and feminist ideas, as well as the secularization of
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societies and increasing individualization, new family models with different
structures emerged: reconstructed families, cohabiting families, single-parent
families, multi-ethnic families, same-sex families etc.

The decline of social influence and moral constraints that have been a
feature of the past societies has led to a greater acceptance of different family
models that were unacceptable in traditional patriarchal societies. In North Ma-
cedonia, as well as in the Mediterranean countries in Europe, new family forms
are accepted more slowly than in Northern Europe, where cohabitation in par-
ticular has been accepted as an alternative to marriage since the 1990s (Nazio,
2008, 15). The reasons for diverse family dynamics on the line north-south are
the dissimilarities in family traditions, historical past, as well as different socio-
cultural context.

The results of our qualitative research on the perception of cohabiting
families, multi-ethnic families and same-sex couples of different age groups
from urban areas in North Macedonia suggests that although the number of
these family models has increased in recent years, respondents' views are nega-
tive, especially towards mixed marriages and homosexual couples. In the case
of multi-ethnic families, the different religious beliefs of the partners seem to be
the biggest challenge along with the social pressure and the influence of the
community. The less accepted of the two groups of respondents were same-sex
families, a result that reflects the pronounced homophobia in Macedonian soci-
ety, both among older and younger generations. Although the number of these
couples is also increasing, they remain invisible in the public space, precisely
because of the pronounced discrimination. The only family form that is typi-
cally accepted is cohabitation, as an alternative to marriage or as an overture to
the marital union, in the form of a "premarital union". Although some scholars
argue that cohabiting families are characterized by lower responsibilities be-
tween partners, that is a lower degree of attachment, a lower birth rate and a
higher risk of separation (Nazio, 2008), they are moderately accepted in our
society, especially by younger generations.

In order to obtain more detailed information about the perception of
new family models in North Macedonia, we believe that further in-depth re-
search with a statistically relevant sample is needed. Finally, this topic is at the
same time very delicate and complex and deserves special attention and space.
Further research is needed on all family models, as well as educating young
people about the importance of family, marriage, partnerships, parenting, fam-
ily values and gender roles within family, in order to increase awareness of the
importance of family and reduce prejudices about different family models.
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