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PARENTAL RESPONSIBILITIES: ELEMENTS FOR A 

GENEALOGY OF A POLICY SHIFT IN THE FRENCH CONTEXT 

(Working paper, not to quote) 

 

Claude Martin, Research Professor CNRS, University of Rennes 1, France 

 

Abstract: French family policy has already a long historical background. Initially focused on 
fertility issues at the very beginning of the 20th century, these policies have been reformed 
over the last century, depending on the main political problems and priorities that have been 
raised: women’s rights, social inequalities, promotion of employment in the sphere of care 
services, work-family balance. Since the mid 1990s, in a context of social insecurity, a new 
political issue has been raised and formulated around the question of “parental 
responsibilities”. Behind this expression, many political actors, mainly from the right-wing 
parties (but not only), mean parental “irresponsibility” to be the cause of young people’s 
delinquency. In this perspective, the main question is the following: how public policies can 
control parental practices and/or punish adults considered as bad parents. Professional actors 
in the field of education and social work have also contributed to this debate and developed 
new programs and practices called: “accompagnement parental” (accompanying parenthood, 
supporting parents). For these professionals, the main issue is not sanction but more the 
development of programs to help adults to assume their parental role. In our presentation, we 
propose to review this political debate which has had many different peaks, like the 
presidential campaigns. We shall underline the main arguments, and the variations between 
different political figures and experts. 
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SEQUENCES OF THE FRENCH FAMILY POLICY SHIFTS AND EMERGENCE OF A 

NEW FIGURE/TARGET: PARENTS 

French Family policy goals have diversified since World War II. New public issues have 

appeared on the political agenda and have affected the family policy sector. We argue that in 

this sector changes correspond more to a progressive accumulation of new priorities than to a 

real process of policy learning. Incrementalism and path dependency are two main 

components of French family policy evolution since World War II. The ‘imprint’ of the first 

years of family policy has not disappeared, but new objectives have been piled up on the 

previous ones, and new instruments “layered” onto the existing ones. In that sense, change 

looks like a steady albeit incremental process, with some significant turning points.  

In order to figure such shifts and identify the different sequences of this policy, we proposed to 

combine two main paradigmatic poles of tension: the first one opposes universalism and 

selectivity, the second French ‘familialisme’ versus individualism (Martin, 2010). In this 

perspective, universalism pertains to supporting all families with children, as opposed to 

targeted policies, giving priority to the households in need – considering that family life is risky 

and that public support must attenuate social and economic inequalities (selectivity). The 

second system of tension refers to the French tradition of ‘familialisme’, which defends the 

family institution in itself (a mostly normative approach to the family) versus individualism: 

giving priority to individual family members, especially, to women and/or children. These 

oppositions have been at the heart of political struggle and ideological family policy debates in 

France since the very beginning. We argue that they help us to understand the reframing of 

family policy over time.  

Table 1: Sequences of the French family policy shifts 

 Familialisme   Individualism   

 

Universality   

I: 1945 – 1965 

Family policy  

golden age 

II: 1965 – 1975 

Recognition of  

women’s rights 

 

Selectivity   

III: 1975 – 1985 

Priority to the more  

disadvantaged families 

IV: 1985 – 2005 

Promotion of free choice,  

work / family balance  

and female employment 

 

Drawing on our model of sequences, we propose to distinguish four main periods: 
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1945-1965: the ‘golden age’ of French family policy, characterised by a strong familialisme 

(defending the nuclear male breadwinner family model) and by universalism (enabling all 

families to have children and to care for them, whatever their level of income). It corresponds 

to the ‘baby boom’ with strong incentives to promote fertility and compensate for the cost of 

children via universal and extensive family benefits. Spending for these benefits amounted to 

half of social security expenditure in the mid-1950s.  

1965-1975: The second period was mainly driven by the recognition of individual women’s 

claims and universal rights implying a combination of universality and individualism. During 

this second phase, issues of women’s rights entered the family policy agenda leading to 

fundamental Civil Law reforms concerning marriage contract (in 1965), parental rights and 

obligations (in 1970), filiation (in 1972), divorce (in 1975), and sexuality (contraception in 1969 

and abortion in 1975).  

1975-1985: The third period is best typified by a ‘rediscovery of poverty’, equity issue and the 

priority given to disadvantaged families, which means a combination of selectivity and a weak 

familialisme. Reforms adopted during this period have targeted families in need (with a special 

focus on lone parents) to better support them via means-tested benefits. The definition of the 

family diverged remarkably from the one dominant during the first period. It attained a 

pluralist nature. Nevertheless, even if this third period’s familialisme recognised diversity of 

the family structures, the target of the family policy was still families. Fertility did not 

disappear as a public concern, but became relatively secondary in the family policy debate 

compared to social and economic inequalities.  

The last period (1985-2005) is characterised by the new policy issue of reconciling work and 

family under the umbrella of a ’free choice’ ideology. Confronted with high unemployment 

levels and pressures to contain spending, family policies have become progressively 

streamlined as an adjunct to employment policy. This period combines individualism 

(promotion of free choice and individualisation of benefits) and selectivity, the latter 

pertaining to a dualistic treatment of mothers’ needs. 

But this period revealed also a new substantial and probably crucial change which concerns 

childhood and parental role. Compared to the previous phases, something emerged in 

between family and individual (women and child): parents, and more precisely, parental role 

(responsibility and obligations). In the following section, we propose to give some elements of 

the genealogy of this new figure and concept in French family policies: “la parentalité”. 

 

IDEAS, ARGUMENTS AND CONTROVERSIES AROUND A NEOLOGISM: “LA 

PARENTALITÉ” 
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In the usual sense, it is common to assume that parents delegate an increasingly large portion 

of their responsibilities to institutions or support systems, especially due to the development 

of the Welfare State and the services responsible for a particular dimension of children's lives: 

school, health services, cultural services, school support services, childcare professionals, etc.  

There is also the view that the rise of women in the workforce and the instability of families 

and couples have caused a decline in the socializing functions performed by adults with 

respect to their children. This is known as the parental disinvolvement, especially the 

disinvolvement of fathers. But it is also due to women’s commitment to their careers and the 

effects of this on the way they perform the duties of childcare and child-rearing, with the 

challenge of reconciling family and professional life.  

These issues may suggest a progressive deresponsibilization of parents, or a reduction in the 

scope of their responsibilities. They are both less available and less able to perform these 

tasks, roles and functions that they performed at other times in recent history: during the 

“thirty glorious years,” in particular, under the combined effects of stable families, strong 

division in gender roles, full employment and economic growth.  

But other factors come into play, such as what Robert Castel has called the “psychologizing of 

society” (Castel, 1981), with the development of “pop psychology” and new family counseling 

services. These counselors, whose number has grown steadily throughout the last forty years, 

have clearly played an increasing role in the construction of references and standards in terms 

of parenting. They are involved in determining the objectives, the methods and the 

performance scales of parenting. We now speak of “parenting skills” or the “job of parent,” as 

if it were possible to identify the skill level of each parent in his or her socialization duties and 

by the same token, identify parental incompetence, failure or irresponsibility. These experts 

and “therapists for healthy people,” in the words of Castel, unwittingly contributed to parental 

decline, by pointing out the shortcomings in the parental function and presenting themselves 

as substitutes to compensate for these deficiencies. Not only must one educate the children, 

but one must also teach the parents their “job.” 

The idea that it is necessary to regulate or restrict parental responsibility is not, however, a 

recent one. To a large extent, the logic of State intervention, ever since the French Revolution, 

has been to ensure that children are protected, first from themselves, with the notion of 

minority, which entitles them to a form of irresponsibility, but also from their parents, from 

whom the State may withdraw the authority, if they are putting the children in danger.  

The idea that parents are “naturally” the primary people responsible for the education and 

socialization of their children is itself debatable and has been debated for a long time. 

Referring to P. Bourdieu and J-C. Passeron in “La Reproduction” (1970), F. de Singly suggests a 

different perspective that considers the parents as delegates themselves. “The fact that in 

Western countries laws can restrict the actions of parents, and even take away their children, 
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shows that it is the State that ultimately possesses the children, and under ordinary 

circumstances, entrusts responsibility for the children to their biological parents. (...) This 

means that what is referred to as delegation refers to delegation of a second degree, in which 

delegate parents, as it were, outsource the work of child-rearing to others or to other 

institutions” (1996, pp. 93-94). 

This question on the ability of parents to assume their parental responsibilities has taken on a 

new dimension in recent years. Media coverage of the signing of the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child is indicative of this movement. In defending the development of the 

personal rights of the child and conferring on children rights they had been refused by the 

upholding of excessive parental control, we are attacking parental authority itself. Basing 

children's rights on a right to protection and the possibility of being considered irresponsible, 

as was the case for centuries, is wholly inadequate in light of the new ideologues of the Rights 

of the Child. What is at issue then, is perhaps the idea of making parents responsible for their 

children, at the risk of preventing the child from being entitled to rights. 

As we can see, the scope of parental responsibilities is being questioned from all sides. Some 

people worry about parental disinvolvement, and others talk about parents' growing 

incompetence, which calls for the intervention of specialists. And still others believe that 

children are entitled to rights as full citizens, not subject to parental responsibility. 

Since a few decades, a new term appeared to integrate all these debates, a neologism: “la 

parentalité”. Why such a neologism? In a book entitled “De la parenté à la parentalité,” *From 

Parentage to Parenthood] Claire Neyrinck provides some answers to this first question: “The 

use of this neologism that as yet has no definition, either in the dictionary of everyday 

language, or as a legal term, reveals a need” (2001, p. 15), “the need to establish the concept 

of parenting skills, the issue being that skills refers to an aptitude whereas parentage refers to 

a legal status. A parent is described not as an ascendant, but as the person who fulfills the role 

of father” (op. cit., p. 26). 

In short, a new term was needed to distinguish between parents (father and mother), i.e. 

those who are first named in reference to their role as progenitors (biology) established by 

law, and the parental function, which may be performed by a number of different people at 

any given time, whether or not the biological parents. Thus, parentalité is not a concept 

reserved only for progenitors, any more than parentage or kinship are1. This is also 

emphasized by Françoise Dekeuwer-Défossez when she differentiates between parenthood 

and parentage (or kinship) by referring to the daily, shared experiences involved in parenting: 

“The family household members, those living under one roof, have parenting functions with 

respect to the children raised there, that is to say, they give the children the material, 

                                                           
1
. The anthropologist E. Goody (1982) distinguishes five components of parentalité in West African 

societies: "Conceive and give birth, nurture, educate, give an identity at birth and ensure the child's 

access to adult status (access to property, a trade, marriage) (cited in Fine, 2001, p. 79). 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 
 

 Page 7 of 26 

 

educational and emotional resources they need to become adults. This function is performed 

regardless of the legal status of these children. This must not be confused with kinship, which 

situates a child in a genealogical lineage. Parentalité, or the parenting role, can change, be 

passed on successively or even simultaneously to several people. Kinship is much more 

exclusive” (2001, p. 18). 

 

PARENTALITÉ: A WAY TO NAME THE PARENT? 

According to Agnes Fine, talking about “parentalité” is equivalent to the asking following 

question: “Who is a parent? The person who gives his or her genes or who gives birth? The 

person who cares for and raises the child? The person who gives his name and passes on his 

property to the child? All these components of parenthood are separate in other societies, but 

until recently they overlapped in our societies “(Fine, 2001, p. 78).  

Agnes Fine adds to the first point raised by Claire Neyrinck, emphasizing the increasing role “of 

free choice in the creation of parentage,” as well as the changing status of women. Today, 

“everyone is convinced that the formation or separation of the couple and the decision to have 

children are a personal matter: we choose how many children to have, when to have them, we 

can become a parent with a new partner, no partner, become a parent even if we are sterile or 

homosexual” (Fine, 2001, p. 69). This is why she emphasizes the existence of a “tension 

between blood and free choice” (ibid., p. 80).  

A first example of this necessary distinction between parenté (kinship) and parentalité 

(parenthood) raised by Claire Neyrinck and Agnes Fine (2000) is the case of adoptive parents; 

parentage based on a legal fiction. Adoptive parents are unique in that they are not the 

progenitors, but by law they become the parents of the child. But the point here is that they 

fulfill the parental role of parentalité and must be legally recognized for this role. But beyond 

this legal fiction that recognizes parentage, which places the child in a lineage and a genealogy 

without any biological truth, the notion of parentalité can also account for those who play a 

more or less permanent or ad hoc parental role, and whose legitimacy is not based 

on legal status, but on a set of skills. They act as parents, even though they may have no 

biological relationship to the child2. 

The step-parent is another figure who raises the issue of the frontier between kinship and 

parenting. Although the step-parent (the step-father meaning the new partner of the mother 

and the step-mother meaning the new partner of the father) has no legitimacy in terms of 

legal status (unless he or she has adopted the children of his or her partner), and although 

legally he is unrelated to the children he is involved in raising, the truth is that he often plays a 

parental role, that is to say, he develops an emotional and moral relationship with them on a 

                                                           
2
 . This is true in the case of foster families (Cadoret, 2001). 
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daily basis, as part of a generational position, but also socialization practices, which are similar 

to a parental or quasi-parental relationship (Le Gall & Martin, 1993). In short, he plays a 

parenting role. And this parenting role will be even more legitimate if it involves 

skills recognized by his entourage. 

Gerard Neyrand also uses the idea of ”legal fiction,” previously developed by Irène Théry 

(1993), and takes the example of adoption, as well as assisted reproductive technologies (ART), 

to distinguish different components of parentalité: biological, social and psychological. “The 

original model of parentalité involves three levels that are broader than kinship, namely 

alliance, affiliation and socialization. In the original model, the three levels come together in 

the person of the parents who are the biological, socio-legal and concrete embodiment of 

parentage. Adoption bypasses the level of the reproductive alliance by replacing the birth 

parents with one or two people who will affiliate with the child and take care of him. Adoption 

shows that there is no need to have a sexual reproductive alliance for there to be parentalité, 

so that to be a parent both socially and practically, it is not necessary to be a progenitor, or 

even be in a couple or heterosexual. Going one step further, ART dissociates biology and re-

examines our origins through the lens of science. The mother who carries an embryo that is 

not her own and the mother who carries for someone else an embryo that is her own are both 

birth mothers, but this clearly shows that the progenitors are not parents. Being a progenitor 

does not make one a parent, whereas one can be a parent without being a progenitor 

“(Neyrand, 2001, pp. 41-42). 

In answer to this mise en abyme of filiation and its legal basis, the response has always been, 

until recently, to create exclusivity of filiation, including the confidentiality of biological filiation 

(Fine, 2001). This exclusivity was first questioned in terms of the law in the UK and the USA, in 

particular as regards step-parents, using the concept of “parental responsibility” (Children 

Act of 1989 in the UK). But it is a purely legal analysis that invites this set of ideas (see the 

report and proposals of Dekeuwer-Défossez, 1999). 

 

PARENTALITÉ: A WAY TO ACCOUNT FOR THE VARIETY 

OF PARENTAL CONFIGURATIONS AND THE ANXIETY ABOUT THE 

TRANSFORMATIONS OF THE FAMILY 

Beyond these initial answers, one can argue that the notion of parentalité may also be a 

symptom and result of the ongoing transformations of the contemporary family and the 

increasing complexity of family trajectories. In the words of Alain Bruel: “The family is 

undergoing major changes that result in a diversification: the classic form, cemented by 

marriage or not, periods of intentional or unintentional single parenthood, more or less 

durable blended families, etc. Hence a new challenge to create the continuity needed to bring 
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the child to maturity by the interplay of maternal and paternal functions, now vested in 

successive people and sometimes even in direct competition” (Bruel 2001, p. 52). 

As long as “family” meant the nuclear and legitimate family: a family founded on marriage 

(status), establishing at once the places, roles, duties and obligations of the parents; a stable 

and fecund family, with a strong division of the respective roles of men and women, the 

notions of kinship (or parentage), father and mother seemed to suffice. But with the changes 

in family structures, this simple two-parent family is questioned from all sides. New people 

come into the family setting and may play a role in the socialization of the children, while 

others, on the contrary, see their role diminish, fade or even disappear. Thus, complex family 

trajectories seem to create correspondingly complex places and roles. 

The invention of parentalité may therefore result directly from the changes in family spheres 

and structures over the last forty years. These new family configurations may somehow have 

generated a new vocabulary of parenthood. To understand the validity of this argument, it 

may be helpful to briefly review some elements of this transformation. But we will see that the 

fact that the family has changed is perhaps less important than the difficulty in interpreting the 

causes and especially the effects of the changes. Therein lies much of the controversy. 

Indeed, it is common to contrast the “family of the Thirty Glorious Years,” namely a stable, 

fecund, institution-oriented family upholding the traditions, to that of the “Thirty Dismal 

Years” *‘Trente piteuses’, 1974 to 2004 in France]3, characterized by fragile marriages, 

disaffection for institutions and emancipation from the shackles of tradition. These two family 

models seem to be polar opposites, to the point that some still refer to the crisis or the death 

of the family, to convey an image of chaos and unrest and to call for the return of the family-

institution as the only guarantee of social peace and equilibrium.  

According to these purveyors of a message of moral panic, the changes in the family have 

destroyed the capacity of parents to be parents. Some authors, such as Evelyne Sullerot (1987) 

and Louis Roussel, who refer to “the forgotten childhood” (2001), see these changes as the 

sign of the rise of “adultcentrism.” It is said that after the “cultural revolution” of 1968, people 

chose to focus on their own personal fulfillment at the expense of family and children, 

especially women, who refused to stay in the home and cater to the well-being of others 

(husbands and children).  

F. de Singly (Singly, 2000) questions the relevance of this thesis that denounces the selfishness 

of adults or the “negative individualism.” His examples during the contemporary period show 

instead that children are always a source of very serious concerns and significant investments 

on the part of adults. The difference is probably, as he himself wrote, that “what is contested 

in contemporary families is the existence of one individual who derives all the benefits 

                                                           
3
 . To borrow the title of an essay by Nicolas Baverez (1997) about the French economy. 
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(regardless of whether it is the man or the child) “(ibid, p. 73). In short, there should be neither 

a spoiled child nor a domineering adult in a contemporary democratic family. 

Similarly, nothing shows that the decline of marriage in favor of less institution-oriented types 

of unions (domestic partnerships) is accompanied by a decline in the feeling of parental 

responsibility. Though the absence of a marriage contract may blur the roles, rights and duties 

of the members of couples who live together, this does not mean an absence of social norms. 

Unmarried fathers think of themselves as fathers in their own right, with the prerogatives and 

responsibilities that entails. The difference lies in the fact that these standards are self-built 

into the relationship rather than imposed from outside – self-determined, not other-

determined, as David Riesman wrote (1964). Fewer legal norms, fewer prescriptions, but no 

less responsibility. It would be rash to claim that non-marriage inevitably leads to parental 

deficiency. European legislation is gradually recognizing the magnitude of this phenomenon 

and now ensures that parental authority is shared both inside and outside marriage, and also 

after a couple separates. 

Much controversy exists as to the causes of the transformations of family life over the last 

forty years, and the potential solutions (Commaille & Martin, 1998; Martin, 2001). According 

to some people, this transformation is a good thing, since it has enabled people to free 

themselves from the reproduction-oriented traditions in which they were trapped, while for 

others it signals the collapse of the family-based society and the rise of rampant individualism, 

blurring all the guidelines needed to live together in society. While some people see a more 

democratic family, where women, children and men can “write their own history,” make their 

own life choices, and individualize themselves with respect to the “significant others” they 

have chosen, others wonder how we can continue as a society if we fail to create a foundation 

of shared values to govern private and family life, serving as a basis for legal and social norms: 

in short, the institution.  

We could suggest an alternative interpretation of these transformations in family life, an 

interpretation that focuses on other factors such as changing patterns of production and 

consumption, the labor market and employment. Taking these macro-economic and 

social factors into account (globalization, flexible work rules and schedules, mass 

unemployment, etc.), we see that today's family is very different from the family of the “Thirty 

Glorious Years” and that it must deal with new problems. If these years of steady growth and 

almost full employment corresponded to a type of family organization (the Parsonian nuclear 

family), it is clear that the post-industrial or post-Fordist society, in which we live, corresponds 

to another type of family life, one that is more flexible, less statutory and with more uncertain 

contours. Why should today's family be considered in terms of what it was during a period, 

certainly memorable, of our contemporary history, but one that is now over? As Emile 

Durkheim wrote in his “Introduction à la sociologie de la famille,” “the family of today is no 

more or less perfect than the family of the past: it is different, because the environments 

where it lives are more complex, that's all” (Durkheim, 1975, p. 25). 
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The notion of parentalité is an integral part of this controversy. But its appearance is mainly an 

expression of concern about the ability of parents to assume their role and meet their 

obligations. We find this issue in the public debate that developed in France in the 1990s 

concerning the rise of antisocial behavior in young people, a problem whose main cause, 

according to this debate, was the incompetence and/or irresponsibility of parents.  

This debate has been so intense since 1998 that it is difficult not to see in it the main 

conditions for the emergence of this notion. Parentalité is first the expression of a problem 

created during this period, which goes something like this: parents no longer assume their 

role, whether this is the result of the libertarian, individualistic and hedonistic ideology, the 

collapse of the institutional dimension of the family (which seems less credible when we see 

the demand for institutions in society), or specific requirements for parenting (time available 

for this role, division of housework and child care, pressure on the daily lives of parents, etc.). 

 

PARENTALITÉ AS A PUBLIC ORDER ISSUE 

In recent decades, this issue of parental irresponsibility, failure or abdication has returned to 

the forefront in France. In the words of Jacques Faget, in the collection entitled 

“De la parenté à la parentalité”: “If political speeches, television or radio shows and 

newspaper articles are focusing on this theme, it is to stigmatize the collapse of the role of 

parents in the socialization of children, those children who are seen as 'savages' and who have 

not inherited the cultural codes that enable them to behave themselves in society. Without a 

doubt, the debate on parenting is a debate on public order” (Faget, 2001 70). 

However, unlike the recent past when right wing traditionalism and conservatism were still 

opposed to left wing (sometimes liberal) progressivism, this issue seems to have generated 

quasi-unanimity in politic circles, both right and left, which have formed a united front to fight 

against the collapse of the family-based society (see also Commaille and Martin, 1998; Martin, 

2001). The campaign for the presidential and legislative elections of 2002 is an example of this, 

when insecurity was the main theme and the organizing principle of the political debate. It is 

likely that the new campaign for 2012 will reactivate these same themes.  

Far from being only the anthem of the extreme right wing, with its hints of xenophobia and 

racism, as well as the decline of basic institutions, and in particular the family, the theme of 

insecurity has totally polarized the political debate at the expense of key issues such as social, 

cultural and economic inequality, unemployment, the globalization of markets and the 

impossible control of financial flows, European construction, etc.  

The media largely contributed to making insecurity an omnipresent threat during this 

campaign. France spent several months in the midst of this chaos of information about the rise 

in criminality and the explosion of juvenile delinquency, with all the related finger-pointing: 
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parents, first of all, because of their failure, their shortcomings, their abdication, their 

selfishness, their “adultcentrism,” more concerned with their emotional and marital woes than 

in assuming their responsibilities as parents; next the institutions and the State, incapable of 

instilling respect and embodying authority; the school system, also incapable of forming good 

citizens; “May '68” and its liberal slogans; politicians seen as self-serving wheeler-dealers and 

white collar criminals; and far behind, the economic and social inequalities, etc. 

The warning signs had been visible for several years, however, in proposals to penalize parents 

in order to deal with what was already being described as “an explosion of juvenile 

delinquency.” Intellectuals of the plural left coalition4 at the same time decided to sound the 

alarm in a column in the newspaper Le Monde, alarmed by the progressive collapse of the 

structures of Republican authority:  

“The long chain of citizenship whose links were once the father, teacher, lieutenant, 

the co-worker, the local party or local union secretary… has broken down… The family 

is devalued or fragmented, as are the authorities of ascendance, competence, 

command and workplace… In plain view of all, we are seeing the abdication of the 

Social State, the Educator State and Penal State”.  

Should we see in this alarmist portrait, which called for an urgent republican restoration of the 

bodies of authority, a visionary stance of what happened next on a political level, or a partial 

cause of the current hypertrophic rhetoric on security and the restoration of structures of 

authority? No doubt. 

The key here is to recall the climate in which the debate on the consequences of changes in 

the family has been structured for some years, which calls to mind some of the arguments of 

the 19th century. For example, far from seeing the right to divorce as a sign of victory and 

emancipation from the shackles of marriage and family, which a number of individuals are 

trapped in, as a solution for those who are suffering and whose children are growing up in a 

context of marital conflict and violence, the increase, and some think, the trivialization of 

divorce is again causing concern, and waking up old demons about the devastating 

consequences of this logic of emancipation and the quest for a better life. As in the days of 

Frederic Le Play, it seems that maintaining social order requires restoring the family order or a 

certain type of family order. Jacques Donzelot (1977) described this in the mid seventies in 

“The Policing of Families” by advancing the following idea: “The crisis of the family” is less a 

reality than a ruse of liberal societies, on the one hand to reduce the power of the family 

(compared to the patriarchal model of the Old Regime) and on the other, to give it greater 

responsibility in “a dual movement of incrimination and empowerment of the family. The 

family is suspected of being bad, but at the same time is held up as the exclusive condition of 

                                                           
4
 . Régis Debray, Max Gallo, Blandine Kriegel, Olivier Mongin, Mona Ozouf, Anicet Pors and Paul 

Thibauld: "Républicains, n’ayons plus peu" Le Monde, 4 September 1998. 
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well-being for everyone, as the epitome of true happiness, the success of the children, and 

self-realization”5.  

In short, by focusing once again on the effects of the crisis of the nuclear family for children, 

we hold the family accountable for empowering individuals and promoting happiness, and 

thus, if it fails, we see it as the source of social problems. In this way, we can say that the 

family is primarily to blame and the policing of families is the only way to remedy this 

family incompetence. Thus, amidst a complex set of factors explaining social problems, it is 

assumed that the determining factor is the family structure, family history and family 

trajectory. 

Did the social sciences, particularly sociology, remain silent about the rise of the securitarian 

climate and the connection so readily established between family contexts and delinquency? 

Of course not. But they had little effect compared to the extensive media coverage, carried out 

in an atmosphere of blame, scapegoating and a revival of the concept of blaming the 

victim (Ryan, 1971). 

For example, the Office of Research of the National Fund for Family Allowances 

hired Laurent Mucchielli in 1999 to conduct a comprehensive review of the scientific literature 

in French and English on “families and delinquency.” This report (2000) resulted in several 

publications in the same year, including an article explicitly entitled: “Does family 

dissociation promote crime? Arguments for an empirical refutation”6. It shows, based on the 

extensive French, American and Canadian literature, that this causality does not play out and 

that divorce or separation is not in itself a major factor in psychological disorders. “The 

connection between broken families and crime is low or zero for serious offenses (theft, 

violent behavior), slightly higher for drug use (especially soft drugs) and significant for 

'problem behaviors' (running away, truancy, discipline problems in class).” (Mucchielli, 2000, p. 

43).  

If the results coincide on one point, it is that divorce or separation does not automatically 

cause delinquency and that what occurs has more to do with how the event is handled, 

depending on many variables such as the socio-economic and cultural status of the 

households, the support network available, continuing contact between the former spouses, 

the role of grandparents and friends, etc. “The family's responsibility for delinquency should be 

understood in terms of relational dynamics and socio-economic context” (Mucchielli, 2000 

                                                           
5
 . J. Donzelot (1999): "The Policing of Families, continued" Informations sociales, n° 73-74, p. 136-

143. 

6
 This assessment is reminiscent of what Nadine Lefaucheur wrote in the late 1980s, particularly her 

article entitled: "Dissociation familiale et délinquance juvénile ou la trompeuse éloquence des 

chiffres" (Lefaucheur, 1996). 
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47)7. But there is a difficulty with these results, in that the answer is nuanced. It requires 

further examination and a discussion of unequal post-divorce trajectories. But by the same 

token, the response seems too complex to be heard and understood by a public that wants 

simple answers to simple questions.  

In his report, Mucchielli also highlights other variables related to the image that young people 

from disadvantaged neighborhoods have of their social destiny, and their perception of their 

place in society and also how they view the place they are assigned by the institutions and the 

global society. He refers to the phenomenon of “reverse stigma” in which young people in 

these neighborhoods intentionally engage in delinquent behavior to fit in with their peer 

groups8.  

If we took into account such factors, it is obvious that we would be more worried about the 

rejection of these young people who are being blamed for all the social ills. For if society 

believes that these young people are destined for prison, it will likely be increasingly difficult to 

get along with them and for them to get along with their fellow citizens. These findings are 

frequently reported by analysts of deviance or, in another field, articles on immigration. 

National closed-border and rejection policies against immigrants are indeed incompatible with 

the stated aim of integration, which is why these young people can be referred to as “domestic 

immigrants.” When the host society provides nothing but exclusion, integration becomes 

impossible9. 

The last factor identified by this research on the relationship between families and 

delinquency is parental control, which is often dependent on the socio-economic environment 

of the families. English language literature uses the term parental supervision to designate the 

formal and informal control that parents exercise over their children's activities, friends, school 

work and recreation. This type of parenting seems to be directly related to the personal well-

being of the parents, and conversely a lack of parental supervision is directly related to the 

social disadvantages of the parents, such as unemployment or poverty. Thus, it is more difficult 

to exercise parental supervision if the parent is in a disadvantaged position. For example, a 

father's authority is often correlated with his social and professional integration, just as his 

economic and social dependency could impede the identification process of the son and could 

                                                           
7
 . We came to this conclusion on the basis of a survey conducted in the early 1990s on a cohort of 

divorced and separated people (Martin, 1997). 

8
 . Claire Brisset, Défenseur des droits de l’enfant (child ombudsman), wrote in an article published by 

Le Monde, entitled "Pour une politique de l’adolescence": "How can teens not see the fear they 

inspire in society, when they are described as threatening? How can they not adopt the very 

behaviors they are stigmatized with? This can only lead to rebellion and violence that will justify 

the image conveyed by the rhetoric" (Le Monde, April 12, 2002). 

9
 And yet, at this very moment, the States were adopting Europe-wide policies against immigrants, 

despite many years of experience with the ineffectiveness of these closed-border policies. 
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make the father oscillate between two extreme and equally inappropriate positions, namely 

withdrawal or authoritarianism. 

In short, based on available knowledge, “socio-economic factors are indeed the most 

important factors in the manufacture of delinquency, but indirectly, by destroying the ability of 

parents, and especially fathers, to exercise parental control” (Mucchielli, 2000, p. 141). But this 

is not what is held by the common rhetoric, which confuses, due to ignorance of the lives of 

these disadvantaged households, fear, shame, submission and fear with the abdication or 

negligence of parents. “Regarding abdication, we must wonder whether some parents still 

have the ability to exercise proper control, given that their existence is so difficult” (ibid., p. 

142).  

Eric Debardieux, author of an extensive survey on the mechanisms of juvenile violence, draws 

the same conclusion when he writes: “The parents of offenders whom we interviewed have 

not abdicated. They do not know what to do, which is not the same thing, and are powerless. 

They are powerless in the same way that certain professionals, teachers, social workers or 

police officers are. This powerlessness is collective and should not lead us to blame the parents 

alone” (Le Monde, March 21, 2002). But the public authorities have not been receptive to 

these arguments, and instead seek to sanction and blame the parents. 

Indeed, the results of such surveys reach different audiences depending on the findings. When 

the findings seem to confirm widely held notions, then the media coverage can change. The 

best example of this is the publicity surrounding the results of a demographic thesis on the 

consequences of divorce on children's school performance (Archambault, September 2001). 

Although the author merely makes observations and touches only briefly on the mechanisms 

involved (less school-related supervision exercised by the parents, ongoing family conflicts 

after the separation, diminished economic resources), in particular due to the lack of 

qualitative data, and although he takes certain precautions regarding widely held notions,10 

the press quickly reported his findings, as these data support the common belief that divorce is 

seriously detrimental to children, with purported consequences in terms of socio-professional 

integration and more generally social inclusion.  

In short, over these few years, very little has been said about the concrete conditions for 

parenting, inequality, employment, time available, etc. And yet over the last twenty years, 

numerous surveys have demonstrated the inequalities in post-divorce trajectories and the 

increased vulnerability of households who experienced precarious social and economic 

conditions even before the separation (see Martin, 1997; Chambaz & Martin, 2001). Family 

breakdown accentuates the risks. In a social trajectory, the combined factors of a modest 

                                                           
10

 . For example, he takes care to emphasize that "the academic difficulties of children of single parent 

families seem to stem from precarity rather than a specific, psychological effect of the separation 

of the parents" (2001, p. 162). 
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background, school difficulties and isolation caused by domestic or family breakdown 

increases the risk of exclusion11.  

 

TOWARDS A POLICY OF PARENTALITÉ: BETWEEN THE REVIVAL OF “POLICING 

FAMILIES” AND PARENTAL EMPOWERMENT  

The idea of financially penalizing families who have been unable to fulfill their socializing 

function under “normal” or satisfactory conditions was suggested several times in the 1990s. 

Pierre Cardo, MP of Yvelines, suggested this solution with respect to parents “whose children 

loiter in the streets” in 1993. In 1995, 67 MPs filed a bill “aimed at establishing a penalty taking 

away the child benefit from parents of minor children convicted of delinquency.” And in the 

late 1990s, several mayors of medium-sized French towns, mostly rightist, but also one or two 

leftist mayors, seeking to halt “the explosion of delinquency” and what they perceived as 

a flagrant degradation of the conditions of socialization of children, also suggested taking away 

the child benefit from households whose children have committed acts of delinquency. Several 

incidents appeared to them to justify this solution: assaults on teachers and school bus drivers, 

urban vandalism and antisocial behavior. The penalty appeared to these leading politicians as 

the only possible resource, even though criminal law already provided sanctions for ineffective 

parents, in particular the elimination of the child benefit if the children failed to attend school.  

Although the left was initially reluctant to adopt this securitarian and repressive rhetoric, some 

leftist figures did help to change the map of political positions on the subject. Jean-Pierre 

Chevenement, Interior Minister of the Socialist government at the time, played a determining 

role when he termed these antisocial minors ”savages” and employed a traditionalist and 

Republican rhetoric to support initiatives to reinforce the authority of the parents and the 

public institutions. Some academics have echoed this message, including Charles Hadji, a 

professor of education at the University of Grenoble, who wrote: “When will parents stop 

being afraid to discipline their children? Because only 'discipline transforms animality into 

humanity' (Kant). Without discipline, which is the negative aspect of parenting, the child is 

doomed to 'savagery', and education, the positive aspect of parenting, is impossible. Let us not 

be afraid to use the term 'little savage' (the only right word) to describe a youth who has not 

been given any limits or structure that would transform him from the savage state to the 

human state”12. This debate revived the idea of parental incompetence, irresponsibility or lack 

of authority. 

                                                           
11

 . In a recent survey of 1160 people living in great precarity and housed in shelters, Serge Paugam 

and Mireille Clémençon found that three-quarters of them were separated, divorced, single or 

widowed. Chaotic family life was their common lot, along with violence (28% reported being 

abused), alcoholism and parents facing money problems, debt and health issues. 

12
 . Letter published in Le Monde, 16/02/2002. 
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This theme remained latent and recurrent from this period onward. Although the child benefit 

was not taken away from households for cases of youth delinquency, the idea continued to be 

proffered as a threat, especially on the right of the political spectrum, but also in a number of 

local governments.  

The Socialist government, for its part, on the occasion of the Conference of the Family in 1998, 

proposed measures to support parents in their parenting mission: the “Networks for Support 

and Guidance of Parents” (REAAP), providing a locally managed budget to 

support local associations and initiatives to create discussion groups for parents or parenting 

support systems, under the responsibility of the Interministerial Delegation for Family13. The 

most significant government initiatives include the reforms promoted by Ségolène Royal, 

Minister for Family and Children, regarding custody, paternity leave and divorce reform with 

the elimination of at-fault divorce. The government's goal at the time was to “redefine 

parental authority, emphasizing the parents' duty to educate their children; reaffirm the joint 

exercise of parental authority by defining rules for all parents; promote shared physical 

custody following divorce and provide a legal basis for family mediation to develop shared 

physical custody” (Perspectives of action of the Minister for Family, Children and People with 

Disabilities, presented by Ségolène Royal on Thursday, April 26, 2001)14. 

In late 1999, the National Family Allowance Fund (CNAF) set up a committee to consider the 

question of responsibility and guidance of parents in their relationship with their children. 

Although not binding on the CNAF or the CAF, this group clearly stated its position on the idea 

of financial penalty or added government control over family benefits suggested by elected 

officials and parliamentarians. “In the event of delinquency or antisocial behavior of minors, 

the measure to take away or reduce the child benefit appears to be ineffective, and may cause 

adverse effects, inconsistent with the goals of the family branch” (Beaud et al. 1999, p. 27). 

But with the approach of the municipal elections in March 2001 and especially the presidential 

and legislative elections in May 2002, it became increasingly difficult for the Socialist Party and 

                                                           
13

 . 3 million euros were spent between 1999 and 2001, half from the family branch of social security, 

on these initiatives conducted by local associations, including departmental unions of Family 

Associations. Four main types of actions were carried out: support for parent-school relations, 

experience and expertise sharing among parents, meetings between parents and professionals, and 

activities for parents to do with their children. For reports on the experience, see Falconnet & 

Vergnory (2001). 

14
 . These concrete measures include: a reading, during the wedding ceremony, not only of the 

obligations of the spouses, but also the principal articles of the Civil Code on parental authority; a 

formal ceremony of recognition by both parents before a city official; inclusion of the rules for 

parental authority in the livret de famille; following a divorce, the possibility of shared physical 

custody of the children; creation of a livret de paternité; the issuance of copies of administrative 

documents to the "noncustodial" parent; the affiliation of the children with the social security of 

each parent; continued SNCF discounts for separated families. 
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the Government of the Plural Left (Socialists, Communists and Green Party) to ignore this 

burning issue, at the risk of being drawn into a moralizing rhetoric against families.  

In this climate of increased tensions on the issue of insecurity, even a minister like Ségolène 

Royal, not usually prone to this kind of rhetoric, announced her own measures by making 

concessions to the times and mentioning the issue of accountability in relation to the rise of 

petty crime. In February 2001, she announced measures to encourage both members of a 

couple to fully exercise their responsibilities towards their children and, in particular, fathers 

after separation: “Parents need to exercise authority in response to antisocial behavior and at-

risk behavior of young people. We must stop the laissez-faire attitude and the parents' desire 

to be ‘best friends’ with their children, often because they feel guilty for divorcing. Without 

rules or limits, young people become immature adults. All fathers and mothers, regardless of 

their living conditions, need more help in putting their authority in practice” (speech 

introducing her proposed reform of parental authority to the press, quoted in Le Monde on 

February 28, 2001). Despite the extent of her objectives, it is remarkable that Ségolène Royal 

chose to present these measures as an attempt to restore parental authority in a context of 

excessive laxity and dangerous laissez-faire. 

These different elements of reform of family law occurred in a general climate of denunciation 

of the abdication of parents, in light of a supposed “explosion of insecurity.” Yet at the same 

time, many experts spoke out strongly against this issue, saying that in fact the institutions 

(justice, police, national education), often blamed for the rising delinquency, seemed to place 

the blame for their failures on the private sphere. 

During the summer of 2001, there was a resurgence of this issue in the media, following the 

decision of the Mayor (RPR) of Orleans to prohibit young people under 13 from being outdoors 

alone from 11:00 p.m. to 6:00 am, in three so-called “sensitive” neighborhoods, known as the 

“curfew for minors.” This provision was also adopted by several other mayors in the cities of 

Cannes, Nice and Etampes, but most importantly, it was approved by the State Council in July, 

while similar municipal decisions, taken in 1997, had been annulled by administrative 

tribunals. The decision to validate these repressive municipal orders led to a heated debate 

and fair amount of criticism, in particular by the League of Human Rights, concerned by the 

restriction of public and individual freedoms. But this decision of the State Council mainly had 

the effect of strengthening the supporters of a tougher fight against juvenile delinquency and 

parental failure. 

The publication in August 2001 of “bad” delinquency figures by the Ministry of Interior 

(showing an increase of almost 10%), placed “delinquency at the heart of the political debate,” 

to quote the title of an article in Le Monde. These delinquency figures, corresponding to 

violations reported by the police and the gendarmerie, were no better on the eve of the 

presidential and legislation campaign of 2002, with a further increase of 5.7%, corresponding 
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to more than 4 million violations involving 177,000 children, with delinquency in youth under 

13 increasing.  

The fact that these figures actually showed a rising delinquency rate was highly problematic. 

According to criminology experts from the CESDIP (Centre for Sociological Research on Law 

and penal institutions), including Laurent Mucchielli, Philippe Robert and Bruno Aubusson de 

Carvalay, the figures more likely demonstrate better policing by the gendarmerie and the 

police or more systematic recording of their activity: “It is likely that in recent years, the police 

and gendarmerie have more systematically recorded the complaints of victims, because they 

have received instructions to that effect ... We are entering a vicious cycle by mistaking an 

indicator of resources – what actions the police are taking – for a measurement of insecurity” 

(interview with B. Aubusson de Carvalay in the newspaper Le Monde on January 29, 2002). 

By occupying center stage in the media15, the issue of insecurity, rising delinquency and 

parental abdication literally polarized the attention of the two main candidates in the 

presidential election. Lionel Jospin, who found himself repeatedly forced to take a stand on the 

subject of delinquency and the family often had to answer questions about how his proposals 

differed from those of Jacques Chirac. Indeed, his proposals included the plan to reopen the 

closed detention centers for juvenile offenders (though they had been abolished by Mr. 

Peyrefitte in the seventies because of their failure and extreme violence) – a pivotal proposal 

of Chirac's program, and called for the immediate arraignment of minors, a procedure until 

then used only for adults, thereby challenging the founding text of the juvenile justice system: 

the Ordinance of 1945.  

In response, many experts once again spoke out strongly against misconceptions and 

denounced the securitarian campaign and slogans of “zero tolerance”. A petition by the union 

of employees of reform schools gathered together some leading experts in the subject, 

including sociologists Eric Debardieux, Remi Lenoir, François Dubet and Laurent Mucchielli, 

judge Alain Bruel and psychiatrist Stanislas Tomkiewicz16. But it had no effect. The election 

results showed that the theme of insecurity had borne fruit: the elimination of Lionel Jospin in 

the first round of the presidential elections, with Le Pen coming in second, and the election of 

Jacques Chirac by an overwhelming majority, in a “ Republican reflex.”  

The new government of Mr. Raffarin immediately began to implement the campaign promises 

of the majority party. The new Interior Minister, Mr. Sarkozy, and the Justice Minister, Mr. 
                                                           

15
 . According to a SOFRES CECODIP survey, which measures the coverage of different topics on 

television, radio and in the press, during the first quarter of 2002, three times more French people 

were "exposed" to issues of insecurity when they turned on their radio or television or opened the 

newspaper than to the problem of employment. 

16
 . "We are very disturbed by the unprecedented securitarian campaign, the political one-upmanship 

and the excessive media hype. These misconceptions are being used to manipulate the public into 

believing that young people in difficulty are the main cause of insecurity. This is irresponsible and 

distracts from finding real solutions to the problem." 
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Perben, decided to recruit police and gendarmerie officers and significantly increase their 

resources, publish monthly delinquency figures, tighten controls in areas of “lawlessness,” 

reform the Ordinance of 1945, and reopen the closed centers for juvenile offenders where 

youth 13 and over could be incarcerated, despite severe overcrowding in French prisons due 

to the sharp increase in inmates (15.5% more prisoners and 25% more pretrial detainees) in 

the early 2000s17.  

Since August 3, 2002, a provision (Estrosi amendment) can even take away the child benefit 

when a child is placed in the new closed educational centers for 13-16 year-olds, thus denying 

that delinquency is related to social context and making an individual offense into a 

family sanction. It is impossible to see how a financial sanction against already poor 

households, whose resources often depend heavily on redistribution, could help restore the 

authority of parents. This measure clearly has a different purpose, namely, to satisfy public 

opinion by adopting measures ideologically exemplary of the symbolic restoration of public 

order. It is the return of the policing of families. 
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