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reorganizes belonging in uneven ways rather than producing a
simple decline in human connection.

The book moves from theories of social connection to questions of
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relationships, and transnational care. Its concluding chapters
propose a framework for interpreting these changes and consider
their implications for policy and research.
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1.1 What Is a Social Bond? Toward a
Sociology of Connection

1. Classical Foundations: Solidarity, Community, Primary
Groups, and Forms of Association

The central claim of this book is that the social bond, rather than the
isolated individual, should be treated as the fundamental unit of
sociological analysis. This does not mean that individuals disappear
from sociological explanation. Rather, it means that people become
intelligible as social beings only through the relations in which they
are embedded, the obligations they recognize, the meanings they
share, the emotions they exchange, and the institutions that pattern
their conduct. The individual is never encountered sociologically as
a self-sufficient entity. The individual appears as a child in a family,
a worker in a division of labour, a believer in a moral community, a
citizen in a polity, a friend in a circle of intimacy, a stranger in an
urban crowd, or a node in a network of affiliations. Sociology
begins, therefore, not with the solitary person but with the bond: the
patterned relation through which people become socially located,
morally addressed, emotionally invested, and institutionally
connected.

A social bond may be defined as a durable or recurrent relation
between people, groups, or social positions that carries expectations
of conduct, recognition, obligation, reciprocity, identification, or
mutual orientation. A bond is more than an encounter and more
than a transaction. Two strangers who exchange money for a ticket
interact; they do not necessarily form a bond. A bond emerges when
interaction becomes socially meaningful and when the parties
involved come to stand in relation to one another through shared
expectations, remembered histories, emotional investments,
institutional roles, or moral claims. Bonds may be intimate or
impersonal, inherited or chosen, dense or thin, hierarchical or
reciprocal, emotionally intense or formally regulated. What unites
these varieties is that they connect actors in ways that shape identity,
conduct, and social order.
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Durkheim’s theory of solidarity provides one of the earliest
systematic foundations for such a view. In The Division of Labour in
Society (1893/2013), Durkheim distinguished mechanical solidarity
from organic solidarity. Mechanical solidarity rests on likeness. It
binds people through shared beliefs, common sentiments, collective
rituals, and a strong collective conscience. In societies organized by
mechanical solidarity, the bond is based on resemblance: individuals
feel joined because they participate in a common moral world. The
offence of one member against shared norms is experienced as an
offence against the collective itself. Organic solidarity, by contrast,
emerges from differentiation. Modern societies are not held together
primarily because everyone is alike, but because people and
institutions become mutually dependent through the division of
labour. The farmer, teacher, doctor, engineer, administrator, and
judge do not perform the same tasks, yet the very difference of their
functions binds them into a larger social whole. Here the bond is not
resemblance but interdependence.

Durkheim’s distinction is crucial because it shows that cohesion
cannot be reduced to sentiment alone. A society may be held
together by moral similarity, but it may also be held together by
functional dependence among differentiated people. This insight
allows the concept of the bond to include both affective attachment
and systemic interdependence. A bond may be warm, intimate, and
value-laden, but it may also be formal, mediated, and institutional.
The worker may not love the consumer, the citizen may not know
the judge, and the patient may never meet the laboratory scientist
whose work sustains modern medicine. Yet these relations still
matter sociologically because they organize dependence, obligation,
expectation, and trust.

Tönnies’s (1887/2001) distinction between Gemeinschaft and
Gesellschaft deepens this vocabulary by identifying different
experiential qualities of social connection. Gemeinschaft, often
translated as community, refers to relations rooted in kinship,
locality, tradition, and shared life. Its bonds are experienced as
natural, intimate, enduring, and morally thick. Family,
neighbourhood, village, and close friendship exemplify this form of



THE SOCIOLOGY OF HUMAN BONDS

4

connection. Gesellschaft, often translated as society or association,
refers to relations based on contract, calculation, individual interest,
and formal organization. Its bonds are more impersonal,
instrumental, and purposive. The contrast should not be read as a
simple opposition between good community and bad modernity.
Rather, it clarifies that bonds vary in their moral texture. Some ties
bind because people belong to one another through shared histories
and identities; others bind because they coordinate action under
conditions of mutual interest, legal rule, and institutional necessity.

Cooley’s work adds a micro-sociological and developmental
dimension. His concept of the primary group (Cooley, 1909)
identifies intimate face-to-face associations as the nursery of the
social self. Families, children’s play groups, neighbourhood circles,
and close friendships are “primary” not merely because they appear
early in life, but because they are formative. In these groups, the
person learns sympathy, cooperation, shame, pride, loyalty, and
self-understanding. Cooley’s (1902) “looking-glass self” further
shows that the self is not first formed internally and then expressed
socially. Rather, the self develops through imagined judgments of
others. We see ourselves as we think others see us; we imagine their
evaluation; and we develop feelings such as pride or humiliation in
response. The bond is therefore not only external connection. It
enters the structure of selfhood. To be a person is to be addressed,
reflected, recognized, misrecognized, admired, rejected, or
remembered by others.

Simmel’s (1972) formal sociology completes this classical
foundation by shifting attention from social substances to forms of
association. For Simmel, society exists where individuals enter
interaction, but the sociological task is to analyze the forms such
interaction takes. The dyad, the relation between two, is the most
elementary form of social association. It is fragile because it depends
directly on both participants; if one withdraws, the relation ends.
The triad introduces a qualitatively new form. With the third party
come mediation, coalition, arbitration, majority, exclusion, and
strategy. Social life is transformed not merely by adding one more
individual, but by altering the relational form itself. Simmel’s



THE ARCHITECTURE OF BELONGING

5

analysis of the web of group affiliations also anticipates modern
network thinking. In traditional settings, people often belong to
overlapping and inherited groups. In modernity, individuals
participate in multiple cross-cutting affiliations: occupational,
political, religious, recreational, digital, educational, and intimate.
The modern person becomes individualized not by escaping society,
but by standing at the intersection of many bonds.

Together, Durkheim, Tönnies, Cooley, and Simmel establish the
working vocabulary for this book. Durkheim teaches that bonds
generate solidarity through likeness and interdependence. Tönnies
distinguishes communal from associational forms of connection.
Cooley demonstrates that intimate bonds form the social self.
Simmel shows that the form of relation—dyad, triad, circle, network,
affiliation—has consequences independent of the individual
personalities involved. The social bond, then, is not a sentimental
metaphor. It is a rigorous analytical concept. It names the patterned
relation through which people are integrated, differentiated,
recognized, obligated, and made capable of social action.

2. Dimensions of Variation: Ascribed and Elective, Strong
and Weak, Primary and Secondary, Bonding and Bridging

If the social bond is the basic unit of analysis, then the next task is to
distinguish the dimensions along which bonds vary. Not all bonds
do the same kind of social work. Some bind through birth, others
through choice. Some are emotionally intense, others
informationally useful. Some create depth and belonging, others
create access and mobility. Some close groups inward around
shared identity, while others connect otherwise distant social
worlds. A sociology of human bonds must therefore avoid treating
“connection” as a single undifferentiated good. Bonds differ in
origin, intensity, moral content, institutional form, and social
consequence.

The first distinction is between ascribed and elective bonds;
achieved social positions can also provide settings for elective ties.
Ascribed bonds are those into which persons are born or placed by
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social classification: kinship, caste, ethnicity, lineage, clan, inherited
religion, locality, and other forms of belonging not initially chosen
by the individual. They often carry strong obligations because they
are treated as prior to personal preference. One does not usually
choose one’s parents, siblings, ancestry, mother tongue, or natal
community, yet these relations often define early identity, moral
duty, inheritance, status, and belonging. Elective bonds, by contrast,
are formed through choice, performance, association, affinity, or
institutional participation. Friendship, marriage in many modern
contexts, professional networks, voluntary associations, political
memberships, online communities, and lifestyle groups are
examples. Modernity does not abolish ascription, but it expands the
field of election. People increasingly experience themselves as
entitled, and sometimes required, to choose their affiliations.

This shift from ascribed to elective bonds is central to the modern
condition. It increases autonomy, but it also increases uncertainty.
Ascribed bonds may be oppressive, hierarchical, and restrictive, but
they often possess durability because they are supported by
tradition, kinship, religion, law, or collective expectation. Elective
bonds may be freer, more expressive, and more compatible with
individual self-development, but they are also more vulnerable to
exit. Friendship may fade, marriages may dissolve, professional
networks may become obsolete, and digital communities may
fragment. The elective bond is therefore both a site of freedom and a
site of fragility.

A second distinction is between strong and weak ties.
Granovetter’s (1973) classic formulation defines the strength of a tie
through a combination of time, emotional intensity, intimacy, and
reciprocal services. Strong ties are the relations of close friends,
family members, trusted colleagues, and intimate companions. They
provide emotional support, loyalty, recognition, care, and identity
confirmation. They are often redundant in informational terms
because close associates tend to know the same people and inhabit
similar social worlds. Weak ties, by contrast, involve less frequent
contact, lower emotional intensity, and weaker obligations. Yet
Granovetter’s empirical work on job mobility famously



THE ARCHITECTURE OF BELONGING

7

demonstrated that weak ties can be powerful precisely because they
connect individuals to information beyond their immediate circles.
Acquaintances, former classmates, distant colleagues, and casual
contacts often serve as bridges to opportunities unavailable within
dense networks of close relations.

The strong/weak tie distinction is important because it prevents a
romantic sociology in which only intimacy matters. Strong ties may
sustain the person, but weak ties often connect the person to wider
structures of opportunity. Strong ties give depth; weak ties give
reach. Strong ties are important for care, trust, and moral support;
weak ties are important for diffusion, innovation, mobility, and
access to non-redundant information. A network dominated by
strong ties may offer support while limiting access to new
information. A network dominated by weak ties may offer broad
access without dependable care. Human bonds must therefore be
assessed not only by their emotional intensity but also by their
position in a wider relational architecture.

The distinction between primary and secondary relations
overlaps with, but is not identical to, the distinction between strong
and weak ties. Primary relations are intimate, face-to-face, diffuse,
and identity-forming. They involve the whole person rather than a
single role. In a primary relation, one is not merely a customer,
employee, client, voter, or patient; one is known as a son, sister,
friend, neighbour, mentor, or companion. Secondary relations are
more formal, role-specific, impersonal, and limited in scope. They
are characteristic of bureaucracies, markets, professions, large-scale
institutions, and modern organizations. The relation between a bank
officer and a client, a university administrator and a student, or a
state official and a citizen may be socially important without being
intimate. Secondary relations make large-scale coordination possible
because they do not require personal knowledge. They also protect
individuals from the total demands of intimate communities by
limiting obligations to defined roles.

The primary/secondary distinction therefore captures a basic
tension in modern society. Primary bonds humanize social life by
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providing recognition, affection, and belonging. Secondary bonds
enable scale, efficiency, fairness, and functional coordination. The
danger of primary relations is exclusion, partiality, nepotism, and
suffocating conformity. The danger of secondary relations is
alienation, anonymity, procedural indifference, and moral distance.
A mature sociology of bonds must analyze how societies combine
these relational forms rather than simply ranking one above the
other.

A fourth distinction is between bonding and bridging connection,
associated especially with Putnam’s (2000) analysis of social capital.
Bonding ties connect people who are similar in identity, status,
background, belief, or social location. They generate solidarity,
mutual aid, loyalty, and internal trust. Families, close ethnic
communities, religious congregations, and tightly knit
neighbourhoods often provide bonding capital. Bridging ties
connect people across lines of difference. They link groups separated
by class, ethnicity, religion, profession, region, generation, or
ideology. Bridging ties are crucial for pluralistic societies because
they reduce isolation, circulate information, widen empathy, and
make cooperation possible beyond one’s own group.

Bonding ties are socially ambivalent. They can protect vulnerable
groups, sustain moral community, and provide resources where
formal institutions fail. Yet they can also harden boundaries,
intensify exclusion, and produce suspicion toward outsiders.
Bridging ties are equally ambivalent. They may promote tolerance,
mobility, and democratic cooperation, but they may also remain
thin, instrumental, and insufficient for deep mutual care. The
distinction allows this book to ask not simply whether people are
connected, but how they are connected, to whom, and with what
consequences.

These dimensions—ascribed/elective, strong/weak,
primary/secondary, bonding/bridging—form a basic analytical grid.
They show that social bonds differ by origin, intensity, scope, and
direction. They also show that no single type of bond can sustain
social life alone. Ascribed bonds provide continuity but may restrict
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autonomy. Elective bonds provide freedom but may lack durability.
Strong ties provide support but may limit reach. Weak ties provide
access but may lack care. Primary ties provide identity but may
become parochial. Secondary ties provide coordination but may
become impersonal. Bonding ties provide solidarity but may
produce exclusion. Bridging ties provide openness but may remain
fragile. The sociology of human bonds begins from these tensions.

3. The Relational Turn: Obligation, Emotion, Trust, and the
Paradox of the Fragile Elective Bond

The relational turn in social theory provides the explicit theoretical
justification for making bonds, rather than individuals or structures
alone, the central object of analysis. In much conventional social
science, explanation begins either with individuals and their
preferences or with structures and their constraints. Relational
sociology challenges this opposition. It argues that actors are not
pre-social substances who later enter relations, and structures are
not external containers standing above interaction. Rather, actors,
identities, interests, meanings, and institutions are formed within
relations. Social life is not composed of isolated units that
occasionally connect; it is composed of ongoing transactions, ties,
networks, boundaries, and figurations through which units
themselves acquire shape.

Emirbayer’s (1997) “Manifesto for a Relational Sociology”
provides an influential programmatic statement of this position. He
distinguishes substantialist thinking from relational thinking.
Substantialist approaches treat entities—individuals, groups,
classes, organizations, and societies—as if they possessed fixed
properties prior to relation. Relational approaches, by contrast, view
entities as unfolding within transactions. A person is not simply a
bearer of attributes; a person is a participant in dynamic fields of
relation. A class is not merely a category of individuals with similar
economic characteristics; it is constituted through relations of
production, domination, organization, representation, and struggle.
An institution is not merely a structure; it is a stabilized pattern of
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relations. The implication for this book is direct: bonds are not
secondary links between already complete actors. They are
constitutive processes through which actors become socially real.

Tilly’s (1998) relational sociology develops this point through the
analysis of mechanisms. For Tilly, identities, boundaries,
inequalities, and collective actions are produced through recurrent
relational processes. Social categories do not simply exist; they are
made and remade through transactions that draw boundaries
between “us” and “them,” assign rights and obligations, distribute
resources, and narrate belonging. Durable inequality, for example,
depends not only on individual prejudice or abstract structure but
on relational mechanisms such as exploitation, opportunity
hoarding, emulation, and adaptation. These mechanisms operate
through ties between people and groups. The study of bonds is
therefore also the study of power. Bonds include care, trust, and
solidarity, but they also include dependence, domination, exclusion,
and unequal obligation.

Donati’s (2011) realist relational sociology, which differs from
Emirbayer’s transactional approach, makes a further claim: relations
possess an emergent reality that cannot be reduced either to
individuals or to systems. A social relation is not simply the sum of
two people’s intentions, nor is it merely an effect of structure. It is a
“third” reality that emerges between actors and can acquire its own
properties. A friendship, marriage, professional association, political
alliance, or kinship relation may develop expectations, memories,
conflicts, rituals, and obligations that confront participants as
something more than their separate wills. People often say that a
relationship “has changed,” “requires work,” “has broken down,” or
“must be repaired.” Such language is sociologically significant. It
recognizes that the bond itself becomes an object of care, evaluation,
and transformation. To study society relationally is to study this
emergent “between.”

Yet a bond is not produced by relation alone in the minimal sense
of contact. What distinguishes a bond from a mere interaction is the
continuing set of expectations it establishes, which may carry
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affective and moral significance. Mauss’s (1925/2002) theory of the
gift is foundational here. The gift is never merely an object
transferred from one hand to another. It creates a relation because it
carries obligations: to give, to receive, and to reciprocate. The
recipient of a gift is not simply enriched materially; the recipient is
placed in a moral relation to the giver. Refusing a gift may reject the
relationship. Accepting a gift may acknowledge dependence or
alliance. Returning a gift may restore balance, honour, or continuity.
Mauss therefore shows that exchange becomes binding when it
creates moral expectation beyond immediate calculation.

Blau’s (1964/1986) social exchange theory extends this insight in
modern sociological terms. Economic exchange is often specific,
contractual, and measurable. Social exchange is diffuse, uncertain,
and dependent on trust. When one person helps another without a
precise contract, the act generates an expectation of future return,
but the timing and form of return remain unspecified. This
uncertainty is not a weakness of social exchange; it is the condition
through which trust is produced. If every act were immediately
priced and settled, no continuing bond would be necessary. Bonds
emerge because obligations remain open, remembered, and morally
charged. Reciprocity is therefore not the same as equivalence. It is a
temporal and moral structure that links past assistance, present
trust, and future expectation.

Collins’s (2004) theory of interaction ritual chains explains the
emotional substance of bonds. In Collins’s formulation, successful
interaction rituals involve bodily co-presence, a boundary between
participants and outsiders, a mutual focus of attention, and a shared
emotional mood. When these elements combine, they generate
emotional energy, solidarity, symbols of membership, and moral
feelings. People leave successful rituals feeling strengthened,
recognized, and attached to the group. This applies not only to
religious ceremonies but also to classrooms, political rallies, family
meals, sports events, workplace gatherings, funerals, and protests.
Whether digitally mediated interaction can reproduce these
processes requires separate examination. Bonds are sustained
because interaction produces emotional residues. People return to
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relations that energize them, affirm them, and locate them within a
meaningful collective.

Trust is the bridge between moral obligation and emotional
attachment. Trust allows actors to remain vulnerable to one another
despite uncertainty. It is necessary because no social bond can be
fully secured by contract, surveillance, or calculation. Even highly
institutionalized relations require trust: trust that a teacher will
evaluate fairly, a doctor will act competently, a friend will keep
confidence, a spouse will remain faithful, a colleague will
reciprocate effort, or a state will honour rights. Trust converts
uncertainty into livable expectation. Its breakdown reveals the
hidden architecture of the bond. When trust collapses, the relation
may formally continue, but its binding quality is damaged.

These arguments lead to the central paradox of this book: modern
individuals are simultaneously freer to choose their bonds and more
exposed to their dissolution. Modernity pluralizes affiliation. People
may choose friends, partners, careers, associations, political causes,
religious identities, intellectual communities, and digital networks
with a freedom unimaginable in many traditional settings. The
modern self is partly made through elective attachment. Yet this
freedom can also expose relationships to fragility. What is chosen
can be unchosen. What is entered voluntarily may be exited when it
no longer satisfies. The same conditions that permit autonomy may
weaken guarantees of permanence. The elective bond is meaningful
because it is chosen, and its durability depends on continuing
recognition, satisfaction, trust, and mutual investment.

The task of the sociology of human bonds is not to lament this
condition, nor to celebrate it uncritically. It is to analyze it. The
modern world has not destroyed bonds; it has transformed their
basis. Ascription, tradition, and local necessity no longer
monopolize belonging. Instead, bonds must increasingly be
maintained through communication, reciprocity, emotional labour,
institutional support, and moral negotiation. This makes social life
more open but also more precarious. The chapters that follow
examine this tension across intimate, communal, institutional, and
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digital contexts. The guiding question is not whether human beings
are connected, but what kinds of bonds they form, how those bonds
hold, why they break, and what their transformation reveals about
the changing structure of social life.

1.2 Classical Foundations: Solidarity,
Community, and the Great Transformation

1. Modernity as a Crisis and Reorganization of Social Bonds

The founding sociologists wrote under the pressure of a common
historical problem: the transformation of human bonds under
industrialization, urbanization, capitalism, secularization, and the
growth of the modern state. Sociology emerged as an intellectual
response to the unsettling perception that older forms of community
were weakening and that new forms of association were taking their
place. The rural village, the kinship group, the religious community,
the guild, and the estate order seemed to be losing their integrative
power. In their place appeared the factory, the metropolis, the
bureaucracy, the market, the contract, the political party, the
occupational association, and the anonymous crowd. The question
was not simply whether people remained connected, but how the
form, substance, and moral quality of connection had changed.

The classical theorists did not offer identical answers. Durkheim
asked how solidarity could survive the differentiation produced by
the modern division of labour. Tönnies contrasted the organic
intimacy of community with the calculated association of modern
society. Simmel explored the psychological and relational
consequences of money, urban scale, and metropolitan
overstimulation. Marx and Engels located the transformation of
bonds in capitalism’s dissolution of traditional ties and its
subordination of personal relations to commodity exchange. Weber
(1978) examined rationalization, bureaucracy, and disenchantment
as forces that displaced traditional and affective relations with
formal, rule-governed, instrumental association. Together, these
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thinkers gave sociology its enduring conceptual vocabulary for
describing the modern fate of human bonds.

Their shared concern may be summarized as follows: modernity
does not abolish social bonds, but it changes their basis. Bonds
become less dependent on inherited status, locality, religion, and
tradition, and more dependent on functional interdependence,
contract, money, organization, legal authority, and individual
choice. This transformation generates both freedom and dislocation.
It loosens oppressive communal constraints, but it also weakens
stable sources of belonging. It expands individual autonomy, but it
exposes individuals to isolation, competition, and moral uncertainty.
The classical tradition therefore bequeathed to sociology a powerful
but ambivalent narrative: modern society liberates individuals from
traditional bonds while simultaneously producing new forms of
estrangement, anomie, impersonality, and domination.

This section reconstructs that narrative not as a simple story of
decline, but as the conceptual backbone for a sociology of human
bonds. Each classical theorist identifies a different mechanism
through which modernity reorganizes connection: differentiation,
contractualization, monetization, commodification, rationalization,
and secularization. These mechanisms do not merely change
institutions; they alter the lived texture of obligation, intimacy,
recognition, and trust.
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2. Durkheim: Division of Labour, Organic Solidarity, and
Anomie

Durkheim’s theory of solidarity provides the most systematic
classical account of how social bonds are transformed by modernity.
In The Division of Labour in Society (1893/2013), Durkheim
distinguished between mechanical and organic solidarity.
Mechanical solidarity characterizes societies in which cohesion rests
on similarity. People are bonded because they share common beliefs,
rituals, moral sentiments, and ways of life. The collective conscience
is strong, and individual difference is relatively limited. In such
societies, social bonds are sustained by resemblance: to belong is to
participate in a common moral world.

Organic solidarity, by contrast, emerges from difference. Modern
societies are increasingly differentiated through the division of
labour. Individuals no longer perform similar tasks or occupy
similar social positions. Instead, they become specialized and
mutually dependent. The teacher, engineer, farmer, judge,
merchant, physician, and administrator contribute different
functions to the social whole. For Durkheim, this differentiation
does not necessarily destroy solidarity. Properly regulated, the
division of labour creates a new moral order based on
interdependence. Modern persons are bound not because they are
alike, but because they need one another.

This point is central to Durkheim’s sociology of bonds. He
rejected the view that modernity simply produces egoistic
individuals connected only by contract. Contract itself presupposes
a moral background. Parties must recognize obligations, accept
rules, trust institutions, and share expectations about legitimate
conduct. Thus, even the modern market depends on pre-contractual
moral conditions. Durkheim’s concern was not differentiation as
such, but pathological differentiation: a division of labour that fails
to produce moral regulation and social integration.

This is the significance of anomie. Anomie refers to a condition of
weakened regulation, normlessness, or moral deregulation. It arises
when social change proceeds faster than the development of
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adequate moral rules. Industrial capitalism expands desire,
competition, and ambition, but does not automatically provide
moral limits. Where regulation weakens, individuals become
exposed to restless aspiration and dissatisfaction. In such conditions,
the social bond loses its normative force.

Durkheim’s Suicide (1897/1951) extends this analysis by
proposing that the bond has two analytically distinct dimensions:
integration and regulation. Integration refers to the degree to which
individuals are attached to social groups. Regulation refers to the
degree to which their desires, expectations, and conduct are morally
governed. In his typology, egoistic suicide is associated with
insufficient integration and anomic suicide with insufficient
regulation. Fatalistic suicide, though less developed in his analysis,
is associated with excessive regulation, while altruistic suicide is
associated with excessive integration. These are sociological
interpretations of population patterns, not sufficient explanations of
an individual death. The typology demonstrates that the social bond
is not merely emotional attachment. It is a structure of belonging
and moral constraint.

Durkheim therefore offers a balanced theory of modern bonds.
He does not simply lament the decline of traditional community.
Organic solidarity can produce a real moral order, but only if
modern institutions regulate interdependence and cultivate
collective responsibility. The pathology of modernity lies not in
differentiation itself, but in differentiation without moral
integration.
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3. Tönnies: Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft, and Historical
Transition

Tönnies’s Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft gave sociology one of its
most influential conceptual oppositions. Gemeinschaft refers to
community: intimate, enduring, affective bonds rooted in blood,
place, and mind. The community of blood is represented by kinship
and family. The community of place is represented by
neighbourhood, village, and locality. The community of mind is
represented by friendship, shared belief, and common moral
orientation. In Gemeinschaft, persons are bound by belonging.
Social relations are experienced as natural, organic, and morally
meaningful.

Gesellschaft, by contrast, refers to society or association in the
modern sense. Its relations are contractual, calculated, impersonal,
and based on rational will. Individuals enter relations not because
they are bound by shared life, but because association serves specific
purposes. The market, the contract, the corporation, the modern city,
and the bureaucratic state exemplify this type of connection. Here,
persons relate as buyers and sellers, officials and clients, employers
and employees, citizens and administrators. The relation is not
necessarily hostile, but it is thinner, more instrumental, and more
easily dissolved.

Tönnies’s importance lies in his claim that modernity involves a
historical movement from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft. This should
not be interpreted as a total replacement of one form for another.
Rather, it is a shift in the dominant organizing principle of social life.
In traditional settings, bonds are embedded in kinship, locality,
religion, custom, and shared moral worlds. In modern settings,
bonds are increasingly mediated by contract, money, mobility,
formal organization, and individual interest.

The transformation has profound implications for the sociology of
bonds. In Gemeinschaft, the person is known as a whole member of
a community. In Gesellschaft, the person is encountered through
partial roles: customer, worker, official, competitor, tenant, voter,
applicant. Social life becomes more flexible, but also more
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impersonal. Obligation becomes less total, but also less morally
dense. Freedom increases because individuals are less imprisoned
by inherited belonging. Yet security declines because association
depends more heavily on calculation and continuing advantage.

Tönnies’s framework is often read as nostalgic, and there is some
justification for this interpretation. His account can mourn the loss of
organic community. However, its sociological value does not
depend on accepting a simple narrative of decline. Gemeinschaft
and Gesellschaft are best treated as ideal types that identify different
logics of bonding. Actual societies contain mixtures of both. Families
may become contractual; markets may develop trust; urban
associations may create community; traditional communities may
contain domination and exclusion. The value of Tönnies’s
distinction lies in showing that modernity changes the moral texture
of social ties. It moves social life from inherited belonging toward
chosen, contractual, and instrumental association.

4. Simmel: Metropolis, Money, the Stranger, and the Texture
of Modern Association

Simmel’s analysis of modernity is distinctive because it focuses less
on large historical stages and more on the forms and experiences of
association. In “The Metropolis and Mental Life” (in Simmel, 1972),
he asks how the modern city reshapes consciousness, intimacy, and
obligation. The metropolis exposes individuals to intensified
stimulation: crowds, traffic, noise, novelty, speed, markets,
strangers, and constant sensory demands. Simmel describes the
blasé attitude as a diminished responsiveness to differences in value
and stimulation, alongside the interpersonal reserve that protects
urban residents from constant demands. These related responses
should not be mistaken for an inherent absence of feeling.

This attitude changes the texture of social bonds. Urban life may
multiply contact without a corresponding increase in intimacy. The
city can bring people physically close while leaving them socially
distant. One may pass hundreds of persons daily without entering
meaningful relation with them. This produces a distinctive modern
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condition: proximity without community. The metropolitan person
must learn selective attention, emotional restraint, and
impersonality. These are not simply moral failures; they are
adaptive responses to urban scale.

Money intensifies this transformation. In The Philosophy of
Money (1900/2011), Simmel argues that money abstracts, quantifies,
and equalizes relations. It allows goods, services, labour, and
obligations to be translated into numerical value. This makes
modern freedom possible because individuals are less dependent on
particular persons. A worker paid in money may choose where to
spend; a buyer may purchase from strangers; obligations can be
settled without enduring personal subordination. Yet the same
abstraction also reduces qualitative relations to quantitative
equivalence. Money cools social life by replacing personal obligation
with calculable exchange.

Simmel’s figure of “the stranger” captures another feature of
modern bonds. The stranger is not simply an outsider. The stranger
is near and far at the same time: present within the group, yet not
fully belonging to it. The stranger may be useful precisely because of
this distance. As trader, mediator, or observer, the stranger can bring
objectivity, mobility, and new connections. Modern society
increasingly normalizes such relations: people interact with others
who are socially present but biographically unknown.

Simmel’s contribution is therefore ambivalent. He does not
simply claim that modernity destroys bonds. Rather, it transforms
their form. Urban life, money, and mobility dissolve some
traditional intimacies, but they also create new freedoms and new
patterns of association. The individual becomes more independent
from communal ties, but more dependent on abstract systems and
impersonal networks. Modern bonds become lighter, more
numerous, more specialized, and more mediated. Their problem is
not absence but altered density.



THE SOCIOLOGY OF HUMAN BONDS

20

5. Marx and Engels: Capitalism, Commodification, and the
Cash Nexus

For Marx and Engels, the transformation of social bonds under
modernity is inseparable from capitalism. Capitalism does not
merely introduce a new economic system; it reorganizes the entire
structure of social life. The bourgeoisie, they argue in The
Communist Manifesto (in Tucker, 1978), revolutionizes production,
expands markets, breaks local limits, and dissolves inherited
relations. Their account of the dissolution of established relations
captures the restless dynamism of capitalist modernity. Stable
traditions, sacred hierarchies, local customs, and personal
dependencies are continually undermined by the expansion of
commodity exchange.

The “cash nexus” is the key concept for understanding Marx and
Engels’s theory of transformed bonds. In Marx’s later analysis of
commodity fetishism, social relations among producers appear as
relations among things. Labour-power becomes something sold on
the market. The worker confronts the capitalist not as a member of a
moral community, but as the seller of labour confronting the buyer
of labour. Social relations are mediated by wages, prices, contracts,
profit, and property. Personal dependence does not disappear; it is
reorganized through market dependence.

Marx’s theory of alienation (in Tucker, 1978) deepens this account.
In capitalist production, the worker is alienated from the product of
labour, from the labour process, from human creative capacity, and
from other human beings. The bond between people is distorted
because cooperation is organized through exploitation. Workers
collectively produce the social world, but the products and powers
of that world confront them as alien forces. The commodity form
conceals the human relations behind production. This is why Marx’s
critique is not only economic; it is relational. Capitalism transforms
human association into objectified, commodified, and unequal
relations.

Marx and Engels also resist romanticizing pre-capitalist
community. Traditional bonds often contained domination,
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patriarchy, religious control, and feudal exploitation. Capitalism
destroys older forms of dependence, but it creates new ones. It
liberates individuals from some inherited constraints while
subjecting them to market compulsion. Thus, capitalism is both
revolutionary and destructive. It expands human capacities, global
connections, and productive power, while also commodifying life
and subordinating social relations to accumulation.

From the perspective of this book, Marx and Engels identify a
crucial mechanism of modern bond transformation:
commodification. Bonds are weakened or reshaped when relations
are translated into exchange value. Care becomes service work;
labour becomes commodity; land becomes property; knowledge
becomes intellectual asset; attention becomes marketable data. The
problem is not that capitalism eliminates connection, but that it
reorganizes connection through the logic of exchange, competition,
and accumulation.

1.3 The Transformation of Intimacy:
Individualization and the Elective Bond

1. From Institutional Bonds to Reflexive Bonds

If the founding sociologists understood modernity as the
transformation of traditional community into differentiated,
contractual, urban, capitalist, and rationalized forms of association,
late-modern theorists ask a more specific question: what happens
when this transformation enters the intimate sphere itself? In
classical sociology, the family, kinship, neighbourhood, and close
friendship were often treated as residual zones of warmth and moral
density within an increasingly impersonal world. Late-modern
sociology challenges this division. It argues that intimacy is not
outside modernity; it has itself become one of modernity’s central
sites of change.

The key shift is from institutionally secured bonds to reflexively
maintained bonds. In many traditional contexts, intimate relations
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were strongly governed by kinship, religion, gender roles,
community surveillance, inheritance, and law. Marriage, family
obligation, friendship, and intergenerational duty were embedded
in relatively stable normative frameworks. Late modernity does not
eliminate these frameworks, but it weakens their taken-for-granted
authority. Individuals are increasingly expected to choose, justify,
revise, and narrate their relationships. The question “Who am I
bound to?” is no longer answered only by birth, locality, caste, class,
religion, or custom. It is increasingly answered through biography:
whom one loves, trusts, chooses, remains with, leaves, or
incorporates into a personal network.

This does not mean that contemporary actors are fully free. Class,
gender, sexuality, race, migration status, religion, and state policy
continue to shape intimate possibilities. Yet the cultural grammar of
intimacy has changed. Bonds are increasingly evaluated in terms of
authenticity, emotional satisfaction, mutual recognition,
compatibility, communication, and personal growth. Even when
people remain in conventional families, they are often required to
interpret those families through a language of choice, negotiation,
and self-realization.

This section surveys the major contemporary theories that explain
this transformation. Giddens emphasizes the rise of the “pure
relationship,” sustained only so long as it satisfies the parties. Beck
and Beck-Gernsheim describe the family as a risky, negotiated,
biographical project. Bauman portrays contemporary bonds as
liquid, fragile, provisional, and consumer-like. Social-capital
theorists interpret similar changes as an erosion or restructuring of
civic and relational resources. Counter-narratives, however, insist
that bonds are not simply disappearing. Rainie and Wellman’s
(2012) networked individualism, Spencer and Pahl’s (2006) personal
communities, and the families-of-choice literature (Weston, 1991) all
suggest that human bonds are being reconfigured rather than
destroyed.

The governing thesis of this book follows from that tension:
modernity does not abolish human bonds. In the settings examined
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here, it often weakens some inherited rules and increases the work
of choosing and maintaining ties. Durability increasingly depends
on negotiated relations alongside continuing institutional support.

2. Giddens: Pure Relationship, Confluent Love, and
Reflexive Intimacy

Anthony Giddens’s (1992) theory of intimacy is one of the most
influential accounts of how personal relationships are transformed
in late modernity. His central concept is the “pure relationship.” A
pure relationship is not “pure” in a moral sense. It is pure because it
is entered into for the sake of the relationship itself, rather than for
external institutional reasons such as family duty, economic
necessity, religious command, lineage continuity, or community
pressure. It continues only so long as both parties derive sufficient
satisfaction from it.

This idea marks a decisive shift in the sociology of bonds. In
institutionally secured relationships, durability may come from
outside the relationship: law, custom, patriarchy, economic
dependence, kinship obligation, or religious prohibition against
separation. In a pure relationship, durability must be generated
from within. The bond must continually justify itself to the people
involved. It must provide intimacy, emotional communication, trust,
sexual satisfaction, mutual respect, or personal growth. If it fails to
do so, it becomes vulnerable to renegotiation or dissolution.

Giddens links the pure relationship to “confluent love.” Romantic
love, in its older form, often imagined a once-and-for-all fusion: the
search for one true partner, the lifelong union, the destiny of two
souls. Confluent love is more conditional and egalitarian. It depends
on emotional communication, mutual disclosure, and the continuing
quality of the relationship. It is not necessarily lifelong; it is open to
revision. It presumes that both partners have the right to evaluate
the bond according to their own reflexive life projects.

Giddens also connects these changes to the reflexive project of the
self. Late-modern individuals are expected to construct coherent
biographies amid uncertainty. Intimate relationships become central
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to this process because they offer recognition, self-disclosure, and
emotional anchoring. Yet this can make them vulnerable to
renegotiation. A relationship is valued because it supports the self,
but it may be ended if it obstructs the self. Intimacy becomes both a
refuge from impersonal systems and a site of intense negotiation.

The democratic promise of Giddens’s account is clear. Pure
relationships potentially weaken patriarchal authority, compulsory
marriage, sexual double standards, and inherited gender hierarchy.
If a bond must satisfy both parties, then domination becomes more
difficult to legitimate. The emphasis on communication, equality,
and mutual recognition suggests a democratization of personal life.

However, this account has faced important criticism. Critics argue
that Giddens overstates the degree to which intimacy has been
democratized. Gender inequalities, domestic labour, economic
dependence, cultural norms, and family expectations continue to
shape relationships. The freedom to leave or renegotiate a bond is
not evenly distributed. Moreover, not all cultures organize intimacy
around self-disclosure in the same way. Giddens identifies a real
late-modern tendency, but it is uneven, stratified, and culturally
variable. The pure relationship is therefore best understood not as a
universal description of all contemporary intimacy, but as an ideal
type of individualized, reflexive bonding.

3. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim: Individualization and the
Normal Chaos of Love

Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim (1995) extend the
analysis of late-modern intimacy through the individualization
thesis. Their argument is that modern institutions have
disembedded individuals from traditional frameworks while
simultaneously forcing them to construct their own biographies.
Education, labour markets, welfare systems, mobility, consumer
culture, and gender change weaken inherited scripts. People must
make decisions about partnership, marriage, divorce, fertility,
career, residence, sexuality, and care that were previously more
strongly regulated by custom.
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In this context, love becomes both more important and more
unstable. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s phrase “the normal chaos of
love” captures this paradox. As traditional certainties weaken,
people increasingly look to intimate relationships for meaning,
security, identity, and emotional fulfilment. Yet those same
relationships become harder to stabilize because they must reconcile
competing demands: love and autonomy, equality and dependence,
career and care, freedom and commitment, self-realization and
family obligation.

Within this account, contemporary family life is increasingly
negotiated. Marriage and parenthood may be approached as
projects requiring decisions, while gender roles become more openly
contested. Divorce, remarriage, cohabitation, single parenthood,
blended families, long-distance relationships, and child-free
partnerships become part of the ordinary landscape of intimate life.
This does not mean that all forms are equally accepted, but it does
mean that family life is increasingly organized through choice and
negotiation.

The individualization thesis is especially important because it
identifies the risks carried by intimate bonds. If people must
construct their own biographies, then failure also becomes
individualized. Relationship breakdown, loneliness, divorce,
work-family conflict, or insecure parenting may be experienced as
personal failure even when they are shaped by structural conditions.
Late-modern intimacy carries biographical risk: the risk of choosing
wrongly, investing emotionally in unstable bonds, failing to balance
autonomy and commitment, or lacking institutional support for
care.

At the same time, the individualization thesis has been criticized
for exaggerating the decline of structure. Class, gender, kinship,
culture, religion, and economic inequality continue to shape
intimate choices. Many people do not experience biography as open
choice but as constrained negotiation. Families remain central to
migration, caregiving, housing, inheritance, emotional support, and
social reproduction. The idea of the purely self-authoring individual
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can obscure the relational and structural conditions that make choice
possible.

A more balanced reading is therefore necessary. Beck and
Beck-Gernsheim do not show that family has disappeared. They
show that families have become less institutionally automatic and
more reflexively produced. Contemporary family bonds are still
powerful, but their legitimacy increasingly depends on negotiation,
recognition, care, and personal meaning. The family has not ended;
it has become a site of intensified choice, conflict, and responsibility.

4. Bauman: Liquid Modernity and the Fragility of
Contemporary Bonds

Zygmunt Bauman (2003) offers a more pessimistic account of
late-modern bonds. His concepts of “liquid modernity” and “liquid
love” describe a social world in which institutions, identities,
commitments, and relationships lose solidity. In solid modernity,
life was organized through relatively durable structures: class,
nation, occupation, marriage, neighbourhood, political party, and
lifelong career. In liquid modernity, these structures become flexible,
temporary, and unstable. Individuals must remain mobile,
adaptable, and open to change.

Applied to intimacy, Bauman describes this tendency as liquid
love. Bonds are desired, but they are feared as constraints.
Individuals want connection without entrapment, intimacy without
dependence, commitment without sacrifice, and availability without
vulnerability. Relationships begin easily but are also easier to end.
They resemble consumer goods: chosen for satisfaction, maintained
while useful, replaced when disappointing, and approached with a
concern for personal convenience.

Bauman’s account captures an important feature of contemporary
relational culture. Dating markets, digital platforms, consumer
individualism, mobility, and insecure labour all encourage
provisional attachment. People may keep options open because the
future is uncertain. They may avoid deep dependence because
dependence appears risky. They may treat relationships as revocable
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arrangements rather than binding commitments. Under these
conditions, the bond becomes frail not because people no longer
desire intimacy, but because social life encourages them to fear the
costs of durable attachment.

Bauman’s theory is powerful as a moral diagnosis, but it is less
secure as a universal empirical description. Many bonds remain
durable, demanding, and deeply institutionalized. Families continue
to provide care across generations. Friendships persist across
distance. Religious, ethnic, political, and kinship communities still
command loyalty. Moreover, the language of liquidity may
overstate ease of exit. Poor, dependent, migrant, disabled, elderly, or
gender-constrained actors may be unable to leave harmful bonds or
freely choose new ones.

Still, Bauman’s contribution is analytically valuable because it
identifies the cultural pressure toward reversibility. Late-modern
actors are often encouraged to avoid irreversible commitments. The
ideal self is flexible, mobile, and self-protective. The tragedy of
liquid love is that individuals seek security through bonds while
being trained by social conditions to keep those bonds provisional.
Bauman therefore sharpens the central paradox of this book: the
more relationships are chosen, the more they must be maintained
without guarantees.

5. Social Capital: Civic Decline, Relational Resources, and
Community

The social-capital tradition approaches the transformation of bonds
from a different angle. Rather than beginning with intimacy or love,
it asks how social relations function as resources for individuals and
communities. Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam each use the concept
differently, but all treat social bonds as consequential forms of
capital.

For Bourdieu (1986), social capital refers to resources available
through durable networks of connection and recognition. It is
inseparable from inequality. Families, elite schools, professional
circles, clubs, and class networks transmit advantage because they
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provide access, information, legitimacy, and support. Bonds are not
simply warm relations; they are mechanisms through which
privilege is reproduced. From this perspective, the transformation of
bonds in late modernity must be analyzed in relation to power.
Some people possess networks that convert into opportunity, while
others remain excluded from valuable connections.

Coleman (1988) defines social capital more functionally,
emphasizing the ways relationships facilitate action. Trust,
obligations, expectations, information channels, and norms can help
individuals achieve goals. Families and communities matter because
they create closure, supervision, and support. For Coleman, the
weakening of intergenerational and community ties can reduce the
social resources available to children and families.

Putnam popularized the social-capital debate through the thesis
of civic decline. In Bowling Alone (2000), he argued that
associational life, civic participation, trust, and community
involvement had declined in the United States. The image of people
bowling alone rather than in leagues symbolized a broader
weakening of civic bonds. From this perspective, late modernity
erodes the relational infrastructure that sustains democracy,
cooperation, and public life.

The social-capital tradition therefore interprets transformations in
family, friendship, and community as changes in the stock and
distribution of relational resources. However, the decline thesis has
been contested. Critics argue that Putnam privileges older, formal,
membership-based associations and underestimates newer forms of
connection. Civic engagement may not simply decline; it may
migrate into looser networks, issue-based activism, digital
communities, lifestyle movements, support groups, and informal
personal communities. Social capital may be restructured rather
than lost.

This debate is important because it shifts the question from
whether bonds feel intimate to what bonds do. They provide
information, care, trust, identity, influence, protection, and access.
The erosion of some bonds may harm communities, but the
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emergence of new ones may create different forms of solidarity. The
task is not to assume decline, but to examine which relational
resources are lost, which are preserved, which are privatized, and
which are redistributed.

1.4 Scope, Objectives, and Research
Questions

1. Overarching Research Question

This book examines the transformation of human bonds under
conditions of modernity and late modernity. Its central research
question is: How, why, and with what consequences are human
bonds of family, friendship, and community being reconfigured
in the modern world? The question is deliberately framed around
reconfiguration rather than simple decline. Much of the classical
sociological tradition described modernity as a process through
which traditional bonds were weakened by industrialization,
urbanization, capitalism, rationalization, and individualization.
Contemporary scholarship, however, complicates this narrative.
Some bonds have certainly weakened; others have shifted location,
changed form, or acquired new institutional and technological
supports. The aim of this book is therefore not to ask whether
community has simply been lost, but to examine how the forms,
meanings, obligations, and infrastructures of human connection
have changed.

The book begins with the proposition that bonds are neither
merely private attachments nor secondary outcomes of wider social
structures. They are central sociological objects. Kinship,
partnership, friendship, neighbourhood, civic association, and
mediated communication are all sites where social order is made
and remade. Through them, individuals receive care, recognition,
trust, identity, information, resources, and moral orientation. At the
same time, bonds can also produce dependency, exclusion,
inequality, surveillance, emotional burden, and social closure. To
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study bond change is therefore to study both social integration and
social vulnerability.

The book’s guiding argument is that modernity reorganizes
human bonds through uneven processes of individualization and
institutional change. In many of the settings examined here,
durability increasingly depends on chosen, negotiated, and
networked relations, while law, welfare, kinship, and material
resources continue to sustain or constrain them. This transformation
creates new freedoms, but it also produces new fragilities.

2. Specific Research Objectives and Sub-Questions

Five specific sub-questions guide the case studies, theoretical
synthesis, and implications developed across Chapters 3–5.

First, how have kinship, partnership, and family bonds changed
as marriage, gender roles, fertility, household structure, and
intergenerational obligation have become more individualized
and negotiated? This question examines the movement from
institutionally prescribed family forms toward more plural,
reflexive, and unstable arrangements.

Second, how has friendship become a more central yet more
ambiguous form of social bonding in late modern life? This
question considers friendship not merely as a private relation, but as
a form of elective solidarity that increasingly performs functions
once associated with kinship and neighbourhood.

Third, what has happened to neighbourhood, locality, and
community under conditions of mobility, suburbanization, urban
anonymity, civic decline, and changing associational life? This
question revisits the “lost community” thesis and asks whether local
bonds have disappeared, persisted, or been reorganized.

Fourth, how have mediated and online ties transformed the
conditions of intimacy, support, recognition, and belonging? This
question analyzes whether digital communication weakens,
supplements, or restructures social bonds, with particular attention
to the integration of online and offline networks.
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Fifth, what theoretical framework can integrate family bonds,
friendship, community, and digital networks into a single account
of modern bond change? This final question synthesizes the
preceding analyses through the Elective–Embedded Bond
Framework developed in Chapter 4.

Together, these questions allow the book to move across levels of
analysis. It considers micro-level intimacy, meso-level networks, and
macro-level institutional change. It also avoids reducing bond
transformation to one cause. Economic restructuring, gender
change, welfare regimes, migration, urbanization, digital media,
secularization, and cultural individualism all contribute to the
changing organization of human bonds.

3. Scope Boundaries

The empirical scope of the book is selective rather than universal. Its
primary focus is on affluent democracies, especially the United
States, the United Kingdom, and Western Europe. These societies
provide the central terrain for many of the major debates about
individualization, family change, civic decline, social capital,
networked individualism, and digital sociality. They are also the
contexts in which much of the relevant longitudinal and
comparative research has been conducted.

However, the book does not treat affluent Western democracies as
the universal model of social change. Comparative cases from East
Asia and the Global South are introduced where they clarify
variation, challenge Western assumptions, or demonstrate
alternative pathways of bond transformation. East Asian cases are
particularly useful for examining the interaction between rapid
modernization, strong family obligation, demographic ageing,
educational competition, and digital communication. Cases from the
Global South help show how kinship, migration, informality,
religion, economic insecurity, and transnational networks shape
bonds differently from the standard Euro-American narrative. These
comparisons are used analytically rather than exhaustively: they
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indicate the limits of universal claims and show that modern bond
change is institutionally and culturally mediated.

The temporal scope extends from the postwar period to the
present digital era. The postwar decades are significant because they
saw the expansion of welfare states, suburbanization, mass
education, stable employment in many industrial economies, and
the consolidation of the nuclear-family ideal. From the 1960s
onward, gender change, divorce reform, sexual liberalization,
labour-market restructuring, rising individualism, migration, and
new social movements unsettled this settlement. The late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries then introduced digital media,
platformed sociality, online communities, mobile communication,
and algorithmically mediated interaction. This periodization allows
the book to track the movement from institutionalized modern
bonds to reflexive, networked, and digitally extended forms of
connection.

The bond types analyzed are also clearly bounded. The book
focuses on kinship and partnership, friendship, neighbourhood and
community, and mediated or online ties. It does not attempt a full
sociology of all possible relations. Workplace relations, political
movements, religious communities, and economic networks appear
where they intersect with these core bond types, but they are not
treated as separate empirical domains. The focus remains on the
bonds through which everyday belonging, care, recognition,
support, and social integration are most directly experienced.

4. Roadmap of the Book

Chapter 1 establishes the conceptual foundations of the book. It
defines the social bond as the core unit of sociological analysis,
reconstructs classical theories of modern bond transformation,
surveys late-modern theories of intimacy and community, and states
the scope and objectives of the study. Its purpose is to provide the
theoretical architecture for the chapters that follow.

Chapter 2 examines how social bonds can be studied and
measured. It reviews network instruments, longitudinal and



THE ARCHITECTURE OF BELONGING

33

comparative designs, qualitative evidence, causal inference, and the
ethical limits of research on intimate and relational lives.

Chapter 3 examines bonds in transformation through case studies
of family change, community, digital communication, and
migration. Friendship and personal communities recur across these
domains. The chapter considers how care and belonging are
reorganized within and across households, localities, platforms, and
borders.

Chapter 4 develops the book’s theoretical synthesis. It examines
the forces that loosen and sustain ties, the unequal distribution of
relational resources, and the material and technological conditions
of connection. It then proposes the Elective–Embedded Bond
Framework as an organizing model.

Chapter 5 considers implications for family policy, care, social
infrastructure, health, and future research. It addresses loneliness,
post-pandemic change, and AI-mediated relationships, before
returning to the enduring need for belonging.

5. Contribution to Knowledge

The book’s intended contribution is to bridge several bodies of
literature that are often treated separately. Family sociology offers
detailed accounts of kinship, partnership, household change, care,
and gendered obligation. Community studies examine
neighbourhood, locality, associational life, civic participation, and
social capital. Social network analysis provides tools for
understanding tie strength, network structure, bridging, bonding,
and personal communities. Contemporary social theory explains
individualization, reflexivity, liquid modernity, rationalization, and
mediated sociality. Yet these traditions often proceed with different
vocabularies and different empirical emphases.

This book brings them into a single integrated account of bond
change. Its central claim is that family change, friendship,
community transformation, and digital connection are not separate
phenomena. They reveal related, uneven historical processes
through which inherited obligations interact with negotiated and
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networked forms of attachment. The result is not the disappearance
of human bonds, but a transformation in how they are formed,
justified, sustained, and broken.

The book also contributes by resisting two simplified narratives.
Against declensionist accounts, it argues that modernity has not
simply destroyed community. New bonds have emerged through
friendship, chosen family, digital communication, translocal
networks, and pluralized intimate life. Against celebratory accounts
of choice and flexibility, it argues that individualized bonds are
often fragile, unequal, and emotionally demanding. Freedom from
inherited obligation can produce autonomy, but it can also produce
insecurity.

By integrating family sociology, community studies, social
network analysis, and contemporary social theory, the book offers a
framework for understanding human bonds as historically
changing, institutionally shaped, emotionally charged, and
structurally consequential. Its objective is not merely to describe
changing relationships, but to explain why the transformation of
bonds is one of the central sociological problems of the modern
world.
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2.1 Conceptualizing and Measuring Social
Bonds

1. The Foundational Measurement Problem

The central methodological problem of this book is deceptively
simple: how does one measure a bond? Human bonds are among
the most consequential facts of social life, yet they are not directly
visible. A bond cannot be weighed, counted, or observed in the same
way as household income, age, educational level, or occupational
status. It is a latent and multidimensional phenomenon whose
existence must be inferred from observable traces: interaction,
communication, co-residence, emotional closeness, shared history,
exchange of support, obligation, trust, and recognition. The
sociological task is therefore one of operationalization: translating an
abstract theoretical concept into empirical indicators that can be
systematically observed, compared, and analyzed.

This is not merely a technical issue. The way bonds are measured
shapes the conclusions researchers draw about whether modern
societies are becoming more isolated, more networked, more
individualized, or more socially cohesive. A measure that
emphasizes frequency of contact may produce a different picture
from one that emphasizes emotional intimacy. A measure that
counts only co-residential kin may understate transnational family
bonds. A measure that asks only about formal civic association may
miss informal neighbourhood support or online community.
Measurement is therefore theory-laden. Every instrument contains
an implicit definition of what counts as a bond.

A social bond has several dimensions. The first is frequency: how
often do the parties interact? Frequent contact may indicate a strong
tie, but it is not sufficient. Co-workers may interact daily without
intimacy, while siblings or old friends may communicate rarely but
remain deeply committed. The second dimension is intimacy: how
emotionally close are the parties? This may be measured through
self-reported closeness, disclosure, trust, or perceived availability in
times of crisis. The third is duration: how long has the relationship
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existed? Long duration often indicates embeddedness, but not all
long relationships are supportive or meaningful. The fourth is
reciprocity: does support flow in both directions, and is there a norm
of mutual obligation? The fifth is multiplexity: does the relationship
operate across several domains at once? A spouse may be a romantic
partner, co-parent, financial collaborator, emotional confidant, and
kinship link. A neighbour may also be a friend, co-worker, religious
companion, or political ally.

These dimensions rarely align perfectly. A relationship may be
frequent but not intimate, intimate but not reciprocal, reciprocal but
short-lived, durable but conflictual, emotionally significant but
geographically distant. For this reason, no single indicator can fully
capture a bond. A rigorous sociology of bonds must therefore use a
plural measurement strategy. It must distinguish between network
size and tie quality, between social contact and social support,
between formal status and lived relationship, between access to
resources and felt belonging, and between objective structure and
subjective meaning.

The measurement problem becomes even more difficult when
comparisons are made across time or culture. If survey respondents
in one period interpret “important matters” differently from
respondents in another, apparent historical change may reflect
changes in question interpretation rather than real changes in social
life. Similarly, concepts such as “family,” “friend,” “partner,”
“neighbour,” or “community” may vary across societies.
Operationalization must therefore be both precise and reflexive:
precise enough to produce reliable data, reflexive enough to
recognize what each instrument leaves out.
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2. Name Generators and the Measurement of Core Networks

One of the most influential instruments for measuring interpersonal
bonds is the name generator. Instead of asking respondents in the
abstract whether they have social support or feel connected, name
generators ask them to identify actual people with whom they have
particular kinds of relationships. The respondent may be asked:
“With whom do you discuss important matters?” “Who would help
you in an emergency?” “Who do you feel especially close to?” “Who
would you ask for advice?” Each question generates a list of named
alters, after which researchers can ask further questions about those
alters: their relationship to the respondent, gender, age, education,
kinship status, frequency of contact, emotional closeness, and
whether the alters know one another.

The best-known example is the General Social Survey
core-network module, associated with Burt’s (1984) design and
Marsden’s (1987) analysis. The GSS asked respondents to name
people with whom they had discussed “important matters” during
the previous six months. The resulting data allowed researchers to
examine the size, composition, density, and kinship content of
Americans’ discussion networks. The module became foundational
because it offered a standardized way of measuring intimate
discussion networks in a nationally representative survey.

The “important matters” name generator has several strengths. It
identifies concrete social ties rather than vague attitudes. It captures
the people respondents themselves consider relevant to serious
discussion. It permits analysis of network size, gender composition,
kinship composition, homophily, density, and social isolation. It also
allows comparison across demographic groups. For these reasons, it
became one of the most influential tools in personal-network
research.

Yet the same instrument also reveals the fragility of network
measurement. The major controversy emerged after McPherson,
Smith-Lovin, and Brashears (2006) published their study “Social
Isolation in America.” Using GSS data, they reported that
Americans’ core discussion networks had dramatically shrunk
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between 1985 and 2004. The average number of confidants appeared
to have declined, and the proportion of respondents reporting no
one with whom they discussed important matters appeared to have
risen sharply. The finding was striking because it seemed to confirm
broader claims about declining community, weakening friendship,
and rising individual isolation.

However, the result was quickly challenged. Fischer’s (2009)
critique argued that the apparent decline might partly reflect
measurement artifact rather than actual social isolation.
Respondents may have interpreted the question differently; changes
in survey administration may have affected answers; interviewer
practices, fatigue, or context may have reduced reporting; and the
“important matters” wording may have captured a narrower kind of
tie in 2004 than in earlier years. The controversy did not prove that
social isolation was unreal, but it demonstrated that trend claims
based on name-generator data are highly sensitive to instrument
design.

This controversy is methodologically instructive. A name
generator does not simply reveal a network; it elicits a network
under specific conditions. Different prompts generate different
networks. “Important matters” may identify intimate confidants;
“advice” may identify competent contacts; “socialize with” may
identify companions; “help in an emergency” may identify
dependable supporters; “feel close to” may identify emotionally
meaningful ties. Each wording activates a different dimension of
bonding. Bailey and Marsden’s (1999) cognitive study reinforces this
point by showing variation in how respondents interpret the same
prompt and suggesting that preceding interview topics can affect
that interpretation. The lesson is clear. Name generators are
powerful, but they are not neutral windows onto social reality. They
are instruments that produce data through interaction between
theoretical definition, question wording, respondent interpretation,
and survey context.
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3. Position Generators, Resource Generators, and Social
Capital

Name generators are most useful when the aim is to identify
concrete alters in a respondent’s personal network. However, many
researchers are less interested in the emotional structure of
relationships than in the resources accessible through them. This is
the domain of social-capital measurement. Two instruments are
especially important: the position generator and the resource
generator.

The position generator, associated particularly with Nan Lin
(2001), measures access to social resources embedded in
occupational structures. Respondents are asked whether they know
anyone occupying a range of occupational positions: teacher,
lawyer, doctor, business owner, manual worker, manager,
government official, academic, technician, and so on. The
assumption is that occupations carry different levels of status,
influence, knowledge, and resources. A respondent who knows
people across many positions, especially high-status positions,
possesses greater potential social capital.

The position generator allows researchers to estimate several
dimensions of network advantage. Range usually refers to the
difference between the highest- and lowest-status positions
accessible. Extensity refers to the number of occupational positions
represented. Upper reachability refers to the highest-status position
accessible. This instrument is especially useful for studying
inequality, mobility, labour-market access, and the distribution of
opportunity. It does not require respondents to list all network
members, and it is less burdensome than full name-generator
batteries.

However, the position generator has limitations. It measures
potential access, not necessarily actual support. Knowing a lawyer
does not mean one can obtain legal help; knowing a business owner
does not mean one can secure employment. The instrument also
privileges occupational status as the main proxy for resource value.
This may underestimate other forms of social capital, such as
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caregiving, emotional support, cultural knowledge, religious
authority, or neighbourhood protection.

The resource generator, developed by van der Gaag and Snijders
(2005), addresses some of these limitations by asking directly
whether respondents know someone who can provide specific
resources. Items might include someone who could lend money,
help with a job search, provide childcare, repair a household item,
offer legal advice, assist with illness, discuss personal problems, or
intervene with an institution. This approach measures access to
usable resources rather than occupational categories.

The resource generator has the advantage of being closer to
everyday social support. It recognizes that networks matter because
they provide practical help, information, influence, care, and
emotional security. It is also more flexible across social contexts
because resource items can be adapted to local conditions. Yet it too
has limitations. Respondents may overestimate or underestimate the
support available to them. They may report potential resources that
would not actually be mobilized in crisis. The instrument also
captures access more than relational quality. It can tell us whether
someone knows a person who could help, but not whether that tie is
emotionally close, morally binding, or durable.

Together, position and resource generators measure bonds as
structured access to resources. They are indispensable for analyzing
social capital, but they do not fully measure the affective, moral, and
symbolic dimensions of human bonding.

4. Measuring Family, Kinship, and Partnership

Family and kinship bonds require specialized instruments because
they involve biological, legal, residential, emotional, and practical
dimensions. The simplest and most common tool is the household
roster. Respondents list all people living in the household and
specify their relationships to one another. Household rosters are
essential for measuring household composition, family structure,
dependency, co-residence, age distribution, and caregiving
arrangements.
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However, household rosters capture only co-residential ties. They
may miss non-resident parents, adult children, siblings,
grandparents, former partners, step-relatives, transnational kin, and
emotionally important relatives living elsewhere. In modern
societies, and especially in contexts of migration, divorce, ageing,
and dispersed families, household-based measurement can
underestimate the scope of family bonds.

Kinship diagrams and genealogical mapping provide a broader
approach. These instruments identify relations across generations
and households, including descent, marriage, adoption, stepfamily
relations, and affinal ties. They are especially useful for studying
intergenerational support, inheritance, caregiving, family memory,
and lineage. Kinship diagrams also help reveal the complexity of
blended families, extended families, and transnational family
systems.

Life-history calendars add a temporal dimension. Respondents
reconstruct sequences of events such as leaving home, partnership
formation, marriage, cohabitation, separation, divorce, childbirth,
migration, employment change, caregiving episodes, and
bereavement. These calendars improve recall by anchoring personal
events in time and by allowing researchers to analyze trajectories
rather than isolated statuses. They are particularly valuable because
bonds unfold over time. A cross-sectional measure may identify
whether a person is married; a life-history calendar can show how
partnership, parenthood, work, and migration interacted across the
life course.

Measurement of partnership status has become increasingly
complex. Marriage remains relatively straightforward because it is
legally recognized. Cohabitation requires additional measurement
because it may vary in duration, commitment, legal recognition,
financial integration, and family acceptance. Living-apart-together
relationships complicate measurement further. In LAT
arrangements, partners identify as a couple but maintain separate
households. Such relationships challenge survey instruments that
equate partnership with marriage or co-residence.
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Researchers must therefore distinguish legal status, residential
status, sexual relationship, emotional commitment, economic
interdependence, parenting responsibility, and self-identification. A
person may be legally married but emotionally separated;
cohabiting but not committed; romantically partnered but living
apart; divorced but still co-parenting; or single in law but embedded
in a chosen-family network. Contemporary family measurement
must therefore move beyond formal categories and capture lived
relational practices.

5. Measuring Community, Belonging, and Collective Efficacy

Community bonds operate at both individual and collective levels.
They involve subjective belonging, informal trust, neighbourly
support, civic participation, shared norms, and collective capacity.
Because of this complexity, no single measure can capture
community fully. Researchers therefore use several complementary
instruments.

Sense-of-community indices measure subjective attachment.
Respondents are asked whether they feel they belong in their
neighbourhood, whether they identify with local people, whether
residents share values, whether they feel emotionally connected, and
whether the community meets their needs. These measures are
useful because community is partly experiential. A neighbourhood
may be geographically bounded yet not felt as a community by its
residents.

Civic-participation scales measure behavioural engagement. They
include voting, volunteering, attending meetings, joining
associations, participating in local campaigns, involvement in
religious organizations, membership in clubs, and informal civic
activity. These instruments are central to social-capital research,
especially in debates about whether civic life has declined. Their
limitation is that they often privilege formal participation. People
may be socially embedded through informal caregiving, mutual aid,
religious networks, ethnic associations, or online communities
without appearing highly engaged on conventional civic scales.
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An influential approach to neighbourhood social processes is
Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls’s (1997) concept of collective
efficacy. Collective efficacy refers to the linkage of social cohesion
and mutual trust with shared expectations for informal social
control. It was developed through research on Chicago
neighbourhoods and has become one of the most widely used
measures of community-level social process.

Collective efficacy is typically measured through two
components. The first is social cohesion and trust: whether
neighbours are close-knit, willing to help, trustworthy, and share
common values. The second is informal social control: whether
neighbours would intervene if children were skipping school,
fighting, vandalizing property, or showing disrespect in public.
These items are aggregated to the neighbourhood level, producing
an estimate of the community’s capacity for collective action.

The strength of collective efficacy measurement lies in its
integration of sentiment and action expectation. It does not measure
belonging alone; it measures whether trust and solidarity are
connected to shared willingness to intervene. This makes it
especially useful for studying crime, disorder, child wellbeing, and
neighbourhood governance.

Yet collective efficacy is not without controversy. Some scholars
argue that social cohesion and informal social control should not
always be combined on a single scale. A neighbourhood may be
cohesive but unwilling to intervene, or intervention may occur
without warmth or trust. Others question whether survey
perceptions capture actual collective action. There is also the risk
that aggregated perceptions reflect shared stereotypes about
neighbourhoods rather than real social processes. Even so, collective
efficacy remains one of the most sophisticated examples of
operationalizing an otherwise intangible community bond.
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2.2 Social Network Analysis: Mapping the
Structure of Connection

1. Foundations: Nodes, Ties, Graphs, and Relational Data

Social network analysis provides the most developed
methodological language for studying human bonds as relations
rather than as attributes of isolated individuals. Its central claim is
simple but powerful: social life is patterned by connections. People
do not merely possess characteristics such as age, class, gender,
education, or income; they are also located within webs of kinship,
friendship, advice, exchange, trust, influence, conflict, and
communication. Social network analysis gives sociologists a set of
concepts and techniques for describing these webs systematically.

The basic unit of network analysis is the graph. A graph consists
of nodes and ties. Nodes, sometimes called vertices or actors, are the
units being connected. In sociological research, nodes may be
individuals, households, organizations, neighbourhoods, schools,
firms, states, online accounts, or even texts. Ties, sometimes called
edges or links, are the relations between nodes. A tie may represent
friendship, kinship, communication, advice, trust, sexual
partnership, money transfer, co-membership, citation, conflict, or
digital interaction. The meaning of a network depends entirely on
the meaning assigned to its ties.

Wasserman and Faust’s (1994) formal treatment of social network
analysis emphasizes that network analysis is distinctive because it
treats relational data as primary. Conventional survey research often
begins with attributes: a respondent’s age, occupation, income,
education, marital status, or attitudes. Network analysis begins with
relations: who is connected to whom, by what kind of tie, how
strongly, how often, and in what configuration.

This relational logic is usually represented in a data matrix. In its
simplest form, an adjacency matrix lists the same set of actors in
rows and columns. A value in a cell indicates whether a tie exists
from one actor to another. If person A is friends with person B, the
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cell connecting A and B receives a value, often 1. If no tie exists, the
value is 0; missing or unobserved ties must be coded separately.
More complex matrices may include tie strength, frequency of
contact, emotional closeness, duration, or volume of communication.
Networks may be binary or valued; directed or undirected;
one-mode or two-mode. A binary network records only whether a
tie exists. A valued network records intensity. A directed network
distinguishes sender and receiver, such as advice-seeking or
email-sending. An undirected network treats the tie as mutual, such
as co-membership or marriage. A one-mode network connects actors
of the same kind, such as people to people. A two-mode network
connects different types of nodes, such as people to organizations or
authors to publications.

This formal apparatus allows sociologists to move beyond
metaphor. To say that people are “well connected,” “isolated,”
“central,” “embedded,” or “bridging groups” becomes empirically
specifiable. The value of network analysis lies not only in
visualization, although network diagrams can be powerful. Its
deeper contribution is analytical: it reveals how the structure of
relations affects access to information, exposure to influence,
opportunities for cooperation, vulnerability to exclusion, and the
distribution of power.

At the same time, the formal elegance of graph theory should not
obscure the sociological question. A tie is never merely a line
between two points. It is a theoretically defined relation. A
friendship tie, a debt tie, a kinship tie, and a digital follow tie are not
interchangeable. Network analysis can detect patterns in the
architecture of bonds, but it must always be guided by substantive
interpretation.
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2. Ego Networks, Whole Networks, and Core Structural
Measures

Network studies usually adopt one of two designs: ego-network
analysis or whole-network analysis. An ego network begins with a
focal individual, called ego, and collects information about the
people connected to that person, called alters. The researcher may
ask ego to name confidants, friends, kin, advisers, helpers,
co-workers, or people contacted regularly. Ego-network research is
especially useful when the aim is to study personal communities,
social support, kinship networks, friendship circles, or access to
social capital in large populations.

A whole-network design, by contrast, attempts to map all
relevant ties within a bounded population. The boundary may be a
classroom, school, village, workplace, organization, online forum,
neighbourhood, parliament, or scientific field. Whole-network
research allows researchers to examine not only each individual’s
contacts but the entire relational structure: clusters, bridges,
hierarchies, isolates, cohesive subgroups, and patterns of influence.
Its limitation is that it requires a clear boundary. In open societies,
where relationships cross households, cities, nations, and platforms,
defining the network boundary is itself a major methodological
decision.

Several structural measures are central to network analysis. The
simplest is degree. Degree refers to the number of ties connected to a
node. In an undirected friendship network, a person with many
friends has high degree. In a directed network, researchers
distinguish in-degree and out-degree. In-degree measures ties
received, such as being nominated as a friend or adviser. Out-degree
measures ties sent, such as naming others as friends or seeking
advice from them. Degree is often interpreted as a measure of local
connectedness or popularity, but its meaning depends on the tie. A
high number of incoming friendship nominations may indicate
popularity; a high number of outgoing help-seeking ties may
indicate dependence.
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Density describes the proportion of possible ties in a network that
exist. A dense network is one in which many actors are connected to
many others. Dense networks can facilitate trust, monitoring,
mutual reinforcement, and rapid circulation of information. They
can also intensify conformity and limit exposure to new ideas.
Sparse networks may offer less support but more openness to
external contacts.

Centrality refers to positional importance within a network.
Degree centrality captures how many direct ties an actor has.
Closeness centrality estimates how near an actor is to all others in
the network through the shortest paths. Betweenness centrality
measures how often an actor lies on the shortest path between other
actors. An actor with high betweenness may serve as a broker,
gatekeeper, mediator, or bridge between otherwise disconnected
groups. Eigenvector centrality gives greater weight to connections
with other highly central actors. Interpreting it as prestige or
influence requires justification from the type of tie being measured.

Brokerage refers to the capacity to connect otherwise separated
actors or groups. A broker may transfer information, coordinate
action, mediate conflict, or control access. Burt’s (1992) theory of
structural holes develops this insight. A structural hole is a gap
between non-redundant contacts. Actors who bridge these gaps gain
advantages because they can access diverse information and
opportunities not available within closed clusters. They may also
benefit from control advantages, deciding what information passes
between disconnected groups.

These measures show that social position is relational. Two
individuals with identical education, income, and occupation may
have different opportunities because one is embedded in a closed,
redundant network while the other bridges diverse contacts.
Network structure therefore helps explain inequality, innovation,
mobility, influence, and exclusion. It also helps show why the
number of bonds is not the only issue. The location and
configuration of bonds matter.
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3. Weak Ties, Homophily, and the Structure of Opportunity

The most famous hypothesis in social network analysis is
Granovetter’s (1973) “strength of weak ties.” Granovetter argued
that weak ties—acquaintances, distant contacts, former colleagues,
occasional companions—can be more useful than strong ties for
certain purposes because they connect people to different social
circles. Strong ties tend to be embedded in dense networks where
people know the same people and share similar information. Weak
ties are more likely to bridge separate clusters, giving access to
non-redundant information.

Granovetter’s original empirical work on job search showed that
many people found employment not through intimate friends or
family but through acquaintances. This finding appeared
paradoxical only if one assumed that stronger bonds must always be
more valuable. The network explanation is that close friends often
possess information already available to ego, while weak ties
connect ego to opportunities circulating elsewhere. The weak tie
functions as a bridge.

Subsequent research has extended and qualified this argument.
Weak ties are often valuable for information diffusion, job search,
innovation, and exposure to new cultural or political ideas.
However, strong ties remain crucial for emotional support, care,
trust, crisis assistance, and complex cooperation. Some forms of
diffusion require reinforcement from multiple trusted contacts.
Simple information may travel efficiently through weak ties; risky
behaviour, political mobilization, caregiving, or identity change may
require strong ties and dense support. The strength of weak ties is
therefore not a universal law but a conditional proposition: weak
ties are especially powerful when the problem is access to novel
information across network boundaries.

Running alongside this insight is the equally foundational
concept of homophily. McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook (2001)
summarized homophily with the phrase “birds of a feather flock
together.” People tend to form ties with others who are similar to
themselves in race, ethnicity, class, education, gender, age, religion,
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occupation, political orientation, lifestyle, and values. Homophily is
one of the most robust findings in sociology.

Homophily matters because it structures opportunity and
inequality. If people mostly know others like themselves, then
information, trust, and support circulate unevenly. Advantage
remains clustered with advantage; disadvantage remains clustered
with disadvantage. Homophily also shapes identity. People
encounter the social world through networks that often confirm
their own experience. It can produce solidarity and mutual
understanding, but also segregation, polarization, and closure.

There are different sources of homophily. Choice homophily
occurs when individuals prefer similar others. Induced homophily
occurs when institutions and settings bring similar people together.
Schools, workplaces, neighbourhoods, religious organizations, class
locations, and digital platforms all structure the pool of possible
contacts. A person may appear to choose similar friends because
available contacts are already sorted by race, class, or education. For
this reason, homophily is not only psychological. It is institutional
and spatial.

Together, weak ties and homophily reveal a central tension in
human bonding. Bonds provide trust because they are often rooted
in similarity, familiarity, and repeated interaction. Yet those same
features can limit reach. Modern social advantage frequently
depends on having both bonding ties within supportive circles and
bridging ties across social boundaries.

4. Social Contagion, Diffusion, and the Identification
Problem

Network analysis has also been used to study how behaviours,
emotions, information, innovations, and risks spread through social
ties. The general idea is known as diffusion or social contagion. If
individuals are connected, their outcomes may become correlated.
Friends may adopt similar habits, students may imitate peers,
political attitudes may spread through discussion networks, and
health behaviours may cluster within families or friendship circles.
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Christakis and Fowler brought this line of research to public
attention through influential studies using the Framingham Heart
Study. Their obesity study (2007), for example, reported clustering
of body weight across social ties and longitudinal associations that
they interpreted as evidence of interpersonal spread. Such patterns
prompted debate about how far observational network data can
distinguish influence from selection and shared environments.

These studies were important because they encouraged
sociologists and public health researchers to think relationally about
health and wellbeing. If loneliness or obesity is socially patterned
through networks, then interventions might target clusters, bridges,
or influential actors rather than only isolated individuals. The
studies also helped popularize the idea that social bonds are not
merely sources of support; they are channels through which
practices, emotions, norms, and risks circulate.

However, the contagion literature also produced serious
methodological controversy. The central problem is identification:
how can researchers distinguish social influence from other causes
of similarity? If two friends both gain weight, one possibility is that
one influenced the other. Another possibility is homophily: they
became friends because they already shared habits, preferences,
class position, lifestyle, or environment. A third possibility is shared
context: both are exposed to the same food environment, work
stress, neighbourhood conditions, or cultural norms.

Shalizi and Thomas (2011), among other critics, argued that
observational network data often cannot reliably separate influence
from selection and shared environment. Shalizi and Thomas’s
critique is especially important because it shows that when
unobserved traits affect both tie formation and outcomes, standard
statistical controls may not identify causal influence. Controlling for
observable variables is insufficient if latent homophily remains. In
other words, people may become friends because of unmeasured
similarities that also predict later behaviour.

Friendship retention creates a related problem. People do not
merely form ties; they also maintain or dissolve them. If dissimilar
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friendships are more likely to end, the remaining network may
become more homogeneous without interpersonal influence.
Analyses therefore need to account for how the network itself
changes.

This does not mean social influence is unreal. It plainly exists in
many domains: language, fashion, political attitudes, fertility norms,
technology adoption, smoking, protest participation, and everyday
conduct. The issue is not whether influence exists, but whether a
particular observational model has identified it convincingly.
Experiments and credible natural experiments can strengthen causal
inference. Longitudinal models, instrumental variables, negative
controls, stochastic actor-oriented models, and mixed methods can
also help, but each depends on assumptions that must be defended;
none automatically resolves unobserved confounding.

For this book, the lesson is methodological humility. Networks
transmit, but not every similarity among connected people is
transmission. Bonds are channels of influence, but they are also
formed through similarity and shared social location. Any claim
about contagion must therefore confront homophily, selection, and
context.

5. Computational Social Science and Digital-Trace Networks

The rise of computational social science has transformed network
research by making it possible to study relational data at
unprecedented scale. Digital systems continuously produce traces of
social interaction: phone calls, text messages, email logs,
social-media friendships, follows, likes, comments, tags, reposts,
location co-presence, online group memberships, and
platform-mediated transactions. Lazer and colleagues (2009)
described this development as a new opportunity for social science:
the possibility of observing social behaviour at a scale, speed, and
granularity previously impossible.

Call-detail records, for example, allow researchers to examine
patterns of communication across millions of people. Email logs
reveal organizational communication structures, hierarchy,
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collaboration, and brokerage. Social-media graphs provide data on
friendship, following, diffusion, attention, political polarization, and
online community. Onnela and colleagues (2007) used mobile-phone
data to study communication networks, tie strength, and the
relationship between interaction frequency and network structure.
Such data can reveal temporal rhythms, large-scale clustering,
mobility patterns, and the persistence of communication ties.

The opportunities are substantial. Digital-trace data reduce some
problems of recall error because they record behaviour
automatically. They allow longitudinal analysis because interactions
are time stamped. They permit analysis of very large networks
rather than small samples. They enable researchers to study
diffusion in real time. They also make it possible to compare
declared ties, such as friendship links, with behavioural ties, such as
actual communication.

Yet digital data also create hazards. First, they are
platform-shaped. A Facebook friendship, an Instagram follow, a
WhatsApp group, a phone call, and an email exchange are different
relational forms. Each platform structures visibility, interaction,
reciprocity, algorithmic exposure, and self-presentation in different
ways. The data reflect not only social life but the architecture of the
platform.

Second, digital traces omit what is not digitally recorded. Care
work, face-to-face intimacy, household labour, neighbourhood
familiarity, embodied ritual, silent obligation, and emotional
support may leave little trace. A person may have few public digital
ties but rich offline bonds. Another may have thousands of online
contacts but little dependable support.

Third, access to digital data is unequal and unstable. Researchers
often depend on corporations that control platforms, change
interfaces, restrict data, or shape what can be studied. This creates
problems of transparency, reproducibility, and public
accountability.
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Fourth, digital networks are not always representative. Platform
users differ by age, class, region, gender, politics, and culture. Data
from one platform cannot be generalized to society without caution.

Finally, digital traces raise ethical concerns. Network data are
relational: one person’s data reveals information about others.
Consent is therefore difficult. Privacy risks are high because
networks can identify individuals even when names are removed.

Computational social science expands the empirical reach of
network analysis, but it does not eliminate the need for theory.
Large-scale data can show that people are connected, how often they
communicate, and how information moves. It cannot automatically
explain what those connections mean.

2.3 Longitudinal, Comparative, and
Mixed-Methods Designs

1. Why Time Matters in the Study of Human Bonds

Cross-sectional network analysis can reveal the structure of a
person’s bonds at a given moment, but human bonds are not
momentary facts. They are formed, maintained, weakened, repaired,
transformed, and dissolved over time. A friendship may begin in
school, fade during migration, and revive later in adulthood. A
partnership may pass through dating, cohabitation, marriage,
parenthood, separation, and post-divorce co-parenting. Kinship
obligations may be weak in youth but become central when parents
age or children require care. Community attachment may deepen
through long residence or disappear after displacement. To
understand bonds sociologically, one must therefore study them as
temporal processes.

The life-course paradigm, associated especially with Glen Elder
(1998), provides the most important framework for this task. It
emphasizes that lives unfold through linked trajectories, transitions,
and turning points. A trajectory is a long-term pathway, such as a
family career, partnership history, employment path, or residential
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sequence. A transition is a change in status or role, such as leaving
home, marrying, divorcing, becoming a parent, migrating, retiring,
or becoming widowed. A turning point is a transition that redirects
a life course in a consequential way. Bonds are embedded in these
processes. They are shaped by timing, sequence, duration, and
historical context.

The life-course perspective is also important because it insists that
lives are “linked.” Individuals do not move through time alone. A
child’s life course is shaped by parents’ employment, migration,
divorce, illness, and death. A woman’s employment trajectory may
depend on partnership, childcare, kin support, or welfare policy.
Older adults’ wellbeing may depend on adult children, neighbours,
formal services, and pension systems. Thus, the study of bonds
requires attention not only to individual biography but to
interdependent biographies.

A central methodological issue is the distinction between age,
period, and cohort effects. Age effects refer to changes associated
with life stage. For example, friendship networks may shrink in old
age, while kinship obligations may increase. Period effects refer to
historical events that affect all age groups at a given time, such as
war, economic crisis, pandemic, welfare reform, or digital
transformation. Cohort effects refer to differences between
generations shaped by the historical conditions under which they
came of age. A cohort entering adulthood during mass higher
education, feminist change, and digital communication may form
bonds differently from a cohort formed under early marriage, stable
industrial employment, and local community life.

Distinguishing these effects is difficult but essential: age, period,
and birth cohort are exactly linked, so separating all three requires
explicit identifying assumptions or additional evidence. A decline in
marriage rates may reflect ageing, cohort replacement, or broader
period change. Rising loneliness among older adults may reflect the
ageing process, but it may also reflect the life histories of particular
cohorts or the institutional conditions of a period. Time-sensitive
research designs allow sociology to move beyond static description
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and ask how bonds are made, unmade, and remade across lives and
generations.

2. Longitudinal Panels and the Study of Bonds Across
Decades

Longitudinal panel studies are among the most powerful tools for
studying social bonds over time. Unlike a cross-sectional survey,
which observes a sample at one point in time, panel studies
repeatedly interview the same individuals, households, or families
across years or decades. This makes it possible to track change
within lives, rather than inferring change from differences between
groups.

The Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), begun in the United
States in 1968, is one of the longest-running household panels in the
world. Its genealogical design follows original sample members and
their descendants, making it especially valuable for studying
intergenerational processes. Although its original focus was income
and economic mobility, the PSID enables analysis of marriage,
divorce, fertility, household composition, intergenerational
transfers, residential mobility, and family support. Its strength lies in
duration: few datasets allow researchers to observe family
trajectories across multiple generations.

Add Health, the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to
Adult Health, offers a different advantage. Beginning with
adolescents in the United States, it combines survey data with
friendship nominations, school context, health measures, family
background, and later adult outcomes. Add Health is particularly
valuable because it links peer networks in adolescence to later
life-course outcomes. It allows researchers to ask how early
friendship, popularity, isolation, romantic involvement, family
structure, and school context shape adult health, partnership,
fertility, education, and social integration.

The United Kingdom’s Understanding Society, formally the UK
Household Longitudinal Study, follows individuals within
households and includes information on family relationships,
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partnership, employment, ethnicity, migration, health, wellbeing,
neighbourhood, and social participation. Its household design is
important because bonds are often embedded in domestic units. It
also includes an Innovation Panel and modules that enable more
specialized analysis of relationship quality, care, and social contact.

Australia’s HILDA survey, the Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia Survey, provides longitudinal evidence on
households, work, income, family life, wellbeing, and social
participation. It is particularly useful for examining how partnership
change, labour-market insecurity, welfare arrangements, housing,
and family support interact over time. Like other household panels,
it allows researchers to distinguish between temporary disruption
and durable transformation.

Germany’s SOEP, the Socio-Economic Panel, is another major
longitudinal study. It follows individuals and households over time
and includes rich data on family formation, migration, employment,
income, subjective wellbeing, social participation, and
intergenerational relations. Because Germany has experienced
reunification, migration, welfare reforms, and demographic ageing,
SOEP is especially useful for studying how institutional change
shapes family and personal bonds.

Together, these panels allow researchers to examine bond
trajectories rather than isolated statuses. They can track transitions
into and out of marriage, cohabitation, parenthood, divorce,
widowhood, care work, poverty, migration, unemployment, and
retirement. They can show whether social isolation is temporary or
persistent, whether family support compensates for welfare gaps,
and how early-life networks shape later outcomes. Their limits are
also clear: selective attrition can bias observed change, and they
often measure relationship status better than relationship meaning.
They can tell us whether a partnership ended, but not always how it
felt, why it deteriorated, or what moral narratives surrounded its
dissolution.
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3. Event-History and Sequence Analysis: Modeling
Relational Trajectories

Longitudinal data require analytical tools capable of handling
timing and order. Two such approaches are event-history analysis
and sequence analysis. Both are central to the study of bond
formation and dissolution, but they ask different questions.

Event-history analysis, also known as survival analysis or hazard
modeling, examines the timing of transitions. It asks when an event
occurs and what factors increase or decrease the likelihood of its
occurrence. In the sociology of bonds, event-history models are used
to study transitions such as first marriage, cohabitation, union
dissolution, divorce, remarriage, childbirth, leaving the parental
home, entering residential care, or becoming widowed. The method
is especially useful because not everyone experiences an event
during the observation period. Some people remain unmarried,
some partnerships do not dissolve, and some respondents are lost to
follow-up. Event-history models can handle right-censoring under
appropriate assumptions; loss to follow-up that depends on the
event risk may still bias estimates.

For example, a researcher may ask whether unemployment
increases the risk of partnership dissolution, whether cohabiting
unions dissolve faster than marriages, whether parental divorce
affects children’s later union formation, or whether welfare policies
delay or accelerate leaving home. The language of risk or hazard
should not be misunderstood as purely individual. The “risk” of
divorce, for instance, may be shaped by gender inequality, housing
markets, religious norms, legal rules, and welfare provision.

Sequence analysis, associated in sociology with Andrew Abbott
(Abbott & Tsay, 2000), takes a more holistic approach. Instead of
modeling one transition at a time, it examines entire ordered
trajectories. A partnership trajectory can be represented as a
sequence of mutually exclusive states, such as unpartnered,
cohabiting, married, or separated. Parenthood and residential
arrangements can be recorded in separate, linked sequences or
combined into explicitly defined states. Sequence analysis compares
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these patterns and groups similar trajectories together. It is useful
because bonds do not change through isolated events alone; they
unfold as patterned biographies.

For example, two people may both be divorced at age forty, but
their trajectories may differ sharply. One may have left home early,
cohabited, married, had children, divorced, and repartnered.
Another may have married directly from the parental home,
divorced without children, and lived alone thereafter. A single
status at one point hides these differences. Sequence analysis reveals
them.

This approach is especially valuable for studying the pluralization
of family life. It can show whether life courses are becoming more
diverse, whether transitions are delayed, whether family formation
is de-standardized, or whether new patterns are becoming
re-standardized among younger cohorts. It can also connect
individual biographies to welfare regimes, gender norms,
labour-market conditions, and cultural family systems. Its limitation
is interpretive: sequences can show pattern but not automatically
explain meaning. For that, qualitative and historical evidence
remain essential.

4. Cross-National Designs and Comparative Frameworks

Human bonds are shaped not only by individual biography but by
national institutions, cultural traditions, welfare policies, religious
histories, labour markets, housing systems, and demographic
regimes. Cross-national research is therefore essential. It allows
sociologists to ask whether changes observed in one society are
general features of modernity or specific outcomes of particular
institutions.

Several major comparative surveys are central to this work. The
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) includes modules on
family, gender roles, social networks, religion, citizenship, and social
inequality. Its repeated cross-national modules allow researchers to
compare attitudes and reported practices across societies. The
European Social Survey (ESS) provides high-quality comparative
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data on social trust, political participation, wellbeing, family
attitudes, immigration, values, and civic life across European
countries. The World Values Survey (WVS) extends comparison
globally, tracking values related to family, religion, trust, authority,
gender, democracy, and community across multiple waves.

These datasets enable researchers to analyze how family
obligations, trust, civic participation, gender norms, and social
belonging vary across societies. Their principal survey series use
repeated cross-sectional samples, allowing population trends to be
studied without routinely following the same individuals over time.
Their strength is breadth; their limitation is that harmonized
questions may flatten local meanings. A concept such as “family
obligation” or “trust” may not carry identical cultural meaning
across countries.

Two comparative frameworks are especially influential. The first
is Reher’s (1998) distinction between strong-family and weak-family
societies. In strong-family systems, historically associated with
Southern Europe and other familistic contexts, intergenerational ties
are dense, obligations to kin are strong, adult children may leave
home later, and family often functions as a major welfare provider.
In weak-family systems, associated more with Northern and
Western Europe, young adults tend to leave home earlier, residential
autonomy is more normative, and non-kin associations may play a
larger role. The terms “strong” and “weak” do not mean better or
worse. They describe different institutional and moral
configurations of kinship.

The second framework is Esping-Andersen’s (1990) welfare-state
regime typology, which distinguishes liberal,
conservative-corporatist, and social-democratic regimes. These ideal
types describe differing patterns of reliance on markets, states, and
families; they do not exhaust welfare-system diversity.
Social-democratic regimes tend to de-familialize care through public
provision; more familialistic arrangements place greater
responsibility on kin; liberal regimes often rely more on markets and
means-tested provision. These arrangements shape bonds directly.
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Where public childcare, eldercare, housing support, and income
security are strong, family obligations may be less compulsory.
Where welfare support is weak, kinship may become more
necessary but also more burdensome.

Comparative research therefore shows that modernity does not
produce a single pathway of bond change. Family ties, partnership
patterns, leaving home, eldercare, civic trust, and friendship
networks vary according to institutional context. The sociology of
bonds must therefore avoid universalizing the experience of any one
society.

5. Ethnography and Qualitative Depth

Surveys and panels are indispensable, but they cannot capture
everything. They can measure whether people live together,
exchange support, participate in associations, or report trust. They
are less able to show how bonds are interpreted, negotiated, morally
justified, or experienced in everyday life. Ethnography addresses
this gap by entering the social worlds in which bonds are lived.

Carol Stack’s All Our Kin (1974) remains a landmark example.
Studying a poor Black neighbourhood in a Midwestern US city,
Stack showed how survival depended on dense networks of kin,
fictive kin, exchange, childcare, food-sharing, money, and reciprocal
obligation. What might appear from outside as family instability
was revealed as a complex system of adaptive bonding under
poverty. Stack’s work demonstrates that kinship cannot be
measured only through formal household structure. People may
rely on networks that exceed official family categories.

Eric Klinenberg’s Heat Wave (2002) similarly shows the
importance of social bonds in crisis. His study of the 1995 Chicago
heat wave revealed that mortality was not only a medical or
meteorological outcome. It was shaped by neighbourhood
conditions, social isolation, fear, public infrastructure, and the
presence or absence of local support. The elderly and poor were not
equally vulnerable everywhere; vulnerability depended on the
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social ecology of neighbourhood life. Klinenberg demonstrates that
bonds can become matters of life and death.

Matthew Desmond’s Evicted (2016) shows how housing
insecurity destabilizes social bonds. Eviction is not simply a legal
event or economic loss; it disrupts families, schools, neighbourhood
ties, employment, health, and dignity. Desmond’s ethnography
captures processes that survey variables often miss: the humiliation
of dependency, the moral negotiation between landlords and
tenants, the fragility of neighbourly support, and the cumulative
relational damage produced by poverty.

Ethnography contributes three things that surveys cannot easily
provide. First, it captures meaning: what people think bonds are,
what obligations they recognize, and how they narrate loyalty,
betrayal, support, and abandonment. Second, it captures process:
how bonds are made, strained, repaired, and broken in real time.
Third, it captures context: the institutional, spatial, moral, and
emotional environments in which bonds operate. Its limitation is
scale. Ethnography usually cannot claim statistical
representativeness. Its strength is depth, mechanism, and
interpretation.
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2.4 Ethics, Bias, and the Limits of Studying
Intimate Life

1. The Problem of Studying Relational Lives

Research on human bonds enters some of the most intimate domains
of social life: family obligation, friendship, partnership, care,
loneliness, trust, dependence, digital communication, and
community belonging. These are not merely topics about which
people hold opinions. They are domains through which people
organize their identities, vulnerabilities, loyalties, secrets, conflicts,
and moral responsibilities. For this reason, the study of bonds raises
distinctive ethical and methodological problems. A survey about
education or employment may collect sensitive information, but a
survey about networks and family ties necessarily reaches beyond
the individual respondent into the respondent’s relational world. It
asks not only “Who are you?” but “Who matters to you, who
supports you, whom do you trust, whom do you avoid, and who is
absent?”

The difficulty is that social bonds are both empirically necessary
and ethically delicate. To study a bond, the researcher must record
some information about at least two parties. In network research,
one respondent’s answer can reveal the existence, absence, strength,
or vulnerability of another person’s relation. In family research, a
household roster, kinship diagram, or life-history calendar may
document spouses, former partners, children, siblings, parents,
step-relatives, and non-resident kin who have never agreed to
participate. Digital-trace research multiplies the problem further,
because one person’s communication data may reveal entire chains
of contact, association, location, and influence.

The methodological challenge, therefore, is not only to measure
bonds accurately. It is to measure them responsibly. The researcher
must ask what counts as legitimate consent, how far confidentiality
can realistically extend, whether data about one person can ethically
expose another, whether certain populations are over-studied while
others remain invisible, whether self-reports idealize relationships,
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whether digital traces misrepresent social reality, and whether
causal claims about influence can be justified. This section reflects
critically on these challenges and identifies practical mitigation
strategies.

2. Consent and the Third-Party Problem in Relational Data

The most distinctive ethical problem in network and family research
is the third-party problem. In standard individual-level research, a
participant consents to provide information about themselves. In
relational research, however, a participant often provides
information about others. A respondent may name friends,
confidants, sexual partners, relatives, helpers, debtors, or people
with whom they have conflict. These named alters may not know
they have been included in a dataset. They may not consent to the
recording of their relationship, their characteristics, or their position
in a network.

The problem is not simply technical. Relational data can reveal
sensitive information even when researchers do not collect full
names. A network position may indicate isolation, popularity,
dependency, brokerage, marginality, or exposure to stigma. In small
communities, schools, workplaces, or kinship groups,
de-identification may be fragile because relational patterns can make
individuals recognizable. If a study records that a respondent
receives money from a sister, avoids a former partner, depends on a
neighbour for childcare, or names no confidants, it captures ethically
charged information about persons beyond the respondent.

Family research faces similar issues. Household rosters and
kinship diagrams may record children, elderly parents, estranged
relatives, cohabiting partners, undocumented household members,
or family members involved in conflict. Life-history calendars may
reconstruct divorce, separation, migration, infertility, bereavement,
domestic violence, or caregiving burdens. The researcher must
therefore treat relational data as shared data: information that
belongs not only to the respondent but to a network of implicated
persons.
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Mitigation begins at the design stage. Researchers should collect
only relational information that is necessary for the research
question. They should avoid unnecessary identifying details about
third parties, use role labels rather than names where possible, and
separate contact information from analytical data. Consent materials
should clearly explain that respondents may be asked about
relationships and should specify what kind of information will be
recorded. When whole networks are studied in bounded settings
such as classrooms or workplaces, researchers should seek
appropriate ethics review, consider community notification and
suitable consent procedures, and protect non-participants.
Organizational or community permission does not replace
individual consent where it is required. Data governance should
include access restrictions, secure storage, careful anonymization,
and rules against publishing recognizable network diagrams. The
ethical principle is simple: because relational data create relational
risks, protection must extend beyond the individual respondent.

3. WEIRD Bias and the Limits of Generalization

A second challenge is the over-reliance on Western, Educated,
Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic populations. Henrich, Heine,
and Norenzayan’s (2010) critique of WEIRD sampling is especially
important for the sociology of bonds because relational life varies
deeply across societies. Concepts such as family, friendship,
intimacy, obligation, privacy, autonomy, neighbourliness, and
community cannot be assumed to have universal meanings. A
theory built primarily from affluent Western democracies may
mistake culturally specific forms of individualism, romantic
partnership, friendship, and household organization for general
features of human social life.

WEIRD bias appears in several forms. First, certain populations
are systematically over-studied: university students, urban
residents, internet users, citizens of wealthy democracies, and
participants in large national surveys. Second, certain bond types are
privileged because they fit Western categories: nuclear families,
romantic couples, voluntary friendship, formal civic associations,
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and digitally visible networks. Third, research questions often
assume individual choice as the default condition of bonding,
thereby underestimating kinship obligation, arranged marriage,
intergenerational coresidence, religious community, caste, clan,
migration networks, and informal economies of care.

The consequence is theoretical distortion. Claims about declining
family obligation, rising individualization, weak neighbourhood
ties, or elective intimacy may describe some societies more
accurately than others. In strong-family systems, familistic welfare
regimes, agrarian contexts, migrant communities, or societies with
dense religious and kinship obligations, bonds may be transformed
in different ways. They may be de-institutionalized more slowly,
reorganized through migration, intensified by welfare absence, or
reshaped by transnational communication rather than replaced by
individualized networks.

Mitigation requires more than adding a token comparison case.
Researchers should define the population to which claims apply and
avoid universal language when evidence is culturally narrow.
Sampling strategies should include non-Western, rural, poor, older,
migrant, and institutionally marginalized populations where
relevant. Instruments should be tested for cultural validity rather
than merely translated. Comparative designs should distinguish
between universal mechanisms and context-specific expressions.
Finally, theory should be built inductively from multiple relational
systems, not exported from one region as if it represented the
human condition.
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4. Reactivity, Social Desirability, and the Gap Between
Reported and Enacted Ties

Research on intimate bonds depends heavily on self-report, and
self-report is vulnerable to reactivity and social desirability.
Respondents do not merely report relationships; they interpret and
present them. They may idealize marriage, exaggerate family
closeness, underreport conflict, overstate friendship, conceal
loneliness, avoid naming stigmatized ties, or describe themselves as
more caring, supported, or socially integrated than they are. The
result is a gap between reported ties and enacted ties.

This gap matters because bonds are morally loaded. People are
expected to love their children, respect parents, care for spouses,
maintain friendships, support neighbours, and possess confidants.
Admitting estrangement, neglect, loneliness, dependency, or
distrust can carry shame. Respondents may therefore provide
normatively appropriate answers rather than accurate descriptions.
In family research, they may report obligation even where support is
absent. In friendship research, they may name people they regard as
socially appropriate friends rather than those who actually provide
help. In community research, they may express neighbourly trust
while avoiding actual interaction.

Reactivity also occurs because the act of measurement can alter
reflection. Asking someone to list confidants may make them aware
of isolation. Asking about partnership satisfaction may produce
reevaluation. Asking about caregiving may make inequalities
visible. In qualitative interviews, respondents may revise their
narratives as they speak, presenting themselves as loyal,
independent, victimized, responsible, or morally deserving.

Mitigation requires methodological pluralism. Researchers
should combine self-reports with behavioural indicators where
ethical and practical: contact frequency, support exchanges, time-use
data, household arrangements, repeated interviews, or
observational evidence. Questions should be phrased neutrally and
allow ambivalence. Instead of asking only whether family members
are close, researchers can ask what kinds of help are exchanged, how
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often, under what conditions, and with what tensions. Longitudinal
designs can distinguish stable patterns from momentary
presentations. Qualitative research can probe contradictions
between ideals and practices. The aim is not to treat respondents as
dishonest, but to recognize that relational life is narrated through
moral expectations.

5. Digital-Trace Hazards and the Temptation of Found Data

Digital-trace data have expanded the study of bonds by providing
records of calls, messages, follows, likes, comments, tags, locations,
and platform interactions. These data appear attractive because they
are large-scale, time-stamped, behavioural, and unobtrusive. Yet
boyd and Crawford’s (2012) “Critical Questions for Big Data”
remain essential: bigger data are not automatically better data, and
digital traces do not speak for themselves.

The first hazard is re-identification. Network data are especially
difficult to anonymize because patterns of connection can identify
people even when names are removed. A person’s combination of
contacts, locations, communication rhythms, or group memberships
may be unique. Relational data also expose others: one user’s dataset
can reveal the behaviour of friends, family, or followers.

The second hazard is platform-shaped sampling. Digital
platforms do not record social life neutrally. They structure what
counts as a tie, what is visible, what is encouraged, what is archived,
and what is algorithmically amplified. A “friend” on Facebook, a
“follow” on Instagram, a WhatsApp group member, an email
contact, and a phone-call partner are not equivalent bonds. Platform
data also exclude non-users and underrepresent less digitally visible
populations. The resulting sample is not society; it is a
platform-mediated subset of social action.

The third hazard is the found-data temptation. Because digital
data already exist, researchers may treat them as naturally occurring
evidence requiring less ethical scrutiny. This is dangerous. Public
availability does not equal informed consent. Users may not
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anticipate academic analysis, long-term storage, linkage with other
datasets, or inference about sensitive traits and relationships.

Mitigation requires strict data governance. Researchers should
practice data minimization, collect only what is necessary, avoid
unnecessary linkage, assess re-identification risk, and restrict access
to sensitive network files. Ethics review should consider relational
harms, not only individual harms. Platform data should be
interpreted as platform-specific, not universal. Researchers should
document how the platform’s architecture shapes the data. Where
possible, digital traces should be combined with surveys or
interviews that clarify what recorded interactions mean to
participants. Above all, found data should not be treated as ethically
free data.
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3.1 The Deinstitutionalization of the Family:
From Institution to Companionship to Choice

1. The Historical Arc: The Nuclear Family and the Myth of
Timelessness

The modern family is often imagined through a powerful historical
myth: the idea that the stable, male-breadwinner,
female-homemaker, married-parent household represents the
timeless and natural form of family life. In this image, marriage is
early and lifelong, mothers devote themselves to domestic care,
fathers provide financially, children grow up with both biological
parents, and kinship is organized around a private nuclear home.
Much public debate about family decline continues to rely on this
image, treating contemporary diversity as a deviation from a
supposedly universal past.

Stephanie Coontz’s The Way We Never Were remains central to
dismantling this myth. Coontz argues that the idealized nuclear
family, especially as remembered through the postwar American
1950s, was neither timeless nor universally available. It was
historically specific, economically supported, racially uneven,
gendered, and politically constructed. The postwar nuclear
household depended on male wages, expanding home ownership,
state policy, suburbanization, gendered labour markets, and the
exclusion of many women and minorities from full citizenship and
economic opportunity. What appears in nostalgic memory as a
natural family form was in fact the product of a particular historical
settlement (Coontz, 2016).

This matters for the sociology of bonds because it prevents a
simple decline narrative. If the standardized nuclear family was not
the eternal baseline, then contemporary family change cannot be
understood merely as collapse. Families have always varied across
class, race, region, religion, and economy. Extended kin, lodgers,
servants, widows, stepfamilies, multigenerational households,
informal unions, and nonmarital childbearing have existed across
historical contexts. In the postwar United States, one model gained
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particular cultural authority: the married heterosexual couple with
dependent children in a private household.

Ernest Burgess and Harvey Locke’s classic thesis of the family’s
shift “from institution to companionship” provides an early
sociological language for this transformation. Burgess and Locke
argued that marriage and family were moving away from an
institution governed primarily by law, kinship, religion, property,
and social duty toward a relationship based increasingly on
affection, intimacy, mutual satisfaction, and personal
companionship. In the institutional family, the bond was stabilized
by external norms. In the companionate family, the bond was
expected to satisfy the emotional needs of the spouses (Burgess &
Locke, 1945).

This shift did not immediately destroy marriage. Indeed,
companionate marriage could strengthen marriage by making it
emotionally meaningful. It also made relationship satisfaction a
more important basis of marital legitimacy. If the family bond is
justified by companionship, then dissatisfaction becomes
sociologically consequential. A marriage that fails as companionship
may lose legitimacy even if it remains legally intact. The internal
quality of the relationship becomes more important than the
external status of being married.

The historical arc, therefore, is not from family to no family. In the
American historical account outlined here, it is from family as a
largely institutionalized status order toward family as a more
negotiated emotional and practical relationship. The retreat from the
standardized nuclear household is part of this longer movement. As
economic conditions, gender roles, sexual norms, and welfare
systems changed, the nuclear family lost some of its dominance as a
model of legitimate family life. The family bond became less
uniform, less institutionally automatic, and more dependent on
choice, negotiation, and lived practice.
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2. Cherlin and the Deinstitutionalization of American
Marriage

Andrew Cherlin’s concept of the “deinstitutionalization of American
marriage” is one of the most influential frameworks for
understanding contemporary family change. Deinstitutionalization
refers to the weakening of the social norms that define people’s
behaviour within marriage. It does not mean that marriage
disappears. Rather, marriage becomes less rule-bound, less
predictable, and less universally required as the organizing centre of
adult life (Cherlin, 2004).

Several late-twentieth- and early-twenty-first-century American
trends illustrate this process; their timing and extent differ across
social groups. Marriage has declined in prevalence and has been
delayed to later ages. Cohabitation has become more common, both
as a precursor to marriage and as an alternative to it. Divorce
increased sharply in the late twentieth century and, although rates
later stabilized or declined in some groups, divorce remains a
significant feature of the family landscape. Nonmarital childbearing
has become more common, especially among less advantaged
groups. Remarriage, stepfamilies, and serial partnerships have
produced more complex family biographies (Cherlin, 2004, 2009).

Cherlin’s phrase “the marriage-go-round” describes the
distinctive instability of the American pattern in his historical
comparison. In that account, the United States combined high
cultural valuation of marriage with high rates of divorce,
repartnering, and union turnover. Marriage remains symbolically
powerful, but its practical durability is uneven. People continue to
aspire to marriage, but they enter, exit, and re-enter unions in ways
that produce complex family transitions for adults and children
(Cherlin, 2009).

One of Cherlin’s most important arguments is that marriage has
shifted from a “cornerstone” to a “capstone.” In the cornerstone
model, marriage marks the beginning of adult life. Couples marry,
establish a household, build economic security together, and then
raise children. In the capstone model, marriage becomes a symbolic
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achievement reached after other prerequisites have been met: stable
employment, financial security, emotional maturity, personal
readiness, and relationship quality. Marriage becomes less a
foundation for building adulthood and more a sign that one has
already achieved it (Cherlin, 2004).

This transformation has contradictory consequences. On one
hand, it can make marriage more voluntary and meaningful. People
may marry because they want to, not because they must. Marriage
may express love, commitment, and personal achievement rather
than social obligation alone. On the other hand, the capstone model
makes marriage less accessible to those who lack economic security.
Poor and working-class couples may value marriage highly but
delay or avoid it because they believe they have not reached the
required economic or relational standard.

This helps explain why marriage has become stratified. Among
the college-educated and economically secure, marriage remains
relatively stable and often continues to organize childbearing.
Among less advantaged groups, cohabitation, nonmarital
childbearing, and union instability are more common. The result is
not simply cultural rejection of marriage, but unequal access to the
conditions under which marriage is considered appropriate or
sustainable.

Deinstitutionalization therefore changes the family bond in two
ways. It weakens marriage as a compulsory institution while
preserving marriage as a symbolic ideal. It also shifts the burden of
stability from external norms to the couple’s resources, expectations,
and capacities. Marriage remains meaningful, but it is less
institutionally guaranteed.
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3. The Diversification of Family Forms

The retreat from the standardized nuclear household is most visible
in the diversification of family forms. The married heterosexual
couple with children remains important, but it no longer
monopolizes the definition of family. Many contemporary societies
increasingly recognize cohabiting couples, same-sex partners,
single-parent families, blended families, living-apart-together
couples, childfree partnerships, multigenerational households, and
chosen families.

Same-sex partnership and marriage are especially important
because they reveal the elasticity of family bonds. Same-sex couples
challenged the assumption that marriage and family must be
organized around heterosexual reproduction. Reviews of research
find no consistent disadvantage in child wellbeing attributable to
having same-sex rather than different-sex parents; stability,
resources, and relationship quality remain important (Manning et
al., 2014). The broader significance is not only legal inclusion but
theoretical transformation: family is shown to be produced through
care, commitment, recognition, and everyday practice, not only
through biology or heterosexual complementarity.

The families-of-choice literature extends this point. Kath Weston’s
work on gay and lesbian kinship demonstrated that people excluded
from or alienated by families of origin often create alternative kin
networks grounded in friendship, care, solidarity, and shared
struggle. These chosen families are not merely substitutes for “real”
family; they reveal that kinship itself is socially constructed and
morally enacted. A bond becomes familial when it carries durable
obligation, recognition, loyalty, and care (Weston, 1991).

Single-parent families represent another major dimension of
diversification. They may arise through divorce, separation,
widowhood, nonmarital childbearing, adoption, or deliberate
choice. Public debate often treats single parenthood as a sign of
family breakdown, but sociological analysis must distinguish form
from function. Some single-parent families are economically
precarious and overburdened; others are stable and supported by
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kin, friends, welfare systems, or co-parenting arrangements. The
crucial question is not whether the household has one or two
parents, but what relational and material support surrounds it.

Blended families and stepfamilies complicate the assumption that
family bonds are simple or biologically fixed. Children may have
biological parents, step-parents, half-siblings, step-siblings,
non-resident parents, and multiple households. These arrangements
require negotiation of loyalty, authority, care, inheritance, and
identity. They show that family bonds are not only formed but also
managed across overlapping relational fields.

Living-apart-together relationships further challenge
measurement and theory. LAT couples identify as partners but
maintain separate households. This arrangement may reflect
autonomy, prior obligations, financial constraints, caregiving
responsibilities, older-age partnership, or preference for
independence. It demonstrates that intimacy and co-residence are
not always identical. A couple may be emotionally committed
without sharing a household.

Childfree partnerships also mark a significant shift. The couple
bond is no longer necessarily organized around reproduction.
Childfree generally denotes choosing not to have children, for
reasons that may include ecological concern, career commitment,
gender politics, or personal preference. This should be distinguished
from involuntary childlessness or delayed parenthood arising from
health, economic, or relational constraints. This separates
partnership from parenthood and further pluralizes the meaning of
family.

Multigenerational households complicate the idea of linear
individualization. In many contexts, adult children, parents,
grandparents, and extended kin live together for economic, cultural,
caregiving, or migration-related reasons. Such households are not
simple survivals of tradition. They may be modern responses to
housing costs, ageing, precarious work, childcare needs, and welfare
gaps. The diversification of family forms therefore shows that the
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family bond is not disappearing. It is being redistributed across
multiple arrangements.

4. Class Divergence and the Stratified Retreat from Marriage

Family change is not experienced equally across the social structure.
One of the most important developments in contemporary family
sociology is the recognition of class divergence. Sara McLanahan’s
“diverging destinies” thesis argues that changes in family structure
have increased inequality among children. Among more educated
and economically secure parents, marriage remains more stable,
childbearing is more often planned, and children are more likely to
grow up with two parents and substantial parental investment.
Among less advantaged parents, children are more likely to
experience nonmarital birth, partnership instability, single
parenthood, and economic insecurity (McLanahan, 2004).

The phrase “diverging destinies” is important because it connects
family change to inequality. The same family transformations that
may expand freedom for some can intensify disadvantage for others.
A college-educated woman may delay marriage and childbirth in
order to complete education, build a career, and enter a stable
egalitarian partnership. A poor woman may also delay marriage,
but for different reasons: unstable male employment, distrust of
partners, housing insecurity, or the belief that marriage requires an
economic foundation that is unavailable. The surface behaviour may
look similar—later marriage or nonmarital childbirth—but the social
meaning and consequences differ.

Edin and Kefalas’s Promises I Can Keep provides crucial qualitative
depth to this analysis. Their study of 162 low-income single mothers
in the Philadelphia area shows that poor women do not necessarily
reject marriage. Many value marriage highly, sometimes so highly
that they avoid entering it under conditions they see as inadequate.
Marriage is imagined as requiring trust, maturity, financial stability,
and a reliable partner. Motherhood, by contrast, may appear more
attainable and meaningful in the present. Children provide identity,
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purpose, and love in contexts where educational and labour-market
opportunities are limited (Edin & Kefalas, 2005).

This finding challenges purely cultural explanations of the retreat
from marriage. The issue is not simply that poor women have
abandoned marriage norms. Rather, marriage has become
economically and emotionally demanding. When stable
employment, affordable housing, reliable childcare, and trustworthy
partnership are scarce, marriage becomes difficult to achieve. The
retreat from marriage is therefore stratified and shaped by both
economic conditions and relational expectations.

Class divergence also affects men. Declining labour-market
opportunities for less-educated men reduce their perceived
marriageability. In communities affected by unemployment,
incarceration, addiction, or unstable work, partnership becomes
more fragile. Women may view men as unreliable economic or
emotional partners, while men may avoid marriage because they
cannot meet provider expectations. Thus, even as gender roles
change, older expectations about male economic stability continue to
shape marriage decisions.

The result is a paradox. Marriage has become less necessary in
law and culture, yet more selective in practice. It increasingly marks
privilege rather than universal adulthood. For advantaged groups,
marriage can consolidate resources and transmit advantage. For
disadvantaged groups, instability can compound hardship. The
changing family bond must therefore be analyzed not only through
individualization but through political economy.

5. Theoretical Synthesis: Individualization, the Second
Demographic Transition, and the Gender Revolution

Three major theoretical frameworks help explain the transformation
of family bonds: individualization, the second demographic
transition, and the gender revolution. Each captures part of the
change, but none is sufficient alone.

The individualization thesis, associated with Beck and
Beck-Gernsheim, argues that modern individuals are increasingly
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required to construct their own biographies. Traditional scripts
governing marriage, gender, reproduction, and family obligation
weaken. People must decide whether to marry, whom to marry,
whether to have children, how to divide labour, where to live, how
to care for parents, and how to balance autonomy with commitment.
Family becomes a reflexive project rather than a taken-for-granted
destiny (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002).

Individualization offers one explanation for why family bonds
may become more negotiable and, in some circumstances, more
fragile. If partnership depends on personal satisfaction and
self-realization, then dissatisfaction may justify exit. Greater choice
can contribute to delayed or forgone parenthood, alongside
economic and institutional constraints. If gender roles are open to
negotiation, then couples must actively construct arrangements
rather than inherit them. The family bond becomes more democratic
in principle, but also more demanding in practice.

The second demographic transition, associated with Lesthaeghe
and van de Kaa, emphasizes broad demographic and cultural shifts:
declining fertility, delayed marriage, rising cohabitation, increasing
divorce, nonmarital childbearing, and plural living arrangements.
The theory links these changes to post-materialist values,
secularization, autonomy, gender equality, and self-expression. It is
especially useful for describing the long-term movement away from
standardized marriage and fertility patterns in Western societies
(Lesthaeghe, 2010).

However, the second demographic transition is limited if treated
as a universal sequence. Its emphasis on value change can
understate class inequality, economic insecurity, housing markets,
welfare regimes, and gendered labour. People may delay marriage
and childbearing not only because they value autonomy but because
they cannot afford stable family life. Moreover, regions such as East
Asia and Southern Europe show that low fertility and delayed
marriage can occur without the same levels of cohabitation, divorce,
or nonmarital childbearing seen in Northern Europe or the United
States.
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The gender revolution framework, associated with Goldscheider
and colleagues, adds a crucial corrective. It argues that family
change reflects a two-stage transformation in gender relations. In the
first stage, women enter education and paid employment,
weakening the male-breadwinner/female-homemaker model. This
destabilizes traditional marriage because women gain alternatives to
dependency, while domestic labour arrangements often remain
unequal. In the second stage, men increase participation in
caregiving and housework, producing more egalitarian and
potentially more stable family forms (Goldscheider et al., 2015).

This framework proposes that uneven progress toward gender
equality can initially destabilize established family arrangements,
while more equal sharing of care may support partnership and
parenthood. Where women’s public roles expand but men’s
domestic roles do not, marriage becomes strained and fertility may
fall. Where both public and private gender roles become more equal,
partnership may become more sustainable. The gender revolution
therefore links family stability not to a return to traditional roles, but
to more equal sharing of work and care, although this is not a
universal sequence or a guarantee of higher fertility.

Together, these theories suggest that family bonds change
through the interaction of culture, demography, gender, and
economy. Individualization explains reflexive choice; the second
demographic transition explains broad demographic restructuring;
the gender revolution explains the reorganization of power and care.
A complete account must also incorporate class inequality, welfare
policy, sexuality, and regional variation.
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3.2 The Community Question Revisited:
Decline, Persistence, and Reinvention

1. The Central Debate: Decline, Persistence, or
Transformation

Few questions in the sociology of human bonds have generated as
much debate as the fate of community in modern and late-modern
societies. Is community declining, as classic and contemporary
theorists of individualism and social capital often claim? Is it
persisting beneath the surface of modern life, preserved in family,
neighbourhood, ethnicity, religion, workplace, and friendship
networks? Or is it being reinvented through looser, more mobile,
more individualized, and increasingly digitally mediated forms of
connection? This debate is consequential because community is not
merely a sentimental ideal. It is a form of social organization
through which people obtain trust, mutual aid, information,
recognition, informal regulation, belonging, and protection.

The difficulty lies partly in defining community. If community
means dense, place-based, morally homogeneous, intergenerational
neighbourhood life, then research such as Putnam’s identifies
declines in some forms of American civic participation. Residential
mobility, suburbanization, commuting, privatized leisure,
dual-earner households, digital entertainment, market
individualism, and weakening civic associations may reduce some
older forms of local togetherness, although their effects vary by
context. If community means supportive personal networks,
however, the evidence is more complex. People may be less attached
to neighbourhood associations while remaining deeply connected to
kin, friends, colleagues, online groups, identity communities, and
geographically dispersed networks. If community means collective
capacity, the question becomes still more precise: under what
conditions can people trust one another and act together for shared
ends?

This section adjudicates the debate by treating community not as
a single thing that either exists or disappears, but as a set of
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relational capacities. Communities may provide belonging,
sociability, practical help, collective action, informal social control,
identity, and emotional recognition. These capacities may erode in
one domain while reappearing in another. A decline in formal club
membership does not necessarily mean a decline in friendship. A
rise in online communication does not automatically mean deep
community. A neighbourhood may contain many social ties but
little collective efficacy. The question is therefore not simply whether
community is lost, but what kind of community, for whom, through
which institutions, and with what consequences.

2. The Decline Thesis: Putnam, Bellah, and the Crisis of Civic
Bonds

The modern decline thesis is most closely associated with Robert
Putnam’s Bowling Alone. Putnam argued that American social capital
declined substantially during the late twentieth century. By social
capital, he meant networks, norms of reciprocity, and trust that
facilitate cooperation. His evidence included falling participation in
voluntary associations, civic clubs, parent-teacher organizations,
unions, religious groups, political parties, and neighbourhood
activities, as well as declines in informal socializing and generalized
trust. The metaphor of “bowling alone” captured the core argument:
people may continue to perform the same activities, but increasingly
outside organized, collective, solidaristic settings (Putnam, 2000).

Putnam’s thesis mattered because it connected everyday
sociability to democratic life. Civic associations are not only leisure
activities; they train people in cooperation, trust, reciprocity,
leadership, compromise, and public responsibility. When
associational life weakens, democratic culture may weaken with it.
The decline of social capital thus becomes not merely a story about
loneliness but a theory of institutional fragility. A society of
privatized individuals may find it harder to solve collective
problems, sustain trust, or generate public goods.

Bellah and colleagues’ Habits of the Heart offered a related but
more cultural diagnosis. Their concern was the corrosive effect of
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American individualism on moral language and communal
obligation. They argued that many Americans had inherited strong
traditions of civic and biblical responsibility, but these traditions
were increasingly overshadowed by expressive and utilitarian
individualism. People understood life in terms of self-choice,
personal growth, private success, and individual freedom, but often
lacked a strong moral vocabulary for obligation to others. In this
account, community declines not only because organizations
weaken, but because people increasingly struggle to articulate why
they owe something to a shared social world (Bellah et al., 1985).

The strength of the decline thesis lies in its evidence that certain
institutionalized forms of American community weakened during
the periods studied. Putnam documented changes in membership,
participation, informal sociability, and trust; Bellah and colleagues
examined the language through which Americans understood
obligation. These are related but distinct forms of evidence, and
neither establishes a uniform decline across all communities or
countries.

Yet the decline thesis also has limits. It can overstate the
coherence of the past, understate inequalities within older
communities, and misinterpret transformation as disappearance.
Many traditional associations excluded women, minorities,
migrants, working-class people, sexual minorities, and religious
outsiders. Civic life was never equally available to all. Moreover,
formal membership may not capture informal support, personal
networks, digital association, mutual aid, or identity-based
communities. The decline thesis is therefore most persuasive when
applied to specific civic forms, less persuasive when generalized to
all human connections.
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3. The Isolation Debate: Shrinking Confidants or
Measurement Artifact?

The community-decline debate intensified after McPherson,
Smith-Lovin, and Brashears published “Social Isolation in America”
in 2006. Using the General Social Survey’s “important matters”
name generator, they reported that Americans’ core discussion
networks had shrunk dramatically between 1985 and 2004. The
number of people with whom respondents discussed important
matters appeared to have declined, while the proportion reporting
no confidants appeared to have increased sharply. The finding
seemed to provide direct evidence that intimate social bonds were
weakening (McPherson et al., 2006).

The study was striking because it moved the debate from civic
membership to personal networks. Putnam’s thesis concerned clubs,
associations, volunteering, and public participation; McPherson and
colleagues appeared to show that even the intimate core of personal
life was contracting. If true, this would suggest not only civic decline
but relational impoverishment at the level of confidants, friends, and
close support.

However, the finding soon became controversial. Claude Fischer’s
methodological rebuttal argued that the 2004 result was likely
affected by measurement problems. The GSS name-generator item
asks respondents to name people with whom they discussed
“important matters” during the previous six months. Such a
question is highly sensitive to wording, interviewer effects, survey
context, respondent interpretation, and coding. Fischer argued that
the dramatic rise in respondents reporting no confidants was
implausibly large and inconsistent with other evidence. Rather than
demonstrating a sudden collapse of intimate ties, the 2004 finding
may have reflected a measurement artifact (Fischer, 2009).

The controversy is important because it reveals the fragility of
measuring community through a single instrument. “Important
matters” discussion networks capture one type of tie: serious
confidant relations. They do not capture casual companionship,
practical support, online communication, kin obligation,
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neighbourly familiarity, religious belonging, or emotionally
meaningful but infrequently activated relationships. A person may
not have discussed “important matters” recently but may still
possess a broader network of support. Conversely, someone may
name confidants but still experience loneliness or lack practical help.

The best interpretation of the isolation debate is cautious. The
scale and causes of the reported change remained contested, so the
2004 finding should not be treated as settled evidence of a general
collapse in close ties. Nor does the debate establish that isolation is
unimportant. The key questions concern differences between
groups, the dependability of support, and how results vary with the
measure used, rather than average network size alone.

4. Community Saved and Community Liberated: Wellman
and Fischer

Against the decline thesis, Barry Wellman developed two important
alternatives: “community saved” and “community liberated.” The
“community saved” position argues that community persists
despite modern change. Kin, neighbours, ethnic groups, religious
communities, and local networks continue to provide support. The
“community liberated” position goes further. It argues that
community has not simply survived in old forms but has been freed
from the limits of locality. People increasingly maintain community
through dispersed personal networks rather than bounded
neighbourhoods (Wellman, 1979).

Wellman’s networked individualism is central to this argument.
In networked individualism, the individual rather than the
household or village becomes the primary node of connection.
People belong to multiple partial networks rather than a single
dense community. They may turn to one person for emotional
support, another for childcare, another for professional advice,
another for political identity, and another for online companionship.
Community becomes person-centered, specialized, flexible, and
geographically extended (Rainie & Wellman, 2012).
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This framework directly challenges the assumption that
community must be place-based. A person may live in a
neighbourhood with weak local ties while maintaining strong bonds
across distance through phone calls, travel, messaging, social media,
workplace networks, and kinship obligations. Such a person would
appear weakly integrated if community is measured only by
neighbourhood participation but strongly connected if measured
through personal networks.

Claude Fischer’s To Dwell Among Friends similarly challenged the
view that urban modernity destroys community. Fischer showed
that cities can support rich social networks, subcultures, friendships,
and voluntary associations. Urban life may weaken some traditional
forms of local intimacy, but it also expands opportunities to find
similar others, form elective communities, and participate in diverse
social worlds. The city is not merely a site of anonymity; it is also a
generator of association (Fischer, 1982).

The community-liberated thesis is persuasive because it fits many
features of late-modern life: mobility, individual choice, digital
communication, plural identities, and dispersed kinship. However,
it must be qualified by inequality. Networked individualism works
best for people with resources: education, mobility, digital access,
stable income, time, transport, and communicative capacity. People
facing financial, transport, legal, accessibility, or digital barriers may
find it harder to sustain dispersed networks; such barriers also vary
substantially within social groups. For them, the erosion of local
community may be more damaging. The ability to replace
neighbourhood with network is unequally distributed.

Thus, community has been liberated for some and lost for others.
The networked model captures transformation, but it should not
become a new universal myth. It explains how community can
persist without locality, but it does not eliminate the importance of
place.
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5. Social Infrastructure, Third Places, and Collective Efficacy

Theories of networked individualism must be balanced by renewed
attention to place. Ray Oldenburg’s concept of “third places”
identifies informal public settings outside home and work where
community life is cultivated: cafés, libraries, pubs, barber shops,
parks, community centres, religious spaces, and local shops. These
places allow repeated casual contact, low-stakes conversation,
intergenerational mixing, and informal familiarity. They do not
necessarily produce deep friendship, but they create weak ties and
public trust from which community can grow (Oldenburg, 1989).

Eric Klinenberg’s Palaces for the People develops this insight
through the concept of social infrastructure. Social infrastructure
refers to the physical places and organizations that shape
interaction: libraries, schools, parks, playgrounds, sidewalks,
community centres, markets, gardens, and local institutions.
Klinenberg argues that such infrastructure can foster social
connection, reduce isolation, and strengthen resilience during crisis.
Social infrastructure matters because bonds need settings. People
cannot form ties if there are no safe, accessible, welcoming spaces in
which repeated contact can occur (Klinenberg, 2018).

This argument links closely to Klinenberg’s earlier work on the
Chicago heat wave. In Heat Wave, he showed that vulnerability to
disaster was shaped not only by temperature or individual health
but by neighbourhood conditions, isolation, fear, public services,
and social contact. People died not only because they were hot, but
because they were alone, disconnected, and embedded in
neighbourhoods with weak social infrastructure. Community, in this
sense, is a public-health resource (Klinenberg, 2002).

Robert Sampson’s Great American City provides an influential
empirical framework for analyzing place-based community through
the concept of collective efficacy. Collective efficacy combines social
cohesion and mutual trust with shared expectations for informal
social control. A neighbourhood high in collective efficacy is not
merely friendly; residents believe that people can be trusted and that
neighbours will intervene for the common good. Sampson and
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colleagues showed that collective efficacy is associated with lower
violence and better neighbourhood outcomes, even after accounting
for structural disadvantage (Sampson, 2012; Sampson et al., 1997).

The concept is important because it distinguishes between social
ties and collective capacity. A neighbourhood may contain many ties
but little willingness to act collectively. Conversely, a
neighbourhood may not be intimate in a traditional sense but may
still possess enough trust and shared expectation to maintain public
order. Collective efficacy therefore moves beyond nostalgia for
community warmth and asks what communities can do.

The evidence on collective efficacy also shows that place-based
community is shaped by inequality. Concentrated disadvantage,
residential instability, segregation, and institutional neglect weaken
trust and informal control. Community is not simply a moral
achievement of residents; it is produced or undermined by housing
policy, policing, labour markets, schools, public space, and racial
inequality. Place-based belonging thrives where residents have
stability, safety, shared spaces, and institutional support. It erodes
where people are displaced, fearful, overburdened, or abandoned by
public institutions.



THE SOCIOLOGY OF HUMAN BONDS

90

3.3 Mediated Bonds: Intimacy, Friendship,
and Community in the Digital Age

1. The Contested Terrain of Digital Bonds

Digital communication is now one of the most contested terrains in
the sociology of human bonds. The question is no longer whether
digital media matter for social life; they plainly do. The question is
how they matter. Do digital platforms erode face-to-face
relationships, weaken attention, and produce thinner forms of
connection? Or do they supplement existing bonds, maintain
intimacy across distance, expand weak ties, and create new forms of
support and belonging? The debate is intense because digital
communication enters precisely those domains that earlier chapters
have treated as central to the social bond: family, friendship,
partnership, community, recognition, emotional support, trust, and
everyday interaction.

The transformation is not reducible to “the Internet” as a single
technology. Digital communication includes email, texting, mobile
phones, social media, video calls, messaging apps, dating platforms,
multiplayer games, forums, support groups, content platforms, and
algorithmically curated feeds. Each medium has different
affordances: persistence, visibility, searchability, scalability,
synchronicity, anonymity, intimacy, and publicness. A WhatsApp
family group, a private video call, a dating app profile, a livestream
chat, a Facebook friendship, an Instagram story, a Reddit support
forum, and a TikTok parasocial relation do not produce the same
kind of bond. Any serious analysis must therefore avoid treating
digital life as either uniformly corrosive or uniformly connective.

The argument advanced here is that digital media do not simply
replace embodied bonds. They function as relational infrastructure.
They rescale intimacy across distance, reschedule interaction across
time, multiply channels of maintenance, and alter the institutional
routes through which people meet, sustain, display, and evaluate
relationships. This transformation is real and consequential. It
creates new capacities for connection, but also new vulnerabilities:
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comparison, surveillance, misrecognition, harassment, algorithmic
sorting, context collapse, and dependence on privately owned
platforms.

2. From the Internet Paradox to the Supplement Thesis

The earliest influential debate about digital communication was
framed as a displacement question: does time online reduce time
spent with family, friends, neighbours, and local communities? The
classic statement of this concern was Kraut and colleagues’ “Internet
paradox” study. The paradox was that people were using the
Internet mainly for communication, yet early findings suggested
that heavier Internet use was associated with declines in social
involvement and psychological wellbeing. The Internet appeared to
offer connection while producing isolation. It seemed to promise a
new world of communication while quietly weakening the older
worlds of household conversation, neighbourhood contact, civic
participation, and embodied friendship (Kraut et al., 1998).

This early finding became powerful because it resonated with
older anxieties about modernization. Long before the Internet,
sociologists and cultural critics worried that industrialization,
urbanization, television, suburbanization, consumer culture, and
bureaucratic life were privatizing leisure and thinning community.
The Internet paradox seemed to update this fear for the digital age.
If people spent more hours online, perhaps they would spend fewer
hours speaking with spouses, visiting neighbours, joining
associations, playing with children, or participating in local public
life. Digital communication was therefore interpreted through a
zero-sum model: time spent with screens was time stolen from
face-to-face bonds.

However, later research complicated the original conclusion. A
follow-up found that the initial negative associations had dissipated,
while a further sample showed outcomes varying with personal
characteristics and existing support (Kraut et al., 2002). One possible
explanation concerns the historical context. The first Internet users
were entering a new communication environment in which many of
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their existing ties were not yet online. Early Internet use could
therefore separate users from established social contexts rather than
connect them to those contexts. A person who spent long hours
online in the 1990s might have been communicating with strangers,
exploring unfamiliar spaces, or engaging in activities not shared by
their family and friends. Under those conditions, Internet use could
plausibly displace existing relationships. But as Internet access
became more widely diffused, the social meaning of being online
changed. Families, friends, classmates, neighbours, co-workers,
religious groups, political associations, and romantic partners
increasingly moved online as well. The Internet became less a
separate world and more an extension of existing social life.

Later research supports a supplement thesis in many settings,
without implying that all digital use benefits relationships (Baym,
2015). Digital communication often adds channels to relationships
rather than simply replacing older forms of contact. Email, texting,
messaging apps, social media, video calls, voice notes, group chats,
and photo sharing allow people to maintain ties across distance,
coordinate everyday life, exchange emotional signals, and remain
peripherally aware of one another. These small acts matter
sociologically. A brief message, emoji, comment, shared meme, or
family photo may not substitute for deep conversation, but it can
keep a tie active between more substantial encounters. Digital media
allow relationships to be maintained in fragments: a morning text, a
birthday post, a late-night call, a shared location, a forwarded joke, a
quick response during crisis.

This is especially important under conditions of mobility and
dispersion. Migrant families, long-distance couples, university
students, transnational workers, divorced parents, military families,
and geographically scattered friends use digital media to sustain
bonds that would otherwise be more difficult to maintain. Digital
communication helps stretch intimacy across space. It also changes
the tempo of intimacy. Earlier communication technologies, such as
letters, organized relationships around waiting. The telephone made
voice contact immediate but still event-like. Smartphones make
connection continuous, portable, and often ambient. People can
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remain present in one another’s lives without being physically
co-present.

This does not mean that displacement never occurs. Time is finite,
and some forms of digital use may crowd out embodied interaction,
sleep, attention, local participation, or reflective solitude. Passive
scrolling is different from active communication. A video call with a
parent is different from hours of algorithmic feed consumption. A
support group is different from a comparison-driven platform.
Digital media are not one thing; they contain multiple practices with
different relational consequences. Some uses deepen bonds, some
maintain weak ties, some provide entertainment, some intensify
envy, some produce surveillance, and some absorb attention
without producing reciprocal support.

The broad displacement thesis is therefore too simple. Digital
communication can erode some forms of attention while sustaining
other forms of contact. It can weaken local presence while
preserving distant intimacy. It can enable care coordination while
also creating pressure for constant availability. It can expand
networks while making some relationships feel thinner. The proper
question is not whether digital media displace or supplement social
bonds in general, but under what conditions, for which users,
through which platforms, and for what kind of tie.

The most defensible conclusion is conditional supplementation.
On this interpretation, digital media can strengthen bonds when
they are used to maintain meaningful relationships, coordinate care,
enable reciprocal communication, and overcome distance. They can
weaken bonds when they substitute passive exposure for
interaction, intensify comparison, reward performance over
reciprocity, or embed users in shallow contact without dependable
support. Digital communication does not abolish the need for
co-presence, but it does expand the ways bonds can be kept alive in
a mobile, dispersed, and time-pressured world.



THE SOCIOLOGY OF HUMAN BONDS

94

3. Networked Individualism, Media Multiplexity, and
Strong-Tie Maintenance

Rainie and Wellman’s concept of networked individualism provides
a broader framework for understanding digital sociality. In
networked individualism, the individual becomes the central node
of personal community. Rather than being embedded primarily in a
single household, neighbourhood, church, workplace, or kin group,
people manage multiple partial networks across domains. Digital
media make this form of social organization more practical. The
smartphone becomes a portable switchboard of kin, friends,
colleagues, weak ties, intimate partners, former classmates, support
groups, and platform audiences (Rainie & Wellman, 2012).

This framework conceptualizes the transformation described in
earlier chapters. Community is not necessarily lost; it is reorganized
around person-centered networks. Digital communication allows
people to maintain geographically dispersed ties, activate support
from different circles, and participate in several social worlds at
once. A person may belong simultaneously to a family group chat, a
workplace channel, an alumni network, a fan community, a
religious WhatsApp group, a dating platform, and a private
friendship thread. The resulting community can extend beyond
place and be assembled through multiple channels.

Haythornthwaite’s concept of media multiplexity explains why
digital communication often reinforces strong ties. Media
multiplexity refers to the tendency for stronger relationships to use
more communication channels. Close friends, romantic partners,
siblings, parents, and intimate collaborators often communicate
through several media: face-to-face meetings, phone calls, texts,
memes, voice notes, video calls, direct messages, shared calendars,
and social-media interactions. Weak ties, by contrast, may be
maintained through only one or two channels (Haythornthwaite,
2005).

This idea is important because it reverses a common assumption.
Digital media are sometimes imagined as producing weak, thin
relationships. But strong ties are often the most digitally multiplex.
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A mother and adult child may use calls for serious matters, texts for
coordination, photos for emotional presence, video calls for
grandchildren, and social media for ambient awareness. A romantic
couple may maintain intimacy through continuous low-level
messaging, shared jokes, location coordination, and evening video
calls. Digital media do not necessarily thin the bond; they can
thicken it by increasing the number of occasions for contact.

The evidence for strong-tie persistence online is therefore
substantial. People often select online contacts from offline
networks. Social media can maintain latent ties, revive dormant ties,
and keep strong ties active across migration, education, work
mobility, and family dispersal. Digital communication is especially
important where modern life separates people geographically. The
adult child working abroad, the migrant parent, the long-distance
couple, the dispersed sibling group, and the geographically
scattered friendship circle all depend on media to sustain emotional
continuity.

At the same time, media multiplexity also creates obligations. The
more channels available, the more opportunities there are to
disappoint. Failure to reply, being left on read, exclusion from a
group chat, selective liking, or delayed response can become
relational signals. Digital maintenance therefore produces both
intimacy and pressure. It expands the capacity to stay connected, but
it also expands the labour of maintaining relationships.

4. “Alone Together”: Turkle, Hampton, and Baym

Sherry Turkle’s Alone Together offers the most influential critique of
digital intimacy. Her argument is not simply that people are
isolated. It is that digital media encourage a form of connection that
allows people to control distance, edit vulnerability, and avoid the
demands of embodied presence. People are “alone together”
because they are physically co-present but mentally absorbed in
devices or digitally connected while emotionally defended. The
smartphone promises companionship without the full burden of
relationship (Turkle, 2011).
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Turkle’s critique captures real features of contemporary life.
Digital communication allows strategic self-presentation, selective
responsiveness, and partial attention. It may encourage people to
avoid difficult conversation, replace silence with stimulation, or
prefer manageable contact to unpredictable intimacy. In family
settings, devices can interrupt shared meals, childcare, and
conversation. In friendship and dating, constant availability may
coexist with emotional avoidance. Turkle therefore identifies a
genuine tension: digital media can facilitate connection while also
enabling withdrawal from the vulnerability that deep bonds require.

However, a different perspective is offered by researchers such as
Keith Hampton and Nancy Baym. Hampton’s work on persistent
contact and pervasive awareness argues that digital media often
strengthen community by allowing people to remain aware of one
another’s lives. Social media posts, messages, photos, and updates
provide low-cost signals of presence. They create a background
awareness that can support later interaction. Rather than replacing
community, digital media can create a persistent-pervasive form of
social connection (Hampton, 2016).

Baym’s Personal Connections in the Digital Age similarly resists
technological determinism. She argues that people actively integrate
media into existing relational practices. Online communication is not
inherently less real than offline communication. Its meaning
depends on the relationship, medium, context, and practice. A text
message from a lover, a video call with a parent, a forum post from a
support group, and a direct message from a stranger all have
different relational meanings. The medium shapes interaction, but it
does not determine the moral quality of the bond (Baym, 2015).

The debate between Turkle and her critics should not be resolved
by declaring one side simply right. Turkle is strongest as a critic of
attention, vulnerability, and performative connection. Hampton and
Baym are strongest as analysts of empirical relational practice. The
synthesis is this: digital media can both support and degrade
intimacy, depending on use. They sustain bonds when they enable
reciprocity, care, coordination, disclosure, and continuity. They
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degrade bonds when they promote distraction, comparison,
surveillance, performance, or avoidance. Digital communication is
therefore not a substitute for intimacy, but a condition under which
intimacy is increasingly organized.

5. Online Dating and the Transformation of Partner-Finding

Perhaps the most dramatic transformation of bond formation
concerns romantic partnership. Rosenfeld, Thomas, and Hausen’s
analysis of a 2017 United States survey found that meeting online
had become the most common route by which heterosexual couples
met, surpassing meeting through friends around 2013. This finding
concerns how couples met, not the share of all existing couples
formed online, and meeting online is broader than using a dating
app (Rosenfeld et al., 2019). This marks a profound shift in the social
organization of intimacy. Romantic bonds have never been formed
by individual desire alone. For much of modern history, partner
selection was mediated by families, friendship circles,
neighbourhoods, schools, workplaces, religious institutions, ethnic
communities, and local leisure spaces. These intermediaries did
more than introduce people. They filtered possible partners,
supplied reputational information, enforced norms of suitability,
and embedded couples within shared social worlds. A partner was
not simply chosen as an isolated individual; the relationship usually
entered a wider field of kinship, community, class, religion, and
local knowledge.

Online dating disintermediates this process. It reduces the role of
family, friends, neighbours, and local institutions as gatekeepers of
romantic access. It expands the pool of possible partners beyond the
immediate social circle and makes partner search more
individualized, searchable, and platform-mediated. This is
especially significant for people whose desired partners are not
easily available within their existing networks: sexual minorities,
religious minorities, migrants, older singles, divorced people, rural
residents, highly educated professionals, people with stigmatized
identities, or those seeking very specific lifestyles and values. For
such groups, online dating can be genuinely liberating. It allows
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people to find others beyond the limits imposed by neighbourhood,
family surveillance, workplace boundaries, or local stigma.

The transformation is not only technological; it is institutional.
Online dating shifts partner selection from embedded social settings
into platform environments. The platform becomes a new
intermediary. It organizes visibility, filters, recommendations,
matches, messages, photographs, prompts, subscriptions, and
rankings. In earlier settings, a friend, cousin, colleague, parent, or
neighbour might have introduced two people and carried
reputational knowledge between them. In online dating, profiles
and algorithms partly replace this social knowledge. Users must
interpret photographs, short biographies, interests, education,
location, religious identity, political preferences, and conversational
cues. The early stage of intimacy becomes a process of digital
presentation and evaluation.

The consequences for assortative mating are complex. On one
hand, online dating can increase heterogeneity by connecting people
across geography, institutions, friendship circles, and local
communities. It may weaken the power of family, neighbourhood,
and religious gatekeepers. It has been especially important for
same-sex couples, for whom traditional meeting channels were often
limited, unsafe, or socially constrained. In this sense, online dating
expands the field of possible intimacy and can support relationships
that older social structures might have blocked.

On the other hand, platforms can intensify sorting. Search filters,
recommendation systems, pricing structures, and user preferences
may reproduce or amplify boundaries of education, race, religion,
class, attractiveness, income, age, lifestyle, and political identity. A
platform may appear open, but its architecture can make some
people more visible than others. Users may filter partners more
explicitly than they would in offline interaction. Algorithms may
learn and reinforce patterns of desirability. The result is not pure
freedom from social structure, but a new form of structured choice.
Romantic selection becomes more individualized while remaining
deeply embedded in inequality, classification, and platform design.
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Online dating also changes the meaning of choice itself. It
expands options, but expanded options can produce overload,
comparison, uncertainty, and disposability. Profiles turn people into
searchable bundles of attributes. Swiping encourages rapid
judgment. Messaging creates low-cost initiation but also low-cost
abandonment. Someone can begin a conversation without serious
commitment and disappear without explanation. This can make the
early stages of intimacy feel more flexible but also more fragile. The
abundance of apparent alternatives may weaken patience, deepen
comparison, and make commitment feel like the closing of options
rather than the deepening of a bond.

Yet this should not be read as the end of romantic bonding.
Online dating often leads to offline meetings, emotional intimacy,
cohabitation, marriage, parenting, and durable partnership. Its
significance lies in changing the route into intimacy, not eliminating
intimacy itself. The bond may still become embodied,
interdependent, morally serious, and long-lasting. But its formation
is increasingly mediated by platforms rather than kin,
neighbourhood, friendship circles, or local institutions.

This reinforces the larger thesis of the book: modern bonds are not
abolished but re-infrastructured. Romantic relationships remain
deeply human, but the conditions under which people meet,
evaluate, select, and commit are being reorganized. The dating
platform is not merely a tool; it is part of the new infrastructure of
intimacy. It expands choice while embedding choice in algorithms,
markets, visibility systems, and social inequality. Modern romance
is therefore both more elective and more mediated: freer from some
traditional gatekeepers, but newly dependent on platformed forms
of selection and recognition.
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3.4 Bonds Across Borders: Migration,
Transnational Families, and Global Care
Chains

1. Globalization and the Stretching of Intimate Life

Globalization is often described through markets, states, capital
flows, labour migration, and communication technologies. Yet one
of its most intimate consequences is the stretching of human bonds
across national borders. Families, friendships, care obligations, and
community loyalty no longer necessarily operate within one
household, one neighbourhood, or even one nation-state. Migration
separates parents from children, spouses from one another, siblings
from siblings, and ageing parents from adult children. At the same
time, money, messages, gifts, visits, documents, religious practices,
memories, and imagined futures continue to circulate across
borders. The result is not the simple dissolution of intimate ties, but
their reorganization across distance.

This section extends the book’s argument by showing that
globalization transforms the geography of the bond. The family is no
longer adequately captured by co-residence. Care is no longer
necessarily performed in the same place as love. Community can be
reproduced through circuits of remittance, return, communication,
and obligation. Migration may fracture everyday proximity, but it
can also intensify responsibility, deepen sacrifice, and create new
forms of distant intimacy.

The migration-studies literature is especially important because it
challenges one of sociology’s hidden assumptions: that strong bonds
are normally spatially proximate. Much family sociology historically
treated the household as the primary unit of family life. Community
studies often assumed locality. Even network studies sometimes
privilege direct interaction. Transnational migration forces a
conceptual revision. A mother may live in Los Angeles while her
child lives in Manila; a father may work in Dubai while supporting a
household in Punjab; a daughter may care financially for ageing
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parents from London; a village may be sustained by migrants in
Boston, Toronto, or Madrid. These are not absent bonds. They are
stretched bonds, maintained through different practices and marked
by unequal costs.

2. Transnational Families and the Practice of “Doing Family”
Across Distance

The concept of transnationalism, developed by scholars such as
Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch, Cristina Szanton Blanc, Peggy
Levitt, and others, transformed migration studies by rejecting the
older idea that migration is a one-way movement from origin to
destination. In classical assimilation models, migrants were often
imagined as people who left one society behind and gradually
entered another. Their ties to the homeland were treated as
temporary residues that would fade over time as migrants adapted
to the host society. Transnationalism challenged this assumption.
Migrants do not simply leave one social world and enter another.
Many remain embedded in social fields that cross borders. They
participate economically, emotionally, politically, religiously, and
symbolically in more than one national space. Their lives are
organized through movement, communication, remittances,
memories, obligations, and future plans that connect origin and
destination (Glick Schiller et al., 1995).

Peggy Levitt’s The Transnational Villagers is a classic
demonstration of this process. Levitt showed how migrants from the
Dominican Republic maintained dense ties with their home
communities while living in the United States. Migration did not
erase village belonging; it reworked it. Migrants sent remittances,
funded public projects, influenced local politics, sustained religious
obligations, sponsored further migration, and carried ideas,
practices, and expectations back and forth. The “village” itself
became transnational, not because all its members physically lived
in one place, but because its social life was constituted through flows
of people, money, norms, stories, rituals, and responsibilities across
borders. The homeland was not simply remembered nostalgically; it
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remained an active field of obligation and participation (Levitt,
2001).

This framework profoundly reconceives family. A family is not
simply a group of people living together under one roof. It may be a
set of relationships distributed across borders but sustained through
care, obligation, money, memory, communication, sacrifice, and
imagined futures. Transnational families “do family” across
distance. They make decisions together, allocate labour, discipline
children, finance education, care for elders, celebrate rituals,
negotiate inheritance, arrange marriages, manage crises, and plan
reunification despite physical separation. The family bond is
therefore not identical with co-residence. It can be stretched across
national borders while remaining morally and emotionally
powerful.

The idea of “doing family” is crucial because it shifts attention
from formal structure to practice. A migrant parent may not be
physically present at breakfast, school, illness, or bedtime, but may
still perform parenthood through daily calls, school fees,
remittances, moral advice, gifts, video conversations, decisions
about schooling, and plans for children’s futures. A spouse may be
absent from the household but present in financial planning,
emotional reassurance, conflict negotiation, and long-term sacrifice.
A grandparent, aunt, or older sibling may become the everyday
caregiver while a migrant mother or father remains the economic
provider. In such arrangements, care is distributed across multiple
people and places. Parenthood, marriage, and kinship become
collaborative, mediated, and spatially stretched.

Transnational families also reveal that separation is not always
equivalent to breakdown. Many families are separated precisely
because family obligation remains powerful. Migration is often
undertaken to pay debts, educate children, buy land, build a house,
fund medical care, support siblings, finance weddings, or secure
long-term mobility. The family is stretched because members are
trying to preserve or improve the family’s future. Distance may
therefore be a strategy of care, not simply a sign of abandonment.



BONDS IN TRANSFORMATION

103

Remittances, gifts, phone calls, and visits become material and
symbolic evidence that the migrant remains committed to the
family.

At the same time, transnational family life can be painful,
conflictual, and unequal. Distance creates misunderstandings,
emotional gaps, authority struggles, jealousy, loneliness, and moral
suspicion. Children may feel abandoned despite receiving financial
support. Migrant parents may feel guilt for missing everyday
moments. Caregivers in the origin country may feel burdened or
under-recognized. Spouses may struggle with mistrust or prolonged
separation. Gender also matters deeply: migrant mothers are often
judged more harshly for absence than migrant fathers, even when
both migrate for family survival. The bond persists, but under strain.

Transnationalism therefore shows that modern bonds are not
simply weakened by distance. They are reorganized across distance.
Family becomes a network of care, money, communication,
memory, and obligation stretched across borders. The transnational
family is neither a broken version of the co-resident family nor a
frictionless success story. It is a form of distant intimacy: real,
durable, morally powerful, but often unequal and emotionally
costly.
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3. Global Care Chains and the Stratification of Care

The concept of the global care chain, developed in work by Arlie
Hochschild and others, captures the global inequality embedded in
transnational intimacy. A global care chain is a series of personal
links through which care labour is transferred from poorer to richer
households, often across national borders. A woman from the
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Mexico, Indonesia, Pakistan, Bangladesh, the
Caribbean, or another labour-exporting region may migrate to care
for the children, elderly relatives, disabled persons, or households of
a wealthier family in the United States, Europe, East Asia, or the
Gulf. Her own children, parents, or dependents may then be cared
for by a grandmother, sister, aunt, older daughter, neighbour, or
paid caregiver in the country of origin. Care is not eliminated; it is
displaced down a chain structured by class, gender, race,
citizenship, and global inequality (Hochschild, 2000).

Rhacel Salazar Parreñas’s Servants of Globalization provides one
of the most influential analyses of this process. Studying Filipina
migrant domestic workers, Parreñas shows that women who
migrate to perform paid reproductive labour abroad often leave
behind their own children and families. They become breadwinners
through care work, but their ability to care economically depends on
their physical absence from those they love. The contradiction is
stark: the emotional and domestic labour that enables privileged
households in richer countries to function can shift additional care
responsibilities onto poorer households. A migrant mother may
provide daily affection, feeding, bathing, and supervision to an
employer’s child while mothering her own children through
remittances, phone calls, gifts, moral instruction, and promises of
future reunion (Parreñas, 2001).

The phrase care deficit is important because it identifies a
structural transfer rather than a private tragedy alone. Richer
households and welfare systems often solve their care shortages by
importing the labour of poorer women. This can redistribute care
burdens rather than resolve them, although remittances and
substitute caregivers may also improve some dimensions of family



BONDS IN TRANSFORMATION

105

wellbeing. The child of the employer receives daily attention; the
child of the migrant worker receives money, substitute care, and
mediated affection. The elderly person in the destination country
may receive intimate bodily assistance; the elderly parent of the
migrant may receive remittances but not everyday physical
presence. One household’s solution can therefore create new
pressures in another household. The chain therefore links comfort in
one place to sacrifice in another.

Global care chains show that bonds are embedded in political
economy. Care is not only an emotion or moral disposition; it is
labour. It requires time, bodies, skills, patience, tenderness,
endurance, and institutional support. When welfare states
underprovide childcare and eldercare, when employers demand
long hours, when male partners do not share care equally, and when
domestic and reproductive labour are undervalued, care is pushed
into unequal private arrangements. Migrant women become the
flexible solution to care crises in affluent societies. They fill the gaps
left by inadequate public care infrastructure and unresolved gender
inequality. At the same time, their own families absorb the
emotional cost of separation.

The global care chain also reveals the racialized and
citizenship-based hierarchy of intimacy. Some women’s care is
treated as naturally available, cheap, and replaceable. Migrant
domestic workers may be expected to show affection while
remaining socially subordinate. They may sleep in employers’
homes, work long hours, lack privacy, face surveillance, or depend
on restrictive visa systems. Their labour is intimate, but their rights
may be fragile. They are trusted with children, elders, bodies,
kitchens, and bedrooms, yet often denied full social recognition as
workers and as mothers with families of their own.

This does not mean migrant women are only victims. Many
exercise agency: they pursue mobility, support children’s education,
buy land, fund houses, escape limited local opportunities, and
become central economic actors within their families. Migration may
increase their authority in household decision-making and provide
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resources unavailable at home. But this agency is exercised under
constrained conditions. Their choices are shaped by unequal global
labour markets, debt, recruitment systems, wage gaps, care
shortages, immigration law, and gendered expectations of sacrifice.

Global care chains therefore complicate any simple account of
transnational family life. They show that distant care can be real,
loving, and morally powerful, but also painful and unequal. A
mother’s remittance may be an act of love; her absence may still
wound. A grandmother’s caregiving may preserve the family; it
may also burden an older woman with unpaid labour. A domestic
worker may sustain two households at once, but at the cost of
dividing her emotional life across borders. The global care chain
reveals an unequal world in which some people can buy care
because others must sell it, and some families preserve their futures
by enduring separation.

4. Migrant Networks, Chain Migration, and the Dual Edge of
Social Capital

Migration is often embedded in networks rather than undertaken as
an isolated individual act. Douglas Massey’s account of cumulative
causation explains how network growth, alongside other social and
economic changes, can make migration self-reinforcing. Each
migrant creates social ties that lower the costs and risks of migration
for others. Relatives, friends, neighbours, and co-villagers provide
information about jobs, routes, documents, housing, employers,
wages, dangers, and legal possibilities. As migration becomes more
common in a community, it becomes normalized, expected, and
institutionally embedded (Massey, 1990).

This is the basis of chain migration. One migrant helps another;
one household sponsors the next; one village develops ties to a
particular city abroad; one occupational niche becomes associated
with a particular ethnic or regional group. Over time, migration
becomes less exceptional and more socially organized. Networks
channel migration toward specific destinations, jobs,
neighbourhoods, and communities. They also produce obligations:
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those who succeed abroad may be expected to assist those who
follow.

Migrant networks are therefore forms of social capital. They
provide resources embedded in relationships: information, trust,
shelter, job referrals, loans, emotional support, and legal guidance.
Alejandro Portes’s work on immigrant social capital and enclaves is
central here. Immigrant enclaves can provide employment, credit,
protection, language support, cultural familiarity, and pathways
into entrepreneurship. They help newcomers survive in hostile or
unfamiliar environments (Portes, 1998).

Yet Portes also emphasizes the dual edge of social capital. The
same networks that support can constrain. Enclaves may produce
exploitation by co-ethnic employers, pressure to remit, demands to
sponsor relatives, surveillance of women, enforcement of
conservative norms, or obligations that limit individual autonomy.
Social capital can generate solidarity, but also exclusion, conformity,
and burden. It can help migrants move, but it can also lock them into
low-wage niches or tight obligations.

Massey and Portes together show that transnational bonds are not
merely emotional attachments. They are infrastructures of mobility.
Migration flows persist because social bonds reduce uncertainty and
distribute resources. But these bonds are unequal. Those with
relatives abroad may gain access to opportunities; those without
networks may remain immobile or face greater danger.
Transnational social capital therefore organizes not only family life
but global inequality.
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5. Obligation at a Distance: Remittances, Communication,
and Return

Transnational bonds survive because they are practiced. Distance
does not automatically destroy family, kinship, or community, but
neither does connection survive by sentiment alone. It must be
repeatedly enacted through material, emotional, symbolic, and
technological practices that make absence socially meaningful.
Migrants and their families must continually prove that the
relationship still exists despite separation. Three practices are
especially important in sustaining transnational bonds: remittances,
communication technologies, and periodic return. Together, they
transform distance from simple absence into a field of obligation,
memory, sacrifice, and continuing participation.

Remittances are the most visible material expression of obligation
at a distance. Migrants send money for food, school fees, housing,
medical care, weddings, funerals, religious rituals, land purchases,
debt repayment, migration sponsorship, and business investment.
These transfers are economic, but they are never only economic.
They are also moral messages. They say: I have not forgotten; I
remain responsible; my absence has a purpose; my labour abroad
belongs partly to those at home. A migrant who sends money is not
simply transferring income. He or she is performing kinship,
parenthood, marriage, siblinghood, or community membership
across borders.

Remittances can strengthen bonds by sustaining households and
demonstrating commitment. They may educate children, build
homes, support ageing parents, maintain family honour, or allow
siblings to marry or migrate. They can also increase the migrant’s
status within the family and community. The house built with
migrant money becomes a visible symbol of sacrifice and success.
The school fees paid from abroad become evidence of parental care.
The medical bill covered by a migrant worker becomes proof that
distance has not ended responsibility.

Yet remittances can also produce tension. Recipients may feel
gratitude, dependence, entitlement, resentment, or shame. Migrants
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may feel pride, pressure, exploitation, or guilt. The amount sent may
become a measure of love. Failure to remit can be interpreted as
abandonment, selfishness, or moral failure. Success abroad may
increase demands from kin, neighbours, and community members,
even when migrants themselves live precariously. Money therefore
becomes emotionally charged because it carries the meaning of care.
In transnational families, finance and feeling are deeply entangled.

Communication technologies have also transformed the
experience of transnational family life. Letters and occasional phone
calls once structured long-distance intimacy through waiting, delay,
and anticipation. Today, mobile phones, messaging apps, video
calls, voice notes, photographs, social media, and group chats allow
frequent and sometimes daily contact. Migrant parents can monitor
school progress, speak to children before bedtime, participate in
household decisions, give moral advice, share religious practices,
and maintain emotional presence. Families can celebrate birthdays
by video, consult on medical decisions, exchange photographs of
meals and ceremonies, and include absent members in everyday
conversation.

These technologies create what may be called virtual co-presence.
They do not erase distance, but they soften it. They allow migrants
to be present in fragments: a morning message, an evening call, a
voice note during illness, a video of a child’s school event, a
photograph of a newly built room, a family group chat during a
wedding. Such fragments accumulate into relational continuity.
They make absence less absolute by allowing family members to
appear regularly in one another’s daily lives.

Yet communication technologies also reveal the limits of
mediated intimacy. Video calls can make absence more painful
because they display what cannot be touched. A child may see a
mother’s face but not feel her embrace. A parent may watch a child
grow up on screen without being able to intervene physically in
moments of sickness, fear, discipline, or celebration. Connectivity
also generates new expectations of availability. If one can call every
day, failure to call becomes meaningful. Silence becomes suspicious.
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Delayed replies may be interpreted as neglect. Technology sustains
the bond, but it can also intensify longing, surveillance, and
emotional demand.

Periodic return is the third major practice through which
transnational bonds are renewed. Visits home, participation in
weddings and funerals, religious festivals, house-building, land
purchases, community projects, and eventual retirement plans all
reinforce transnational belonging. Return visits allow migrants to
renew affection, authority, reputation, and status. They allow
children to know absent parents, spouses to re-establish intimacy,
and migrants to show that they still belong to the place they left.

But return also reveals change. Children may have grown distant.
Spouses may have developed separate routines. Parents may have
aged. Communities may treat migrants as both insiders and
outsiders: admired for their success but judged for their absence,
wealth, accent, habits, or changed expectations. Return can heal
distance, but it can also expose the transformations that distance has
produced. Transnational bonds therefore survive through practice,
but they remain marked by ambivalence. They are sustained by
money, messages, visits, sacrifice, and hope, yet always under the
pressure of absence.
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4.1 The Forces of Transformation: What
Loosens and What Holds Bonds

1. From Description to Explanation

The preceding chapters have described the changing forms of
family, friendship, community, digital connection, and transnational
care. This chapter turns from description to explanation. The central
question is no longer only how bonds have changed, but why they
have changed. Human bonds do not transform randomly. They are
reorganized by large-scale social forces: detraditionalization,
individualization, mobility, marketization, gender change,
demographic restructuring, and the persistent human need for
belonging. These forces do not act separately. They overlap,
reinforce, and sometimes contradict one another.

At the macro level, the modern bond can be understood through
two interacting movements, whose balance varies across societies.
On one side are forces that loosen inherited attachments. Traditional
kinship, lifelong marriage, stable neighbourhood, religious
obligation, class community, and gendered family roles lose some of
their automatic authority. Individuals become more mobile, more
reflexive, more exposed to markets, and more responsible for
constructing their own relational lives. On the other side are forces
that pull people back toward connection. Kinship remains powerful,
place still matters, homophily continues to organize ties, and the
human need to belong does not disappear simply because
institutions change.

The result is not bondlessness. It is a new structure of bonding:
more chosen, more negotiated, more mobile, more market-mediated,
more gender-contested, more demographically strained, and often
more fragile. Late modernity weakens some older support for
human bonds, but it does not remove the social and psychological
need for attachment. It shifts more of the labour of bonding onto
individuals, families, couples, networks, and markets.
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2. Detraditionalization and Individualization

One of the most important forces reshaping human bonds is
detraditionalization: the weakening of inherited rules, roles, and
obligations. In traditional social orders, many bonds are ascribed.
One is born into kinship, religion, locality, caste, class, ethnicity, and
gender roles. These statuses define whom one should marry, obey,
care for, avoid, inherit from, and remain loyal to. The bond is not
primarily chosen; it is socially given.

In the settings emphasized by individualization theories, late
modernity does not abolish ascribed bonds, but it can reduce their
unquestioned authority. Family obligation must increasingly be
justified. Marriage becomes a choice rather than a destiny.
Parenthood becomes planned, delayed, or refused. Friendship
moves from secondary importance to a central site of emotional life.
Community becomes less automatic and more dependent on
participation, identity, or network maintenance. Individuals
increasingly ask not only “What is my duty?” but “Does this
relationship fit the life I am trying to build?”

Giddens describes this transformation through the reflexive
project of the self and the rise of the pure relationship. A pure
relationship is sustained for the rewards it provides to the
participants. It continues only so long as it is experienced as
meaningful, satisfying, respectful, or authentic. This logic does not
affect only romance. It increasingly shapes friendship, family, and
community. People evaluate ties according to emotional quality,
reciprocity, recognition, and compatibility. A bond that once
endured because it was institutionally required may now be
renegotiated or abandoned if it is experienced as oppressive, empty,
or unequal (Giddens, 1992).

Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s individualization thesis gives this
process a more structural form. Individualization does not mean
that people become free-floating atoms. It means that individuals are
compelled to produce their own biographies under conditions of
uncertainty. Traditional scripts weaken, but institutions still demand
decisions: where to study, whom to marry, whether to have
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children, when to leave home, where to work, how to care for
parents, how to balance love and career. The individual must make
choices that earlier social orders often prescribed in advance (Beck &
Beck-Gernsheim, 2002).

This creates both freedom and burden. Detraditionalization
expands the possibility of leaving violent marriages, rejecting
compulsory gender roles, forming same-sex partnerships, remaining
childfree, or building families of choice. But it also removes some
stabilizing scripts. Relationships require more communication,
negotiation, and emotion work. If love, friendship, and family are
chosen, they must be continually maintained as chosen. The modern
bond is therefore less fixed by status and more dependent on
reflexive commitment.

3. Mobility, Disembedding, and Time–Space Distanciation

A second macro force is mobility. Geographic, residential,
educational, and occupational mobility have lifted many people out
of the local settings that once organized social life. People leave
villages for cities, cities for other countries, parental homes for
universities, stable local employment for mobile labour markets, and
lifelong neighbourhoods for temporary housing. Mobility expands
opportunity, but it also disrupts inherited bonds.

Giddens’s concepts of disembedding and time–space
distanciation are useful here. Disembedding refers to the lifting of
social relations out of local contexts and their restructuring across
indefinite spans of time and space. Time–space distanciation refers
to the stretching of social relations beyond face-to-face presence.
Modern institutions allow people to coordinate action with absent
others: through money, law, bureaucracy, communication
technologies, migration systems, and expert institutions. Social
relations no longer require physical proximity in the way they once
did (Giddens, 1990).

This transformation reshapes family and friendship. Adult
children may live far from parents but remain connected through
remittances, phone calls, video calls, and periodic visits. Friends
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may be dispersed across cities yet maintain intimacy through
messaging. Romantic partners may live apart for education or work.
Migrant families may sustain care across continents. Community
may become less tied to neighbourhood and more tied to networks,
identities, professions, or online spaces.

Mobility also changes the meaning of place. For some, places
become less binding. They can choose communities of interest,
maintain long-distance ties, and leave restrictive local settings. For
others, mobility produces dislocation. Frequent moves weaken
neighbourly familiarity. Precarious housing disrupts school
friendships and kin support. Occupational mobility can fragment
extended family care. Migration may produce loneliness, legal
vulnerability, and intergenerational separation.

Thus, mobility does not simply weaken bonds. It redistributes
them. Some bonds become harder to sustain because they depend on
shared routines and local presence. Others become more expansive
because distance can be bridged through technology, money, and
travel. Late-modern bonding increasingly requires maintenance
across distance. The bond must be scheduled, messaged, visited,
remitted, and remembered.

4. Marketization and the Commodification of Intimacy

A third force is marketization: the expansion of market logic into
domains once organized primarily through kinship, community,
moral obligation, or informal reciprocity. Care, companionship,
dating, emotional support, domestic labour, fertility, eldercare, and
even friendship are increasingly mediated by paid services,
platforms, and consumer choice. This does not mean that intimacy
simply becomes false, empty, or inauthentic once money enters it.
Rather, it means that the boundary between intimate life and
economic exchange becomes more complex, more negotiated, and
more unequal. Modern people do not stop needing care, love,
recognition, and companionship; they increasingly seek or sustain
these through markets when older social support becomes
unavailable, insufficient, or too strained to carry the burden.
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Hochschild’s work is central to understanding this shift. In The
Outsourced Self, she shows how tasks once performed within
families, neighbourhoods, religious communities, or informal
support networks are increasingly purchased as services. Childcare,
eldercare, dating advice, wedding planning, personal coaching,
household management, emotional support, therapy, surrogacy
coordination, and companionship all become part of an expanding
market for the management of intimate life. Market services step
into the gaps created by long working hours, women’s employment,
geographic mobility, family dispersion, delayed marriage,
weakened neighbourhood ties, and the shrinking availability of
unpaid kin support. People buy assistance not necessarily because
they value relationships less, but because the conditions for
sustaining unpaid care and informal reciprocity have become harder
to maintain. The market enters intimacy partly because families and
communities have been asked to do too much with too little time,
support, and institutional backing (Hochschild, 2012).

Hochschild’s earlier work on emotional labour also matters here.
Modern service economies do not require workers only to perform
tasks; they often require them to manage feeling as part of the labour
process. Care workers, nurses, therapists, domestic workers, flight
attendants, hotel staff, customer-service employees, beauty workers,
companions, and personal assistants sell not only time and skill, but
also patience, warmth, reassurance, attentiveness, tact, sympathy,
and emotional presence. The market therefore commodifies aspects
of relational life that were once imagined as outside economic
calculation. A paid caregiver may comfort an elderly person. A
therapist may provide recognition unavailable in family life. A
nanny may become emotionally significant to a child. A domestic
worker may sustain the daily functioning of a household. These are
not merely economic transactions; they are emotionally charged
relations structured by wages, class, gender, race, and dependency
(Hochschild, 1983).

Viviana Zelizer’s The Purchase of Intimacy complicates the older
assumption that money necessarily corrupts intimate life. Zelizer
argues that people constantly mix economic transactions and
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intimate relations, but they do so through what she calls relational
work. They distinguish gifts from wages, allowances from
payments, care from exploitation, and support from purchase.
Money enters intimate life, but its meaning depends on the
relationship, and the moral boundaries people construct around it.
Paying a babysitter, supporting a spouse, sending remittances to
parents, hiring a caregiver for an elderly relative, paying a therapist,
contributing to a wedding, or buying dinner for a friend are not
morally identical transactions. In each case, people interpret money
through the relationship: as love, duty, obligation, wage, gratitude,
exploitation, reciprocity, or care (Zelizer, 2005).

The key sociological point is that marketization reorganizes bonds
rather than simply destroying them. Paid care can support family
life by making employment possible. Dating platforms can create
relationships between people who would never meet through
neighbourhood, kin, school, or workplace. Domestic workers can
sustain households under pressure. Therapists can provide forms of
recognition, listening, and emotional repair unavailable elsewhere.
Fertility services can make parenthood possible for people excluded
from conventional biological routes. In these cases, markets may
supplement intimacy rather than replace it.

Yet marketization also reproduces and deepens inequality. Those
with money can purchase care, companionship, fertility services,
domestic labour, therapy, time, privacy, and emotional support.
Those without money must rely on overburdened kin, informal
networks, or go without care altogether. The affluent can outsource
the labour of sustaining bonds, while the poor often provide that
labour under insecure and undervalued conditions. The market can
therefore relieve pressure for some while transferring pressure to
others. It can supplement family and community, but it can also
substitute paid service for collective responsibility. For this reason,
the marketization of intimacy should be understood neither as
simple moral decline nor as simple liberation, but as a profound
restructuring of how modern societies organize care, dependency,
and emotional life.
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5. The Gender Revolution and the Reorganization of Care

The gender revolution is another major force reshaping human
bonds. Women’s entry into higher education, paid employment,
professional life, and public decision-making has transformed
marriage, parenting, household labour, care, sexuality, and
expectations of autonomy. The older
male-breadwinner/female-homemaker model has lost much of its
legitimacy in many societies, even where it remains influential in
practice. In many of the societies discussed here, marriage is less
uniformly understood as an arrangement in which men provide and
women depend. Increasingly, intimate partnership is expected to be
based on emotional companionship, mutual respect, shared
decision-making, and some degree of economic and domestic
reciprocity. Women’s economic independence has made exit from
unsatisfactory or abusive marriages more possible, delayed
marriage and childbirth, increased bargaining power within
households, and altered the meaning of dependence itself. A woman
with education, income, and legal rights is positioned differently
within family life than a woman whose survival depends entirely on
a husband or male kin.

Yet the gender revolution has been incomplete. Hochschild and
Machung’s account of the “second shift” and the “stalled
revolution” capture the central contradiction of late-modern
intimate life. Women entered paid work in large numbers, but men
did not increase domestic labour and caregiving at the same pace.
Many households became dual-earner households without
becoming fully dual-carer households. The public sphere changed
more quickly than the private sphere. Women became workers, but
the household continued to treat them as primary caregivers,
emotional managers, and kin-keepers. They remained
disproportionately responsible for cooking, cleaning, childcare,
school coordination, eldercare, remembering family obligations,
maintaining contact with relatives, planning rituals, and managing
the emotional climate of the home. The result was not the
disappearance of family obligation, but its renegotiation under
unequal conditions (Hochschild & Machung, 1989).
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This unfinished revolution reshapes bonds at multiple levels. In
intimate partnerships, love is increasingly judged through the
language of fairness. A relationship may be evaluated not only by
affection, loyalty, or sexual attraction, but by the division of labour,
respect for each partner’s career, shared parenting, emotional
reciprocity, and recognition of invisible work. A partner who is
loving but domestically absent may now be judged as failing the
relationship. Household labour becomes morally charged because it
symbolizes respect. Who washes dishes, wakes for the child,
arranges medical appointments, remembers birthdays, or cares for
ageing parents becomes part of the relational economy of intimacy.
Equality is no longer an abstract political ideal; it enters the kitchen,
bedroom, nursery, workplace schedule, and family WhatsApp
group.

In wider family networks, gender continues to organize
obligation. Adult daughters often remain central to eldercare even
when they are employed, married, or raising children of their own.
Sisters may maintain sibling ties more actively than brothers.
Mothers may coordinate children’s relationships with fathers,
grandparents, schools, doctors, and neighbours. Women’s kin work
sustains the very bonds that are later described as “family support.”
This reveals an important sociological point: family solidarity is not
automatic. It is produced through labour, and that labour is
gendered.

The gender revolution also changes men’s bonds. Fatherhood is
increasingly defined not only by provision, authority, or discipline,
but by involvement, emotional presence, caregiving, and everyday
participation. Men are expected to attend school meetings, change
diapers, comfort children, share housework, support partners’
careers, and be emotionally available. This can deepen family bonds
by allowing men to build more intimate relationships with children
and partners. But it also creates tension when workplace cultures,
masculine norms, long hours, unemployment, or economic
insecurity prevent men from fulfilling these new expectations. Men
may be morally expected to care while institutions still treat them
primarily as workers.
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The reorganization of care therefore reveals the central
contradiction of late-modern family life: ideals have changed faster
than institutions. Egalitarian love requires time, flexibility, childcare,
parental leave, eldercare support, decent wages, predictable
schedules, and cultural recognition of caregiving. Where these are
absent, bonds become strained. Couples may support gender
equality in principle but reproduce inequality in practice because
workplaces, welfare systems, and care infrastructures make equality
difficult to live. The family is then asked to absorb the costs of social
change without receiving the structural support required to do so. In
this sense, the gender revolution has not weakened bonds simply by
challenging tradition; it has exposed how much unpaid and unequal
labour was required to sustain traditional bonds in the first place.

4.2 The Social Engines of Connection:
Inequality and the Stratification of Bonds

1. Connection as a Stratified Resource

Human bonds are often discussed as if they were freely available to
everyone: family, friendship, neighbourhood, community, support,
advice, trust, and belonging. Yet one of the central findings of
sociology is that connection itself is unequally distributed. People do
not have the same access to reliable kin, influential acquaintances,
stable neighbourhoods, supportive institutions, or bridging ties to
opportunity. Social bonds are not only sources of emotional
meaning; they are also resources. They provide information, care,
protection, recognition, recommendation, employment, housing,
credit, childcare, and emergency support. To lack such bonds is not
merely to be lonely. It is to be structurally disadvantaged.

This means that inequality should not be understood only as
unequal income, schooling, occupation, housing, or health. It is also
unequal access to relationships that can be converted into security,
mobility, and recognition. A middle-class student may receive
career advice from educated parents, internships through family
friends, confidence from teachers, and introductions through
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university networks. A low-income student may possess equally
meaningful family ties, but those ties may not provide the same
access to institutions, jobs, or cultural knowledge. The difference is
not that one person has relationships and the other does not. The
difference is that some relationships carry resources that are
institutionally recognized, while others are emotionally important
but materially limited.

This section therefore argues that connection is itself a stratified
resource. The wealthy and educated are often surrounded by
networks that accumulate advantage. Their ties are more likely to be
durable, resource-rich, transferable, and useful across institutional
settings. Their families can provide housing deposits, tuition,
unpaid internships, emergency loans, professional advice, and social
confidence. Their acquaintances may include employers, lawyers,
doctors, academics, officials, business owners, and people who
know how systems work. Their neighbourhoods may contain good
schools, safe public spaces, voluntary associations, and local
institutions that produce trust. In such contexts, bonds do not
merely support survival; they generate opportunity.

By contrast, the poor often possess networks that are emotionally
intense but materially strained. Their kin, friends, and neighbours
may provide childcare, food, shelter, loans, transport, and emotional
support, but these resources are often limited because everyone in
the network is also under pressure. Poverty can make bonds both
necessary and fragile. A relative may help with rent one month but
need help the next. A friend may offer temporary housing but create
conflict under conditions of overcrowding. A neighbour may
provide care but lack access to employment information or
institutional power. These ties are not weak in moral terms; they are
weak in convertible resources. They help people endure hardship,
but they may not provide pathways out of it.

Race and place intensify this unequal distribution of connection.
Residential segregation restricts access to bridging ties by
concentrating disadvantage in particular neighbourhoods. If most
people in a local network face unemployment, poor schools,
insecure housing, policing, or discrimination, then local bonds may
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provide solidarity but limited access to external opportunity. Place
shapes whom people meet, which institutions serve them, what
information circulates, and which weak ties become available.
Segregation therefore does not only distribute poverty spatially; it
distributes relational opportunity unequally.

Gender also structures access to and responsibility for bonds.
Women are often expected to maintain family relationships,
remember obligations, organize rituals, care for children and elders,
and repair emotional tensions. This kin-keeping labour sustains
family networks, but it is unequally assigned and often invisible.
Men and wider kin groups may benefit from bonds that women
maintain, while women bear the time, emotional cost, and
coordination burden. Thus, even when social capital exists within a
family, the labour of producing it may be gendered.

Organizations can either reproduce these inequalities or reduce
them. Elite schools, professional associations, private clubs, and
exclusive workplaces often convert existing advantages into
stronger networks. But ordinary organizations—childcare centres,
libraries, schools, clinics, unions, religious institutions,
neighbourhood groups, and community centres—can also generate
unexpected social capital for those who lack it. They create settings
where people meet across households, exchange information, build
trust, and access services. For disadvantaged groups, such
institutions can become bridges to resources otherwise unavailable.

The sociology of bonds therefore requires a shift from asking
whether people are connected to asking what kinds of connections
they have, what resources flow through them, how stable they are,
and who bears the labour of maintaining them. Not all bonds are
equal. Some open doors; others keep people afloat. Some provide
recognition; others impose obligation. Some bridge social worlds;
others trap people in networks of shared deprivation. Some are
freely chosen; others are maintained because no formal support
exists. The structure of inequality is therefore partly a structure of
unequal relational access. To understand social inequality fully,
sociology must treat connection not only as a human need, but as a
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resource whose distribution is shaped by class, race, gender, place,
and institutions.

2. Social Capital: Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam

The concept of social capital provides the most influential
vocabulary for analyzing bonds as resources. Yet the term has
different meanings in the work of Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman,
and Robert Putnam. These differences matter because each theorist
answers a different question: Who owns social capital? How is it
produced? Does it reproduce inequality or generate collective
benefit?

Bourdieu offers the most explicitly stratification-focused account.
For Bourdieu, social capital consists of actual or potential resources
linked to durable networks of mutual acquaintance and recognition.
The crucial point is convertibility. Social capital can be converted
into economic capital, cultural capital, symbolic capital, and
institutional advantage. A family’s contacts may secure internships,
school admissions, jobs, credit, marriage alliances, professional
credibility, or access to elite spaces. Social capital is therefore not
simply “community.” It is a mechanism of social reproduction
(Bourdieu, 1986).

In the Bourdieusian view, privileged groups do not merely
possess more money or education; they possess networks with
greater access to institutionally valued resources. Their ties are
durable, recognized, and institutionally valuable. Elite schools,
professional associations, clubs, neighbourhoods, universities, and
kin networks function as sites where social capital is accumulated
and transmitted. The child of privilege inherits not only wealth but
introductions, confidence, references, expectations, and access to
people who matter. Social capital is therefore unequally distributed
and often invisible because it appears to be personal merit.

Coleman’s approach is more functional. He defines social capital
by what it enables. Social capital inheres in relations that facilitate
action. Trust, obligations, expectations, information channels, and
norms can help individuals and groups achieve goals. Coleman
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often emphasizes the value of closed networks, especially for
children. Dense relations among parents, teachers, neighbours, and
community members can create supervision, shared norms, and
support. In this view, social capital can operate as a public good: its
benefits are not always limited to the person who produces it. A
neighbourhood with high trust can benefit many residents
(Coleman, 1988).

Putnam extends the concept to civic life. For him, social capital
refers to networks, norms of reciprocity, and trust that facilitate
coordination and cooperation. He is concerned with associational
life, civic participation, volunteering, clubs, religious groups, and
generalized trust. Putnam’s famous distinction between bonding
and bridging social capital is especially important. Bonding capital
connects people who are similar; bridging capital connects people
across social differences. Bonding ties provide solidarity and
support. Bridging ties provide access to wider information and
opportunity (Putnam, 2000).

The difference among these theorists is not merely academic.
Bourdieu asks how social capital reproduces inequality. Coleman
asks how relations facilitate action and social order. Putnam asks
how civic networks sustain democratic communities. The sociology
of human bonds needs all three, but it must begin with Bourdieu’s
warning: social capital is not evenly available. The key question is
not simply whether social capital exists, but who can access which
ties, under what conditions, and with what returns.
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3. Bonding, Bridging, Brokerage, and Structural Holes

The distinction between bonding and bridging ties is central to
understanding inequality. Bonding ties are inward-looking and
solidaristic. They connect family members, close friends,
neighbours, co-ethnics, religious companions, or people sharing
similar social locations. These ties are essential for survival, identity,
emotional support, and mutual aid. Bridging ties connect people
across social distance: class, occupation, neighbourhood, ethnicity,
education, religion, or institutional location. These ties often provide
new information, weak-tie opportunities, and access to resources
unavailable within one’s immediate circle.

Inequality emerges because different groups have different
combinations of bonding and bridging. Privileged groups often
possess both: strong bonding ties that provide support and
high-value bridging ties that open doors. Disadvantaged groups
may have dense bonding ties but fewer bridges to institutions,
employers, political power, or resource-rich networks. Bonding
without bridging can become a form of containment. It helps people
survive but may not help them escape structural disadvantages.

Ronald Burt’s theory of structural holes explains the advantage of
brokerage. A structural hole is a gap between otherwise
disconnected or weakly connected social clusters, leaving
information and contacts non-redundant for a broker who spans
them. The person who bridges that gap occupies a brokerage
position. Brokers gain access to non-redundant information,
opportunities, and perspectives. They can translate between groups,
control flows of information, and benefit from being the link others
need (Burt, 1992).

In labour markets, brokerage can mean hearing about jobs before
they are public. In business, it can mean connecting investors,
clients, and innovators. In politics, it can mean linking constituencies
and institutions. In academic and professional life, it can mean
moving between intellectual circles and organizational fields.
Brokerage is therefore a competitive advantage.
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But brokerage is unequally distributed. People do not randomly
occupy structural holes. Class, race, education, geography, and
institutional membership shape who has access to diverse networks.
Elite education places individuals in contact with powerful
strangers. Professional work creates cross-sector ties. Wealthy
neighbourhoods and cosmopolitan lifestyles produce access to
heterogeneous but high-status networks. By contrast, concentrated
poverty, segregation, insecure work, and residential instability
restrict opportunities for brokerage.

Thus, network position reproduces class. The advantaged are
more likely to occupy positions that generate further advantage,
while the disadvantaged are more likely to be embedded in dense
but resource-poor networks. The issue is not that the poor lack
relationships. Often, they have many obligations. The issue is that
their ties may be less convertible into mobility, protection, and
institutional power.

4. Diverging Destinies of Bonds: Stable Networks and
Disposable Ties

The phrase “diverging destinies” is usually applied to family
change, but it can also describe the unequal trajectories of social
bonds more generally. At the top of the class structure, people often
possess stable, resource-rich networks. Their families can provide
housing deposits, tuition, unpaid internships, emergency loans,
childcare, inheritance, career advice, and emotional support. Their
friends and acquaintances may include professionals, employers,
officials, academics, entrepreneurs, and people with institutional
knowledge. Their neighbourhoods often provide safety, schools,
associations, and trust. Their bonds accumulate.

At the bottom, bonds may be intense but unstable. Economic
precarity produces relational churn. Eviction, job loss, incarceration,
debt, unstable partnership, poor health, unsafe housing, and
frequent moves disrupt networks. People may rely heavily on kin,
neighbours, partners, and acquaintances, but those ties are often
under strain because everyone in the network is also struggling.
Support circulates, but resources are scarce.
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Matthew Desmond’s study of evicted tenants in high-poverty
Milwaukee neighbourhoods identifies one form of this instability:
“disposable ties” formed among recent acquaintances. In conditions
of poverty, relationships may form quickly around urgent need: a
place to sleep, help with children, money for rent, protection,
transport, or access to information. But these ties can dissolve just as
quickly under pressure. Poverty produces both dependency and
distrust. People need others intensely, but they may also exhaust
one another’s capacity. A friend who offers shelter may become a
source of conflict; a partner may provide temporary stability but
also risk; a neighbour may help today but disappear tomorrow
(Desmond, 2012).

This challenges romantic images of poor communities as
naturally solidaristic. Poor people often show extraordinary
generosity, but poverty makes generosity costly. When people lack
savings, stable housing, health care, transportation, and institutional
support, every request for help becomes a burden. Networks
become survival systems rather than platforms for accumulation.

Edin and Kefalas’s work on low-income motherhood similarly
shows how economic insecurity reshapes intimate bonds. Marriage
is not rejected because poor women do not value it. Rather, marriage
becomes difficult when stable employment, reliable partners, trust,
and economic readiness are unavailable. Parenthood may provide
meaning and identity in contexts where other pathways to
recognition are blocked. Family bonds remain central, but they are
formed under conditions that make stability harder (Edin & Kefalas,
2005).

The unequal distribution of bonds is therefore not simply a matter
of personal choice. It is produced by class structure. The affluent can
use bonds to plan futures; the poor often use bonds to survive
emergencies. The affluent can refuse burdensome ties because they
have alternatives; the poor may depend on ties that are unreliable,
unequal, or damaging because formal support is absent. Connection
is a resource, but its value depends on the resources already
embedded in the network.
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5. Race, Place, Segregation, and the Spatial Organization of
Bonds

Class inequality is inseparable from race and place. William Julius
Wilson’s When Work Disappears remains foundational for
understanding how economic restructuring and racial segregation
reshape community bonds. Wilson argued that the disappearance of
stable work from inner-city neighbourhoods transformed not only
household income but the social organization of poor Black
communities. When industrial jobs left urban neighbourhoods, the
consequences were not limited to unemployment. Stable wages,
work routines, male employment, local institutions, middle-class
residents, civic organizations, and everyday pathways into the
formal economy were also weakened. As employment opportunities
declined, many middle-class residents moved away, taking with
them institutional resources, political influence, role models, and
bridging connections. The result was not simply individual poverty,
but concentrated disadvantage: the clustering of unemployment,
low income, weak institutions, poor schools, racial segregation,
crime exposure, housing instability, and limited mobility within the
same neighbourhood spaces (Wilson, 1996).

Concentrated disadvantage affects bonds in several ways. First, it
reduces access to bridging ties. If residents live in neighbourhoods
where many people face unemployment, low wages, poor schools,
criminalization, and institutional neglect, their local networks
contain fewer links to stable jobs, professional opportunities,
political power, and resource-rich institutions. People may have
many strong ties, but those ties may circulate the same limited
resources. Second, concentrated disadvantage increases stress,
mistrust, and competition over scarce goods. When housing,
employment, money, safety, and childcare are insecure,
relationships are placed under pressure. Requests for help become
more frequent, but the capacity to help is limited. Third,
disadvantage weakens informal social control by destabilizing
households and reducing confidence in collective action. Residents
may care about their neighbourhood but hesitate to intervene if they
fear retaliation, expect turnover, distrust police, or lack institutional
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backing. Fourth, concentrated disadvantage exposes residents to
violence, surveillance, eviction, incarceration, and forced mobility,
all of which disrupt relationships. A neighbour disappears after
eviction; a father is removed through incarceration; a child changes
school after a move; a household breaks under economic strain.
Bonds are repeatedly interrupted by structural shocks.

Segregation spatially organizes social capital. It determines who
meets whom, which schools children attend, which institutions
serve residents, which employers are accessible, which public spaces
feel safe, and what kinds of weak ties become available. Homophily
operates within opportunity structures created by segregation.
People may form ties with similar others not only because they
prefer similarity, but because housing markets, school districts,
policing patterns, transport systems, discrimination, and historical
exclusion restrict the social worlds available to them. In this sense,
segregation does not merely separate groups physically; it separates
them relationally. It limits the range of acquaintances, mentors,
employers, teachers, officials, and institutional gatekeepers with
whom people regularly interact.

Sampson’s work on neighbourhood effects and collective efficacy
extends Wilson’s insight. Collective efficacy refers to the
combination of social cohesion and shared expectations for action. It
is not enough that neighbours know one another; they must also
trust one another enough to act together for common goals, such as
supervising children, maintaining public order, protecting local
spaces, or demanding institutional responsiveness. But collective
efficacy is difficult to sustain where disadvantage is concentrated
and residents face instability. A neighbourhood can contain many
interpersonal ties yet lack collective efficacy if residents distrust
institutions, fear retaliation, expect frequent turnover, or lack public
resources. Community bonds are therefore not simply cultural
properties of residents. They are shaped by structural conditions:
housing stability, institutional trust, economic security, public
safety, and access to collective resources (Sampson, 2012; Sampson
et al., 1997).
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The spatial organization of bonds also reproduces inequality
across generations. Children growing up in segregated disadvantage
may inherit not only poverty but constrained networks. Their
schools, peers, neighbours, and local institutions may offer fewer
bridges to opportunity. They may know many people who work
hard, care deeply, and provide emotional support, but fewer people
who can connect them to universities, internships, professional jobs,
legal protection, or political influence. Meanwhile, children in
affluent neighbourhoods inherit daily access to adults with college
degrees, stable employment, institutional confidence, and
knowledge of how systems work. They encounter teachers, coaches,
neighbours, parents’ friends, and local professionals who can
provide advice, references, expectations, and opportunities.

The geography of residence therefore becomes a geography of
relational opportunity. Place shapes not only where people live, but
which bonds they can form, which resources those bonds contain,
and how easily those ties can be converted into mobility. To
understand inequality, sociology must therefore examine not only
income and race, but the spatial distribution of networks,
institutions, trust, and bridging opportunities.
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4.3 Materiality and Mediation: Space,
Technology, and the Infrastructure of Bonds

1. Why Bonds Need Infrastructure

Human bonds are often imagined as purely interpersonal: one
person loves another, trusts another, helps another, speaks to
another, or belongs with another. Yet no bond exists in a social
vacuum. Relationships require conditions that make meeting,
recognizing, communicating, trusting, and returning to one another
possible. Bonds need places, technologies, routines, institutions, and
material support. A friendship may depend on a school corridor, a
café, a workplace, a bus route, a messaging app, or a neighbourhood
park. A family bond may depend on housing, household space,
transport, childcare, phones, wages, and immigration documents. A
romantic relationship may depend on a dating platform, a
workplace, a university, a religious congregation, or an algorithmic
recommendation. Connection is interpersonal, but it is also
infrastructural.

This point expands the book’s argument beyond the language of
attitudes, values, networks, or individual choice. People do not
simply decide to bond. They encounter one another through
structured settings. They maintain ties through communication
systems. They care for one another through households, institutions,
and built environments. The social bond is therefore co-produced by
human intention and material arrangement.

An infrastructural sociology of bonds asks a different set of
questions. Where do people meet? What places allow repeated
low-pressure contact? What technologies make distant intimacy
possible? How does housing shape co-residence, privacy, care, and
isolation? Which institutions gather people around shared activities?
Which platforms sort, rank, recommend, and exclude potential
partners or friends? These questions show that bonds are not only
matters of emotion or culture; they are also matters of design, access,
proximity, time, and institutional organization.
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2. Bonds Need Places: Third Places and Social Infrastructure

The built environment is one of the most basic conditions of
connection. People form and maintain ties through repeated
encounters, and repeated encounters require places. Streets, parks,
libraries, schools, cafés, shops, religious buildings, playgrounds,
community centres, sports grounds, markets, barber shops, and
public transport hubs all shape who sees whom, how often, and
under what conditions. Social life is spatially organized.

Ray Oldenburg’s concept of “third places” remains central here.
Third places are informal gathering spaces outside the home and
workplace. They are places where people can appear without
elaborate planning, meet familiar strangers, exchange casual talk,
and develop weak ties that may later become stronger. A café, pub,
teahouse, barber shop, library, park bench, or local shop may seem
ordinary, but such places provide the everyday stages on which
community life is rehearsed. They generate familiarity without
requiring intimacy. They allow people to be known by sight before
being known by name (Oldenburg, 1989).

Third places matter because bonds often develop gradually. Trust
rarely appears instantly. It grows through repetition: seeing the
same neighbour, greeting the same shopkeeper, noticing the same
parent at school, sitting near the same elders in a park. These
encounters are not always deep, but they create public familiarity.
They reduce anonymity and make the social environment legible. A
person who lives among familiar others may feel safer, more
recognized, and more able to ask for help.

Eric Klinenberg’s concept of “social infrastructure” extends this
argument. Social infrastructure refers to the physical places and
organizations that shape interaction and support collective life.
Libraries, parks, playgrounds, schools, sidewalks, community
centres, sports facilities, gardens, and public institutions are not
merely amenities. They are the material conditions under which
social connection becomes possible. A well-used library may
function as a refuge for the elderly, children, migrants, students,
unemployed people, and those living alone. A park may allow
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intergenerational contact. A community centre may connect
residents to services and one another (Klinenberg, 2018).

The absence of social infrastructure is equally consequential.
Neighbourhoods without safe public spaces, walkable streets,
reliable transport, libraries, parks, or community institutions make
connections more difficult. Isolation is not only a psychological
condition; it can be built into urban design. Gated housing, car
dependence, privatized leisure, unsafe streets, and commercial
spaces that require consumption all restrict the possibilities of casual
encounter.

However, places do not automatically produce bonds. A park can
become a site of sociability or fear. A café can be welcoming or
exclusionary. A community centre can generate trust or remain
unused. Physical infrastructure must be socially activated. Safety,
accessibility, affordability, cultural recognition, maintenance, and
programming all matter. Social infrastructure works best when it
combines place with repeated activity, institutional care, and
inclusive norms.

3. Bonds Need Technology: From Letters to Smartphones

If places organize proximity, technologies organize distance.
Communication media reshape the geography and tempo of
intimacy by changing who can remain connected, how often, and
across what distance. The history of bonds is therefore also a history
of communication technologies.

The letter allowed intimacy to travel beyond co-presence. It made
possible long-distance courtship, migrant family connection,
military correspondence, intellectual friendship, and kinship across
distance. Letters were slow, deliberate, and durable. They required
waiting. Their temporality gave long-distance bonds a rhythm of
anticipation and memory.

The telephone changed the tempo of connection. Voice could
travel instantly across distance. Families separated by migration,
work, marriage, or education could speak in real time. The
telephone made absence less absolute. It allowed urgent news,



THE SOCIOLOGY OF HUMAN BONDS

134

emotional reassurance, everyday coordination, and the preservation
of ties that might otherwise weaken. It also changed expectations.
Once calling became possible, not calling could become meaningful.

Mobile phones intensified this transformation. They detached
communication from fixed places. One no longer called a household;
one called a person. This shift fits Barry Wellman’s account of the
movement from place-based community to networked
individualism. The individual becomes the reachable node.
Communication is no longer tied to the family home, workplace
desk, or neighbourhood setting. It follows the person through daily
life.

The smartphone extends this process further. It combines voice,
text, image, video, social media, location, calendar, payment, dating,
work, entertainment, and group communication in one portable
device. It allows interaction to be frequent, synchronous or
asynchronous, and multimedia. A family group can exchange
photos, jokes, prayers, medical updates, school information, and
financial requests throughout the day. A romantic couple can
maintain a sense of presence through messages, memes, video calls,
and location sharing. Friends can remain loosely aware of one
another through social media.

Rainie and Wellman’s concept of networked individualism
captures this infrastructural shift. Modern people increasingly
maintain personal networks that cut across households, workplaces,
neighbourhoods, cities, and nations. Technologies make this
possible. They do not simply add convenience; they change the scale
of social life. A person can remain embedded in a village, a diaspora,
a professional network, a friendship group, and an online
community simultaneously (Rainie & Wellman, 2012).

Yet communication technology also reshapes burdens. More
channels create more expectations of availability. Failure to reply
may be read as neglect. Constant connection can produce
surveillance, pressure, and emotional fatigue. Technologies sustain
bonds, but they also make the labour of maintenance more
continuous. The geography of intimacy expands, but so does the
obligation to remain reachable.
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4. The Home and Household as the Material Container of
Family Bonds

The household is one of the oldest infrastructures of bonding. It is
not simply a private space; it is the material container within which
family relations are organized. Housing shapes who lives together,
who cares for whom, who has privacy, who controls resources, and
how conflict is managed. A family bond is lived through rooms,
beds, kitchens, doors, rent, ownership, overcrowding, heating,
safety, and neighbourhood location.

Cohabitation patterns matter because shared residence produces
routine. Eating together, sleeping under the same roof, caring for
children, watching television, sharing chores, and negotiating space
all create the everyday texture of family life. Co-residence can
deepen bonds through repeated contact and mutual dependence. It
can also intensify conflict, surveillance, and inequality. Housing
therefore does not merely contain family life; it structures it.

Changes in multigenerational living demonstrate how economic
and demographic pressures reshape family bonds. Adult children
may live with parents because of housing costs, unemployment,
delayed marriage, education, migration, or caregiving needs. Older
parents may move in with adult children because of frailty,
widowhood, or insufficient eldercare. Grandparents may provide
childcare while receiving support themselves. Such households can
strengthen intergenerational solidarity, but they can also strain
privacy, authority, gender roles, and emotional boundaries.

Solo living reveals a different transformation. In many affluent
societies, more people have come to spend portions of adulthood
living alone: young professionals, divorced adults, widows, older
adults, migrants, and those who choose independent living. Living
alone does not necessarily mean being socially isolated. For some, it
represents autonomy, safety, creativity, and control. For others, it
increases vulnerability, especially during illness, ageing, poverty, or
crisis. The household no longer guarantees companionship. Those
who live alone often rely more heavily on external networks, public
spaces, digital communication, and formal services.
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Housing instability is especially damaging to bonds. Eviction,
overcrowding, unaffordable rent, homelessness, and frequent moves
disrupt school friendships, neighbourly familiarity, kin support,
care routines, and community belonging. Stable housing allows
bonds to accumulate. Precarious housing forces bonds into constant
repair. Thus, the sociology of family bonds must treat housing
policy as relational policy. To provide stable housing is partly to
provide the material ground for durable human connection.

5. Institutions as Foci of Bond Formation

Many bonds emerge not because people search directly for
friendship or love, but because they share a focus of activity. Scott
Feld’s focus theory argues that social ties are generated around
social, psychological, legal, or physical foci: workplaces, schools,
congregations, clubs, voluntary associations, neighbourhoods,
sports teams, classrooms, committees, and shared projects. A focus
brings people together repeatedly and gives them something around
which interaction can occur (Feld, 1981).

This insight is crucial because it explains why institutions matter
for bonding. People often become friends because they study
together, work together, worship together, volunteer together, care
for children in the same school, attend the same clinic, or participate
in the same association. The activity comes first; the bond develops
through repeated interaction.

Workplaces are major foci of adult social life. They generate
friendships, mentorships, professional networks, romantic
relationships, solidarities, rivalries, and weak ties. They also
structure class-based access to networks. A professional workplace
may connect people to high-status contacts; a precarious workplace
may produce temporary ties with little long-term support. Remote
work changes this infrastructure by reducing casual interaction
while expanding flexibility.

Schools are equally powerful. They generate peer friendships,
parent networks, teacher-student relations, alumni ties, and
community identity. Schools bring together children and families
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repeatedly over time, creating opportunities for both bonding and
inequality. Affluent schools often produce resource-rich parent
networks; underfunded schools may struggle to provide the same
bridging capacity.

Congregations create bonds through ritual, belief, service, moral
community, and repeated gathering. They connect families across
generations and often provide care during illness, death,
unemployment, migration, or crisis. Voluntary associations similarly
create civic ties through shared purpose. Clubs, unions, charities,
sports groups, neighbourhood associations, and political
organizations produce trust by giving people structured reasons to
cooperate.

Institutions therefore do more than reflect social bonds. They
manufacture them. When institutions weaken, opportunities for
repeated encounters decline. When institutions are inclusive and
well-resourced, they can create bridging ties across differences.
When they are segregated or exclusive, they reproduce inequality. A
society’s associational and institutional ecology is therefore part of
its relational infrastructure.

6. Algorithmic Mediation and Non-Human Brokers

Contemporary bonds are increasingly mediated not only by places
and institutions but by algorithms. Platforms recommend friends,
rank posts, suggest groups, filter job contacts, match romantic
partners, promote creators, and decide which interactions become
visible. Algorithms have become non-human brokers in social life.
They do not merely transmit existing ties; they shape who becomes
encounterable.

Dating apps are the clearest case. Traditional partner-finding was
mediated by family, friends, neighbourhood, school, work, religion,
or leisure spaces. Dating platforms reorganize this process through
profiles, filters, swipes, location systems, paid visibility, and
matching algorithms. They expand the pool of potential partners
beyond immediate circles while also sorting users through
categories such as age, gender, distance, education, religion,
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appearance, lifestyle, and preference. They can weaken traditional
gatekeepers, but they can also intensify market-like comparison.

Algorithmic matching may reshape assortative mating in
contradictory ways. It can connect people who would never meet
through family or neighbourhood. This is especially important for
sexual minorities, migrants, divorced adults, rural users, and those
seeking specific identities or lifestyles. At the same time, filters and
user preferences may reproduce class, race, religion, educational,
and attractiveness hierarchies. Algorithms may not create inequality
from nothing, but they can amplify existing social preferences by
making them more searchable and actionable.

Social media algorithms mediate friendship and community
differently. They decide whose updates appear, which posts receive
attention, which groups are recommended, and which conflicts are
amplified. This affects tie maintenance. A person may feel close to
someone because the platform repeatedly displays their life; another
tie may fade because it becomes algorithmically invisible. Visibility
becomes a form of relational power.

Recommendation systems also shape parasocial bonds and online
communities. Platforms direct users toward creators, forums,
support groups, political content, and identity spaces. These
recommendations can help isolated individuals find recognition and
belonging. They can also lead users into echo chambers,
misinformation networks, harassment, or exploitative attention
economies.

The key point is that algorithms are now part of the infrastructure
of bonding. They broker attention, proximity, and opportunity.
These systems can operate opaquely and at scale, and commercial
platforms often organize them around business objectives. This
raises sociological questions about accountability. Who designs the
conditions under which people meet? Whose preferences are
encoded? Which ties are made visible, profitable, or unlikely?
Algorithmic mediation means that the formation of bonds is
increasingly shaped by systems that users neither see nor control.
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4.4 A Proposed Synthesis: The
Elective–Embedded Bond Framework (EEBF)

1. Why an Integrated Framework Is Needed

The preceding sections identified the forces reshaping human
bonds: individualization, mobility, marketization, gender change,
demographic restructuring, inequality, social infrastructure,
communication technologies, organizations, and platforms. Each
explains part of the transformation, but none is sufficient alone. A
theory that emphasizes individualization risks treating people as
free choosers detached from class, gender, race, welfare states, and
infrastructure. A theory that emphasizes inequality risks
underestimating cultural change, reflexive intimacy, and the
genuine expansion of choice. A theory that emphasizes technology
risks mistaking platforms for autonomous causes rather than
historically situated infrastructures. A theory that emphasizes
demographic change risks reducing bonds to population structure
while missing meaning, obligation, and power.

This section proposes the Elective–Embedded Bond Framework
(EEBF) as an organizing synthesis of the scholarship reviewed in this
book. It is an interpretive framework, not a model empirically tested
here. It examines two dimensions that can coexist: how far bonds are
chosen and negotiable, and how they are supported or constrained
by kinship, class, gender, race, place, institutions, technologies, and
moral obligation. Modernity may alter the location of embeddedness
rather than abolish it, giving networks, platforms, welfare regimes,
organizations, and housing systems a greater role alongside
inherited statuses.

The EEBF is therefore neither declensionist nor celebratory. It
does not claim that modern societies have simply lost family,
friendship, and community. Nor does it claim that choice and
technology have liberated individuals from old constraints. Instead,
it argues that human bonds are being transformed through the
interaction of five drivers and four recurrent trajectories. These
drivers and trajectories organize questions about why some bonds
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become freer, some become weaker, some become more unequal,
and some are rebuilt through new infrastructures.

2. Five Drivers of Bond Transformation

The EEBF distinguishes five broad, overlapping groups of drivers of
bond transformation.

The first driver is cultural-ideational change. This includes
individualization, detraditionalization, reflexivity, secularization,
expressive individualism, and changing norms of intimacy. Under
this driver, bonds are increasingly evaluated according to emotional
satisfaction, authenticity, reciprocity, recognition, and personal
growth. Marriage, friendship, kinship, and community become less
automatically governed by inherited duty. Individuals are
increasingly expected to choose, justify, and revise their relational
lives.

The second driver is economic-structural change. This includes
marketization, inequality, labour-market insecurity, class
divergence, housing precarity, migration, and occupational
mobility. Economic forces shape whether people can sustain
marriage, leave home, care for kin, maintain friendships, participate
in community, or access bridging ties. Marketization brings paid
services into domains of care, dating, therapy, companionship, and
domestic labour. Inequality determines whether bonds are
resource-rich or overburdened. Mobility expands opportunity while
disrupting locality.

The third driver is demographic change. Population ageing, low
fertility, delayed marriage, divorce, childlessness, longer life
expectancy, solo living, and multigenerational households reshape
the supply and structure of bonds. Where fertility falls and survival
improves, kin networks may become longer but narrower. More
generations may be alive at the same time, but fewer siblings,
cousins, aunts, and uncles may be available. Care obligations may
intensify, depending on health, household composition, and formal
care provision. More people spend more years outside the
conventional nuclear household.
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The fourth driver is technological-infrastructural change.
Communication media, smartphones, platforms, dating apps,
recommendation systems, transport, public spaces, libraries, parks,
housing, and digital networks alter the conditions under which
people meet and maintain ties. Technologies rescale intimacy across
distance and reschedule interaction across time. Social infrastructure
provides the physical substrate for repeated encounter. Platforms
increasingly broker visibility, attention, partner search, friendship
maintenance, and community participation.

The fifth driver is institutional change. Welfare regimes, family
policy, childcare systems, eldercare provision, education systems,
workplaces, congregations, voluntary associations, immigration
regimes, and organizational foci structure relational opportunity.
Institutions determine whether care is privatized into families,
collectivized through the state, purchased through markets, or
displaced onto migrant labour. They also create settings in which
people encounter one another repeatedly. Institutions do not merely
regulate bonds; they produce them.

These five drivers rarely operate in isolation. For example,
delayed marriage may reflect individualization, women’s education,
housing costs, labour-market insecurity, contraceptive access,
changing gender norms, and welfare policy simultaneously. Online
dating may reflect technological mediation, marketization,
individualization, demographic delay, and the weakening of
traditional intermediaries. Transnational care may reflect global
inequality, gendered labour demand, immigration regimes,
communication technologies, and enduring kinship obligation. The
framework therefore treats bond change as potentially shaped by
multiple interacting causes, not as a single master process.

3. Four Trajectory Types of Bond Change

The EEBF distinguishes four analytical trajectories; these are neither
an exhaustive classification nor necessary stages through which
bonds change.
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The first trajectory is deinstitutionalization. Here, bonds shift
from rule-governed status to negotiated choice. Marriage becomes
less compulsory and more elective. Parenthood becomes planned
rather than assumed. Kinship obligation becomes more open to
negotiation. Community membership becomes less inherited
through locality or religion and more dependent on voluntary
participation. De-institutionalization does not mean that bonds
disappear. It means that the rules governing them weaken,
pluralize, and require reflexive maintenance.

The second trajectory is networked dispersion. Here, dense local
ties give way to far-flung, person-centered networks. Bonds are
stretched across neighbourhoods, cities, nations, workplaces,
platforms, and diasporas. People maintain intimacy through
smartphones, social media, remittances, travel, and periodic
co-presence. Community becomes less bounded by place and more
organized around ego-centred networks. This trajectory is visible in
digital friendship, transnational families, mobile careers, and
dispersed kinship.

The third trajectory is stratified divergence. Here, the resources
and stability of bonds diverge across class, race, gender, citizenship,
and place. The advantaged are more likely to possess stable,
resource-rich, institutionally recognized networks. The
disadvantaged are more likely to rely on fragile, overburdened, and
unstable ties. Family change, community participation, social
capital, and digital access do not move uniformly across society.
Some people gain elective freedom; others experience relational
precarity. Stratified divergence is the trajectory that prevents the
framework from becoming a simple theory of liberation.

The fourth trajectory is re-infrastructuring. Here, bonds are
rebuilt around new places, technologies, organizations, policies, and
platforms. Social infrastructure, childcare centres, schools, libraries,
workplaces, online communities, dating apps, welfare policies, and
communication media create new conditions for connection.
Re-infrastructuring means that when old forms weaken, bonds may
reappear through new material and institutional supports. The key
question becomes which infrastructures generate durable, inclusive,
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reciprocal bonds and which produce thin, unequal, or extractive
connections.

These trajectories often overlap. Family deinstitutionalization can
occur alongside stratified divergence. Digital media can produce
networked dispersion and re-infrastructuring. Transnational care
combines networked dispersion, stratified divergence, and
re-infrastructuring through remittances and communication
technologies. Community reinvention may involve
deinstitutionalization of traditional associations and
re-infrastructuring through libraries, platforms, parks, and
organizations.

4. Electivity and Embeddedness as Distinct Dimensions

The central analytic distinction of the EEBF is between electivity and
embeddedness as dimensions of a bond, not between mutually
exclusive kinds of relationship. A chosen friendship can be deeply
embedded in institutions and obligations; an ascribed kinship tie
can be weakly supported or actively renegotiated.

A bond has a strong elective dimension when participants have
meaningful scope to choose, negotiate, and leave it. It is sustained
because the parties experience it as meaningful, supportive,
authentic, useful, pleasurable, or morally worthwhile. Friendship
commonly has a strong elective dimension, but modern marriage,
cohabitation, chosen family, online community, and many forms of
civic participation increasingly take elective form. Elective bonds
expand freedom because they allow people to leave oppressive
arrangements, form relationships across traditional boundaries,
create families of choice, and pursue intimacy based on recognition
rather than ascription.

Yet greater choice does not by itself guarantee either stability or
fragility. Bonds grounded in satisfaction, reciprocity, and ongoing
choice still require maintenance and practical support. They may be
easier to exit, harder to stabilize, and more vulnerable to inequality.
Those with resources can choose better, leave safely, and maintain
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dispersed networks. Those without resources may experience choice
as insecurity.

Embeddedness refers to the social relations and institutional
conditions within which a bond is formed and sustained. Kinship,
neighbourhood, religion, ethnicity, class, and marriage can embed
relationships through shared networks, obligations, resources, and
recognition. Chosen relationships can have these supports too.
Embeddedness may provide continuity through crisis, ageing,
illness, childhood, poverty, and grief, but its effects depend on the
character and distribution of those supports.

Yet the structures that embed bonds can also be constraining.
They may enforce hierarchy, gender inequality, stigma, surveillance,
exclusion, and unwanted obligation. A durable bond is not
necessarily a just bond. Family can support or dominate.
Community can include or exclude. Place can anchor or trap.
Embeddedness is morally ambivalent.

The EEBF builds here on Granovetter’s concept of embeddedness.
Granovetter argued that economic action is embedded in ongoing
social relations. The EEBF draws on this insight and brings it into
dialogue with wider work on institutions and infrastructure; these
broader conditions should be distinguished from embeddedness in
networks in Granovetter’s specific sense. Romantic choice is
embedded in dating markets, algorithms, class cultures, gender
norms, and friendship networks. Family care is embedded in
welfare regimes, housing, kinship expectations, and labour markets.
Community belonging is embedded in social infrastructure,
segregation, organizations, and place. Digital interaction is
embedded in platforms, algorithms, devices, and commercial logics
(Granovetter, 1985).

Modernity does not move simply from embeddedness to
freedom. Rather, it shifts the location of embeddedness. Older
embedded bonds rooted in kinship, locality, religion, and status may
weaken, while new embedded structures arise through platforms,
markets, institutions, welfare policies, schools, workplaces, and
digital infrastructures. A person may be free from arranged
marriage but governed by dating algorithms and classed partner
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markets. A migrant may be free from village surveillance but
embedded in immigration law, remittance obligations, and platform
communication. A family may be free from traditional gender
scripts but embedded in childcare costs, labour schedules, and
housing markets.

The EEBF therefore rejects the idea of the disembedded
individual. The modern individual is not unembedded. The modern
individual is differently embedded.

5. Chapter 3 Cases Through the EEBF

The case studies in Chapter 3 illustrate how the EEBF can organize
interpretation; they do not independently validate it.

Family deinstitutionalization shows how increasing choice can
coexist with changing institutional supports. In the American
context discussed above, the standardized nuclear household lost
some of its cultural dominance. Marriage shifted from cornerstone
to capstone. Cohabitation, divorce, single parenthood, same-sex
partnership, childfree couples, blended families, and
living-apart-together relationships pluralized family life. The main
drivers were cultural-ideational change, gender revolution,
economic inequality, demographic delay, and policy variation. Yet
family did not become purely elective. Kinship, class, gender,
fertility, welfare regimes, housing, and care obligations continued to
embed family life. The result was not the end of family but the
reorganization of family into plural and unequal forms.

Community reinvention illustrates networked dispersion and
re-infrastructuring. Putnam’s decline thesis captured the weakening
of certain civic associations, while Wellman and Fischer showed that
community often shifts into person-centered networks. Oldenburg,
Klinenberg, and Sampson showed that place still matters through
third places, social infrastructure, and collective efficacy. The drivers
include individualization, mobility, technological mediation,
inequality, and institutional infrastructure. Community is therefore
neither simply lost nor saved. It thrives where social infrastructure,
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stability, trust, and bridging institutions exist; it erodes where place
is abandoned, privatized, segregated, or unsafe.

Digital mediation illustrates re-infrastructuring most directly.
Digital media rescale and reschedule intimacy. Smartphones, social
media, messaging apps, online support groups, and dating
platforms allow bonds to persist across distance and time. They
support networked individualism and media multiplexity. Yet
digital bonds are embedded in platform architecture, algorithms,
visibility regimes, commercial incentives, surveillance, and context
collapse. The elective appearance of digital connection conceals
infrastructural embeddedness. Users choose, but platforms structure
the field of choice.

Transnational care illustrates networked dispersion and stratified
divergence. Migrant families “do family” across borders through
remittances, communication technologies, gifts, periodic return, and
moral obligation. Global care chains transfer reproductive labour
from poorer to richer households. Transnational motherhood shows
how care can be maintained at a distance but at significant
emotional and gendered cost. The drivers include global inequality,
gendered labour markets, migration regimes, communication
technologies, and enduring kinship obligation. Here, bonds are
stretched but not severed. Intimacy becomes distant, materialized
through money and messages, but remains embedded in obligation,
class, gender, and citizenship.

Across these cases, the framework directs attention to the
relationship between choice and its social conditions. Greater
electivity is uneven and is not evident in every bond; where it
expands, infrastructure, inequality, and institutions still shape what
choices are possible. Systematic comparison and empirical testing
would be needed to assess the framework’s explanatory reach.
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5.1 Family Policy and the Crisis of Care

1. From Family Change to Care Policy

If the earlier chapters have shown that family bonds are
diversifying, de-institutionalizing, and becoming more unequal, the
policy question is direct: how can states support care and connection
when the standardized nuclear household can no longer be
assumed? The male-breadwinner/female-caregiver family was never
universal, but many welfare systems were built around its
assumptions. They presumed that families would provide unpaid
care, that women would absorb domestic labour, that marriage
would stabilize dependency, and that kin would step in when
markets and states failed. As family forms diversify and women’s
employment rises, these assumptions become increasingly
untenable.

Changes in employment, population age structures, and
household composition can widen care gaps where services and
working conditions do not adapt. These trends vary across societies
and should not be attributed to family diversity or women’s
employment alone. Children still require daily care, some older
adults require long-term support, some disabled people require
assistance, and families require time to sustain relationships. Yet
expectations of unpaid female labour often persist without adequate
support from public provision, male caregiving, or adequately
valued paid care work.

This is the central policy challenge of contemporary family life:
care remains necessary, but its old institutional settlement has
weakened. A family-supportive policy agenda must therefore move
beyond nostalgia for marriage and beyond the privatization of
responsibility. It must treat care as a social infrastructure, not merely
a private burden. It must support diverse family forms, protect
caregivers, value care work, reduce economic precarity, and create
conditions under which people can sustain bonds across the life
course.
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2. The Care Gap and Its Unequal Distribution

The care gap emerges when the demand for care exceeds the
capacity of families, markets, and states to provide it fairly. This gap
is not simply demographic; it is gendered and class-stratified.
Women’s entry into paid work has transformed household
economies, but unpaid domestic and care labour remains unequally
distributed. Mothers continue to perform disproportionate
childcare, kin-keeping, emotional management, eldercare
coordination, and household labour. Daughters often become
default caregivers for ageing parents. Migrant women and low-paid
workers increasingly supply paid care for middle-class and affluent
households, while their own families may experience care deficits.

The care deficit is therefore redistributed rather than solved.
Affluent families may purchase childcare, domestic help, eldercare,
therapy, tutoring, and convenience services. Poor and working-class
families often rely on overburdened kin, informal childcare,
unstable schedules, and underfunded public systems. Where public
childcare is expensive or unavailable, mothers’ employment is
constrained. Where eldercare is privatized, adult children face
impossible trade-offs between paid work and family obligation.
Where paid care workers are poorly compensated, care provision
rests on the undervaluation of those who provide it.

This is why family policy cannot be limited to moral appeals for
stronger families. Families may want to care, but care requires time,
money, health, proximity, legal recognition, institutional support,
and workplace flexibility. Without these conditions, care becomes a
source of exhaustion and inequality. The policy task is not to replace
family bonds, but to support them by reducing the impossible
burdens placed upon them.
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3. Welfare Regimes and the Dual-Earner/Dual-Carer Model

Comparative welfare-state analysis shows that states organize care
in very different ways. Esping-Andersen’s (1990) welfare-regime
typology remains a useful starting point: liberal regimes rely more
heavily on markets and means-tested support; conservative or
Continental regimes often preserve family responsibility through
social insurance and traditional assumptions; social-democratic or
Nordic regimes more actively decommodify and defamilialize care
through public services, leave policies, and universal provision.
Feminist scholars have rightly criticized the original typology for
insufficient attention to unpaid care, women’s dependency, and
gendered labour, but the regime framework still helps explain
cross-national variation. These are historical ideal types, not fixed
descriptions of every country or policy; care-specific comparisons
require attention to variation within each regime (Gornick &
Meyers, 2003).

The Nordic model is most closely associated with public support
for the dual-earner household. Public childcare, paid parental leave,
eldercare services, and high female labour-force participation reduce
the dependence of women on male breadwinners and reduce the
dependence of families on unpaid female care. Continental regimes
have historically been more mixed, often supporting families
through cash transfers, social insurance, or parental leave while
sometimes reinforcing maternal caregiving. Liberal regimes, such as
the United States, tend to provide weaker public supports, making
families more dependent on private markets and employer benefits.

Gornick and Meyers’s (2003) “dual-earner/dual-carer” model
provides a normative policy ideal. It argues that gender equality
requires not only women’s access to paid work but men’s equal
participation in care. The goal is not simply to move women into
employment while leaving domestic labour unchanged. It is to
redesign policy so that both women and men can work and care.
This requires paid parental leave, father-specific leave incentives,
shorter or flexible working hours, affordable childcare, and
employment protections.
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Paid family leave is one major lever. Well-designed leave allows
parents to care for infants without losing income or employment.
But design matters. Long, poorly paid leave can reinforce women’s
withdrawal from work. Adequately paid leave with
non-transferable entitlements for fathers or second parents can
encourage shared caregiving, although uptake depends on
eligibility, workplace conditions, and policy design. Public childcare
is another central lever. Affordable, high-quality childcare can
support children’s development and parents’ employment; its
distributional effects depend on who can access it and the quality of
provision (Gornick & Meyers, 2003). Eldercare is equally important,
especially in ageing societies. Without public eldercare, families face
growing burdens that fall disproportionately on women.

The comparative lesson is clear: family bonds are shaped by
policy architecture. States do not merely respond to family forms;
they help produce them. A welfare regime that privatizes care
pushes dependency back onto women and kin. A welfare regime
that supports care publicly makes more egalitarian bonds possible.

4. Marriage Promotion or Poverty Reduction?

One of the most contested areas of family policy concerns marriage
promotion. In the United States, policy experiments attempted to
strengthen families by encouraging marriage, especially among
low-income parents. These initiatives were based on the belief that
children benefit from stable two-parent households and that
strengthening marriage could reduce poverty, improve child
outcomes, and restore family stability.

The criticism is not that stable, loving partnerships are
unimportant. The criticism is that marriage promotion often
misdiagnoses the cause of family instability. Qualitative research
with low-income mothers in the United States finds that many value
marriage highly (Edin & Kefalas, 2005). They often delay or avoid
marriage not because they reject it, but because they believe
marriage requires economic stability, trust, maturity, housing, and



THE SOCIOLOGY OF HUMAN BONDS

152

reliable employment. If these prerequisites are absent, marriage may
appear risky rather than protective.

From this perspective, economic precarity is a central source of
family stress; the evidence does not justify reducing instability to
deficient values. Unemployment, low wages, debt, incarceration,
housing insecurity, health problems, childcare costs, and unstable
work schedules place enormous stress on intimate bonds.
Encouraging marriage without addressing these structural
conditions is unlikely to produce durable family stability. A
relationship education program cannot substitute for a living wage,
affordable housing, childcare, healthcare, or protection from
eviction.

The policy implication is that marriage promotion should not
substitute for material support. In the Building Strong Families
evaluation, a relationship-skills program for unmarried parents had
no overall effect on marriage, relationship continuation, or
relationship quality at the follow-up examined, although effects
varied across sites (Wood et al., 2012). This finding does not
establish that every income or housing policy outperforms every
relationship program. It supports treating economic security, care
provision, and relationship support as distinct policy needs.
Marriage may remain an important personal and cultural
institution, but policy should not make it the sole gateway to
security, legitimacy, or support.

A bond-supportive state should support caregiving relationships
wherever they exist, rather than privileging one family form so
heavily that others are made more vulnerable. The aim should be
stable care, not merely formal marital status.
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5. Recognizing Diverse Families

As family forms diversify, law and policy must recognize the
relationships through which people give and receive care.
Cohabiting partners, same-sex spouses, step-parents, single parents,
chosen kin, grandparents, adult siblings, multigenerational
households, and non-resident caregivers may all perform family
functions. If policy recognizes only the marital nuclear family, it
misrecognizes contemporary care.

Legal recognition matters because, depending on jurisdiction and
legal status, it can affect rights and protections: hospital visitation,
inheritance, custody, adoption, housing rights, tax benefits,
immigration sponsorship, bereavement leave, medical
decision-making, parental recognition, and access to benefits.
Non-recognition can make bonds insecure even when they are
emotionally and practically central. A same-sex parent without legal
recognition may lack parental rights. A cohabiting partner may be
excluded from decision-making. A grandparent raising a child may
struggle to access support. A chosen caregiver may be invisible to
institutions.

Recognition should not mean that every relationship becomes
identical in law. Different bonds carry different obligations. But
policy should be flexible enough to identify care, dependency, and
responsibility beyond formal marriage. This may include
recognition of cohabitation rights, second-parent adoption, legal
parentage for same-sex families, support for kinship caregivers,
rights for multigenerational households, and caregiving leave that
includes chosen or non-biological kin.

Recognizing diverse families also has symbolic importance. Law
confers legitimacy. When the state recognizes a bond, it signals that
the relationship counts. This can reduce stigma, stabilize
expectations, and protect vulnerable family members. The policy
task is therefore both material and moral: to align legal categories
with the lived reality of care.
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5.2 Designing for Connection: Social
Infrastructure, Cities, and Civic Renewal

1. The Built Environment as a Connection or Isolation
Machine

Human bonds are not produced by intention alone. They are shaped
by the material environments in which people live, move, work,
wait, shop, worship, play, and rest. The built environment can
function as a connection machine or an isolation machine. Streets,
sidewalks, parks, libraries, markets, transit stops, courtyards, cafés,
and playgrounds can create repeated contact among residents.
Conversely, car-dependent suburbs, gated enclaves, unsafe streets,
privatized leisure, hostile architecture, and single-use zoning can
reduce everyday encounter and push people into private interiors.

Jane Jacobs’s (1961) The Death and Life of Great American Cities
remains foundational for understanding this relationship between
urban form and social life. Jacobs argued that city vitality depends
on density, mixed use, short blocks, older buildings, street life, and
the ordinary presence of people in public space. Her famous idea of
“eyes on the street” captures how public safety and trust can emerge
not only from policing but from ordinary urban presence:
shopkeepers, pedestrians, children, elders, workers, and residents
who know the rhythms of a street. In such settings, people become
familiar to one another. They may not be intimate, but they become
mutually recognizable.

Sidewalks are therefore not merely transport corridors. They are
social infrastructures. They allow greetings, observation, informal
assistance, children’s play, neighbourly monitoring, and weak-tie
formation. Mixed-use neighbourhoods are especially important
because they bring different people into the same space at different
times of day. A street with housing, shops, schools, parks, and
workplaces is more likely to support public sociability than a zone
used only for commuting or consumption.
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The opposite condition is urban isolation by design. When
neighbourhoods lack walkability, public seating, shade, safety,
mixed use, or accessible transport, people are less likely to encounter
one another casually. When gathering spaces require payment,
people with limited incomes face additional barriers to participation.
Car-oriented street design can discourage walking. Fear of danger or
surveillance can also deter use of public space. The result is not
merely inconvenience; it is the weakening of the everyday
conditions through which social trust and familiarity develop.

The sociology of bonds must therefore treat urban design as
relational policy. To build a sidewalk, maintain a park, support a
local market, or design a mixed-use street is also to shape the
possibilities of community. The city can make social life easier or
harder. It can invite people into public presence or train them into
private withdrawal.

2. Social Infrastructure as Public Investment in Connection

Eric Klinenberg’s (2018) concept of social infrastructure provides a
powerful policy language for connection. Social infrastructure refers
to the physical places and institutions that shape interaction:
libraries, parks, schools, playgrounds, community centres, sports
facilities, sidewalks, gardens, public pools, transit stations, and civic
buildings. These are not decorative amenities. They are the material
foundations of social life.

Klinenberg’s argument is that public places help create the
conditions under which people become known to one another,
exchange help, build trust, and survive crises. A library, for
example, is not only a place for books. It is a warm public room, a
digital access point, a study space, a children’s area, a refuge for
older adults, a meeting point for migrants, a site of civic
programming, and a place where people can be present without
needing to purchase anything. Parks and playgrounds similarly
allow parents, children, elders, and neighbours to share space
repeatedly. These repeated encounters are the beginning of social
connection.
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The policy implication is that social infrastructure should be
treated as a public good. Roads and bridges connect places; libraries
and parks connect people. Investment in social infrastructure can
create opportunities for contact and mutual support; its effects
depend on accessibility, programming, and local conditions. During
heat waves, floods, pandemics, or economic shocks, communities
with stronger local institutions and public places are often better
able to identify vulnerable residents, circulate information, and
mobilize assistance.

However, social infrastructure must be accessible and
maintained. A neglected park may produce fear rather than
connection. Reduced opening hours can weaken a library’s role as a
community anchor. A playground without shade, safety, or
transport access will not be equally used. Social infrastructure
requires ongoing public funding, professional staffing, inclusive
design, and community participation. It should not depend only on
philanthropy or volunteerism, because that often reproduces
inequality between affluent and poor neighbourhoods.

A connection-supportive state should therefore invest
deliberately in the everyday places where bonds are formed. This
includes libraries, public parks, benches, community kitchens, youth
centres, senior centres, walkable streets, public toilets, local arts
spaces, and accessible transport. Such investments are not secondary
to economic development. They are part of the relational economy
of society. Without shared places, community becomes harder to
sustain.

3. Third Places and the Commercial Commons

Ray Oldenburg’s (1989) concept of “third places” identifies informal
gathering spaces outside home and work. Cafés, pubs, barber shops,
bookstores, tea houses, diners, corner stores, beauty salons, and local
clubs often function as community living rooms. They are places
where people gather without elaborate planning, where
conversation is expected, where regulars become familiar, and
where local identity is reproduced.
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Third places matter because they provide low-pressure
sociability. Not every bond begins as a deep friendship. Many begin
as casual recognition: the same person behind the counter, the same
elder at the tea stall, the same parent at the café, the same barber
who knows family stories. These ties may be weak, but weak ties are
socially important. They create belonging, information flow,
informal support, and a sense of being seen. For people living alone,
older adults, migrants, freelancers, and those outside conventional
workplaces, third places may be especially significant.

Yet third places are under pressure. Rising rents, retail
consolidation, online commerce, car dependence, remote work,
safety concerns, and the privatization of leisure threaten small local
gathering spaces. Even when cafés survive, they may become
individualized workspaces rather than sociable commons: people sit
alone with laptops and headphones, occupying public space
privately. Commercial third places also require money, which
means they cannot fully replace public infrastructure. A society
cannot rely only on cafés to solve loneliness if many people cannot
afford to enter them regularly.

Policy can help sustain third places. Local governments can
support small businesses that function as community anchors
through rent stabilization, grants, zoning protections, street
improvements, and cultural recognition. Urban design can create
pedestrian districts, outdoor seating, shade, public toilets, and safe
evening activity. Community ownership models, cooperatives,
public markets, and subsidized cultural spaces can protect gathering
places from displacement. Public libraries and community centres
can provide non-commercial alternatives.

The aim is not to romanticize every old pub or café. Some third
places exclude women, minorities, youth, religious groups, or the
poor. The goal is to preserve the social function of third places while
making them more inclusive. Communities need places where
people can linger, talk, return, and become familiar. Without such
spaces, public life becomes thinner and more transactional.
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4. Civic Renewal: Membership, Advocacy, and Associational
Life

Urban connection depends not only on places but also on
associations. Civic life is built through clubs, unions, religious
groups, neighbourhood associations, parent organizations, sports
leagues, charities, political parties, mutual aid groups, cultural
societies, and voluntary organizations. These institutions create
repeated cooperation and teach people how to act with others
beyond the family.

Robert Putnam’s (2000) account of civic decline in the United
States argues that associational membership and participation have
weakened, reducing social capital, trust, and democratic capacity.
From this perspective, civic renewal requires rebuilding
membership-based organizations, encouraging volunteering,
restoring local associations, and increasing face-to-face participation.
The central concern is that passive spectatorship and private life
have displaced active citizenship.

Theda Skocpol’s (2003) Diminished Democracy offers a different
diagnosis. She argues that the problem is not only individual
withdrawal but institutional transformation. Earlier civic life was
built through federated membership organizations that connected
local chapters to state and national structures. These organizations
gave ordinary members roles, responsibilities, and voice. Over time,
many were replaced by professionally managed advocacy groups
that speak for causes without requiring mass participation. Citizens
became donors, subscribers, or audiences rather than active
members.

This distinction matters for policy. A Putnam-style response
emphasizes reviving local participation and membership. A
Skocpol-style response emphasizes rebuilding institutions that give
people meaningful roles in collective action. Civic renewal cannot be
achieved simply by telling individuals to volunteer more. People
need organizations that invite participation, develop leadership,
bridge class and racial divides, and connect local concerns to larger
political structures.
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A strong civic agenda should therefore support associational
infrastructure. This includes funding community organizations,
protecting unions and worker associations, supporting parent and
youth groups, strengthening local councils, opening schools and
libraries for civic use, and creating participatory budgeting or
deliberative forums. Associations must be designed to include
people with limited time, money, language access, disability access,
and childcare. Otherwise, civic renewal risks disproportionately
benefiting people who already have resources and connections.

The deeper point is that democracy needs relational institutions.
People learn public trust through doing things together. Civic life is
not only a matter of voting or opinion; it is a practice of shared
responsibility. If public institutions fail to create opportunities for
ordinary participation, community bonds weaken and politics
become professionalized, polarized, and distant.

5. Loneliness Strategies and Social Prescribing

Loneliness has become a matter of public policy. In 2018, the UK
government appointed a ministerial lead and published a strategy
addressing loneliness in England (Department for Digital, Culture,
Media & Sport, 2018). Japan appointed a minister responsible for
loneliness and isolation in February 2021, during the COVID-19
pandemic (Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, 2021). These
initiatives signal an important shift: loneliness is increasingly
understood as a social and public-health issue as well as a private
experience.

One policy approach is social prescribing. In social prescribing,
health professionals or community link workers refer people to
non-clinical support: walking groups, arts activities, volunteering,
gardening, exercise classes, peer groups, debt advice, bereavement
support, or community centres. The logic is that some health
problems are rooted in isolation, stress, inactivity, poverty, or lack of
belonging, and therefore require social rather than purely medical
intervention.
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Social prescribing aims to connect people to suitable community
support and to make social needs visible within healthcare. Potential
beneficiaries include people experiencing isolation, bereavement,
caregiving strain, or chronic illness. Whether particular programs
improve health or reduce healthcare use must be established
through evaluation rather than assumed from the referral model
(Bickerdike et al., 2017).

The evidence base reviewed by Bickerdike and colleagues (2017)
was uneven. Some programs show positive outcomes, but many
evaluations face problems of selection bias, small samples,
inconsistent measures, and weak causal designs. The feasibility of
social prescribing depends on accessible community services with
the capacity to receive referrals. A doctor cannot prescribe belonging
if the local library has closed, the bus route has been cut, the
community centre is underfunded, or voluntary organizations are
overwhelmed.

Loneliness strategies must therefore avoid individualizing the
problem. If loneliness is caused partly by housing insecurity,
poverty, unsafe streets, digital exclusion, ageism, disability barriers,
or the collapse of local institutions, then referral alone is insufficient.
The state must invest in the social infrastructure that makes
connections possible.

The policy approach proposed here is therefore ecological. It
should combine individual support with community investment,
urban design, transport access, mental-health services, digital
inclusion, and civic programming. Loneliness cannot be solved by
telling lonely people to socialize. It must be addressed by building
environments in which connection is easier, safer, affordable, and
meaningful.
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5.3 Bonds and Health: The Social Cure and
the Loneliness Question

1. Social Connection and Health Outcomes

The strongest policy implication of the sociology of bonds is that
social connection is not merely a matter of private happiness. It is a
determinant of health. People who are socially connected tend to
live longer, cope better with stress, maintain healthier behaviours,
recover more effectively from illness, and experience better mental
health. Conversely, social isolation and loneliness are associated
with elevated risks of premature mortality, depression,
cardiovascular disease, cognitive decline, and poorer wellbeing. The
public-health significance of social bonds lies in this basic finding:
relationships enter the body (Office of the Surgeon General, 2023).

The epidemiological foundation for this claim reaches back to
Berkman and Syme’s (1979) Alameda County study. Their classic
research showed that people with stronger social networks had
lower mortality risk, even after accounting for baseline health and
other factors. The prospective association was consistent with a
protective role for social integration, but the observational design
could not fully exclude residual confounding or reverse causation.
Marriage, contact with friends and relatives, church membership,
and group participation all formed part of a broader social-network
index associated with survival.

Holt-Lunstad and colleagues’ meta-analyses extended this
evidence base. Their 2010 review associated stronger social
relationships with higher odds of survival; their 2015 review
associated social isolation, loneliness, and living alone with higher
mortality risk (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010, 2015). These are related but
distinct exposures. Comparisons with smoking and other risk
factors describe the approximate magnitude of associations across
different studies; they do not establish an identical causal effect or a
precise cigarette-equivalent dose for an individual. The findings
make social connection a serious public-health concern while
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leaving causal mechanisms and intervention effects open to further
study.

The “social cure” research program, associated with Jetten,
Haslam, and Haslam (2012), further strengthens this argument by
emphasizing group belonging and social identity. According to this
perspective, groups can become psychological resources. Belonging
to meaningful groups provides identity, purpose, support, norms,
and collective efficacy. People are not helped only by receiving
support from individuals; they are also helped by being part of “we”
relationships. Group memberships can protect health because they
give people a sense of who they are, where they belong, and whom
they can rely upon.

This evidence reframes public health. Health is not located only in
individual bodies, medical services, or lifestyle choices. It is also
located in the structure and quality of social bonds. A public-health
strategy that ignores social connection is incomplete.

2. Mechanisms: How Bonds Get Under the Skin

Several pathways may help explain the association between social
connection and health. One is social support. Support may be
emotional, informational, instrumental, or appraisal-based. A friend
listens during distress; a sibling lends money; a neighbour provides
transport; a spouse encourages treatment; a group offers advice; a
community provides recognition. These supports reduce the burden
of crisis. They make illness, unemployment, grief, parenting, ageing,
and disability more manageable.

A second proposed mechanism is stress buffering (Cohen & Wills,
1985). Social support can reduce the harmful effects of stress by
changing how people interpret and respond to threats. A person
who faces hardship alone may experience it as overwhelming. A
person embedded in reliable relationships may experience the same
hardship as difficult but survivable. Supportive bonds reduce
uncertainty, provide reassurance, and distribute responsibility. This
buffering effect matters because chronic stress is linked to
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inflammation, cardiovascular strain, immune dysregulation, sleep
problems, and mental-health difficulties.

The third mechanism is behavioural influence. Social ties shape
habits. Families, friends, peers, partners, and groups influence
smoking, drinking, diet, exercise, sleep, medical adherence,
risk-taking, and help-seeking. This influence can be protective or
harmful. A supportive spouse may encourage medical treatment; a
peer group may normalize substance use. Social bonds therefore
affect health partly by shaping everyday conduct.

The fourth mechanism is social control. Close others often
monitor behaviour, remind people of obligations, discourage
dangerous actions, and encourage responsible routines. This can feel
supportive or intrusive, depending on the relationship.
Nevertheless, social control is one way in which bonds may regulate
health behaviour.

The fifth mechanism concerns the physiology of loneliness.
Hawkley and Cacioppo’s (2010) review describes associations
between loneliness and perception, threat sensitivity, sleep, stress
biology, and immune functioning. These pathways may be
reciprocal and do not operate identically for everyone. The lonely
person may become more vigilant toward social threat, more likely
to interpret ambiguity negatively, and less likely to trust others. A
possible feedback loop is that loneliness heightens defensive social
cognition, which may make reconnection harder.

These proposed mechanisms help explain associations across
physical and mental health. The relevant pathways include support,
stress, behaviour, identity, regulation, physiology, and meaning.
The challenge for policy is to strengthen the forms of connection that
produce protection while avoiding simplistic prescriptions that treat
any contact as sufficient.
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3. Is There a Loneliness Epidemic?

The language of a “loneliness epidemic” has become prominent in
public debate. The U.S. Office of the Surgeon General’s (2023)
advisory framed loneliness and social isolation as a major
public-health concern, linking disconnection to mortality, mental
health, civic decline, and social trust. This framing has value. It gives
political visibility to a real problem and encourages institutions to
treat connection as part of health policy. It also recognizes that
loneliness is not merely an individual weakness but may reflect
broader social conditions: family change, residential mobility, digital
life, economic insecurity, ageing, weak public infrastructure, and
civic decline.

Yet epidemic framing also requires careful assessment. An
epidemic metaphor suggests a sharp, widespread, recent increase.
The evidence is more mixed. Some studies report increases in
particular populations and measures, including school loneliness
among adolescents in a cross-national analysis (Twenge et al., 2021).
Other evidence suggests stability, variation by measure, or small
changes rather than a dramatic societal rupture. Fischer’s (2009)
caution about measuring social isolation is important here.
Sociology has a long history of moral panic about modernity
destroying community. Claims of collapse can overstate decline,
misread measurement artifacts, and ignore forms of connection that
have changed rather than disappeared.

The key distinction is between loneliness as a serious
public-health problem and loneliness as a uniformly rising
epidemic. The first claim is well supported: loneliness and isolation
are associated with significant health risks and deserve policy
attention. The second claim is more contested: loneliness may be
increasing in some populations and contexts, but the evidence does
not justify a simple universal story. Trends differ by age, country,
period, measure, and social group.

There is also a risk that epidemic framing individualizes the
problem. If loneliness is treated like a disease located inside isolated
people, policy may focus narrowly on therapy, self-help, or
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behavioural nudges. But loneliness is often produced by structural
conditions: poverty, disability, bereavement, unsafe
neighbourhoods, poor transport, housing instability, age
segregation, digital exclusion, racism, unemployment, and weak
social infrastructure. The most useful framing is therefore
public-health plus social-structural. Loneliness matters because it
affects health, but its causes are often social.

4. Vulnerable Populations and Unequal Risks

Social disconnection is not evenly distributed. Older adults are often
treated as the paradigmatic lonely group, and there are good reasons
for concern. Ageing can bring widowhood, retirement, disability,
reduced mobility, sensory loss, bereavement, shrinking friendship
networks, and living alone. Yet older adults are not uniformly
lonely. Many have strong family, neighbourhood, religious, and
community ties. Risk may rise when ageing combines with poverty,
poor health, weak transport, unsafe environments, or lack of
accessible public space.

The bereaved are another vulnerable population. The death of a
spouse, child, parent, sibling, or close friend can remove not only
emotional support but also routines, identity, social roles, and
shared memory. Bereavement can produce acute loneliness even
among people who are not objectively isolated. Interventions must
therefore distinguish between ordinary grief and prolonged social
disconnection. The goal is not to rush people out of grief, but to
ensure that loss does not become abandonment.

Young people are now central to the loneliness debate, especially
in relation to social media. Twenge (2019) argues that rising
smartphone and social-media use are linked to declining adolescent
wellbeing, increased loneliness, depression, and reduced face-to-face
interaction. Her interpretation emphasizes displacement, social
comparison, cyberbullying, and possible psychological effects of
heavy digital media use. The associations alone do not establish that
technology caused the reported changes.
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Odgers and Jensen (2020), and Orben and Przybylski (2019), offer
a more cautious interpretation. They argue that many associations
between digital technology use and wellbeing are small,
correlational, and sensitive to measurement and analytic choices.
Screen time is not a single activity. Messaging friends, watching
videos, scrolling passively, participating in online support groups,
gaming socially, and being cyberbullied are very different
experiences. The question is therefore not whether social media is
good or bad, but which uses, for whom, under what conditions, and
with what offline supports.

The vulnerable-populations approach shows why universal
claims are inadequate. Loneliness is shaped by life stage, health,
class, gender, race, disability, bereavement, neighbourhood, and
technology use. Public health must identify specific risks rather than
assuming a single lonely population.

5. Health-System Responses: From Social Prescribing to
Relational Medicine

Health systems are increasingly experimenting with responses to
loneliness and social isolation. Social prescribing is one of the most
visible approaches. Under this model, clinicians or link workers
refer patients to non-medical community supports, such as walking
groups, art classes, volunteering, gardening, peer-support groups,
debt advice, exercise programs, bereavement groups, or community
centres. The logic is that some health problems are rooted in social
disconnection and therefore require social remedies.

Social prescribing has promise because it expands the clinical
imagination. A lonely older adult may not need only medication;
they may need transport to a community centre. A bereaved person
may need a grief group. A new mother may need peer support. A
person with chronic illness may need a group that combines
information, identity, and mutual encouragement. In this sense,
social prescribing links healthcare to the social determinants of
health.
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However, social prescribing depends on the existence of
community infrastructure. A doctor cannot prescribe connection
into an empty civic landscape. If libraries are closed, transport is
poor, voluntary organizations are underfunded, and community
centres are inaccessible, referral pathways will be weak. Social
prescribing therefore requires investment in the organizations and
places to which people are referred. Otherwise, it risks medicalizing
loneliness while underfunding the social world.

Group-based interventions are also important. The social cure
perspective suggests that interventions should not only provide
one-to-one support but help people join meaningful groups. Groups
provide identity, routine, mutual recognition, and shared purpose.
Potential settings for such interventions include community choirs,
exercise groups, peer-support groups, volunteering, religious
communities, neighbourhood projects, and identity-based
organizations.

Clinical medicine can also incorporate relational health more
directly. Routine assessment of social isolation, loneliness,
caregiving burden, bereavement, and social support could become
part of primary care, geriatric care, mental health, and chronic
disease management. But measurement must be sensitive.
Loneliness is subjective; social isolation concerns observable limits in
contact and participation; living alone is not the same as being
lonely. Clinicians need tools that distinguish these conditions and
connect patients to appropriate support.

6. Recommendations: Social Connection as a Public-Health
Priority

Treating social connection as a public-health priority requires a
multi-level agenda.

First, measure social connection routinely. Public-health
surveillance should include loneliness, social isolation, social
support, group membership, caregiving burden, and access to
community infrastructure. Measurement should distinguish
subjective loneliness from objective isolation.
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Second, integrate relational screening into healthcare. Primary
care, mental-health services, eldercare, and chronic disease
programs should consider assessing reliable support, meaningful
contact, and caregiving resources where appropriate tools, consent,
and referral capacity are available.

Third, fund community infrastructure. Social prescribing and
group-based interventions are constrained by the absence of
libraries, parks, community centres, transport, local associations,
and voluntary organizations.

Fourth, target high-risk transitions. Bereavement, retirement,
migration, disability onset, new parenthood, divorce,
unemployment, and moving home are moments when bonds may
weaken. Preventive support should focus on these transitions.

Fifth, design age-inclusive and intergenerational programs. Older
adults and young people both need meaningful connection, but not
always through separate systems. Intergenerational housing,
schools, libraries, mentoring, and community projects can reduce
age segregation.

Sixth, treat digital life carefully. Policy should avoid simplistic
screen-time panic. It should address harmful uses such as
cyberbullying, compulsive comparison, and algorithmic
amplification while supporting digital communication that
maintains supportive relationships.

Seventh, reduce structural causes of loneliness. Poverty, housing
instability, unsafe neighbourhoods, disability exclusion, poor
transport, and weak public services are loneliness policies in
disguise. Addressing them is part of public health.

Eighth, evaluate interventions rigorously. Loneliness programs
should be assessed with strong designs, long-term follow-up, and
clear distinctions between loneliness, isolation, wellbeing, and
health outcomes.
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5.4 A Research Agenda for the Next Decade:
Bonds in a Post-Pandemic, AI-Mediated
World

1. Computational and Digital-Trace Methods: Promise, Scale,
and Risk

A major future frontier in the sociology of human bonds lies in
computational social science and digital-trace methods. Earlier
generations of research depended heavily on surveys, interviews,
ethnography, diaries, and small-scale network instruments. These
remain indispensable, but they often capture bonds retrospectively,
at limited scale, and through self-report. Digital life now produces
vast traces of relational activity: messages, calls, social-media
interactions, location patterns, platform friendships, online dating
behaviour, group membership, digital remittances, mutual-aid
coordination, and community participation. These traces offer the
possibility of studying bonds not merely as static structures but as
dynamic processes unfolding across time.

The promise is substantial. Computational methods can track
how networks expand, contract, fragment, and recover after shocks.
They can measure the tempo of contact between family members,
the diffusion of support through online communities, the rise and
fall of weak ties, the formation of romantic matches, the relational
consequences of migration, and the clustering of loneliness or
support within neighbourhoods. Large-scale data can reveal
patterns invisible to conventional methods, especially when
relational change is rapid. For example, researchers could study how
people reconnect after disasters, how online support communities
respond to grief, how platform algorithms shape who meets whom,
or how neighbourhood communication networks mobilize during
crises.

Lazer and colleagues’ (2009) work on computational social science
is important because it identifies both the promise and the danger of
this turn. Digital traces are not neutral windows into social life. They
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are produced by platforms, devices, algorithms, commercial
incentives, and user inequalities. Not everyone is equally visible in
digital data. Older adults, poor populations, rural communities,
undocumented migrants, people without smartphones, and those
avoiding surveillance may be underrepresented. Meanwhile, highly
connected users may be overrepresented. A dataset may look large
while still being socially biased.

There is also the problem of meaning. A “like,” message, follow,
tag, or reply does not automatically indicate intimacy, trust,
obligation, or support. Some digital traces are signs of strong bonds;
others are minimal gestures, strategic performances, or
algorithmically prompted interactions. Without qualitative
interpretation, computational research risks mistaking visible
interaction for meaningful connection.

Privacy is the deepest ethical problem. Bonds are relational; data
about one person often reveal information about others who did not
consent. A social network dataset can expose family conflict,
political affiliation, sexuality, migration status, illness, grief, or
intimate partnership. Future research must therefore develop
relational consent models that go beyond individual click-through
permission. The agenda should be mixed-method, ethically
cautious, and theoretically grounded: use digital traces to identify
patterns, but combine them with interviews, ethnography,
participatory methods, and contextual knowledge. The future of
bond research is computational, but it must not become extractive.
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2. COVID-19 Disruption and Relational Resilience

The COVID-19 pandemic produced a major disruption to human
bonding. It did not constitute a single controlled natural experiment:
exposure, restrictions, and economic conditions differed across
populations, so causal claims require explicit comparison designs.
Lockdowns, school closures, remote work, travel restrictions,
quarantine, illness, bereavement, and fear of contagion disrupted
many of the ordinary settings through which bonds are formed and
maintained. Families were confined together or separated across
borders. Older adults were isolated from visitors. Children lost
school-based peer interaction. Workers lost workplace sociability.
Religious communities, clubs, universities, and civic associations
moved online or stopped meetings. Funerals, weddings, rituals, and
everyday gatherings were restricted. The pandemic therefore
exposed both the resilience and fragility of social bonds.

One research question concerns when remote connection could
sustain relationships and when its limits became apparent. Video
calls, messaging platforms, online classes, telehealth, social media,
and digital worship helped many people preserve contact. Migrant
families, dispersed friends, and remote workers often used digital
media intensively to maintain continuity. For many activities and
relationships, remote connection could not provide the same
experience as co-presence. People missed touch, shared meals,
casual encounters, collective rituals, embodied comfort, and the
unplanned interactions that occur in schools, workplaces, streets,
and third places. These experiences suggest that digital
communication and physical co-presence can make different
contributions to sustaining bonds.

At the same time, some bonds were strengthened. Some
households spent more time together. Mutual-aid networks formed
in many neighbourhoods. Families rediscovered interdependence.
Some workers gained flexibility that improved family life.
Communities used digital tools to coordinate support. The
pandemic therefore did not simply weaken bonds; it reorganized
them unevenly. For some, home became a refuge. For others, it
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became a site of crowding, violence, stress, and care overload. For
some, online connection expanded access. For others, digital
exclusion deepened isolation. An early U.S. panel study found no
significant overall increase in loneliness from January–February to
April 2020, while some groups followed different trajectories
(Luchetti et al., 2020). This does not settle longer-term or
international effects.

Future research should treat COVID-19 not as a single event but
as a longitudinal turning point. We need follow-up studies on
whether pandemic-era changes persisted, faded, or produced
delayed consequences. Did remote work permanently reshape
friendship and workplace ties? Did children and adolescents recover
lost peer interaction? Did older adults regain community
participation? Did neighbourhood mutual aid become lasting civic
infrastructure or disappear after emergency conditions ended? Did
couples and families become more stable or more strained? Did grief
without ritual produce long-term psychological and relational
effects?

The pandemic also offers an opportunity to study inequality in
relational resilience. People with spacious housing, stable income,
digital access, supportive households, and flexible work experienced
the pandemic differently from those facing poverty, overcrowding,
precarious labour, domestic violence, or migration restrictions.
Future research must examine not only average effects but stratified
effects. COVID-19 showed that bonds can adapt under pressure, but
their resilience depends heavily on material conditions, institutional
support, and access to technology.
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3. Artificial Bonds: Chatbots, Voice Assistants, and Social AI

A rapidly emerging frontier concerns artificial bonds: relationships
between humans and chatbots, voice assistants, companion robots,
therapeutic agents, AI tutors, and emotionally responsive digital
systems. The key question is not simply whether people can talk to
machines. They already do. The deeper sociological question is
whether a human–AI relationship can constitute a bond, and how
such relationships affect human-to-human ties.

Turkle’s (2011) work is central because she has long warned that
humans may become attached to machines that simulate care
without genuinely caring. A social robot or chatbot may produce
responses that users experience as attentive or comforting. Its
memory, availability, and behaviour depend on system design and
service continuity; responsiveness should not be assumed to provide
reliable care. Such perceived responsiveness may help explain their
appeal. Lonely people, children, older adults, socially anxious
persons, grieving individuals, and those lacking support may find
artificial companions emotionally meaningful.

The research agenda must avoid both dismissal and naïve
celebration. It would be wrong to say that human–AI bonds are
meaningless solely because human-like consciousness or reciprocal
care has not been established for the system. If a person feels
comforted, develops routines, discloses emotion, or reorganizes
daily life around an AI companion, then the relationship has social
consequences. Whether it reduces distress, supports communication,
or changes human relationships remains an empirical question,
especially over longer periods and for vulnerable users.

Yet the limitations are profound. Human bonds involve mutual
vulnerability, obligation, recognition, accountability, and moral risk.
AI systems simulate relational responsiveness without sharing
human dependency. They may produce attachment without
reciprocity. They may also collect intimate data, shape emotion
through commercial design, reinforce dependency, or displace
difficult but necessary human relationships. A chatbot that always
agrees may comfort the user but weaken tolerance for human
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disagreement. A companion AI may reduce loneliness in the short
term while reducing motivation to seek human connection, or it may
serve as a bridge toward human ties. These possibilities require
empirical testing.

Future research should ask several questions. Who uses social AI,
and why? Are AI companions substitutes for human bonds,
supplements to them, or transitional support? Do effects differ by
age, loneliness, disability, neurodiversity, bereavement, or social
anxiety? What happens when companies change, withdraw, or
monetize companion systems? Can users consent meaningfully
when emotional dependency is involved? What obligations do
designers have when building systems that imitate care?

The central theoretical question is whether artificial bonds expose
the minimal conditions of bonding. Is a bond defined by mutual
consciousness, by emotional experience, by repeated interaction, by
perceived support, by dependency, or by social consequences? The
sociology of human bonds must engage this frontier because social
AI may become one of the major relational infrastructures of the
twenty-first century. The challenge is to understand artificial
intimacy without confusing simulation with care or denying the
reality of users’ experiences.

4. Cross-Cultural and Global South Research: Decentering
WEIRD Theories

A limitation of much research drawn on in this book is its
concentration on WEIRD samples (Henrich et al., 2010): Western,
educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic societies. Many
influential theories of individualization, community decline,
companionate marriage, digital intimacy, loneliness, and social
capital are grounded largely in North American and European
contexts. These theories are valuable, but they cannot be treated as
universal. Future research must decenter Western assumptions and
study kinship, care, community, and belonging in the Global South
on their own terms.
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This is not merely a matter of adding more countries to existing
models. It requires theoretical reconstruction. In many societies,
family bonds are not organized around the same assumptions of
individual autonomy, nuclear households, or elective intimacy.
Familism, extended kinship, clan structures, caste, tribe, religious
community, lineage, land, neighbourhood, and patronage may
shape bonds in ways that Western categories misrecognize.
Community may not be experienced as voluntary association but as
moral obligation, inherited belonging, or interdependence across
generations. Care may circulate through extended families, domestic
workers, neighbours, religious institutions, or transnational
networks rather than through welfare-state systems.

Locally grounded research must also examine forms of belonging
that extend beyond interpersonal ties. Work on climate-related
mobility in the Pacific, for example, emphasizes connections among
place, livelihoods, community, and identity (Farbotko et al., 2018).
These relationships should be investigated in their specific settings
rather than treated as a single Indigenous or Global South
worldview. Relocation can disrupt attachments that policy focused
only on housing or income may overlook.

Future research should therefore develop locally grounded
concepts. What counts as family in different cultural settings? How
is obligation distributed between daughters, sons, siblings, elders,
affines, neighbours, and religious groups? How do people
understand loneliness in cultures where individual emotional
disclosure may not be central? How do digital technologies interact
with arranged marriage, transnational kinship, caste networks,
religious authority, or rural–urban migration? How do informal
settlements, villages, refugee camps, and migrant dormitories
produce distinctive forms of community?

Methodologically, this requires partnership with local scholars,
multilingual research, ethnography, participatory methods, and
caution against exporting survey instruments without cultural
adaptation. Measures of loneliness, social support, family obligation,
and community trust may not travel cleanly across contexts. A
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person may report little individual choice but strong belonging;
another may report high family contact but intense constraint. The
research agenda must therefore allow for ambivalence: bonds can be
supportive and oppressive, protective and hierarchical, durable and
unequal.

Decentering WEIRD theories will improve the entire sociology of
bonds. It will prevent false universalization, reveal alternative forms
of relational life, and show how modernity produces multiple
pathways rather than one linear transition from embedded tradition
to elective individualism.

5. Aging, Fertility Decline, and the Future of Kinlessness

Population aging and fertility decline will reshape the future supply
of family care. In many societies, longer lives, lower fertility, later
partnership formation, and changing household patterns are
altering kin availability, although trends in divorce and living alone
vary. These changes alter the architecture of kinship. Lower fertility
can reduce the number of siblings, cousins, aunts, and uncles; longer
lives can increase overlap between generations, while later
childbearing may partly offset that overlap. The result is a growing
concern with “kinlessness,” whose demographic definition depends
on which living relatives a study counts. It must be distinguished
from having relatives who are unavailable for care, companionship,
or decision-making (Margolis & Verdery, 2017).

Future research must distinguish demographic kinlessness from
perceived or practical lack of kin support. A demographic measure
may count the absence of a spouse, children, or other specified
relatives; geographical distance is a separate dimension.
Subjectively, a person may have living kin but lack reliable support
because of conflict, distance, estrangement, migration, poverty,
disability, or weak emotional ties. The number of relatives matters,
but so does the quality, proximity, health, and willingness of those
relatives. Kin availability is not the same as kin support.

The prospect of more older adults without close kin raises major
policy questions. Who provides care when there are no adult
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children? Who makes medical decisions? Who notices decline? Who
provides companionship, transport, advocacy, and end-of-life
support? Welfare states, markets, voluntary organizations,
neighbours, and digital technologies may all become more
important as family care supply narrows. But reliance on paid care
alone risks inequality, especially where eldercare is privatized or
labour is poorly regulated.

Research should also examine the relational lives of older adults
beyond family. Many older people build strong friendships,
neighbourly ties, religious participation, peer networks, and
community routines. Some are supported more by friends or
non-kin than by relatives. The future of aging may therefore require
broader recognition of chosen kin, friendship-based care,
co-housing, intergenerational housing, community health workers,
and local social infrastructure.

Fertility decline also affects younger generations. Only children
may face concentrated eldercare responsibilities. Childless adults
may invest more in friendships, nieces and nephews, community, or
chosen family. Migration may separate adult children from ageing
parents. Longer life expectancy means care may be needed for many
years, often while caregivers are themselves ageing. Research must
therefore study care chains within aging societies, not only between
rich and poor countries.

The central future question is whether societies can build care
systems that do not assume abundant family caregivers. The decline
of kin supply does not mean the end of care, but it does mean that
care must be reorganized. The sociology of bonds should study how
aging societies invent new relational forms: co-residence, assisted
living, public eldercare, peer care, digital monitoring,
community-based care, and legally recognized non-kin caregiving.
Kinlessness is not only a demographic fact; it is a test of whether
societies can build bonds beyond blood.
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5.5 Epilogue: The Enduring Need to Belong

1. Bonds Have Always Changed, but Modernity Makes
Change Visible

Human bonds have never been fixed. There has never been a single
timeless form of family, friendship, community, neighbourhood,
intimacy, or care. Kinship systems have varied across cultures;
marriage has taken many institutional forms; households have
expanded, contracted, and recombined; communities have been
organized through tribes, clans, villages, parishes, castes, classes,
nations, workplaces, religious and ethnic groups, and digital
networks. Even the relations that often appear most
natural—parenthood, siblinghood, neighbourliness, marriage, and
friendship—have always been historically arranged. The sociology
of human bonds begins from this recognition: there is no original,
pure, universal community against which all later forms should be
judged as decline.

Yet modernity has made the reconfiguration of bonds unusually
rapid, visible, and self-conscious. Earlier transformations, including
conquest, enslavement, epidemics, and displacement, could also
alter bonds rapidly and violently. Modern societies, by contrast,
constantly narrate their own transformation. We measure divorce,
fertility, loneliness, network size, social trust, civic participation,
digital communication, cohabitation, migration, and household
structure. We debate whether families are breaking down, whether
community is declining, whether social media is isolating young
people, whether loneliness is an epidemic, and whether artificial
intelligence can provide companionship. We are among the first
generations to watch the reorganization of connection in near real
time and to turn that watching into public anxiety.

This visibility changes the experience of social bonds themselves.
People do not simply live through family change; they interpret
themselves as living after “the decline of the family.” They do not
simply use smartphones; they ask whether digital life is replacing
real intimacy. They do not simply move cities or countries; they
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describe themselves as displaced, transnational, uprooted, mobile,
or cosmopolitan. They do not simply live alone; they are placed
within debates about loneliness, independence, ageing, and social
isolation. Modernity makes bonds reflexive: they become objects of
choice, policy, diagnosis, nostalgia, and self-examination.

This reflexivity helps explain why the decline narrative has such
power. It is emotionally compelling because many older forms of
embeddedness have weakened. People really do experience the
thinning of neighbourhood familiarity, the loss of extended kin
proximity, the decline of some civic associations, the strain of
work-family conflict, and the loneliness of individualized life. But
decline is only one part of the story. Human beings also create new
bonds: chosen families, digital friendships, transnational care
circuits, support groups, cohabiting partnerships, online
communities, migrant networks, and new forms of civic action. The
central challenge is to understand change without reducing it either
to loss or progress.

2. The Central Argument About Changing Bonds

The central argument of this synthesis is that human bonds are
being re-formed, although particular ties and institutions may
weaken or disappear. Three recurring patterns are increased scope
for choice, wider geographical reach, and unequal access to the
resources that sustain connection. These patterns differ across
societies and can bring both opportunities and losses.

First, some bonds have become more open to choice and
negotiation, within continuing social constraints. Marriage, family,
friendship, community, and even kinship obligation are increasingly
negotiated through choice, recognition, emotional satisfaction, and
reflexive commitment. This has emancipatory consequences. People
can leave violent marriages, reject oppressive traditions, form
same-sex partnerships, remain childfree, build families of choice,
and refuse inherited obligations that once trapped them. The elective
bond is one of modernity’s moral achievements because it allows
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connection to be reorganized around consent, respect, and mutual
recognition.

But choice does not by itself guarantee security or cause fragility.
Chosen bonds may be durable when commitment, resources, and
institutional support make them sustainable. What is negotiated can
become exhausting. When inherited scripts weaken, people must do
more relational work: communicating, explaining, repairing,
scheduling, affirming, and deciding whether to stay. This produces
freedom, but also insecurity. Modern bonds often carry the burden
of being both emotionally meaningful and perpetually revisable.

Second, communications and mobility have extended the reach of
many networks. Community has never been entirely confined to
local settings, but distant relationships can now be maintained
through additional channels. People sustain ties across cities,
countries, platforms, and time zones. Migrant families do family
through remittances and video calls. Friends maintain intimacy
through messaging. Digital communities provide recognition to
people isolated in their immediate surroundings. Networked
individualism allows people to assemble personal communities
across multiple contexts.

But networked dispersion also has costs. Not everyone has the
resources to maintain far-flung networks. Digital contact does not
fully replace co-presence, touch, shared routine, or public space.
Place still matters for children, elders, the poor, disabled people,
migrants, and all those whose everyday wellbeing depends on local
institutions. Networked bonds can expand intimacy, but they can
also leave people suspended between weak local ties and
demanding distant ones.

Third, the resources that sustain bonds remain stratified, and
some contemporary changes may deepen those inequalities.
Inequality in connection is not a recent invention. The capacity to
form and sustain strong bonds is not equally distributed. The
affluent often possess stable, resource-rich networks, secure
housing, flexible work, high-quality institutions, and the ability to
purchase care. People facing poverty may sustain strong ties while
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relying on networks under severe material strain. Women
disproportionately perform the labour of kin-keeping and care.
Migrants maintain families across borders at emotional cost. Racial
segregation and spatial inequality restrict bridging ties. Thus,
connection is itself a stratified resource.

The transformation of bonds therefore cannot be judged in one
moral register. It is liberating because it loosens oppressive forms of
embeddedness. It is corrosive because it weakens some durable
supports. It is innovative because new infrastructures of connection
emerge. It is unequal because the benefits of flexibility accrue most
easily to those with resources.

3. The Book’s Contribution: The Elective–Embedded Bond
Framework

The book’s central theoretical contribution is the Elective–Embedded
Bond Framework. The framework organizes an interpretation of
recurring patterns in the literature; it has not been independently
tested in this book. It is not enough to say that bonds are declining,
nor enough to say that they are transforming. We must specify the
drivers, trajectories, and locations of transformation.

The framework identifies five drivers of bond change:
cultural-ideational, economic-structural, demographic,
technological-infrastructural, and institutional. Cultural change
weakens inherited scripts and strengthens ideals of autonomy,
authenticity, and choice. Economic restructuring, marketization,
inequality, and mobility reshape the resources available for care,
family formation, community participation, and friendship.
Demographic change alters the supply of kin through ageing, low
fertility, solo living, and household diversification. Technologies
and infrastructures rescale intimacy through smartphones,
platforms, housing, public space, and social infrastructure.
Institutions—including welfare states, workplaces, schools,
congregations, family law, childcare systems, and migration
regimes—organize the conditions under which bonds can be
sustained.
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The framework also identifies four trajectories:
de-institutionalization, networked dispersion, stratified divergence,
and re-infrastructuring. Bonds become less governed by fixed
institutional rules; they stretch across distance into person-centered
networks; they diverge by class, gender, race, and citizenship; and
they are rebuilt around new places, technologies, and policies. These
trajectories recur across the cases examined in the book. Family
pluralization, community reinvention, digital mediation, and
transnational care are not separate phenomena. They can share
mechanisms without following an identical historical path.

The key analytic distinction is between the degree of choice in a
bond and the forms of embeddedness that sustain or constrain it.
These are independent dimensions, not mutually exclusive types. A
chosen friendship can be durable and institutionally supported; an
ascribed kin tie can be insecure or weakly supported. The EEBF
therefore asks how choice and embeddedness combine, and how
those combinations change across settings.

Granovetter’s (1985) concept of embeddedness is crucial here.
Social action is not carried out by isolated individuals but by actors
situated within networks of relations. This insight can be
generalized beyond economic action. Romantic choice is embedded
in dating markets, algorithms, gender norms, class cultures, and
friendship networks. Family care is embedded in welfare regimes,
labour markets, housing, and kinship expectations. Digital intimacy
is embedded in platforms, visibility systems, commercial incentives,
and surveillance architectures. Community is embedded in social
infrastructure, segregation, public institutions, and civic
associations.

The modern individual is therefore not disembedded. The
modern individual is differently embedded. A person may be freed
from village marriage norms but embedded in dating apps. A
mother may be freed from compulsory homemaking but embedded
in childcare costs and workplace schedules. A migrant may be freed
from local scarcity but embedded in remittance obligation and
immigration law. A lonely person may be freed to choose online
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communities but embedded in platform algorithms. This is the
book’s core theoretical claim: embeddedness migrates rather than
vanishes.

4. Relational Realism Against Nostalgia and Techno-Utopia

The conclusion that follows is a call for relational realism. Relational
realism resists two temptations: nostalgic declinism and
techno-utopian celebration. Nostalgic declinism imagines that the
past was a world of strong families, thick communities, moral
certainty, and stable belonging. It correctly notices that some older
bonds have weakened, but it often forgets that many older bonds
were hierarchical, exclusionary, patriarchal, racist, coercive, or
suffocating. The village could support, but it could also surveil. The
extended family could care, but it could also dominate. Marriage
could stabilize, but it could also trap. Community could include, but
it could also exclude outsiders.

Techno-utopian celebration makes the opposite error. It sees
digital networks, platforms, mobility, and personal choice as simple
expansions of freedom. It correctly notices that new forms of
connection are possible: online support communities, transnational
families, long-distance friendships, dating beyond local circles, and
identity-based solidarities. But it often overlooks the fragility,
inequality, commercialization, surveillance, and exhaustion that
accompany platformed life. More connection does not necessarily
mean better connection. More choice does not necessarily mean
more security. More visibility does not necessarily mean more
recognition.

Relational realism begins with the empirical fact that human
beings need bonds, but it refuses to romanticize any form. It asks
what a bond does, for whom, under what conditions, and at what
cost. Does it provide care? Does it allow exit? Does it distribute
labour fairly? Does it bridge difference or intensify enclosure? Does
it support autonomy or enforce domination? Does it create
belonging without exclusion? Does it depend on invisible labour?
Does it produce health, dignity, and recognition?
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Relational realism also insists that the capacity to bond is
politically shaped. Connection is not merely a personal achievement.
It depends on time, money, housing, safety, transport, public space,
childcare, eldercare, digital access, legal recognition, and
institutional trust. People do not fail to connect simply because they
are morally weak or distracted. They are often prevented from being
connected by precarious work, unaffordable housing, displacement,
poverty, discrimination, unsafe streets, weak welfare systems, or the
absence of public institutions.

This is why the politics of bonds cannot be reduced to moral
exhortation. Telling people to join, volunteer, marry, visit
neighbours, put down phones, or care for kin is insufficient if the
material conditions of bonding are absent. A society organized
around connection must build the conditions under which
connection is possible. Relational realism therefore turns belonging
from a private sentiment into a public question.

5. Toward a Society That Takes Belonging Seriously

The final implication of this book is hopeful but demanding. The
need to belong appears widespread, although desired forms and
levels of connection vary. Baumeister and Leary’s (1995)
belongingness thesis gives psychological force to what sociology has
long suggested: human beings are relational creatures. People
require lasting, positive, meaningful bonds. They need recognition,
care, trust, shared identity, companionship, and mutual obligation.
When bonds fail, the consequences are emotional, moral, political,
and bodily.

A good society, therefore, cannot be defined only by economic
growth, individual rights, technological innovation, or consumer
choice. It must also be judged by whether it enables people to form
and sustain meaningful bonds. Do children grow up with reliable
care? Do older adults remain socially recognized? Do workers have
time for family and friendship? Do neighbourhoods contain public
spaces where people can meet? Do migrants maintain dignity across
distance? Do diverse families receive legal recognition? Do digital
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platforms support or exploit intimacy? Do institutions create bridges
across inequality? These are not soft questions. They are central
questions of social organization.

A connection-supportive society would treat the conditions for
bonding as collective responsibilities. It would protect time by
regulating work and supporting caregiving. It would protect place
by investing in libraries, parks, schools, sidewalks, community
centres, and public transport. It would protect security through
housing, healthcare, income support, and poverty reduction. It
would protect recognition by legally supporting diverse families,
chosen kin, and caregiving arrangements. It would protect digital
life by regulating platforms that mediate intimacy and attention. It
would protect civic life by rebuilding associations that allow people
to act together.

This vision is not a call to restore one lost form of community. It is
a call to build institutions adequate to contemporary relational life.
Modern societies are plural, mobile, unequal, digital, ageing, and
globally connected. Their bonds will not look like the bonds of the
village, the parish, the extended household, or the
mid-twentieth-century civic association. But they can still be
durable, humane, reciprocal, and meaningful if the conditions for
connection are taken seriously.

The sociology of human bonds ends, then, with a simple but
radical proposition: connection is not merely something people
have; it is something societies make possible or impossible. Bonds
are personal, but their conditions are collective. The forms of
belonging will continue to change, as they always have. The task is
not to freeze them in the past, nor surrender them to markets and
platforms, but to shape the infrastructures, policies, and moral
languages through which people can continue to belong.

The future of human bonds will be neither automatic decline nor
guaranteed renewal. It will be built.
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