
 

FAMILY - A SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Family Perspectives notes now finished - I’ve added on a bit of coverage on Feminism 
and the Radical Psychiatrists. All in plain vanilla format, so you’ll have to cut and 
paste to bold things and so on.  Anyway, hope they are useful.  I’m planning to add 
more but it is taking longer than anticipated.  Sorry if it’s late for exams this year, but 
we are working at it. 

Families, Households and Sociological Perspectives 
The role of the family – and its relation to the wider social structure – is, as one of the 
main syllabuses puts it, a well-trodden area within the AS and A level syllabus and 
comes up in some form fairly regularly. Here’s a brief summary of some of the key 
sociological perspectives, with I hope, a few useful insights and critical/evaluative 
points thrown in.  These notes start off with the two main structural or systems 
theories and then have a look at some of the alternatives. These notes won’t though 
say much about the individual theorists but will instead focus mainly on the key ideas. 

Functionalism 
Functionalism is a systems theory so it looks at each part or element of society in 
terms of the contribution it makes to efficient and harmonious functioning of the 
whole social structure or system.  You might also remember the idea of the ‘organic 
analogy’; the idea that society is like an organism and needs specialist parts to carry 
out particular functions. 

Well, in terms of these sorts of ideas, functionalists have always tended to see the 
family as a key building block of society. Theorists like the American sociologist 
Talcott Parsons, writing in the USA around the middle of the last century, argued that 
the family had changed and developed as society changed. In a pre-industrial society, 
large, extended family networks were functional, providing not just social 
relationships and help – they were also economic structures, as many people worked 
with or in their family unit – the family was then a unit of production.  But an 
industrial society, Parsons argued, needed a different sort of family – a smaller, more 
geographically mobile unit – the nuclear family – and it became much more of a unit 
of consumption, rather than production. It needed this because large scale, industrial 
societies are meritocratic. They need to be he argued, in order to be fully productive; 
they simply would not succeed if they permitted the existence of the sort of privileged 
classes and cliques promoted by pre-industrial societies. 

However, Parsons also argues that the shift to an industrial society means that some 
sort of structure is needed to mould citizens into a common set of shared values. So 
industrial society sees the creation and proliferation of a nuclear family unit, which 
becomes vital since it is the sole means of carrying out two essential functions; 
socialising children and stabilising adults. 
Children need to be socialised; they always have of course, but in industrial society 



the responsibility for primary socialisation falls solely on the nuclear family; it can no 
longer be farmed out to extended family relatives, to other members of a tribe, or to 
others in the sort of tight-knit communities which characterised some pre-industrial 
societies.  Adults need ‘stabilising’ as Parsons telling calls it, because more than ever, 
in an industrial society, they are on the receiving end of stresses which their 
predecessors could never have imagined; the relentless nature of industrial work, the 
need to earn to pay bills, and living in cramped urban conditions. 
It’s easy to portray Parsons as some sort of conservative, small town, Middle 
American. He was certainly American, and yes, he was from the Mid-West, but his 
theoretical vision is not without insight, nor humanity. It is also strikingly modern and 
even though it was written in 1950s America, it still, to me at least, resonates. 
So there is a clear and distinct functionalist view of the family. The family carries out 
those two key functions. In doing that, it ensures that sexuality is regulated, that there 
is an institutional ‘safety-valve’ which releases the pressures generated in modern 
industrial society. It also perfectly fits the needs of industrial society; smaller nuclear 
units are more socially and geographically mobile. The ties of the old pre-industrial 
society can be cut; it no longer matters who your family were, or which class you 
were born into as families are increasingly the same – nuclear – so the nuclear family 
facilitates the social and the geographical mobility necessary in a prosperous 
industrial society. 

Marxism 
If you think the functionalist view sounds modern and perceptive, a Marxist-
influenced view of the family forces you to think again.  Sure, Marxism is a structural 
theory, so unsurprisingly, this view of the family does have some similarities with 
functionalism; but they are slight.  Marxists can agree for example, that the nuclear 
family provides a ‘safety-valve’ for all the tensions generated in the workplace. And 
Marxists agree, in a sense, that the nuclear family fits the needs of society. But 
Marxists have a very different view of how that society should be viewed. For a start, 
they wouldn’t accept that modern societies are primarily industrial – they would argue 
that we must understand that their key characteristic is that they are capitalist 
societies.  This means, Marxists would point out, that they are highly unequal 
societies and means that all those Parsonian ideas about the nuclear family facilitating 
geographical and social mobility are just nonsense. 
 

Marxists would insist that if we want to understand the role of the family in capitalist 
society, we have to examine how it functions in the context of capitalism; in other 
words, what it does to uphold capitalist society. This is of course, a similar approach 
to the functionalist view, but as indicated above, it differs because Marxists start from 
the assumption that modern societies (with a very few exceptions) are capitalist.  
Marxists of course, also see society in terms of the base-superstructure model. As the 
base – the economy – shapes everything else, then the family is no exception and it is 
seen as reflecting the needs of the capitalist economy.  
 



Marxists therefore argue that far from promoting social mobility, the nuclear family 
ensures that generation after generation remains ensnared in capitalism.  The nuclear 
family is an ideological conditioning device, Marxists claim, which reproduces the 
ideologies which prop up capitalism – children are in effect trained to copy the values 
and behaviours of their parents and so unsurprisingly often follow them into the same 
sorts of work (link this to education and think of Willis’s Learning to Labour and 
indeed studies of social mobility, e.g. Goldthorpe, Nuffield).  The family’s job is not 
to rear children, but to reproduce the labour power that maintains capitalism.  Women 
and children, the Marxist view suggests, are in effect, a reserve army of labour; the 
fact that capitalists can draw upon their labour power, and that workers need to look 
after their families, means that there is an ever plentiful supply of cheap labour and 
helps keep wages a bit lower than they might otherwise be.  If you think this is 
fanciful, think about the labour supply of young teenagers in shops and businesses in 
the UK. Or indeed, take a look at Naomi Klein’s No Logo and consider the sociology 
of cheap labour in sweatshops in countries elsewhere in the world. 
 

The family also ends up as an institution which exerts social control on parents; in 
capitalist society which is highly consumerist they have little choice but to work hard 
in order to buy an ever-increasing variety of unnecessary commodities for their 
family.  The family is thus an integral part of what Marxists call ‘commodity 
fetishism’; it helps to fuel the creation of false needs, which in order to be satisfied, 
require people to work hard. Mobile phones, laptops, X-boxes; all these frivolous 
things need to be bought by someone and in western capitalist societies it is now 
increasingly young people who are an important market.  And young people come 
from, of course, families. 
 

A few points to remember in evaluating these theories: 
 

• Remember –both of these theories tend to assume that the nuclear family is the 
dominant structure and so they neglect family diversity.  They also assume that the 
family does in fact fulfil the functions which they say it has – maybe it does other 
things too? 
• Marxist approaches are often criticised for explaining the family solely in terms of 
its economic functions. This is usually called economic determinism – saying that 
everything happens for economic reasons. It could be that family forms reflect 
cultural, e.g religious beliefs. Culture could be as or even more important than 
economic factors. 
• Functionalism gives a highly optimistic view of the family. It downplays negative 
aspects of family life, e.g. domestic abuse, divorce. It may exaggerate the benefits of 
family life and it seems to consider that everyone benefits equally from the family. 
This needs to be considered critically, not just accepted. 
• Both of these structural views of the family can be seen as deterministic 
(functionalists say that the needs of society determine the structure of the family).  So 



it can be argued that both views tend to over-generalise and neglect the considerable 
diversity of family structures and forms which are found in contemporary capitalist 
societies. 

Other Theories 

There are a few other theories you should know about – feminism is a key one, but so 
to is the work of a very small bunch of radical critics of the family who were active in 
the 1960s – the radical psychiatrists. 
 

The Radical Psychiatrists 
 

This sounds a rather odd name for any theory, let alone a sociological theory, but 
sociology is a broad subject (a good thing surely?). In the 1960s the decade of ‘love 
and peace’ people challenged many organisations and ways of doing things. 
Conventional medicine was one area which came in for a lot of criticism.  Two writers 
in particular, David Cooper and Ronald Laing, became well known critics of one 
branch of medicine– psychiatry.  Their critique also branched out to include a strong 
attack on the idea of the nuclear family.  
Cooper and Laing argued that the Functionalists had it completely wrong:  the nuclear 
family did not stabilize adult personalities at all. In fact, they claimed it often had 
exactly the opposite effect.  The nuclear family, they suggested, was often a cauldron 
of competing wills and power games, which led to the individual development of 
family members being distorted by negative labelling and scapegoating.  Family 
relationships could be suffocating and dysfunctional rather than functional.  
The radical psychiatrists are now rather forgotten and many textbooks are editing out 
material on them. But they are worth considering briefly because they are important 
historically and also because they provide a useful reminder against the excessively 
optimistic picture presented by functionalism. 

Feminism 
 

Of much greater importance though, is the feminist perspective, which has had a 
tremendous influence on sociology in general, not just the study of the family. 
One important point to note from the outset is that feminism is not a unified theory – 
there are many different sorts of feminism, so to claim that feminists say ‘x, y, and z’ 
about the family is really a bit of a generalisation. However, having given that 
qualification, there are some general observations which can be made of the family 
from a broad feminist perspective.  A few comments on some of the particular 
branches of feminism will be made later. 
 



In general, feminists have been highly critical of the both the highly positive view of 
the family presented by Functionalists and the more critical view presented by 
Marxists.  The reason for this scepticism boils down to one key concept: patriarchy.  
Patriarchy refers to a system of male dominance. 
Feminists of all types have argued that the family is a patriarchal institution; it is 
through and through, male dominated, although on this point, the different versions of 
feminism kick in, as they all have slightly different explanations of why this is so and 
on the degree of extent of male dominance.  
 

The implications of thinking about the family in terms of patriarchy are far-ranging.  
Feminists criticise the functionalist view which sees the family as an institution which 
benefits all of its members in equal measure. Feminists argue that this view is blind to 
the gendered aspect of power in the family; it is women who are seen to be 
responsible for the home and the children. Women’s key role is to reproduce and be 
child-carers; although in many countries women are now able to have a career, many 
feminists would point out that this simply leads to a ‘double-burden’. In other words – 
women can, indeed, may be expected to have careers, but they must also still take the 
chief responsibility for childcare and household duties.   
Feminists may point out that there is an ambiguity and a possible contradiction in 
functionalist theory on gender differences. Do functionalists believe that gender roles 
really are learnt through socialisation? If so, surely such patterns can be changed?  As 
the patterns of gender roles in the family seem widespread, does this mean that 
functionalists take the view that they reflect natural, rather than social differences?  A 
focus on patriarchy in contrast, would involve upholding the view that gender roles 
are culturally transmitted and learnt and therefore potentially open to change. 

 
Feminists also criticise the Marxist view of the family. This view, some feminists 
have argued, is also gender blind. That is, it is able to identify the operation of power 
by one class upon another, but when it comes to gender relations, it is unable to 
perceive any differences of power or any interests beyond those of capital and labour.  
So, feminists conclude, the family does not simply reproduce labour power and the 
relationships which support capitalism, it also supports and reproduces patriarchy. It 
certainly does act as a ‘safety valve’ – but not just for capitalism, for patriarchy too.  

Women in the family are simply reproducing labour power for capitalism and indeed, 
act as a reserve army of labour, able to provide cheap labour in a capitalist system, 
when it is required (and that of course, is why women are paid less than men). 
Finally, the feminist critique makes a broader point about sociology in general. 
Feminists have claimed that sociology has frequently presented a biased view of many 
elements of social life. This mainstream view is called the ‘malestream’ viewpoint.  

It’s a rather tiresome play on words which has unfortunately become part of 
sociological vocabulary. But that does make a useful point. Just as we might raise the 
question of whether a white, middle class researcher can really study their own society 



in a neutral and scientific way, so too we can ask the same sort of questions about bias 
and the study of the family. Once again we are forced to reflect on the perennial 
question of whether sociology is value free. 
Different Types of Feminism 
Here are a few brief points on several of the most important theoretical strands within 
feminism. 
 

Marxist Feminism 
As the name suggests, this is a mixing of these two theories. It leads Marxist 
Feminists to argue that patriarchy is the result of, or is caused by, capitalism. This is 
however, highly contentious.  It seems to assume that patriarchy is something created 
by capitalism – to protect property rights – and that the abolition of capitalism would 
inevitably lead to a brave new era of gender equality. Critics might point out that this 
certainly has not been something which has been very noticeable in communist 
societies, e.g. USSR, Cuba, China, countries where women seemed to be more, not 
less oppressed than in capitalist societies.  In contemporary society, some might now 
also refer to the role of women in Islamic societies – and you could say many/most of 
these are capitalist.  Are women in these societies oppressed? If so, is it by capitalism 
or by religion? There are difficult questions here – what is oppression and what causes 
it? And can you be oppressed and yet not realise or admit it? But these are 
unfortunately, tricky theoretical issues which go way beyond the reach of AS level.  
Radical Feminism 
 

Radical feminism sees patriarchy as the result of culture. Patriarchy means that the 
family helps to transmit the cultural values which portray women’s roles as being 
fixed and natural. Patriarchy presents women as the weaker sex and their role in to 
bear children and to raise them. 
Patriarchy can exist in very different types of society and is the result of cultural 
values and beliefs. Culture is a part of the social structure, but in contrast to Marxist 
views, it isn’t determined by the economy or economic needs. Patriarchy can therefore 
take different forms in different types of social structure, so it is perfectly possible to 
have patriarchy in capitalist societies, communist societies and in theocracies: the 
implication is that it patriarchy can only be changed if the culture changes. 
 

Liberal Feminism 
 

Liberal feminism is really more of a political than a sociological approach and so 
tends to be more involved with telling us how things should be rather than analysing 
how they are and how social structures have come to be as they are. 
However in sociology, the liberal approach has suggested that improvements in 
women’s social position and within the family can be made by changes in the law. 
Liberals might therefore point to the equal opportunities legislation of the 1970s 



(including the equal pay act). However, although these changes have improved things 
and certainly changed them, inequalities remain. Sociologists influenced by Marxist 
and Radical perspectives argue that focusing on choice and opportunity tends to 
assume that social structures are more flexible and open to change than is actually the 
case. Those with more power (in this case, men) tend to find ways to keep hold of it. 

Difference Feminism 
 

Mainly in the wake of postmodernism and post-structuralism, some feminists have 
pointed out that women’s social position varies. There are therefore, important 
differences e.g. on the basis of class, ethnicity, and indeed even other factors such as 
age, or religion – an important cultural difference.  For some Difference Feminists, 
this may mean that women’s role is one of choice – some may point for example to 
the flourishing of gay and lesbian identities and families of choice in contemporary 
societies. 
 

However, sociologists still wedded to a view of structural sociology will of course 
argue that the ability to make such choices does not mean that structures do not exist 
and nor are these differences necessarily the most important feature of women’s social 
position.  Nevertheless, the notion of essentialism –which comes from this broad 
approach is perhaps useful.  Essentialism in this context is the idea that there is only 
one type of woman and only one role or position for women in modern society – the 
essential role. Essentialism would suggest that women’s role in fixed and natural and 
unchangeable. Difference Feminists though argue that this is not the case; the role 
which women take in the family for example, is continually open to change. 

 



   

 Family Structure 

                



The Relationship Between Family Groups and Social Structures  

In this section of the course we are going to look at "family life" in terms of:  

a. The family as a social institution and 
b. The family as a social group.  

In simple terms, this means is that, on the one hand, we are going to examine the way in 
which family life is organised on a "structural level" (the relationship between this 
institution and other social institutions) and, on the other, we are going to examine the 
organisation of various inter-personal relationships within the family group itself (adults 
and children, male and female, etc.).  

If you want to think about this in terms of "macro" and "micro" sociology (it might help you 
to isolate some of the theoretical issues involved), the former represents a macro view of 
family life while the latter focuses upon the micro view.  

Before we start to examine in more detail at the various relationships I've indicated above, we 
need begin this section by looking at the way in which we can define the concept of "a family".  

Defining the "Family Group"  

In looking at how it is possible to define a family group, we need to be reasonably clear about 
four related concepts:  

1. A "family" consists of people who are socially-related to one another.  

An example of such a social relationship might be marriage (see below) or 
cohabitation (people who live together as "husband and wife" without being legally / 
formally married).  

2. "Kinship" is a related concept that means connections between people (either through 
marriage or lines of descent) that are "blood relationships".   

An example of a kinship relationship might be that of a mother and child. Thus, the 
relationship between a husband and wife is one of "family", while the relationship 
between them and their children is one of both family and kinship.  

3. "Marriage" is an important concept when talking about family life in our society and it is one 
to which we will necessarily return in greater detail throughout this section of the course 
(since, as we will see, various theorists place a great deal of importance upon the concept of 
"legal marriage" as the cornerstone of the family group). For the moment, however, a basic 
definition of marriage offered by Giddens ("Sociology", 1989) will suffice. Marriage 
represents,  

"...a socially acknowledged and approved sexual union between two adult 
individuals...the marriage bond also...connects together a wider range of 
kinspeople. Parents, brothers, sisters and other blood relatives become 
relatives of the partner through marriage.".  

4. A "household" is a group of people who have a common residence. There is not 
necessarily any family or kinship relationship between them. This distinction between "family" 
and "household" is an important one statistically, many because governments tend to provide 
statistical information about their populations on the basis of both "families" and "households".  

An example here might be a group of friends who rent separate rooms in a house 
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Question:

  
As an initial exercise (one that will also be useful in a moment), try to construct a basic 
"family tree" for your family. Begin with your grandparents and include as many 
uncles, aunts and cousins as you can. For each person / people label them as either 
"family" or "kin" to yourself.  

While the above concepts are important, it should be evident that before we can explore 
the relationship between families and wider social structures we need, as I've argued, to 
define the idea of "a family group" in more detail - and this may not be as easy as you 
might first suppose...  

Question:

 

How you would define "a family".  

While it might seem fairly academic to you about the way a "family group" is defined (since I 
suspect that you all, having lived within some form of family group for a major part of your life, 
"know" how to define a family), it is actually important for two very good reasons:  

1. Firstly, before we can understand anything in the social world, we need to have some form 
of "agreed definition" about what it is we are trying to understand.  

If there is no general agreement over definitions, it is difficult to see how we can 
compare and contrast different theoretical explanations of the role of the family in 
society (since different writers might be constructing theories about fundamentally 
different social groups).  

2. Secondly, the way in which you define something will affect the way in which you are able 
to construct theoretical explanations about some aspect of the social world.  

For example, if you are trying to argue that the family group exists in every known 
human society, the way in which you define the concept of "family group" will have 
important consequences for your theoretical explanation.  

In our attempts to define the concept of a family group, an initial problem that arises is 
one of whether or not it is possible (or indeed wise) to assume that there is such an 
institution as "the" family in any society (note the emphasis on "the", since it means that 
there can only be one type). In this respect, we have to ask ourselves a couple of 
interesting questions:  

a. Is there only one type of family structure in society, or is it possible to talk about a 
variety of family types?   

b. If there are a "variety of family types" are these types really very different from one 
another (that is, are they theoretically and empirically distinct) or are they simply 
variations on a basic family theme.  

For example, if your definition of a family involved the idea of "two adults and their 
children", is a family that consists of "one adult and their children" a different form of 
family or simply a variation on the basic theme?  

Whatever the niceties of the matter (and these questions will assume much greater 
importance as we move through this section of the syllabus), a "classic definition" of "the 
family" is one provided by the Functionalist sociologist George Peter Murdock ("Social 
Structure", 1949), when he states: 
"The family is a social group characterised by common residence, economic co-
operation and reproduction. It includes adults of both sexes, at least two of whom 
maintain a socially-approved sexual relationship, and one or more children, own or 
adopted, of the sexually cohabiting adults.".   
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As an initial definition, this seems as good as any and you should note three points that 
derive from the above:  

a. The concept of family is not necessarily linked to the concept of marriage.  

In the above view, it is the social relationship between individuals that is important, 
not the legal framework to their relationship.  

b. Family groups can involve any number of adults who maintain socially-approved sexual 
relationships  

This means that families may involve a number of men related to a single woman (or 
vice versa) and the "sexual relationship" does not necessarily have to be 
heterosexual (between people of the opposite sex), since children may be adopted 
into the family group.  

c. The family group involves both adults and children.  

This means, presumably, that a husband and wife, for example, who do not produce 
children are not considered to be a family...  

Question:

 

Murdock's definition, although widely-used, may be too-restrictive in the way it defines 
the family. Can you think of any groups that might constitute a "family" without 
conforming to this definition?  

Although we may or may not agree with Murdock's definition, it is evident that various 
types of basic family structure may potentially exist in any society and, in relation to our 
society at least, we can broadly outline four main types of family structure based around 
Murdock's definition.   

As I've suggested above, we have to be careful here because it is frequently very 
difficult to determine whether or not the final two basic types are really types in their 
own right or simply variations on a basic theme established by the first two types...  

In case you are not sure what we mean by the concept of "structure", it refers to the way 
in which different social relationships between people form the basis for family 
arrangements. For example, a family that consists of two adults and their children 
represents a group that will have slightly different relationships to one that consists of two 
adults, their parents and children. The concept of different structures should become a bit 
clearer from the information provided below...  

A. Extended Families:  

This type of family structure generally consists of three or more generations living in the 
same household (or very close proximity). The usual name for this type of family is a 
"vertically extended group" because the "extensions" to the basic family group are inter-
generational (that is, "between generations" - they involve grandparents rather than 
uncles or aunts).  

Another form of extended family structure is that of the "horizontally extended family" 
which involves relations such as aunts, uncles, cousins and so forth. The "extensions" to 
the basic family group branch out intra-generationally (that is, within generations - a wife's 
sister, for example). 
As you might expect, there are social reasons for the existence of this basic type of 
family structure (that is, its existence is related to the various ways in which the family 
group responds to changes and developments in wider society). The extended family 
type, therefore, usually arises in those societies where a large group of related people 
living together can of use to one another in their everyday lives - each family member 
provides some kind of support to the remaining members of the family. For example:  
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In agricultural societies, where people are dependent upon working the land for their 
existence, a large group of people can work together to do such things as care for the 
sick, do domestic labour, work and so forth.  

In industrial societies (especially where no support for the family is provided by the 
state), the extended family provides a form of mutual aid - especially in times of family 
crisis.  

This form of family has existed (and probably still does exist in one form or another) 
amongst all social classes in Britain at various times and there is particularly clear 
evidence for its existence amongst:  

1. The Working Class into the 1960's.  

See, for example, Wilmott and Young's classic study "Family and Kinship in East 
London".  

2. The Upper Class.  

Roger Gomm ("The Uses of Kinship"), for example, provides a good overview of the 
way in which "extended family and kinship relationships" can be utilised by the rich.  

3. Immigrant groups.  

This tends to be especially true of first generation immigrants. For such groups, the 
extended family still survives as a family type for reasons of mutual help and 
protection, cultural preservation, family businesses and so forth.  

We will develop the concept of extended family structures when we look at a related topic 
(the relationship between changes in family structure and the process of industrialisation).  

B. Nuclear Families:  

The nuclear family basically consists of two generations of family members living in the 
same household. Family contacts amongst kin (for example, brothers, sisters, cousins 
and so forth) are usually weaker and less frequent than amongst members of extended 
families. Contact with wider kin, while it clearly exists, is more likely to involve "impersonal 
contacts" such as the telephone, rather than the more closely-personal relationships 
experienced in the extended family.   

Such contacts between the nuclear family and wider kin are also likely to be devoid of any 
economic content - that is, wider kin do not provide a mutual support network for family 
members in the form experienced by the extended family (although, it should be noted, 
writers such as Peter Townsend ("Poverty In The UK.") have found evidence that, even 
amongst nuclear family groups, various forms of "mutual support" amongst family and 
kinship groups exist amongst the very poorest in our society.   

In general, the nuclear family structure is usually found in two distinct types of society:   

1. In those societies where a large family group would be a hindrance rather than a help - 
for example, relatively simple societies (such as Nomadic societies)based upon hunting / 
gathering, where food may be in short supply and high levels of geographic mobility are 
required.  

2. In advanced, industrialised, societies (such as modern Britain), where the state 
provides help for the poor through a social security system / Welfare State. In such 
societies, there is less need to rely upon family support, although it is clear that poverty-
stricken families, even in this type of society, do utilise an extended form of family 
network on many occasions. 

Question: 
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How would you summarise the main characteristics of extended and nuclear forms of 
family life.  

C. Single-Parent Families:  

As the name implies, this involves a single person plus dependent children. Although it is 
more likely to involve a female parent, a significant proportion of such families involve a 
male parent. This type of family is sometimes referred-to as a "broken nuclear" family, 
insofar as it often - but not always - arises out of the break-up of a nuclear family. In 
Britain, the presence of this family structure can be attributed to three main factors:  

1. An increase in the numbers of people divorcing.  

2. The removal of most of the social stigma formerly involved in pregnancy outside 
marriage (this type of single parent family usually involves the desertion of the male 
partner following female pregnancy)  

3. The death of a marriage partner.  

We will explore this type of family structure in more detail when we consider patterns of 
marriage, divorce, cohabitation and single-parenthood.  

D. Reconstituted Families (sometimes called "Step-Families"):  

One consequence of high rates of divorce and remarriage (or cohabitation) is an increase 
in the number of families headed by step-mothers and step-fathers. This type of family is 
usually nuclear in form and involves parents, children of either spouse from a first 
marriage and (possibly) children from their present marriage. This type of family structure 
is becoming increasingly common in Britain - in 1986, for example, 1 in every 14 children 
(approximately 7%) lived with step-parents.  

Question:

  

To what extent, in your opinion, can we characterise single-parent and reconstituted 
families as types of family in their own right, rather than as simple variations upon a 
basic nuclear form?  

Thus far, we have addressed the related questions of:  

a. The way we can define the concept of "a family" and 
b. The possible basic variations that exist in terms of "family structures"  

Next, we need to develop these basic ideas by looking at the question of whether or not 
the family group is a "universal" social institution. In short, we need to consider whether or 
not the family, as a recognisable social institution, has existed in all known human 
societies?  

Before we look at this idea in more detail, it is relevant to think about why we should, as 
sociologists, need to consider such a question at all - we do not, for example, tend to 
agonise unduly over questions about whether or not religion is a universal feature of 
human societies or whether or not the same can be said about crime, work, poverty and 
so forth. Why then, this almost unique preoccupation with such an idea in relation to the 
family?  
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A number of points can be usefully considered here:  

1. Firstly, if the family could be shown to be a universal human social institution it would 
have wide-ranging implications for the way in which any society can be socially organised 
(for example, all societies would have to develop institutions that catered for this basic 
functional prerequisite).  

2. Secondly, if this were the case, then it would follow (perhaps) that something about the 
essential nature of all forms of human social relationships (and the way in which they are 
structured) compels people to adopt family-type forms of social organisation. Three points 
need to be noted in this context:  

a. Structuralist sociologists would be vindicated in their assertion that the structure 
of human relationships determines / conditions the nature of social interaction.  

b. Interactionist sociologists would have to account for the fact that, while individuals 
interpret the social world in particular ways, they would appear to be doing so in a 
uniform, patterned, way - which suggests that structural factors in human social 
organisation are of far greater significance than Interactionists generally allow.  

c. There would be a challenge from theorists (such as sociobiologists) to accepted 
forms of sociological theorising, such that it could be argued that there is some form 
of underlying genetic imperative to human social organisation, whereby individuals 
are compelled, by their genetic make-up and inheritance, to develop family groups. 
The implications of this argument, for sociology, are immense, since if this could be 
shown to be the case, then it is a relatively short step from here to the argument that 
all forms of human activity have an underlying, genetic, component...  

3. Thirdly, aside from the debates between sociologists and non-sociologists, 
"Functionalist" and "Non-Functionalist" sociologists ((which I propose to develop in a 
moment), there is perhaps a further reason for the sociological preoccupation with the 
idea of the "universality of the family group". This is neatly summed-up by Diane 
Leonard and John Hood-Williams ("Families", 1988) when they note:  

"What is at stake is the idea that the family (especially the family as we in the 
West know it) is a good thing, the way we 'ought' to live. If the family is a 
universal, a natural thing, its worth and desirability is self-evident. Using 
'nature' and 'natural' as synonyms for real, necessary and good is a key 
ideology in the West...Those who seek to demonstrate that the family is natural 
and universal are almost invariably engaged in proving that it is 'good'. As such 
the relevance of these arguments extends beyond the social sciences and into 
wider political debates. For this reason, critics of Western family life are more 
likely to line up against the Universalists.".  

Question:

 

As an example of the way "natural" is used to mean "good and necessary" can you 
think of examples of advertising that imply this interpretation?  

One example I found is "Stabburet Scandinavian Crispbread. 100% Natural".  

Now, briefly explain: 
a. Why should this idea of "natural" be important to advertisers?  

b. Why the idea of the family as a "natural form of social organisation" might be 
important to some sociologists?   
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Is the Family Group a Universal Social Institution?  

As I have suggested, like most sociological concepts, the answer to the question about 
whether or not the family is a universal form of human social organisation depends to a 
large extent upon how you define "the family group".   

In the first place, it is clear that human biology dictates that babies have to be both 
nurtured and socialised by other (adult) members of a society. The human baby, unlike 
many other mammals, is relatively defenceless outside of the social organisation into 
which it is born. In this respect, there is always, by definition, some kind of social bond 
between infants and adults - the question we need to answer, however, is does this bond 
take the same basic form in every human society?  

Secondly, it is evident that if we define "the family" too widely -  as consisting simply of 
adults and  children - then we define the question out of existence (since, as I have just 
noted, it is a  biological necessity that children are raised in a social context because they 
are unable to survive without help).   

Conversely, if we define the family too narrowly, we may ignore family forms that, while 
they do not necessarily conform to a "westernised norm", do nevertheless perform much 
the same kind of services for both infants and society as a whole.  

We can begin to explore this question by looking at examples of what we might term 
"alternatives" to Murdock's basic definition. To this end, use a reading from O'Donnell "A 
New Introduction To Sociology", 1981) that covers a number of the main "alternatives to 
the conventional family" (alternatively, Hamalambos covers much the same area).  

The Nayar of Malabar, 
Kibbutzim, 
Communes in America, 
Soviet Communes.  

Despite the examples at which you have just looked, a couple of points seem clear:  

1. Various alternatives to the "conventional" family form conceptualised by Murdock are few 
and far between. In the main, therefore, it seems that the family group identified by Murdock 
(with perhaps some slight variations) is pretty much a universal social institution.  

2. None of the alternatives identified by O'Donnell appear to be particularly valid examples of 
alternative family forms if we consider them in terms of:  

a. Their long-term existence / development and 
b. Their impact upon the societies in which they exist / did exist.  

Taking the above into account it would seem that, notwithstanding the fact that the way in 
which you define the "family group" will influence the conclusion you are able to reach 
concerning the "universal existence" of the family group, it is fairly reasonable to assume 
that some form of basic family group has existed in all known human societies.  

However, while this may or may not be significant, it is evident that we need to pose a 
couple of more fundamental questions concerning the idea of universality.  

1. Firstly, if for the sake of argument we assume the family group to be a universal social 
form, does this derive from the influence of biological / genetic factors, or can we explain 
it in terms of the influence of social factors?  

2. Secondly, we can look at the question of whether or not the nuclear family is a 
universal form of family structure in modern industrialised societies.
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To deal with the first of these questions, we can look at various theorists (non-
sociological) who support the former position and contrast them with various theorists 
who support the latter position.  

Non-Sociological Perspectives...  

We can begin this section by examining the theories of a group of related writers going 
under the banner of sociobiology. For writers such as E.O.Wilson [the pseudonym of 
Frank Baird] ("On Human Nature") and Tiger and Fox ("The Imperial Animal", 1972), the 
assumed universality of the family is taken to indicate some form of "underlying or hidden 
biological imperative" (which we can loosely define as a "command" to do something that 
is beyond our ability to resist) within humans to form family groups. This imperative is 
provided by the genetic make-up of human beings...  

A general overview of sociobiology is provided by Giddens ("Sociology",1989) and you 
should read it in order to familiarise yourself with the basic arguments put-forward by 
sociobiologists (alternatively, Hamalambos has a section on this theory)  

Sociobiology and Methodology  

Haralambos (Themes and Perspectives", 1990) outlines a number of sociobiological 
themes in relation to gender and the family and includes a number of criticisms of this 
approach. Rather than go over this ground in detail, I want to use sociobiology as a 
means of introducing a major question of methodology within the social sciences in 
general and sociology in particular.  

From your text-book:  

Write a brief description of the term "methodology":  

Briefly, how does "methodology" differ from sociological "methods"?  

Sociobiologists have adopted a particular methodological technique in their work that 
involves the following ideas:  

1. Firstly, they have collected data that suggests two things:  

a. That the "family group" is present in all human societies  

b. That the mother-child relationship represents the basic family unit predetermined 
by "nature".  

2. Secondly, they argue that these "facts" have to be explained - a theory has to be 
developed that will explain the empirical data and relationships they have discovered. 
3. The" theory" that explains the "facts" is one they term a "human biogrammer" - that is, 
a genetically-derived impulse in humans that predisposes them to behave in certain 
ways. A biogram is different to the idea of instinct, insofar as human culture can modify 
the biological imperative of the biogram - but it cannot completely over-ride it.  

This technique is basically one of "logical inference" (which you may sometimes see 
characterised as "inductive positivism" - if you are not sure about the meaning of the term 
"positivism" it is important that you now work your way through the Study Pack that deals 
with this idea in the Sociological Theory section of the course).  

In this instance, sociobiologists look at the evidence - the "facts" - and infer the cause of 
these facts. That is, they argue that such facts of human existence have to be traced 
back to an underlying cause, and the cause, in this respect, is some form of genetic 
predisposition - the "human biogram" of sociobiological-speak.  
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This type of reasoning is not something peculiar to sociobiologists since this 
methodological technique has a long and respectable history in the natural sciences 
(such as physics). For example:  

Long before atoms were ever seen through an electron microscope, physicists had 
theorised their existence on the basis of empirical observations.  

Similarly, astronomers theorised the existence of planets such as Neptune, Uranus and 
Pluto (many years before they had developed telescopes powerful enough to see such 
planets) on the basis of observed irregularities in the orbits of planets such as Jupiter and 
Saturn. 
In Sociology too, theorists such as Emile Durkheim ("Suicide: A Study in Sociology", 
1897) used this methodology to good effect - why then should we doubt the validity of 
such a methodology?  

There are two main reasons for such doubt:  

1. "Facts" (and in particular, social facts) are not self-evident things.   

On the contrary, they are produced by the society in which they occur - by the 
meaningful interaction of people as they go about their daily lives - as a sociologist 
such as Peter Berger ("The Social Construction of Reality") might have put it.  

In the natural sciences there can be a general agreement amongst scientists about 
"facts". Using one example, show why you think this kind of "general agreement" 
might not be possible in Sociology (for example, is it a "fact" that men are more 
intelligent than women?).  

Thus, one question we need to ask, in this respect, is how conclusive is the evidence in 
the first place - are the observations that sociobiologists consider to be "facts" open to 
doubt?  

According to writers such as:  

Oakley ("Conventional Families", 1982) 
Bleir ("Science and Gender", 1984) 
Rose, Kamin and Lewontin ("Not In Our Genes", 1984)  

the "facts" upon which sociobiologists rest their case are by no-means conclusive - especially 
if we look at family structures on a comparative basis (that is, on the basis of how different 
societies are socially organised).  

Many societies, they argue, either do not develop clearly-recognisable family 
structures or, more importantly, do not assign social roles (such as child-care) in the 
way that they are assigned in Western societies (where women, in the main, take-on 
responsibility for the care of children).  

In this respect, the idea that "the facts" are self-evident things that require explanation is 
not one that can be supported methodologically. The "facts", in this instance, could be 
interpreted as the self-interested attempt by sociobiologists to create phoney, 
insupportable and invalid consensus about human social organisation that can then be 
"explained" in terms of genetic predisposition’s...  

2. Is the existence of "biograms" a reasonable assumption?  

As I have suggested, while it is perfectly reasonable to theorise the existence of 
something (such as atoms), there comes a point when assumptions have to give way to 
proof. In this respect, sociobiologists have to demonstrate the empirical existence of 
biograms, rather than simply conveniently assume their existence (since it would be just 
as methodologically valid to assume that biograms do not exist...).
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Although, for example, geneticists have, over the past thirty years, demonstrated 
empirically the existence of genes that determine human physical characteristics, no one 
has ever empirically-isolated a gene that determines human social characteristics (a 
"gene" is something that carries hereditary information about a living organism). All genes 
thus far discovered that affect an individual's social characteristics - such as low IQ - also 
have associated physical affects.   

In addition, many geneticists have questioned the supposed relationship between 
"genetic inheritance" and social behaviour as it is proposed by sociobiologists. Modern 
genetics stresses the idea that, far from being a biological advantage (as sociobiologists 
and others claim), the determining of social behaviour by genetic inheritance would be a 
huge biological disadvantage since it would take away our ability to adapt to changes in 
our environment (both physical and social). In this respect, while it is evident that our 
ability to learn is genetic in origin, it our environment (culture) that shapes what and how 
we learn...  

In terms of the above, therefore, the "explanations" provided by sociobiologists 
remain unproven assumptions...  

A second strand to the "universal family" is provided by writers such a Ferdinand Mount 
("The Subversive Family), a writer associated with the New Right in Britain. Mount's 
basic argument can be summarised as follows:  

1. The nuclear family unit is seen to be the most fundamental co-operative unit in any society, 
mainly because it is a form of social organisation that pre-dates all other forms of social 
organisation (it has existed from the earliest dawn of human history and has persisted to the 
present day).  

2. The family group is held together by necessity, love and, in its modern form, marriage. As 
Mount argues,  

"[It is] a way of living which is both so intense and so enduring [that it] must 
somehow come naturally to us, that it is part of being human".  

In the above respect, the basic argument revolves around a faulty form of reasoning 
which:  

a. Accounts for the continued existence of the family group in terms of some form of 
hidden biological imperative which is not specified (the nearest we come to a 
specification is in the concept of "nature").  

b. Neglects to examine other possible (social) variables that may be of greater use in the 
explanation of the apparent universality of family groups.  

Sociological Perspectives...  

The argument concerning the universal nature of the family as a form of social 
organisation is normally seen, within sociology, to be a debate between, on the one hand, 
Structural Functionalists and, on the other, Marxist and Feminist Conflict Theorists. While 
this dichotomy (that is, a division into two, opposed, groups) probably oversimplifies the 
matter, it is evident that Functionalists do tend to see the family, as a social group, in a 
rather different light to other sociological theorists. As we shall see in a moment, the 
differences involved revolve around two ideas:  

1. That the family is "functionally necessary" for any society (the general Functionalist 
view)  - and hence necessarily "universal" (since if it is functionally necessary it must exist 
in all societies).  
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2. That the form taken by "family-type" groups relates to the specific nature of social 
organisation in any society (the general Conflict view) - and hence "the family" is not 
necessarily universal.  

Whatever the differences between the two arguments (which are many and varied and at 
which we will necessarily look in more detail in a moment), there remains a general 
agreement amongst sociologists that mankind is not "biologically" or "genetically"-
predisposed towards forming family groups (be they nuclear or extended in form).  

Even those (Functionalist) sociologists - such as Murdock, for example - who view the 
family as universal, attempt to explain this functional necessity sociologically. In basic 
terms:  

Human societies, by definition, are organised in terms of social relationships.  

These social relationships reflect both biological and cultural necessities (the need to 
produce and socialise children).  

All human societies are faced with the same basic problems in this respect (problems 
which are structural imperatives if human society is to exist).  

Therefore, it is not surprising that people necessarily arrive at similar solutions to 
those problems. 
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in our society. Medical services are still
free, but the elderly are often
considered a low priority in terms of
health provision. You may have to
wait months or years for non-essential
surgery.

• Services such as home helps, district
nurse/health visitor, day centre care,
social workers and meals-on-wheels are
also provided for those aged 65 and
over.

• If you reach a stage where you are
unable to adequately care for yourself,
you will be faced with the choice of
entering a private nursing home
(which will be expensive and largely
unsubsidised – which may affect any
inheritance for your children) or, more
likely, you will be forced to rely on
your children for care and
accommodation (‘care in the
community’). If you have no children
or no means of support you will receive
some form of state care.

In this section we have looked at a range of
social policies affecting family life and
experiences in our society which, as I
indicated earlier, involves a sense of
historical development and continuity.
Continuing this general theme, therefore,
we can turn next to an examination of
changes to family and household structures
and their relationship to processes of
industrialisation and urbanisation.

Family and
household
changes
Introduction 
As I have just noted, the focus of this
section is an examination of changes in
family and household structure and their
relationship to industrialisation and
urbanisation. To understand the nature and
extent of such changes we need to do two
main things: firstly, we have to outline what
we mean by:

• family and household structure
• industrialisation
• urbanisation.

Secondly, we need to examine how family
and household structures have changed
historically in our society and how such
changes can be related to processes of
industrialisation and urbanisation.

WARM UP: FAMILY GENOGRAMS

A genogram originally developed by
McGoldrick and Gerson (Genograms in
Family Assessment, 1985) is a way of
describing family relationships and their
structure. It is similar to a family tree, but a
little more sophisticated in terms of the
information it contains.
Draw a genogram for your family (using the
examples of McGoldrick and Gerson’s
notation over leaf ). 
Start by identifying your immediate family
and work outwards from there . . . 
Males are indicated by squares, females by
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Preparing the
ground 

Family/household structure is based on the
idea we can identify differences in the way
people relate to each other; in other words
(going back to the work we did on the
concept of structure in Chapter 1) family
and household structures are differentiated (or
different) from each other on the basis of
the different lifestyles, values and norms
surrounding people’s relationships. The
following examples of different family and
household structures make this a little more
understandable:

• Nuclear families consist of two
generations of family members (parents
and children) living in the same
household. Contacts with wider kin
(aunts and cousins, for example) are
usually infrequent and more likely to
involve ‘impersonal contacts’ such as
the telephone or email. For this reason,
this family structure is sometimes called
an isolated nuclear (reflecting its
isolation from wider kin and it’s
‘economic isolation’ from the rest of
society) or conjugal family – a self-
contained unit where family members
are expected to support each other
socially, economically and
psychologically.

• Extended families, as the name suggests,
involve additional family members. This
structure comes in three basic flavours:
• Vertically extended consists of three

or more generations (grandparents,
parents and children) living in the
same household (or very close to each
other). Matrifocal families are a

circles. Marriage/cohabitation is shown by
an unbroken line.
The person drawing the genogram is
indicated by a double box. Put the birth date
of each family member at the top left.
Links between living family members can be
indicated as a broken line. Indicate the
relationship (uncle, for example) beneath
the line.
Marriage dates are recorded above the link
line.
A separation is recorded by a slash (with
date) along the line.
Divorce is recorded as above, except two
lines are used.
Remarriage (or ex-marriage) is indicated to
one side with a smaller shape.

45

79

m. 90

m. 90, s. 94

81

44

m. 90, s. 94 d. 96

m. 1990, d. 96 m. 99



Remarriage

(Either partner)
Parents

Child
Step brother/

Step sister

 Step Parents
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variation on this type of family
structure in that they involve (or are
focused on) women (a female
grandparent, female parent and
children). Conversely, patrifocal
families (quite rare in our society) are
focused on men.

• Horizontally extended involves
relations such as aunts, uncles, cousins,
etc. (relations of the same generation as
the parents). These ‘extensions’ to the
basic family group branch out within
generations – a wife’s sister and her
partner, for example, living with the
family group. Polygamous families
(where one man lives with many women
or vice versa) sometimes take this form –
the parents may, for example, be drawn
from the same generation.

• Modified-extended refers, according to
Michael Gordon (The Nuclear Family in
Crisis: The Search for an Alternative,
1972) to the idea that wider family
members keep in regular touch with each
other. This may be both physically (in
the sense of visiting or exchanging help
and services) and emotionally (contacts
by telephone, email and the like).
Related to this idea is a distinction drawn
by Peter Wilmott (‘Urban Kinship Past
and Present’, 1988) when he talks about
local extended families, involving ‘two
or three nuclear families in separate
households’ living close together and
providing mutual help and assistance;
dispersed extended families, involving
less frequent personal contacts; and
attenuated extended families involving,
for example, ‘young couples before they
have children’, gradually separating from
their original families.

• Single-parent families involve a single
adult plus their dependent children.
Although this is more likely to be a
female parent, a significant proportion
involve a male parent. This type of family
is sometimes called a broken nuclear family,
because it often – but not always – arises
from the break-up of a two-parent family.

• Reconstituted (or ‘step’) families (usually
nuclear in form) result from the break-up
of one family (through things like death or
divorce) and its reconstitution as a unique
family by remarriage or cohabitation. It
may, therefore, involve children from a
previous family as well as the new family.

A reconstituted (step) family

• Homosexual families: Usually nuclear in
form, this type of family involves adults of
the same sex plus children (own or
adopted). Homosexual couples cannot
currently legally marry in the UK (a
Labour Government Bill to recognise
‘Civil Partnerships’ – giving each partner
legal rights similar to married
heterosexual couples – was rejected by
the House of Lords in June 2004). Gay
couples can, however, legally cohabit.
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Household structures in our society,
involve the following:

• Single households consist (as you might
have guessed) of an adult living alone.
Traditionally, death and relationship
breakdown have been the main reasons
for this type of household, although there
is increasing evidence people are
choosing to live this way (in 2003, for
example, 13% of all households consisted
of a single person).

• Couple households consist of two people
living without children. In 2003, 25% of
all households were of this type, making
it the second most common household
type after couples with dependent
children (38% of all households).

• Shared households are not particularly
common and involve, for whatever

reason, a group of people living together.
This may be a temporary arrangement
(such as students sharing a flat) or a
permanent arrangement whereby
families/individuals live together as a
commune.

We can complete the first part of this
section by briefly outlining what we mean
by the concepts of:

• Industrialisation – a process whereby
machines are extensively applied to the
production of goods in society
(mechanisation). One result of this process
is the development of factories and the
ability to mass produce consumer goods
(clothes, cars, mobile phones). Related to
this process is the concept of:

• Urbanisation, which involves the idea of
population movement away from rural
(village) living to larger communities
based in towns and cities. This is
sometimes called social migration from
the countryside (rural areas) to towns –
urban areas which developed as
industrialisation and factory production
developed.

Digging deeper 
Having familiarised ourselves with some
basic concepts about family and household
structures, industrialisation and urbanisation,
we need to explore the relationship between
these ideas. To do this, we need to frame
debates about possible changes in this
relationship within a sociological context,
one that involves thinking about the
relationship between social change and social
behaviour in a historical context – and to
explore possible historical changes within
both society and family structures, we need

Tony Barlow and Barrie Drewitt, who have
lived together since 1988, paid an
American surrogate mother to carry twins
artificially conceived using one of the
partner’s sperm.



75

Families and households

to do two things: firstly, establish a
framework for our analysis of social change
and secondly examine historical changes in
society and how they link to economic
changes over time. Since we want to look at
the effects of industrialisation, we can
organise the framework in terms of the
characteristics of three ‘historical types’ of
society, namely: 

• pre-industrial (or pre-modern)
• industrial (or modern) and 
• post-industrial (or postmodern). 

The table below identifies a range of
significant social and economic features of
each of these basic types. When referring to
this table, keep the following in mind:

• Types of society: These are not ‘hard-
and-fast’ categories – pre-modern
society didn’t end abruptly, to be
replaced by modern society. The table
simply helps you identify some possible
differences between different types of
society.

• Post-modernity: There are arguments
within sociology about whether we now

live in a postmodern/post-industrial
society. I have included it as a type here
mainly because it’s easy to make the
mistake of thinking ‘industrialisation’ is
something that happened a long time
ago. Whatever we want to call present
day society (postmodern or late modern,
for example) the important thing is to
relate family and household change to
both an understanding of the past and the
present.

• Mass production refers to the idea that
machines were used to produce goods to a
standard design, cheaply enough to make
them available to large numbers of
people.

• Service production refers to the idea that
providing services to people (either
physically – as in McDonald’s – or
through things like banking, insurance
and knowledge-based systems) is the
dominant form of economic activity in
postmodern society.

• Feudal refers to a political system
involving a major social distinction
between the Nobility (large

Pre-modern Modern Post-modern

Time Pre-18th century 18th-late 20th
century

Late-20th century to
present

Features of
economic
production

Pre-industrial
Agriculture
Tools

Industrial
Mass production
Mechanisation

Post-industrial
Service production
Automation

Scale Local National Global

Political
system

Feudal Capitalist Late capitalist

Table 2.2 Selected characteristics of types of society in Britain
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landowners) and the Peasantry (largely
landless). Family and

household
changes

Preparing the
ground 

In terms of the question just posed, there are
two basic positions we need to examine.
The first argument suggests industrialisation
and urbanisation were important factors in
the promotion of family and household
change. These processes, as they developed
over a couple of hundred years between the
late seventeenth and late nineteenth
centuries, radically changed the nature of
work and economic production as Britain
gradually moved from an agrarian
(agricultural) to an industrial (factory-based)
society. This change in the nature and
organisation of work – from the land-based,
rural, agricultural, family-centred,
organisation of pre-industrial society to the
capital-intensive, urban, industrial, factory-
centred, organisation of industrial society –
produced, from this viewpoint, radical
family and household changes. The basic
argument here is that family structures
changed from the predominantly extended-
family organisation of pre-industrial society
to the predominantly nuclear family
organisation of industrial society. The main
reason for this was that industrialisation saw
the development of factories and, in turn,
the rapid growth of large urban centres
(towns and cities) to support and supply
labour for factory-based production. 

To accommodate such changes, the old
extended families of pre-industrial society

Feudal system

C
hurch

King

Nobles
Taxes

Military

Knight Knight

PeasantsPeasants

Serfs/Slaves

La
nd

P
ro

te
ct

io
n

• Capitalist refers to a political system
based on a class distinction between
owners (employers) and workers
(employees). 

In the table I have suggested significant
historical changes in our society based on
the idea of economic changes to the way
goods are made and services provided. There
is, in this respect, little doubt Britain today
is a very different place to Britain 500 years
ago and it would not be difficult to establish
changes in, for example, personal
relationships (family or otherwise) between
these two periods. However, the crucial
question we need to explore next is the
extent to which the social changes created
by industrialisation and urbanisation
produced changes in family and household
structures.
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(ideally suited to the demands of a family-
based, subsistence form of farming) were
broken down into nuclear families that fitted
the economic requirements of:

• geographic mobility – the need for
families to move to towns and 
factories

• labour flexibility – the need to move to
where jobs were located.

Industrialisation, therefore, was seen as the
motor for family change – people were
forced to change the way they lived to
accommodate new forms of economic
production.

If we trace this idea into the late
twentieth/early twenty-first century, a
similar pattern emerges, but this time the
emphasis is on family fragmentation and
diversity. The nuclear family structures
created by industrialisation and urbanisation
are disrupted by the needs of global
economic systems and work processes,
processes of de-industrialisation (a decline in
the economic importance of manufacturing)
and of de-urbanisation (a move away from
towns and cities to the countryside).

The second, alternative, argument also
involves thinking, initially, about
industrialisation and urbanisation. The
argument here is that these occurred in
Britain (the first country to industrialise)
because pre-industrial family structures
were mainly nuclear and thus ideally
positioned to take advantage of new
economic opportunities requiring family
mobility and flexibility; in other words,
pre-industrial family structures – with few
unbreakable physical or emotional ties
with extended kin – are seen as the motor
for subsequent industrial development. 

In addition, the relatively large number of
extended households in pre-industrial times
(which included, for example, servants who
had few, if any, emotional or economic ties
with their employers) also represented
flexible structures that could adapt relatively
easily to the changed economic world. This
idea of flexibility translates relatively easily
to post-modern society, which, so this
argument goes, requires highly flexible
family and household structures if new
economic opportunities are to be grasped
and exploited. Our society, it is suggested,
has already evolved fragmentary family and
household structures (through
industrialisation and changes to legal
relationships – the easy availability of
divorce, the growth of single-parent families
and single-person households etc.) that are
well-suited to taking on board globalised
forms of work (living and working in
different countries, working at home using
computer technology and so forth).

Having identified two opposing sides to
the debate, therefore, we need to examine
the historical evidence to help us decide
which, if any, of these two arguments best
describes the relationship between changes
in family and household structures,
industrialisation and urbanisation.

Digging deeper 
Evidence for the first argument (generally
known as the ‘Fit Thesis’ because it proposed
a close fit between changes in family
structures, industrialisation and
urbanisation) has been put forward by
Functionalist writers such as Parsons (‘The
Social Structure of the Family’, 1959) and
Goode (World Revolution and Family Patterns,
1963) as well as, in a slightly different way,
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required as many people as possible to
work the land.

• Geographic mobility: The ability to move
away from the family group was severely
limited by poor communications (no
railways or cars, basic road systems and so
forth). This meant, in effect, family
members – even if they had wanted to –
were physically unable to move far from
the family home.

• Society: In pre-industrial society there
was no well-developed welfare system
(few hospitals existed, for example)
which meant family members relied on
their own resources when it came to
looking after and caring for the sick, the
elderly and so forth.

The development of industrial society
produced, according to this view, a structural
family change – nuclear families became
dominant because of the demands of factory
forms of production and the opportunities
this system created.

• Geographic mobility: People had to be
mobile to find and keep work in the new
industrial processes. There was a huge – if
gradual – movement away from rural
areas to the developing towns and, in
such a situation, the extended family of
pre-industrial society gradually broke
down.

• Social mobility: New opportunities arose
for social mobility and economic
advancement as different types of work
developed – people were no longer simply
subsistence farmers. However, to seize
these new opportunities, families had to
be ready and willing to move to those
areas where the chances of economic
advancement were greatest.

the social action theorist Max Weber (The
Protestant Ethic and Spirit of Capitalism,
1904).

In basic terms, extended family structures
were seen as the norm for pre-industrial
society because they were:

• Multi-functional: A wide family network
performed a range of different functions
related to the economic and social well-
being of family members. 

• Kinship-based: Members of the extended
family group shared not only a
household, but a common economic
position that involved working together
as a social group (mainly as subsistence
farmers but also in various craft trades –
brewing and baking, for example – within
the home).

• Economically productive: People lived
and worked within a family group that
provided the only viable means for their
physical survival.

This situation arose, according to this
argument, for three main reasons.

• Agriculture: Labour-intensive farm work
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• Nepotism (favouring your relations over
others) was no longer a significant social
asset (as it was in extended families),
since the new industries demanded the
demonstration of skills and knowledge
rather than family connections.

If we extend this argument to post-industrial
society we can identify significant changes to
both family and household structures.

• Family structures: One feature of post-
industrial society is the increasing diversity
and fragmentation of family life –
notwithstanding Chester’s observation
(The Rise of the Neo-conventional Family,
1985) that the majority of people in
Britain still live at least part of their life
within some form of nuclear family
structure. Just as, in the industrial period,
family structures changed to
accommodate new forms of economic
organisation, so too, in the post-industrial
period, further changes have occurred.
New forms of working (especially through
computer technology and networking)
open up opportunities for homeworking
which, in turn, means single-parent
families are, potentially, no longer
excluded from the workforce. The
relatively small size of nuclear families
and improved communications (such as
the ability to stay in close contact with
extended family members relatively easy)
makes this family group increasingly
mobile – both in terms of national and
international movement.

• Households: One of the features of post-
industrial society is the increase in the
number of single-person households,
indicative, according to this argument, of
the way economic changes have impacted

on people’s behaviour. The single-person
household is, of course, potentially the
most geographically mobile of all
family/household structures and reflects
the changing (increasingly global) nature
of work.

Having outlined the evidence for the first
argument, we can turn to an alternative
interpretation of the relationship between
family and household structures and
industrialisation.

Pre-industrial society
Carlin (‘Family, Society and Popular
Culture in Western Europe c. 1500–1700’,
2002) argues, ‘most households in early
modern Western Europe were nuclear family
households, i.e. all the blood relations they
contained were one couple and their
children’. Although extended families
existed, the main reasons for this type of
family not being more common seem to be:

• Life expectancy: Average life expectancy
was low (around 35–40 years) and,
consequently, parents didn’t always live
long enough to become grandparents.
Although this may have been a reason for
many families remaining nuclear, we
should note calculations of average life
expectancies in pre-modern societies may
be biased by high rates of infant and child
mortality (large numbers of children
dying drags the average down).

• Choice: Carlin (2002) notes that some
parts of Western Europe, with similar
birth and death rates to Britain, contained
more vertically extended (sometimes
called stem) families. This suggests, at least
in part, people in Britain were choosing
not to live in extended family structures.
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• Retirement: Demographic evidence
(information about how people live) from
areas where people did survive into old
age suggests they were expected to retire
into households separated from their
children.

• Extended households: Peter Laslett (The
World We Have Lost, 1965 and Household
and Family in Past Time, 1972) notes that
upper-class households frequently
included both wider kin and servants
(mainly because there was sufficient room
for them to live within the household).
Lower-class households, although
frequently nuclear because of high
mortality rates among the elderly,
probably contained ‘lodgers’ (who are
likely to have been kin) staying
temporarily within the family group.
Laslett, however, estimates only 10% of
pre-industrial households contained more
than two generations of kin.

• Modified extended structures: Michael
Gordon (1972) suggests arguments that
the extended family was dominant in pre-
industrial society confuse temporary
extensions to a family (such as a relative
living within a nuclear family for a short
period) with the idea of a permanent
extended family structure which, he argues,
‘is seldom actually encountered in any
society, pre-industrial or industrial’. 

According to this argument, therefore, the
mainly nuclear pre-industrial family was
actually necessary for industrialisation.

Industrialisation
Harris (‘The Family and Industrial Society’,
1983) argues nuclear family structures
dominated pre-industrial society because
industrialisation required: 

• An inheritance system that
concentrated wealth, making capital
(investment money) available to
relatively small numbers of people. A
close-knit, nuclear structure allied to a
system of primogeniture (inheritance, by
the first-born son, of a family’s total
wealth) made this possible. In addition,
it forced those who didn’t inherit to
move away from the family home.
Wegge’s (really quite fascinating)
research into peasant population
movements in Germany (‘To Part or Not
to Part’, 1999) supports this idea when
she notes, ‘it is the primogeniture
institution which better promotes
emigration’.

• Population growth: According to the
Office for National Statistics, the
population of England and Wales trebled
between 1700 (6 million) and 1851 (18
million), indicating the existence of a
large, landless, potential workforce. This
is significant because it suggests
geographic mobility wasn’t a
requirement for the development of
industrialisation since what we see here
is a population explosion in urban areas,
rather than migration from the
countryside to towns.

• Migration: If ideas about population
growth are valid, it suggests urbanisation
didn’t result from the break-up and
migration of extended rural families;
rather, it occurred as the result of the
population growing rapidly during the
early industrial period.

Rosemary O’Day (Women in Early Modern
Britain, 2000), for example, notes that a
large rural class of agricultural labourers
existed in the seventeenth century. They
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owned no land and lived by selling their
labour outside the family group. 

In terms of this argument, therefore, Michael
Anderson (Approaches to the History of the
Western Family, 1995) points out there were
‘many continuities’ of family structure during
the change from agricultural to industrial
forms of production, during which no single
family or household structure was wholly
dominant. Thus, although we have focused
on extended/nuclear family and household
structures, this doesn’t mean other types
(with the possible exception of gay families)
were not in evidence. Both reconstituted and
single-parent family structures, for example,
existed in pre-industrial societies, mainly
because of high adult death rates, especially
among the lower classes.

However, the historical evidence does
suggest that, at least during some part of the
industrialisation/urbanisation process,
changes to family and household structures
did occur, especially in relation to social
class and the increasing diversity of family
and household structures. Anderson (1995),
for example, notes the working classes,
during the process of industrialisation,
developed a broadly extended family
structure which resulted from:

• Urbanisation: As towns rapidly
developed around factories, pressure on
living space (and the relative
underdevelopment of communications)
resulted in extended family living
arrangements.

• Mutual aid: The lack of state welfare
provision meant working class families
relied on a strong kinship network for
their survival. During periods of sickness
and unemployment, for example, family
members could provide for each other. 

• Employment: Where the vast majority
could barely read or write, an ‘unofficial’
kinship network played a vital part in
securing employment for family members
through the process of ‘speaking out’
(suggesting to an employer) for relatives
when employers needed to recruit more
workers.

• Child care: Where both parents worked,
for example, relatives played a vital part
in child care. In addition, high death
rates meant the children of dead relatives
could be brought into the family
structure. In an age of what we would
now call child labour, young relatives
could be used to supplement family
income.

Middle-class family structures tended to be
nuclear, mainly because of:

• Education: The increasing importance of
education (for male children) and its cost
meant middle class families were
relatively smaller than their working class
counterparts.

• Geographic mobility among the class
from which the managers of the new
industrial enterprises were recruited
weakened extended family ties. 

Upper-class family structures, according to
Roger Gomm (The Uses of Kinship, 1989)
have historically been a mixture of nuclear
and extended types, although extended
family networks, even up to the present day,
are used to maintain property relations and
for mutual economic aid amongst kin. 

In addition, wealth meant extended kin
(such as elderly grandparents) could be
relatively easily accommodated within the
family home and the evidence suggests it
was – and still is to some degree – relatively
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common for the vertically-extended family
to exist among the upper classes.

Post-industrial society
Family and households structures in the late
twentieth/early twenty-first centuries are,
arguably, more complex, fragmented and
diverse than at any time in our history, ideas
we can briefly examine in the following
terms.

• Diversity: As we have seen earlier, our
society is characterised by a wide range of
different family and household structures
(nuclear, reconstituted, single-parent, gay
and extended) apparently co-existing. It
is, however, difficult to disentangle this
diverse range of family structures, for two
reasons.
• Nuclear family structures seem to be

the dominant family form, although
they clearly involve a range of
different family relationships; a single-
parent family contains a different set of
relationships to those in a
reconstituted family, for example. The
question here, therefore, is the extent
to which either or both these family
structures can be characterised as
nuclear families.

• Definitions of nuclear and extended
family structures determine, to some
degree, your view of their relationship.
For example, Willmott’s (1988)
concept of a dispersed extended family
appears to plausibly characterise many
types of family relationship in our
society – what we have here, therefore,
is a basic nuclear family structure
surrounded and supported by extended
family networks (and whether or not
you count this structure as nuclear or

extended depends, as I have suggested,
on how you define such things).

• Social changes: Relatively easy access to
divorce (resulting from legal changes over
the past 50 years) has led to greater
numbers of reconstituted/single-parent
families and single-person households.

• Social attitudes: Whatever the origins of
such changes, it is clear lifestyle factors,
in terms of greater social acceptance of
single-parent and homosexual family
structures, has played some part in
creating family structural diversity. The
Office for National Statistics (2000), for
example, recorded 26% of all families
with dependent children as containing a
single adult parent.

• Life expectancy: Increased life
expectancy, a more active lifestyle and
changes to the welfare system (which in
recent years has encouraged the de-
institutionalisation of the elderly) has
created changes within family structures,
giving rise to the concept of a new
grandparenting (grandparents play a
greater role in the care of grandchildren,
for example, than in the recent past).
These trends have led to what Julia
Brannen (‘The age of beanpole families’,
2003) calls the beanpole family structure –
a form of inter-generational (different
generations of family members),
vertically-extended family structure with
very weak intra-generational (people of
the same generation – brothers and
sisters, for example) links. 
Similarly, Bengston (‘Beyond the nuclear
family’, 2001) speculates about the extent
to which the phenomenon of increasing
bonds between different generations of
family members (as represented, for



Growing it yourself
Having looked at the two arguments about
the relationship between family and
household structures, industrialisation and
urbanisation:

1. Create a list (based on the following
table) of what you think are the three
most important strengths and
weaknesses of each argument.

2. Based on the strengths and weaknesses
you’ve identified, write a brief (500–600
words) comparison of the two arguments.

83

Families and households

2003, for example, this household type
was the single most common family or
household structure in our society –
according to the Office for National
Statistics (Social Trends 34, 2004), 29%
of families and households in the UK now
involve a single person, marginally
outstripping ‘couples with no children’
(28% of all family and household
structures).
In turn, on current projections
(‘Complicated Lives II – the Price of
Complexity’, Abbey, 2002), the ‘Couple
with no children’ household will soon be
more common in our society than the
‘Couple with children’ family – at present,
according to the Office for National
Statistics (Social Trends 34, 2004), each
of these types constitutes 28% of all
family and household structures.

example, by the new grandparenting)
represents ‘a valuable new resource for
families in the 21st century’.

• Ambivalence: Luscher, (‘Ambivalence:
A key concept for the study of
intergenerational relations’, 2000) on the
other hand, suggests that people are
becoming increasingly uncertain
(ambivalent) about family structures and
relationships in the light of family
changes. Increases in divorce, for
example, have led to the widespread
creation of single-parent and
reconstituted families. These may have
resulted in a weakening of family
relationships as family members seek to
create new social spaces for themselves
and their (new) families away from the
relationships that previously existed in
their lives. One result of these changes,
perhaps, is families seeking ‘to put
geographical distance between different
family generations’.

Argument 1 Argument 2

Strengths Weaknesses Strengths Weaknesses

1.

2.

3.

• Households: Finally, one of the most
striking features of our society is the
growth of lone person households. In
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1.0 OBJECTIVES 

The purpose of the units to develop a deeper understanding of marriage and 
family. After studying the unit, you will be able to: 

define marriage and family; 

compare different types of relationship in family lifc,; 

explain the functions and purpose of marriage; 

identify interest in acquiring more knowledge about marriage and 
family; and 

apply this knowledge in your own life situations. 

1 .  INTRODUCTION 

The family forms an essential part of human evolution, without which human 
existence would have been impossible. The human infant may be perhaps the 
most helpless creature at the time of birth. It needs a long period of protection 
by and association with parents. This itself points to the need and main purpose 
of a family, 



Social Institution of 
Marriage 

The basic course has already explained the need and importance of Family 
Life Education. This unit explains the concept of marriage and the purpose 
and functions of marriage and family. A deeper understanding of the 
commitment in\.olved in family life would help one to think more seriously 
about marriage and family. I 
This Unit has tried to highlight the points to be remembered in choosing a life 
partner. Who is to select the partner and how to select the partner are some 
usual questions that any young people may ask. The answers to these questions 
are discussed on the basis of social expectations and the social and psychological 
factors involved in the choice. 

1.2 MEANING OF MARRIAGE 

Marriage is a common term that we come across in our daily life. Have you 
ever thought of it seriously? What is the meaning of marriage? Is it a mere 
relationship between a man and woman to live together and have children? Is 
it a man-made institution? When did such an institution come into existence? 
It will be really interesting to ponder over the answers to the above questions 
- much more so about the meaning, scope, purpose and history of marriage. 

The term 'marriage' has different meanings and connotations for different 
people. To some, marriage is a relationship between men and women for the 
propagation of the human species. Some people take it as a license for sex. Yet 
another group considers marriage as a means for companionship. Marriage 
comprises all these views and much more. It is a very complex institution 
which can not be defined in a sentence or two. Many sociologists and 
philosophers have given differing views about the meaning and scope of 
marriage. 

Marriage is not an integral part of human nature, but it is a man-made custom 
or institution which was present even in prehistoric times. It is not a natural 
relationship but a conscious commitment between a man and a woman. With 
the advancement of civilization marriage became a social function with religious 
and legal sanction. 

As stated earlier, marriage has different meanings and connotations. Let us 
look at some of them. 

Marriage as a Relationship 

Marriage is one of the deepest and most fulfilling of human relationships. It 
has existed in varying forms throughout the history of man, responding to the 
fundamental needs and social aspirations of each generation. 

Marriage as an Institution 

Marriage is a union of man and woman their bodies, minds and souls, emotions 
and desires. The essence of this union is love. Marriage is considered to be a 
primary relationship, because it is a personal relationship between the partners. 
Lin Yutan gives a beautiful explanation of marriage. He says "woman is water 
and man is clay and the clay holds the water and gives it substance in which 
water moves and lives and has its full being". 
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The animal mates, but man marries. Looking from the biological point of 
view, we can say that mating is a biological matter, while marriage is a social 
affair. The sex instinct is one of the basic instincts for reproduction. In the case 
of man, however, from the beginning of society, this instinct has been subjected 
to distinct regulations and control. Marriage may be defined as the mechanism 
of regulation and control of biological reproduction. 

In the animal kingdom there are no definite rules for mating because they have 
no society and social norms. But in human society there are various kinds of 
social controls, religious limitations and even laws of marriage. For human 
beings, the sex relations are allowed within certain permitted limits. Marriage 
is a holy sanctifying, life long, comprehensive, loving union of a man and a 
woman, leading to the procreation of children. 

The Social Aspects of Marriage 

We have seen that there are certain biological aspects of human marriage, 
while there are more social aspects in it. These social aspects are most important 
in human society. The basic factor in marriage is love. True love between the 
man and woman in marriage is a complete giving of one to another. There 
should be a union of the souls and minds. There should be a union of emotions 
and wills. All these imply complete, exclusive and life long giving of ones self 
to the other. 

The Psychological Aspect of Marriage 

Marriage is an integral part of human existence. In marriage man's basic 
longing for communication and completeness finds its natural culmination. 
Human beings find their fulfillment as men and women. Marriage is the means 
by which two persons seeking a more perfect life give themselves totally to 
each other. 

In a marriage the male and female co~npliment each other. It fills the physical 
and psychological void which exists in human being, if they are alone. Marriage 
makes possible the satisfaction of the strong and natural ten iency of male and 
female to be together in the union ii)r which nature has lesigned them. 

The Legal Aspect of Marriage 

The union between man and woman must be legitimate. So marriage should 
get legal, social and civil acceptance. Legal sanction of marriage is based on 
prevailing social norms and customs. It varies from one society to another. The 
marriage can be legally contracted only by those who are able to perform the 
basic act of marriage. The legal minimum age for marriage in India is 18 years 
for girls and 21 years for boys. 

Check Your Progress I 

Note: a) Use the space provided for your answer. 

b) Check your answer with those provided at the end of this unit. 
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1) What is the meaning of marriage? 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

1.3 THE FUNCTIONS AND PURPOSES OF 
MARRIAGE 

Have you ever thought of the question why a person should get married? The 
first answer that comes to your mind may be for the propagation of the human 
species. Let us try to find the answer. 

Marriage for Union and Procreation 

What is the purpose of marriage? If it is only for procreation, marriage is not 
a must. Of course, one of the important purposes of marriage is union and 
procreation. The union in marriage is a medium of physical, psychological and 
spiritual communication of love and commitment of self. 

Marriage for Sex 

The natural end of sexual relationship is conception of children. Hence the 
procreation of children is an essential purpose of marriage. An equally important 
purpose is the union itself, the mutual love, pleasure and happiness of the 
husband and wife. Marriage, therefore, fosters mutual love and attachment. It 
provides for the legitimate expression of sexual satisfaction. 

Marriage for Companionship and Friendship 

The most important need of the human being is the intimacy in living with and 
making a commitment to another human being. What is friendship? According 
to Jennet Kid, "Friendship is having a privileged position in someone else's 
life and giving them a privileged position in our own. It is sharing ourselves 
with those we like". 

Friendship is the cornerstone of marriage which lasts even when the sexual 
desire is over. It remains even after the children are grown up and settled. It 
only deepens with years. This is what is meant by companionship or friendship. 
It enriches man and woman by increasing unselfishness and by deepening his/ 
her capacity for love, and sacrifice. Hence marriage is love, it is sex, it is 
family, but ultimately and essentially it is companionship or fiiendship. 

Marriage for Socialization 

Marriage is a means through which the socialization and growth of a person 
reach its fulfillment. It provides numerous opportunities to bring about security, 
co-operation and love. Another purpose of marriage is to create a family to 
provide the natural environment in which a person can realize himselfierself 
and reach out to others in an attitude of dedication and service. It gives society 
a firm base, and children a stable environment to grow. 
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Still another purpose of marriage is attainment of maturity through the 
establishment of relationships in marriage. Rearing and educating the children 
also is a purpose of marriage. The parent-child relationship is an intimate 
relationship. 

Some Practical Purposes or Utilitarian Aspects of Marriage 

1) It ensures security to women who have to undergo long periods of 
pregnancy. 

2) It provides security to the offspring. 

3) It ensures the health life which gives stability to society. 

4) It makes society more cohesive through relationships. 

5) It simplifies blood relationships. 

Check Your Progress I1 

Note: a) Use the space provided for your answer. 

b) Check your answer with those provided at the end of this unit. 

1) What are the main functions of marriage? 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

1.4 THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF 
MARRIAGE 

It is interesting to study the historical development of marriage. When did it 
commence? How did it attain its present structure and status? It is not easy to 
get the facts about marriage in the prehistoric era. We have to depend upon 
the studies of anthropologists and other available details of folklore and 
traditions. 

Even though the religious books mention marriage, we cannot conclude that 
marriage came into existence with the beginning of human life on earth. In the 
pre-historic ages people lived like animals and there were no social norms and 
rules to guide them. But gradually due to his superiority over the animals, man 
began to formulate some social patterns of behaviour. 
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In the early stages of human life, sexual life and procreation was a natcl,sl 
process. The earth was not owned by anybody. Nobody bothered to own the 
land. But gradually man began to cultivate the land and came to know about 
the productivity of the soil. This knowledge motivated him to own the land. 
This also led to many disputes and fights for the ownership of land. Finally 
they reached on agreement with regard to some type of control or laws about 
the ownership of land. This is evident fiom social contract theory. 

The desire of man to own the land, which is productive, led him to the idea 
of owning any thing that is productive. Knowing that the woman can procreate 
children, men tried to own more women and thereby get more and more 
children. This also ended the conflicts and fights. Gradually restrictions and 
regulations came in procuring women. This finally culminated in the form of 
a social institution of marriage with all its laws and regulations and customs. 

1.5 THE FAMILY 

Just like marriage, family is also a very familiar term. We all come fiom 
families. We see families around us. Family is an integral part of our life. Can 
we answer these questions: What is a family? What is the need for a family? 
Who constitute the family? Is it a mere union of parents and children? What 
is the relationship between the members in a family? Is the family a human 
invention or a natural evolution? Is it found among animals also? What are the 
forms of family in different ages and different cultures? 
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The family was a necessary precondition for human evolution, for without it 
human existence would not have been possible. The human infant is born 
helpless. It has a potential for physical and mental development. But it requires 
years to achieve its maturity. In the case of animals, their young ones are able 
to take care of themselves shortly after birth. But for human beings the long 
period of pregnancy and the prolonged helplessness in infancy and childhood, 
needs a long association of parents. This has resulted in the formation of a 
family. 

The Evolution of the Family 

The family as a group of parents and offspring's existed even before the 
appearance of man upon this planet. Family like association is seen among 
birds and higher mammals. The chimpanzee is a highly social creature which 
lives in family groups. The family life of apes and human beings can be 
compared. There is a selection of a mate, interaction between male and female, 
levels of control among father, mother and children and a child is taken care 
of primarily by mother. 

There is a great deal of difference between the family life of apes, mammals 
and birds and that of man. In the former case, the nature of family life throughout 
the world is the same in any given species. But in the case of man, family 
behaviour varies greatly from one society to another. In the animal family, the 
behaviour of the members is motivated by instinct, whereas in the human 
family it is motivated by culture. The animal family is largely biological in 
nature, while in the human family its structure and functions are shaped by 
culture. 

According to many sociologists, man in caurse of his evolution might have 
developed one or another family form as determined by situational and historical 
factors. In short we can say that geographic environment, economic conditions 
and culture rather than biological factors were the determinants of human 
family patterns. In man, the family is not only a biological group it is first and 
foremost a social institution. 

The Definition of Family 

We have seen that the structure and function of the family varies from place 
to place. So it is difficult to give a definition of the term 'family'. However, 
the definition of the family must include that which is common to the great 
variety of human groups to which the term 'family' has been applied. There 
are certain characteristics that are common to the human family in all times 
and in all places that differentiate the family from other social groups. According 
to Ernest W Burgess and Harvey. J. Lock, these characteristics are: 

1) The family is composed of persons united by the ties of marriage, blood 
or adoption. The bond between husband and wife is that of marriage, and 
the relationship between parents and children is generally that of blood 
and sometimes that of adoption. 



Social Institution of 2) The members of the family typically live together under one roof a14 
Marriage constitute a single household. Sometimes, as in the past, the household is 

large consisting of three or four or even five generations. Today the 
household is small, consisting of the husband and wife with or without 
one or two children. 

3) The family is a unity of interacting and intercommunicating persons. 
They play the roles of husband and wife, father and mother, son 
and daughter, brother and sister. These roles are defined by the 
community. 

4) The family maintains a common culture derived mainly from the general 
culture. Usually this culture is the outcome of the merging o i  the two 
cultures of the husband and wife. 

On the basis of the above characteristics the family may be defined "as a 
group of persons united by the ties of marriage, blood or adoption, constituting 
a single household; interacting and communicating with each other in their 
respective social roles as husband and wife, mother and father, son and daughter, 
brother and sister and creating and maintaining a common culture". 

A family is a community of people living together in an environment which 
is a centre of healing, a place where one can live, where one can admit one's 
frustrations, stupidities and anger to people who do not retaliate. It is in the 
school of everyday family life, with all masks dropped and hypocrisies exposed, 
that man, woman and child acquire the potential to know what it is to be truly 
human, and fully human people have tried alternative arrangements for a 
family. But none of them are as efficient as a family. Children thrive best when 
they have a father and mother to love and protect them in a home. The parents 
also need the life long commitment in which love is proved. 

The Indian Family 

The family system all over the world are changing today and family relations 
are becoming weaker and weaker day by day. The influence of the family over 
the children is weakening due to the great social, political and economic 
changes. In the midst of these changes, India still has a time tested heritage 
of stable family structure. It is still the basic unit of our society and the 
medium of cultural transmission. The family still holds its solidarity and plays 
an important role in the formation of values in our society. 

In spite of the solidarity in the Indian families, a salient social transformation 
is taking place in the Indian families also. With the empowerment of women 
and the women getting more and more educated, the traditional family patterns 
are gradually disappearing. Modernization has its roots in westernization and 
it has questioned the traditional family values and structures. Parental influence 
is also weakening day by day. The religious and moral values present in the 
family are giving way to secular and pragmatic values. 



Check Your Progress I11 

Note: a) Use the space provided for your answer. 

b) Check your answer with those provided at the end of this unit. 

1) What is the need for a family in the growth and development of 
person? 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 
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1.6 TYPES OF FAMILY PATTERN 

The three chief historical stages in the evolution of the family are: 

i) the large patriarchal family characteristic of ancient society; 

ii) the small patriarchal family which had its origin in the medieval period; 
and 

iii) the modern democratic or nuclear family which is the product of the 
industrial revolution and the economic and social changes that followed.. 

The large patriarchal family was prevalent in China, India and Japan. Here the 
senior male member was the head of the family. He lived with his children and 
grand children which came up to four or five generations. The patriarch, the 
head of the family, had supreme authority over all other members of the 
family. This type of family was a result of the agricultural and pastoral mode 
of existence. 

The small patriarchal family was the second stage in trle evolution of the 
family structure. It consisted of husband and wife and children and one or two 
grandparents and one or two unmarried brothers and sisters of the husband and 
wife. This type of family was mostly seen in urban areas where the members 
used to work in industries. Here also the senior male member had the supreme 
authority over the whole family. 

The democratic or nuclear family consists of only the husband and wife and 
the children. This type of family system is more prevalent in modern society. 
Here the husband and wife share more responsibility and are more free. They 
can take their own decisions. Children can also join in the decision making 
consistent with the advancement in age. 

In India we find three types of family structures which are almost identical 
with the historical family patterns. They are: 



Social Institution of 1 )  The large joint family; 
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2) The nuclear family; and 

3) The stem or extended family 

Joint Family 

The large joint family is almost like the large patriarchal family where three 
or four generations of parents and off springs live together. This is mostly seen 
in rural areas. These families are mostly agricultural families. 

Advantages of the Joint Family 

The joint family assures shelter for the aged and sick, social security for the 
unemployed and support for the young couple. Children grow up in an 
atmosphere of security and affection. The newly married couple get training 
in family life and child care. The sons get the training from their father, uncle 
and grandfathers. The daughters get it from their mothers, aunts and 
grandmothers. 

In a joint family, the wisdom and experience of the elders are shared. The joint 
family has its own codes of behaviour and its own values which are transmitted 
from one generation to the other generation. On the whole, we can say that the 
joint family provides an umbrella of support which covers financial loss, 
social security and even provides informal counselling. 

Disadvantages of the Joint Family 

In the joint family the supreme authority is vested in the senior male member. 
So the whole life of the family goes according to nis efficiency and attitudes. 
The junior members may not take up any responsibility and initiative. There 

,is no freedom for the individuals, especially women. The head of the family 
may not be able to adjust to the social changes that are taking place outside 
the family. There will be a perpetuation of old customs and values. 

Nuclear Family 

In a nuclear family, the husband and wife live with their children. This is 
mostly seen in urban areas. Both the husband and wife may be earning members 
in such families. 

Advantages 

The husband and wife have the full freedom to act according to their own 
ideas. There is more financial security and individual freedom. This type of 
families can easily adapt to social changes. There is more responsibility and 
initiative for all the members. 

Disadvantages 

There is nobody to help and guide the members, especially when some conflict 
arises. The practical wisdom and emotional security offered by the joint family 
is lacking in a nuclear family. There is nobody to look after the children. 
Children miss the protection and affection of grand parents. Working mothers 
are forced to leave the children either with the servants or in a day care centre. 
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This is midway between the joint family and the nuclear family. The husband, 
wife and children live with one of their grand parents. 

Advantages 
This type of family has all the advantages of the joint family and the nuclear 
family, provided the grandparents do not dominate. Children' are looked after 
properly. Grandparents also may not feel the loneliness and will be happy with 
their children and grandchildren. Parents c& give all the security and guidance 
to their son and daughter, who are newly married. 

Disadvantages 
If the parents who live with their sonldaughter are too dominating, the young 
couple may loose their freedom and individuality. There are chances of problems 

, , 
with in-laws. For growth in marriage, it is desirable that the couple live on 
their own. 

Each system of family has its own advantages and disadvantages. But if the 
members are cooperative and have concern for each other, the disadvantages 
can be reduced to the minimum. The newly married couple who start their 
family life should have the freedom and initiative of a nuclear family and the 
emotional security and practical wisdom of a joint family. They should have 
the feeling of the 'home' where one has full relaxation and recreation and can 
live without masks. 

Functions of the Family 
I 
i The family is the basic unit of society. Today's family faces lot of problems 

1 due to the social changes. In spite of the problems in the family, it continues 
to exist because it meets the needs of children, adults and society at large. The 
family: 

I provides for the reproduction of the race; 

passes on the cultural heritage of the group; 

provides physical security, protection and the materid opportunities for 
living and growth; 

meets the deep emotional needs of both children and adults and provides 
for their social, emotional, intellectual and spiritual development; 

develops in its members socially desirable character traits and acceptable 
moral standards; 

develops an orderly system of living among its members with provision 
for eating, sleeping, school, work, etc., and 

develops sound relationships among members of the family and between 
them and their neighbours. 
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The family thus meets the basic physiological and psychological needs of its 
members. 

The Social Role of the Family 

Apart from the above functions the family has a social role also. The family, 
being the basic unit of society, has a vital and organic link with society. It is 
from the family that the citizens come and it is within the family that they find 
the first school of social virtues. The family is the bridge between the child 
and society. In the family, the child learns mutual respect, concern for others, 
generous service, deep solidarity, personal responsibility etc. These are the 
basic steps of social life. The family is thus the most effective means of 
humanizing and personalizing society. The family is the custodian and 
transmitter of values. 

Society should also respect and foster the family. The family is the very first 
cell in the social structure and the very first social union, which is indispensable. 
The so-called developed countries have now realized the fact that their broken 
families are heading towards a great social disaster so they are exhorting the 
parents to strengthen the family ties. "Marriage and family are a union for 
which there is no substitute. Nothing can take their place. You can even say: 
as the families are, so will mankind be". 

Check Your Progress IV 

Note: a) Use the space provided for your answer. 

b) Check your answer with those provided at the end of this unit. 

1) Briefly explain the functions of the family? 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

1.7 CHOOSING A PARTNER 

Now that you have learned so much about marriage and family, you will be 
in a position to answer the question "How will you choose your partner for 
life" ? Marriage is a life-long commitment and relationship and hence the 
selection of a partner is very important. The choice of an ideal partner is one 
of the basic requirements for a successful marriage. 

Suppose you are going for a journey. You would like to have a companion 
who is agreeable to you in all respects. So what about your companion, who 
is to travel with you through your whole life, till death? Marriage is one of the 
three great events in life along with birth and death. Birth just happens and 
death is beyond our control. Marriage is however something which can he 
decided. We can decide whom to marry and when to marry. 



There is a common saying among the Arabs " If you want to select a horse, Marriage and Family: 
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thousand. But if it is a wife, it is should be from thousands". This implies the 
importance of choosing a partner in marriage. It should not be a casual or 
careless selection. It should be a long thought out process. 

Very few people are inclined to 
analyse the factors that are to be 
looked into in selecting a partner. 
There is a common belief that 
marriages are made in heaven or 
it is fate, luck or providence. But 
this issue of choice of spouse is 
not something to be completely 
left to fate or luck. A scientific 
approach is necessary in the 
selection. There are certain 
determinants for mate selection. 

The patterns of arrangement for 
the selection of the mate differ 
from culture to culture. In certain 
cultures marriage is primarily a 
social and economic 
arrangement between two 
families. Here the choice of the 
mate is still the responsibility of 
the parents. Parents select the bride or bridegroom for their children. The 
young couple have little choice in this matter. They may not have the opportunity 
to become acquainted before the wedding. This type of marriage is known as 
arranged marriage. 

Arranged marriages are now giving way to selection by the young people 
themselves. Both procedures have their advantages and disadvantages. Mate 
selection, when arranged by parents, stressed social and economic considerations. 
They minimized or even ignored the sentiments of love and interpersonal 
relations of the young people. The youngsters make the choice on the basis of 
compatibility and personal attraction. They may not conform to parental 
standards like caste, religion, economic security etc. 

The best pattern is to let the young people find out heir own mates with the 
guidance and consent of the parents. This pattern is known as guided choice. 
Anyway, parents should guide their children without showing too much worry 
or haste. Allow the young people to decide on their partners as far as they can. 
But in every case, their elders should be the controlling factor. At the same 
time, parents should not give the impression that they have a readymade 
decision in their minds. Youngsters on their part should rely on their parents, 
recognizing their experience and their sincere desire for the good of their 
children. 
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As said earlier, marriage is a life-long relationship and commitment. There arc 
certain qualities or social expectations that are commonly appreciated in a 
partner. There should be compatibility between the partners in maturity, health, 
behaviour patterns or character, caste and religion, economic status, education 
and intelligence, attitudes, and values or the basic orientation to life etc. Let 
us consider them one by one. 

Maturity 

Under 'maturity' come physical maturity, emotional maturity and social and 
intellectual maturity. Maturity is a term which comprises many things. When 
we say that the partner should have the maturity for a married life, it means 
the ability to take up the full responsibility of a family. 

Age is one important factor that comes under physical maturity. According tu 
the Indian Marriage Act, the minimum age for marriage for woman is 18 and 
for man is 21. But from practical experience it is seem that the ideal age for 
woman is 21 to 24 and for man is 25 to 30. By that time they are physically 
mature and emotionally stable. If the man or woman lacks physical maturity 
helshe may find it difficult to make marital adjustments and to take up the 
responsibility as husband and wife and as parents. 

What should be the age difference between the partners? Who should be 
older? The social expectation is that the man should be older and there should 
not be much difference of age between the partners. But for so many practical 
reasons, it may not be possible to strictly adhere to this. Still, it is always good 
to stick on to these expectations to avoid further complications later on. One 
of the reasons for marital breakdown is the great or wide disparity of age 
between husband and wife. 

Emotional Maturity 

It consists of the ability to control one's emotions and passions. Emotional 
maturity helps to develop self-restraint and the attitude of self sacrifice. These 
are the essential requisites for a happy married life. Emotional maturity can be 
tested only at the times of crisis. He will adapt his course of action, overcome 
obstacles and accept the inevitable with grace and calmness. To an immature 
person, any frustration may bring about temper tantrums. 

An emotionally matured person is able to avoid frequent bad mood and has 
the ability to establish and.maintain personal relationships. He is able to endure 
normal discomforts and disappointments and to overcome suspicion and 
jealousy. In short, he has the ability to give and receive that is ability to love. 

Empathy is another characteristic of an emotionally matured persons. It is 
ability to perceive the feelings of others. It involves the willingness to recognize 
the needs of others and to assume the responsibility of meeting them. Getting 
married means taking up a responsibility for a life time. The partners have to 
meet each other's needs, bring up children, support the family financially and 
look after the members of the family. Life long commitment is one feature of 
the responsibility of marriage. It is related to the stability that comes with 
maturity. 



A clear sign of emotional maturity is the ability to reflect before speaking and 

! 
the readiness to talk with others. This is highly essential in husbandlwife 
relationship. 

! 

f An emotionally mature person has, first of all, insight and foresight in his 
thinking. He can evaluate himself as well as the world around him in a realistic 
manner. k e  can also face the facts of life realistically and anticipate the results 
of his action. He develops a sense of independence. He is able to make his 
own judgments and decisions. 

The maturity which marriage requires is not the achievement of one day. 
Emotional maturity can be achieved only by the satisfaction of the various 
needs of the child at each stage of development. Proper disciplining of emotions 
is necessary during the childhood for attaining emotional maturity, which results 
in self-confidence, self-control and affectional maturity. 

What is affectional maturity? It may be an unfamiliar term for you. It is the 
capacity to relate with people of different groups. The infant is at first interested 
in himselfherself or hisher mother. This interest is then shifted to playmates 
of his own sex during school age and to the opposite sex during adolescence. 
When the person comes to maturity, the affectional maturity is towards his 
partner. One who is ready for marriage should have this affectional maturity 
so as to develop a good husband wife relationship. This is basic requirement 
for marital harmony. 

Social Maturity 

Social maturity is evident when one can relate oneself to others in a selfless 
and responsible way. One should not think only in terms of immediate wish 
fulfillments or satisfaction or personal desires. The main signs oT social maturity 
are respect for others, honesty, frankness, courage and the ability to provide 
whatever a family needs. 

An emotionally mature person need not necessarily be socially mature if he 
has not experienced a social life. Social maturity comes from the fulfillment 
of one's quota of premarital living. Every boy and girl should have an experience 
of social life before marriage. Usually after completing this education, 
youngsters are employed and they have a 'free' time to assume the 
responsibilities of life and mingle with people. During this time they may 
come across persons of other sex, whom they may choose as their partners in 
life. This is a time of fantasy. Any way, this free time before marriage is 
essential for acquiring social maturity. 

After exploring for a partner, they finally settle down, and are ready for marriage. 
One characteristic of social maturity is one's willingiless to disregard unknown 
potential marriage partners in their fantasy. They will be ready to commit 
themselves to build up a relationship with a particular person. 

It is also important to be independent for a while. Having just become free 
from parents, it is too early to take one the bonds of matrimony. Spare time 
can be used as one may deem fit. Jobs can be changed. Travels can be made 
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Social institution of , according to the availability of money and time. lVobody else's wishes have 
Mamage to be consulted, nor moods catered to. 

Since they were more closely supervised than boys during childhood and 
adolescence, they have yet to achieve a full sense of personal identity. Usually 
many girls in India, especially in the rural areas, do not get this free time for 
socialization and acquiring social maturity. This is because they are married 
immediately after their schooling or graduation. Most of them'are not permitted 
to work outside their homes. This is a real drawback as far as marriage is 
concerned. 

Intellectual Maturity 

Intellectual maturity lies in the ability to understand persons, events, situations 
and problems. It is the capacity to formulate one's ideas, opinions and judgments 
without depending on others. 

For developing intellectual maturity one must have a certain level of education 
according to hisker social status. 0ne.must be able to give a meaning and 
purpose to hisker life, if helshe is intellectually mature. 

As we grow up, we gradually learn to understand and evaluate ourselves 
better. We come to know of our own strengths and weaknesses, our abilities 
and disabilities. We gain insight into our feelings, thinking and behaviour. We 
also develop foresight. We learn to face realistically the facts of life and to 
anticipate the results of our action. We learn to foresee the possible consequences 
of our behaviour. We no longer permit our desires to dominate completely our 
thinking or action. 

Mature thinking and feeling express themselves in mature action and behaviour. 
We show control and flexibility in our behaviour. We are neither rigid nor 
compulsive but adapt our actions according to the situation. We can accept 
authority and discipline as well as responsibility and power. We learn to co- 
operate with the people and make the necessary adjustments and adaptation in 
life. 

An individual should show these signs of intellectual maturity before he/she 
plans to marry. It is essential for promotion of desirable personality development 
and adjustments in marriage. Self realization is essential to understand the 
behaviour of others. "Know thyself' is an important principle in mental health. 
For good marital adjustments, knowledge of self is an essential factor. 

Only an intellectually matured person can know the limitations of others. A 
person who aims at an unattainable goal meets with frustrations. Intellectual 
maturity is essential for having 'frustration tolerance'. The married partners 
need high frustration tolerance to face problem situations wisely and to make 
wise decisions. 

Now we have seen how important maturity in selecting a mate is. Only a 
person having all the above types of maturation will be a good partner in 
married life. Often it is not easy to evaluate correctly, the herself in the best 
high, hiding the negative aspects on hislher personality. Therefore in mate 
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situation and circumstances. How a person acts in a crisis or a critical situation 
will show hisher real self and maturity. 

Health and Physical Structure 

A happy married life is very closely related toathe health of the partners. So 
this is an important factor to be looked into in selecting a mate. The parents 
should be healthy to have children of good health. In some western countries, 
the partners have to produce a medical certificate before marriage. This .is 
ideal, especially to eliminate people with hereditary diseases. 

It is advisable not to have marriage relations between person having a close 
blood relationship. The children born from such couples may have hereditary 
diseases of both the families. It is also necessary to look out for the RH factor 
of the blood. If the husband and wife have different RH groups i.e positive and 
negative, it may affect the children. So care should be taken to see that the 
partners has compatible blood groups. 

HIV testing also should be done before marriage, wherever scope for doubt 
exists, to avoid future problems and breakdowns. The presence of a health 
defect in a person may not prevent one from marrying, but it is necessary that 
both know about it and are ready to face its consequences together. 

Physical structure is another factor in the selection of mate. There should not 
be much disparity in physical structure (height, weight etc. colour and general 
appearance). However, physical attraction or physical expectation in the Indian 
context is that the husband should have a bigger structure than the wife. 
Regarding general beauty, the usual practice is that .woman's beauty is more 
looked into than a man's. In a man "manliness" is the usual criteria that is 
looked for. 

Physical appearance and beauty are relative terms and vary according to cultures. 
This is not a very important factor in selecting a mate. Anyway, beauty should 
not be the main criteria for selection. There is a Chinese rroverb "Marrying 
a woman only on the basis of her beauty is like buying a suilding merely by 
looking at the outside painting". Young people give too much importance to 
this criteria which is not wise. 

Behaviour Patterns or Character and Conduct 

If you want to enroll for any course, you need a character or conduct certificate. 
In order to enter into a profession also, very often you need a conduct certificate, 
but to get married do you produce any conduct certificate? Unfortunately 
many persons do not give enough importance to this aspect, which is one of 
the most important criteria for mate selection. Even if your partner has all the 
other physical qualities, economic and social status and education, if his 
character i s  not satisfactory, married life will be a real hell. At the same time 
even if there is disparity in age, caste, religion, education etc. and the partner 
has good character the marriage will still work. 



Social Institution of Character in married life means good will, sense of humor, the ability to love, 
Marriage honesty, responsibility, concern for others, give and take attitudes, cheerfulness, 

discipline, faith in God, fidelity openness, values in life, etc. The couple has 
a long life before them to spend together. Much of their happiness will depend 

I 
upon their ability to share, to agree and to work together. All this presuppose 
in them the presence of strong similarities with regard to basic concepts of 
life. There is no doubt that a certain amount of differences can be useful to i 
enrich the partners. But ultimately the person who shows more similarities 
should be considered as the best make. 

According to the perspectives in psychology, a person's character is formed 
during hisher early years of life. So hisher family is mainly responsible for 
character formation. As in the case of maturity, it is very difficult to assess the 
character of a person with whom we do not have an intimate personal 
relationship. In choosing a partner this is not always possible. Hisher family 
relationships and the life of the family can be taken as one of the important 
sources for assessing the character. Persons brought up in unhappy, insecure, 
and broken families may have many personality disorders and peculiar behaviour 
patterns. 

Some parents consider marriage as a solution for the behaviour problems of 
their children, especially sons. A drunkard, a drug addict or a criminal may 
marry a poor girl having low socio-economic status. The poor girl is supposed 
to 'change the prodigal son'. Usually this ends up with a marital breakdown 
and lot of misery for the girl. The innocent girl becomes a scapegoat. 

Caste and Religion 

When the selection of the bride or bridegroom is made by parents they insist 
on caste and religion. But when the selection comes to youngster, we come 
across many inter-caste and inter-religious marriages. Many of them are 
successful. These types of marriages are good for social and national integration 
- and harmony among different castes and religions. But there are many practical 
problems of adjustments in such marriages. In India marriages are between 
two families. The families may not accept such marriages and interfere with 
each one's customs and life-style. 

When two persons fiom two different castes or religions marry, they must be 
willing to accept and respect each other's faith and values. Usually the problem 
comes with the birth of a child. Both the parents will consciously or 
unconsciously try to practice hisher own customs and values which result in 
a conflict for the children. If both parents are strictly secular, such problems 
can be eliminated to some extent. 

It is safer to choose a mate fiom the same caste, religion and culture. Even in 
the developed countries, where mate selection is done mostly by couples, 
preferences are for mates from the same race, religion and culture. 

Social and Economic Status 

The partners should have as far as possible, the same economic and social 
status. The family should have a stable income to pull on. Today dowry has 
become a great social problem in India. Men are demanding huge amounts of 



money from the wife's home. Many bride burnings are due to the problems of 
dowry. Of course, the girl should have an equal share of her father's wealth. 
Usually this share is handed over to the boy at the time of marriage. In many 
cases, the wife has no say about the dowry money, and it is considered as the 
property of the husband and his family. In many marriages, dowry is the main 

1 
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criteria for selecting the wife. This is very unfortunate. 

The partners should have the financial stability to establish and run a family. 
But the whole financial assistance should not be expected from the wife's 
family. As far as possible the wife also should have an independent income. 
Marrying a person who is very much above or below the economic and social 
status may cause many adjustment problems for both the partners. In many 

i love marriages, economic disparity may not be looked into which may result 
L in marital problems later on. It is very difficult for love to flourish in a 'poor' 

circumstance. 

I Education and Intelligence 

There should not be much disparity in these factors. In Indian villages, most 
women are still illiterate, men do not consider literacy as a pre-requisite for 
marriage. This is very sad state of affairs. Women should be educated to be 
intelligent wives and efficient home managers. An educated mother is the best 

i insurance for the education of her children. As in the case of physical structure, 
I men in India prefer partners with equal or a little lower level of education. If 

the wife is more educated, the husband may develop an inferiority complex. 

Regarding intelligence, both the partners should be intelligent enough to manage 
a home. Intellectual companionship between the partners is a very important 
factor which is not given adequate emphasis in Indian marriages. 

It is not advisable to marry persons who are mentally retarded. The intelligence 
of the parents will be inherited by children to a very large extent. So intelligence 

I is an important factor in mate selection. 

I Attitudes and Values - Basic Orientation to Life 
I 

Areas where strong similarity is required are attitudes and v:,iues and the basic 
I orientation to life. These include goals, values, religious COI- .rictions and general 
I 

I ideas about justice, honesty, truth etc. A simple tolerance of other's beliefs or 
conceptions is not enough to establish a life long partnership. 

The partners should fully agree with the idea of marrialge, its meaning and 
purpose. It is very important for them to have the same concept about fidelity, 
reciprocal roles in the family, sex, children and in-laws. It is good to have a 
spontaneous agreement in fields such as entertainment, participation in cultural, 
social and political activity, religious practices and community life. 

Temperamental compatibility of the mates prevents problems in marriages. 
Temperament means the physiological activity level and response patterns of 
the individual. The behaviour controlling glands of dne individual may be 
different from that of another individual. Such biological al-ifferences help to 
explain many of the conflicts in marriage. For example, why one spouse is 
always active and the other inactive. To avoid all these problems, temperamental 
compatibility should be given due importance in mate selection. 

Marriage and Family: 
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Social institution of Compatibility of needs is another factor which should be looked into the 
Marriage choice of the mate. There is evidence that persons seek a mate who will 

compliment their strengths and deficiencies. Person with complimentary needs 
tend to marry. Many boys and girls are attracted to each other because each 
satisfies the other's need. The need so satisfied may be the need for love, 
affection, sympathy, understanding etc. 

Now we have seen some of the important qualities that are to be looked for 
in a mate. The selection of partner is not an easy process. It is an ongoing 
process which requires time and experience. It is better for the partners to have 
an opportunity to become well acquainted with each other. This called courtship. 
It provides the two persons the opportunity to test each other's feelings, ideas 
and orientations to life. This may help them to decide whether a life together I 
will possible. It also provides them occasions to reveal to each other the I 
different sides of their temperaments. 

Inspite of the above advantages of courtship, it is generally not followed or 
accepted in Indian marriages. But it is a must in western countries. Anyway, 
it is good to have some acquaintance with the partner before marriage. 

One may not get a partner who can satisfj all the above criteria of mate 
selection. Some compromises have to be made in some aspects. But once the 
selection is made, one should accept hisher partner totally. 'Accept toto' is a 
key word in marital success. Since it is not easy to change the behaviour of 
an adult the only way is to accept your partner with hisher merits and demerits 
and adjust accordingly. 

There is no 'I' or 'You' in a marriage relationsllip, but only the 'We'. The 
husband and wife should become one and at the same time keep their own 
identities and individualities. The new Mathematics of marriage is 1+1 should 
be 'big one'; it should never be a -2- or a -1 1- where the partners proceed in 
two parallel lines which never meet. 

Check Your Progress V 
1 

Note: a) Use the space provided for your answer. 

b) Check your answer with those provided at the end of this unit. 

1) What are the main criteria in selecting a partner? 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

.................................................................................................................. 

1.8 LET US SUM UP 

In this unit, you have learnt about marriage, and family and the criteria for 
, choosing a.partner. Marriage is a life long conscious commitment between a 

nian and a woman. It is a contract, a union and an institution. Marriage has 



many biological, social, psychological and legal aspects also. The main functions Marriage and Family: 
Choosing Life Partner and purposes of marriage are, union and procreation, companionship and sex 

and socialization of the individual. 

1 Family is one of the oldest social institutions. The human being is the most 
1 helpless creature at birth. It needs a long association with parents for its 
1 

growth and development. This resulted in the evolution of the family. A family 
has certain distinct characteristics. It is a group of persons united by the ties 
of marriage, blood relation or adoption. They live together under one roof. The 
family members interact with each other in different roles as father, mother, 
husband, wife, children etc., it has a common culture also. 

In India the family system is still stable and has solidarity. There are three 
types of families in India, the Joint Family, the Nuclear Family and the Extended 
Family. Each type has its own advantages and disadvantages. 

1 The family has many functions. It meets the needs of children, adults and 
society. It provides for the reproduction of the race, physical security, protection 

! etc. The family meets the physical, emotional, psychological, social and spiritual 
, needs of all the members. It is the basic unit of our society. 

The selection of a partner in marriage is very important, because it is a life 
long commitment. The choice can be made by parents, by self or jointly by 
both. There are certain social expectations that are commonly appreciated in 
a partner. There should be compatibility between the partners in all aspects of 
life. Some of these aspects are maturity: physical, emotional, social and 
intellectual; character, caste and religion; economic status, education, attitudes 
and values and orientation to life. 

1.9 KEY WORDS 

Compatibility : The capability of husband and wife to adjust with each other 
in all areas of life. 

Courtship : The time before marriage, when a boy and girl try to win the 
affection of each other. In western countries there is usually 
a period of courtship between the couples before marriage. 
During this period they can know each other very intimately. 
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1.11 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 7 

Check Your Progress I 

1) The term marriage has different meanings for different people. Marriage 
is a relationship. It is one of the deepest and most fulfilling of human 
relationships. For some people marriage is an institution. Marriage is 
described as a freely made contract between psychological aspect and a 
legal aspect as well. 

Check Your Progress I1 

1) Marriage has many purpose and functions. One of the most important 
purpose of marriage is union and procreation. Marriage is also for sex and 
companionship. It also helps for the socialization of the individual. 
Marriage creates a family to provide the natural environment in which a 
person can have full growth and development. 

Check Your Progress I11 

1) The human infant is born helpless. It requires years to achieve physical 
and mental maturity. So the child needs a long association with parents. 
Hence the human being needs a family for its growth and development. 

Check Your Progress IV 

1) Family has many functions in society like reproduction of the race, passing 
the cultural heritage and providing physical security and protection. Family 
contributes to the emotional, social and spiritual development of its 
members. Apart from these family has social functions also. 

Check Your Progress V 

1) There should be compatibility between the partners in maturity: physical, 
emotional, social and intellectual; health, behaviour patterns, caste, religion, 
economic status, education and intelligence, attitude and values or the 
basic orientation to life. The partners should have the same concept about 
the purpose and functions of their marriage and family. 



Lineage and Descent 

A unilineal group of kin who trace their descent from a known common ancestor is 
a lineage. A lineage is a unilineal descent group and is a consanguineal group. 

The members of a lineage claim their descent from a common known ancestor and 
at the same time they can actually demonstrate the links between themselves and 
their known ancestor. This shows that lineage is based on Demonstrated Descent. 
Depending upon the types of rules of descent on which the lineages are based, they 
can be classified into patrilineages, matrilineages and ambilineages. 

A unilineal group of kin who trace their descent from a known common male 
ancestor is a patrilineage. It is based on demonstrated patrilineal descent. 
Patrilineages are found among the Witoto Red Indians of Amazonia, Yanomamo 
Red Indians of Southern Venezuela and Miwok Red Indians of California. They 
are also found among the Nuer of Africa and also among the agricultural societies 
of Indiaand China. 

A unilineal group of kin who trace their descent from a known common female 
ancestor is a matrilineage. It is based on demonstrated matrilineal descent. 
Matrilineages occur among the Veddas of Ceylone, Kurtchin of Northern Canada, 
Tikopia of South Pacific and in India, among Khasi and Garo of Meghalaya. 

A consanguineal kin group each of whose members can trace their descent from a 
known common ancestor, either a male or female, constitutes an ambilineage. It is 
also called a ramage or a sept. Ambilineages occur among Nukuros of Micronesia, 
Samoans of Polynesia and Iban of Sarawak and also among the pastoralist societies 
of Tibet. Ambilineages are also reported from the agricultural societies of Japan. 

Characteristics of Lineages 

1. Lineages are named: They can also have labels, symbols or even 
designations. In a very few societies, lineages are not named.  

2. Lineages are exogamotis: Since the members of a lineage are consanguine, 
i.e., related by blood, they have to choose their spouses from other lineages. 
Thus lineages in every society regulate marriages through exogamy. 

3. Lineages have common religious obligations: The lineages may have their 
own deities, priests and peculiar rituals for dealing with the supernatural. 
Lineages involve in the veneration of their respective ancestors. In fact, 



ancestor worship is one of the most important mechanisms through which 
lineages organize their living members. 

4. Lineages are characterized by corporate property ownership: In a majority 
of the societies, lineages act as a corporation because it owns property and 
controls the use and inheritance of this property. In this sense each lineage 
functions as a corporation in many societies. However in some societies the 
individual families within a lineage own property. In few societies lineages 
do not own property. 

5. Every lineage is a corporate enterprise: Its members may co-operate for 
economic purpose such as hunting, fishing, and, or even ceremonial 
purposes. In some societies, other types of kinship groups may act as 
corporate enterprise. 

6. Lineages are units of social control: It regulates the behavior of its 
members. Every lineage may have its own laws to regulate and punish the 
members of its group. Thus a lineage is playing a deliberate role in enforcing 
the laws of the society among the members of its group. 

7. Lineages are characterized by mutual aid: A lineage supports its members 
on important occasions in the life cycle. Lineages come to the rescue of its 
members in the time of need. 

8. Lineages also constitute feuding groups: Lineages within a single clan feud 
with each other and then at times unite to fight the members of other clans. 
The Nuer of Sudan and Tiv of Central Nigeria are the examples of the 
societies where the lineages are feuding groups. 
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Learning Objectives

After you have read this unit you will be able to

discuss gender and stratification

discuss the contribution of Marx and Weber to understanding of social
stratification

27.1 Introduction
In most societies the tasks of women are clearly differentiated. In the West
as well as in the middle class sections of Indian society, men have been seen
to be the bread winners and women were expected to take care of the
house and raise children. This arrangement used to be considered as ‘natural’
and complementary, having roots in the biological makeup of the sexes. The
economic dependence of women and sexual division of labour were closely
interlinked.

The ideology of ‘naturalness’ of division of labour has been challenged as
women started entering the labour force in large numbers in the West. The
rise of feminist movement in the west raised questions about division of
labour and almost universal subordination of women across societies and
cultures. The questions like has employment changed women’s status? Are
they facing double burden of performing jobs which are negatively valued.
For example housework not being considered as work whereas paid work
outside the household as work. Statistics show that women all over the
world earn much less than men for the same work. Occupations are also
segregated along gender lines. Other questions relate to women’s active
participation in work force, its consistent devaluation and women’s exclusion
from decision making. In understanding these issues we look for answers in
the stratification theories.

Feminist scholars resist to treat the problem of women essentially an artifact
of the contemporary system of economic exploitation. They have argued
that the oppression of women is not to be seen as ‘secondary’ to class
oppression as a whole. Women are oppressed as a class by men and patriarchal
structures are geographically and historically almost universal. The major axis
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Gender and
Social Stratification

of differentiation in prevailing society is not class but gender and it is
women who wait for the ‘longest revolution’. Gender in class stratification
theories attempts to uncover the sources of structured inequality and social
change. Both Marxists and Weberians have been engaged in empirical research
which both document and attempt to explain the forms and structures of
inequality. It has been widely criticized that the class situation of family
members is ‘derived’ from that of the main breadwinner who is usually a
man. The question of gender raises serious problem for both theoretical and
empirical work in social stratification. The active participation of women in
all walks of life, the decrease in the number of households that have only
male bread winners, passage of new laws created an environment for women’s
location in social stratification. According to Newby (1982) the issue of gender
inequality arose from women’s movement.

27.2 Weber, Marx and Stratification
Weber observed that societies can be stratified according to their degree
for class or status formation, providing the most important and basic fact of
social stratification theory. The first form of inquiry concerns with the extent
to which class or status systems are the predominant modes of social action
at the societal level. Theories of social stratification then presuppose as
their explanatory object the inter and intra-societal variability of class or
status formations. At this time the question of sexual inequality treated in
terms of division of labour (Marxist approach) which considers women as
‘reserve army’ i.e. The labour of women could be called upon to facilitate
expansionary ‘deskilling’ clerical work as well as in periods of acute labour
shortage such as in wartime. According to Max Weber economic and
technological changes favour class stratification and pushes status stratification
in the background.

Since the determination and explanation of the variability of class and status
formation have been the central concerns of the study of social stratification,
the documentation of the inequality of opportunities and outcome occupied
a subordinate place. It was justified on several grounds. First, because of
interest in the distribution of unequal rewards, life-chances and how different
social arrangements could procure ‘better’ outcomes and opportunities. The
second season was the importance given to the explanation of ‘outcomes’
of class or status differentiation, which were considered as by-product of
stratification analysis. These approaches never gave serious thought to issues
of gender inequality, because the emphasis was on class polarisation and
status-group consolidation. Earlier it was always presumed that gender
relations are usually heterosexual and therefore crosscut by class and status
relations. It gave bearing on the view that gender relations are somehow
similar to ethnic relations.

Box 27.1: Marx and Patriarchy

Marxist school of thought has led to the conceptualisation of sexual division
in terms that have less to do with actual social relationship or patterns of
social interaction, that with the determination of the ‘place’ of female
labour within the class structure and of its ‘functions for capital’. A major
question arose from this perspective is whether or not female domestic has
always had difficulties in formulating a stable and coherent theory of action
which could relate the analysis of objective class position and of system
contradictions to class formation. There was a fundamental difference from
the kind of analysis that has accreted around the concept of ‘patriarchy’



138

which refers to patterns of behaviour or forms of social interaction. Both
Marxists and patriarchy approaches also differ on whether women constitute
a class or not, while patriarchy is seen as a structure of social relations in
men are privileged systematically and women disprivileged in such a variety
of social contexts that it makes sense to think of gender relations as a form
of ‘stratification’.

Patriarchy constitutes a type of social formation that has been improperly
ignored by conventional stratification analysis. According to Mann (1986) the
omission of gender as a basis of social stratification created a crisis in
stratification theory. The five main areas of stratification theory, which have
been influenced by Gender, are individual, the family and household, the
division of labour between the sexes, social class and nation-states.

27.3 Gender and Social Stratification in Cross-
Cultural Perspective

The unequal accesses to resources, opportunities and rewards and to rights
between men and women are legitimised by patriarchy across societies and
cultures. Status inequality between men and women is not a new phenomena
which is reinforced through patriarchy and its institutions, gendered division
of labour and social institutions like marriage, dowry, property and inheritance
and subordination. Sylvia Walby (1994:22-28) observes that patriarchy is not
only differential distribution of power but also it is built into the very
mechanism of production.

Reflection and Action 27.1

Write a note on gender in a cross-cultural perspective. Discuss your views
with your friends.

Feminist sociologists working on the concept of class have challenged its
basis solely derived from man’s occupations. A major concern of feminist
critique has been to consider what modification of class boundaries would
be necessary if women in paid work are to be considered as well. Secondly
they have sought to reevaluate the contribution of women’s work to the
family.

Cross cultural research on sexual division of labour attempted to describe
wide range of women’s productive activities in societies with different
mode of subsistence but also the status implications of these on status of
women.

For feminist anthropologists right from the very beginning the chief concern
has been to explore the causes of universal gender inequality. They sought
to explain its origin and perpetuation in terms of sociological, cultural and
material terms. Each of these explanations rested upon a major dichotomy
which was taken to be universal: public/domestic, nature/culture and
production/reproduction.

In feminist anthropology, the relationship of gender with social stratification
has been conceptualised primarily in the way gender informs social structures
as a symbolic construct and as a metaphor for social action. Gender is
conceptualised as symbolic representations and the behaviour of women
and men and their relations. Anthropologists like Rosaldo, Lamphere and,
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Ortner identified gender and kinship as the basis of social inequality whereby
recognising how women’s access to property and decision making etc. are
subsumed within larger ideological, material and political contexts of kinship
structures.

Ortner and Whitehead (1981) proposed a model of prestige structures which
is defined as the set of prestige positions or level that result from a particular
line of social evaluation, the mechanisms by which individuals arrive at a
given level or positions, and the overall conditions of reproduction of the
system of statuses(ibid..13).

Gender, they argued, is one such prestige structure, and in every human
society, man and woman compose two differentially valued terms of a value
set, men being men, higher (ibid..16). They suggested that male prestige is
linked to ‘public roles’, such as chief or a Brahman, while female prestige is
defined in relation to men, in such roles as wife, sister and mother, in other
words female structures are encompassed within the male structures.
Conceptualising gender as one of the prestige structures pushed the gendered
analysis of social stratification across societies.

Anthropological literature suggests that women’s work outside of household
and in subsistence economy indicates as well as reinforce generally egalitarian
relations between women and men. Women’s in Vanatinai have access to
power both through their control of the economic capital of land and through
their accumulation of symbolic capital in exchange and mortuary ritual. But
among horticulturists in highland New Guinea, women raise staple crops but
men raise prestige crops that are the focus of social exchange.

Box 27.2: Division of Labour

This cultural valuation is the foundation for gender stratification that is then
reinforced by gender ideologies of male superiority and a high degree of
sexual antagonism between men and women. Meigs (1990) describes a
“chauvinistic” ideology that is rooted in men’s role as warriors. The division
of work among Mundurucu, an Amazonian horticultural society, where men
hunt, fish and fell the forest area for gardens while women plant, harvest
and process manioc. Men work at Mudurucu has more assigned value. As
Murphy and Murphy (1985) state “Male ascendancy does not wholly derive
from masculine activities but is to a considerable degree prior to them”.
Male domination is traditionally symbolic. According to Martin and Voortries
(1975) the decline in female participation in agriculture is that the female
domestic workload tends to increase when root crops are replaced by cereal
crop and when animal labour replaces manual labour.

Women’s value is defined by their reproductive abilities rather than by their
productive activities. Bride wealth is considered as compensation to the
bride’s parents or her kin for the productive and reproductive rights of the
bride; dowry as a form of inheritance provides a bride with land and other
wealth and helps her to attract a husband.

In traditional patriarchal Irish family (studied by Arensberg & Kimball (1940)
work was divided by gender and age. The division of labour considered
“natural” and power in the hands of men. Pastoral societies are also generally
characterised by patriarchy and a dichotomisation of the sexes, both
symbolically and socially segregation of the sexes and gender stratification
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are fundamental attributes of many pastoral societies. Campbell (1964) who
studied “Sarakatsoni of Greece” says that the life of pastoral ‘Sarakatsoni’
revolves around three things: sheep, children and honour gender ideology is
embedded in these three valued items. The ultimate authority lies with the
male despite the fact that female contributes equally in all aspects of life.

27.4 Status of Women
Generalisations are often made about the status of women according to
different modes of adaptation but these studies show that great amount
diversity persists. To understand gender stratification, the interlinkage of
both ideology and participation in production must be understood. As Atkinson
(1982: 248) states, “It is too facile to deny the significance of sexual
stereotypes or to presume that women’s influence in one context cancels
out their degradation in another, just as we know that women’s status is
not a unitary phenomenon across cultures, we need to be reminded that
the intra cultural picture is equally complex.” Socialist feminist scholars,
however, maintain that patriarchy precedes class inequality. They clearly
show that new forms of subordination and gender asymmetry have superseded
the old, leaving patriarchal control undisturbed. Industrial work privileged
men who took control over the earnings and social power while leaving
women as dependents.

Leela Dube, Eleanor Leacock and Shirley Ardener (ibid:xi) provide a cross-
cultural perspective; focusing upon the insignificance and passivity of women
and the primary of men in various societies. Leela Dube observes that making
women invisible despite their obvious preference and effective visibility is
the root cause of their low status in society.

Inequalities of gender can be explained by “gender regimes” which is a
cluster of practices ideological and material, which in a given social context,
acts to construct various images of masculinity and feminity and thereby to
consolidate forms of gender inequality (Connell, 1994: 29-40). According to
Kabeer (1995:37) ‘biology is gendered as well as sexed’. Male and female are
translated as man and woman based on mutually exclusive traits of masculinity
and feminity.

Women are attached to a two-fold stratification i.e. in relation to men and
in relation to other women. Gender structures different spheres of male-
female inequality.

Many egalitarian societies in the contemporary world are characterised by a
division of labour whereby men hunt and women gather. Friedl (1975:78)
outlines four reasons for this division i.e. the variability in the supply of
game, the different skills required for hunting and gathering the incompatibility
between carrying burdens and hunting and the small size of semi nomadic
foraging population. Despite the common assumption that men hunt and
women gather, there is no sharp division of labour. The Tiwi, Australian
aborigines who live on Melville Island off the coast of Northern Australia both
men and women hunt and gather. Women are considered economic assets
and a source of wealth and prestige for men. Women acquire social status
and can be politically influential. Goodale (1971) suggests that Tiwi culture
emphasises the equality of men and women in society. Among the Agta
Negritos of North Eastern Luson, the Philippines women enjoy greater social
and economic equality with their men compared to Tiwi of Australia. They
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make significant contribution to the daily food supply and also control the
distribution of the food they acquire, sharing them with their families and
trading them in the broader community. This challenges the widely held
notion that in foraging societies pregnancy and child care are incompatible
with hunting. They have developed methods of contraception and abortion
to aid them in spacing their children.

In horticultural societies, in which cultivation and farming is required by the
use of hand-tool technology women play important roles in production.
Lepowsky points to gender egalitarianism among the horticultural and
matrilineal people of the pacific island of Vanatani. He says that the prominent
position of women in Vanatinai exchange and other activities.

27.5 The Indian Context
According to Kalpana Bardhan (1986;94) “Although the family is the salient
units of analysis for stratification studies, whether based on class or caste
analysis, it is not quite sufficient situated within the broader framework,
the division by sex and the status of women affect its properties of stability
and dynamics”.

Reflection and Action 27.2

Write briefly on patriarchy, economy, and class structure. Put down the main
points in your notebook.

In Indian society, besides family as a basic unit of stratification the role of
kinship, family and everyday relations, the role of male head of the family,
status equality between men and women are some of the questions, which
needs examination. Michael Mann (1986:40-56) discusses patriarchy, economy
and class structure. According to Mann compartmentalisation of women persists
despite involvement of women in politics, development programmes and
processes and feminism. Indian society has been divided into purushjati and
stree jati. To conceptualise women and write about them, Nita Kumar (1994:4)
suggests four ways to deal i.e. by making women the object of human ‘gaze’
by seeing women as actors and subjects by giving them the prerogative of
males, by focussing on the patriarchal, ideological discursive within which
women exist and which seemingly control them without a chance to get out
of them, by looking at the hidden, subversive ways in which women exercise
their agency. She raises some questions like desirability of having women as
subjects and to replacing of the masculine, rational, free subject into a
feminine one.

According to Monisha Behal’s (1984) work in Mainpuri district in west Uttar
Pradesh, women’s lives in the village are full of gloom and sadness because
of work overload, bad health, drudgery and poverty. Madhu Kishwar and Ruth
Vanita (1984) pose the women’s question by highlighting the incompatibility
of Indian constitutional Law, violence, aggression and crimes against women.
Mahatma Gandhi viewed that women has infinite capacity for sufferings
because she is the mother of man has also been critically examined. Joanna
Liddle and Rama Joshi (1986) studied the Indian women in the context of
interconnections between gender, caste and class. They explained that the
patriarchal upper castes tightened both caste and gender division as they
consolidated their economic supremacy and defended challenges to that
supremacy.

Gender and
Social Stratification



142

Box 27.3: Women and Dalits

Status asymmetry of genders is part of the larger social structure which is
reinforced through caste and family values. Gender and caste are important
aspects of class exploitation. Women in the Indian society are stratified
along caste, class, religious and ethnic boundaries thus no generlisations on
the status become possible. Women are stratified. Women from Dalit sections,
suffer from triple oppression — caste, class, gender.

Divided by economic inequality and the ideology of hierarchy Indian women
hardly share interests. It has been found that work is prime mover of
women’s status because there is a correspondence between economic
stratification, social hierarchy and differentiation of female work pattern
and employment modes. Caste oppression, class exploitation and gender
inequities are more stable and durable as they are practiced within the
family.

Women’s movements in India have mainly focused on those issues which
seem to cut across boundaries such as violence against women, work related
inequalities, access to education and employment, health, social recognition
of work of house wives and remuneration for their work, political repression
and under representation, price rise etc.

Raising issues of exploitation and oppression in different spheres of life i.e.
family, marriage, economy, religion and politics, feminists seem to cover a
large vista of gender concerns in diverse Indian contexts.

In all kinds of writings it has been admitted that patriarchy, stratification
system and status of women are closely inter-related and any kind of positive
change in the status of women would be an attack on patriarchy and
stratification system. Through a symbolic analysis unequal practices have
been seen express deep seated cultural valuations of what it is to be a
masculine and feminine. Leela Dube (op. cit.) discusses the relationship
between man and women by using metaphoric concepts of ‘seed’ and the
earth in various patrilineal cultures as justification of gender asymmetry.

Women in literary writings have been projected in a conservative form. In
the last three decades large spate of writings on various aspects of gender
inequality challenge the invisibility of women in economy, denial of
unemployment, decision making and violence and crime against women as
male privileges.

The abolition of landlordism and the breakdown of its socio– cultural milieus
have affected women in a positive manner. Mencher and Saradamoni (1983:A
–167) find that female income is essential for below poverty line houses.
Most of the women are engaged in three types of work: (a) participation in
the traditionally defined labour force (b) domestic work plus activities like
alone. Even these women are victimized because of their sex and poor
economic back-ground.

Karuna Ahmad finds (1979 : 1435 – 40) five trends in women’s employment:
(a) clustering of women in a few occupations (b) clustering either in low
status occupation or in the lower rungs of the prestigious profession, (c)
women receive lower salaries than men, (d) high proportion of highly educated
and professionally trained unemployed women.
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Studies suggest that women’s professional locations reflect their position in
society in terms of caste and class backgrounds and educational achievements.
Perceptions regarding status among women are shaped by modern education
than the traditional values regarding marriage and family.

Agnihotri (1996) and Agarwal (1984) gave preference for Marxist approach in
analysing women. Agarwal proposes that a number of questions which would
have a bearing on gender relations will get obfuscated in the organisation of
production and relations of production. But despite the metaphor of reforms
and individuation of women, emphasis on chastity, patriarchy, division of
Labour, sacredness of Marriage seclusion with the household has persisted

27.6 Caste and Gender
The three basic characteristics of caste are:

i) Exclusion or separation i.e. rules governing marriage and contact, which
maintains distinctions of caste.

ii) Hierarchy i.e. the principle of order and rank according to status.

iii) Interdependence i.e. the division of labour which is closely tied to
hierarchy and separation.

These three analytically separable principles of the caste system operate
through units based on kinship. Women’s lives are largely lived within familial
parameters. The centrality of the family and household remains very important
in their lives (Dube,1996: 1- 27).

Women’s work contributes substantially to the occupational continuity of a
caste group. significant continuities in the link between caste and occupation
can be seen with respect to Brahmin is still acting as a Purohit (priest) for
upper and middle level castes. Among artisan castes of goldsmiths, blacksmiths,
potters and weavers, many are still using their traditional profession for
their living and women are helping them directly or indirectly at all levels of
work. Basket weaving is a joint activity of men and women. In rural areas
and small towns it is common for women from households of petty traders
and shopkeepers to grind spices and prepare fries, fritters and preserve for
sale in the family shop. It is a fact that occupational continuity of a particular
caste depends largely on women (ibid).

Jajmani relations, short-term contractual affiliation between artisans and
service castes and land owners, cultivators and traders, and relations of
exchange among occupational castes, a feature of many rural and semi-urban
areas, function at the level of family. Both men and women render services
and receive remuneration in case and kind for their work. We can see in
every region of India there are specific ‘Untouchable’ castes whose women
work as midwives: these women, along with the men of their caste, share
the essential task of removing pollution of upper and clean castes. The bond
or contract which ties labourers to their masters is understood to include
the services of both the husband and the wife (ibid).

The necessity of continuing with occupational work is an important basis for
marrying within the caste. Women’s contribution to occupational continuity
is carried out within patrilineal limits and under the impositions and controls
of caste. A woman’s education may also be restricted keeping the work
demands and marriage market in mind.
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In difficult times of the family, Scheduled Caste women generally do works
of scavenging but not the men. It is held that since women are used to
doing domestic work for their own household, can do similar kind of work
for others. The men feel that it is below their dignity to do such works or
jobs. Among migrant families, women are often the principle supporter of
the family. But the controls are retained at this time also. Social and ritual
matters are discussed and decided upon by the males of the caste with in
the neighborhood (ibid).

Food and Rituals: Food constitutes a critical element in the ritual idiom of
purity and pollution. The concern of purity and pollution centering on food
begin at home. The prescriptions and prohibitions regarding food for women
are governed by principles of kinship, marriage and sexuality. Women play
key role in maintaining the sanctity and purity of home. Notions of safety
relating to both purity/pollution and the ‘evil eye’ entail a variety of
restriction and constraints on women in the tasks of processing, preserving,
cooking and distributing food. In situation away from home and their locality
men tend to be more relaxed about rules of commensality, in a similar context
women are both chaperoned and watched over carefully and are expected
to follow rules more strictly (ibid).

There is a pervasive notion that women never attain the level of purity of
men of their own caste. It is well known that traditionally women of twice-
born castes have been equated with Shudras who could not be initiated
into the learning of the Vedas (ibid).

Marriage and sexual relations constitute a central arena in which caste
impinges on women’s lives. The cultural apprehension of the vulnerability of
women and the emphasis on their purity and restrained behaviour which
emphasises on limited interaction with opposite sex, are important
components of management of female sexuality in a caste society. The strong
patriliny in North India institutionalizes control of sexuality and fertility of
women. In the case of an unattached woman, pregnancy is a disaster because
in partrilineal society the issues of caste boundaries and her own purity are
involved.

Growing up of a female child is marked by severe controls, idealization of
familial roles, and emphasis on female modesty and strong value attached to
virginity of female. Women are expected to retain the purity of caste at all
life stages.

The pre-pubertal phase is looked upon as intrinsic purity stage and it is
celebrated in a number of ways, like worshipping and feeding virgin girls on
8th day of Navaratri. This calls for restrained behaviour on their part and
emphasises the need for protection and vigilance. In Indian society, restrained
and controlled sexuality is a pre-requisite for socially sanctioned motherhood
(Dube ibid). Even in urban areas middleclass women working in the public
work sphere experience pressures to confirm to the image of ‘good woman’
and face sexual harassment.

The principles of sexual asymmetry underlie the relationship between caste
endogamy and dowry, the different fates of men and women in inter-caste
unions and the sexual abuse of women. Sexual mores and restrictions are
less severe in case of ‘lower caste’ women. Men have mechanism by taking
purifactory bath and the ritual expatiation of the offence to escape pollution
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which occurs through sexual intercourse with a low caste woman, but the
same is not accepted in case of ‘upper caste’ female, she is banished,
declared dead to the family. Inter-caste marriages especially in rural India are
still not tolerated and many cases of killing the couples have been reported
in the recent past. Sexual violence against lower caste and tribal women is
not an uncommon feature here.

M.N. Srinivas (1976: 90) has pointed out that in contemporary caste society
cognate jatis tend to get telescoped to form a single entity for purposes of
marriage caste both imposes constraints and creates the dominant ethos
which underlie the practice of dowry within Hindu society. The increasing
social and economic differentiation has increased the demand and expectation
on the part of the groom’s family.

27.7 Tribe, Gender, Stratification and Change
For long it was assumed that tribal societies were not stratified along caste
and class in the Indian context and the gender relations were seen to be
near egalitarian. Tribal Women’s status was also seen to be much higher than
the caste women since concepts of purity and pollution did not apply to
them and women enjoyed considerable autonomy in sexual and marriage
affairs. Despite women’s major contribution to tribal economy, they were
excluded from inheritance of property and political decision making. Recent
literature suggest that tribal societies are changing at a fast pace. Colonialism,
coexistence with caste groups, missionaries, industrialisation, education,
political democratisation etc have influenced them to a great extent. Gender
asymmetry which always existed in these groups has multiplied and become
more complex due to import of outside influences and growing stratification
based on wealth and power (Mehrotra, 2004). Gendering of politics and the
state are other major areas of concern. Women’s right to vote and the
constitutional provisions for gender equality could not ensure women’s active
participation in the political realm and statutory bodies. Their exclusion from
public decision making bodies is near complete. Gender inequality is inbuilt
into state’s seemingly progressive policies as highlighted by Swaminathan
(1987,cf. Sharma,1997). She picks up Minimum Wages Act and the Equal
Remuneration Act as well as policies for women’s education and the Hindu
Law of Succession. Women’s movements in India have created a great deal
of awareness and gender issues have come to the centre stage. Women’s
organisations raising questions of gender inequality and empowerment have
been operational at both grassroots and other levels of Indian society,
employing local strategies in resisting social and economic oppression
(Mehrotra, 2002). National and international agencies have created spaces
through NGO action in rural and tribal areas for economic as well social
development. The much debated and practiced phrase women’s empowerment
has become the buzz word and a quiet revolution is taking place at grassroots
level through women’s active participation in development process. Agarwal
(1994), however, notes that effective rights in land alone can empower
women. Women’s struggles are about bringing social transformation and
emancipation from cultural bondage which keeps the stratification stable.

27.8 Conclusion
From the above discussion it is clear that a gender informs and organises
social stratification as one of the organising principles like race, class, caste
or status. Gender in interface with race and class determines the structure
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of western society, whereas caste and gender enter into class laying down
the structure of action for its members in the Indian context. The
understanding of status implications in social life and everyday routine of
men and women are symbolically represented in ideological and material
aspects of society.

The question of gender and stratification is not to be understood in terms
of inequality between men and women and in terms of subordination of
women alone. Recent researches on masculinity also suggest maleness to be
the symbolic construct as the femaleness is, reflecting that how gender as
a cultural construct expresses the relational dimension rather than the
individual attributes across societies and cultures.
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