
International Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences. 

ISSN 2250-3226 Volume 7, Number 1 (2017), pp. 83-92 

© Research India Publications 

http://www.ripublication.com 

 

 

Discussing the Indispensability of Family as a Social 

Institution 
 

Akhilesh Pathak 

Centre for the Study of Social Systems 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi (INDIA) – 110067. 

 

Abstract 

The endless conflict between functionalists as well as the conflict theorists 

seems to present two widely different pictures of the social institution called 

family. While adherents of both these schools of thought seem to make a case 

from their respective viewpoints, what is empirically valid does not often fit 

into the compartmental sense of the debate. There could be innumerable ways 

in which people set up a family and there could be various modes through 

which the roles that family fulfils in the society could be realized. There is 

also some debate over the kind of family in terms of the number of members 

as well as the generational depth of a family. The classical distinction between 

‘nuclear family’ and ‘joint family’ has kept many a scholar in the field busy. 

Besides, there have been experiments such as the kibbutzim way of life in 

Israel; an experiment that carries the potential to replace the traditional 

structure of the family, at the same time not compromising on the significance 

of family as an agent of socialization. This paper is an attempt to analyze the 

institution of family in its various empirical settings in order to bring out its 

indispensability when it comes to human society. 
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George Peter Murdock defined family in the following words: “The family is a social 

group characterized by common residence, economic cooperation 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 socially 
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cohabiting adults.”1 Adopting a structural-functional approach, Murdock considered it 

to be a universal phenomenon. To him, it's only the family that is capable of 

performing the irreducible functions for the society to survive. It is here that he seems 

to agree with Talcott Parsons who considers two basic and irreducible functions of the 

American family as universal. Parsons terms these as: 'primary socialization of 

children' and 'stabilization of the adult personalities of the population of the society.'2 

Regarding the forms of family, Murdock held the view that it was the nuclear family 

that formed the base and is the real universal entity. In his words, “The nuclear family 

is a universal human social grouping. Either as the sole prevailing form of the family 

or as the basic unit from which more complex forms are compounded, it exists as a 

distinct and strongly functional group in every known society” (Murdock 1949:2). 

Murdock's reductionist argument discounts the significance of the extended family 

defined as 'any grouping broader than the nuclear family which is related by descent, 

marriage or adoption' (Bell and Vogel 1968). In the Indian context, Iravati Karve 

defines family as “a group of people who generally live under one roof, who eat food 

cooked in one kitchen, who hold property in common, participate in common family 

worship and are related to one another as some particular type of kindred” (Karve 

1968:8). Other Sociologists follow Karve and take the existence of a common hearth 

or 'chullah' as the deciding factor for a family to exist. Commensality is of prime 

importance in the Indian context where the entire realm of social interactions is 

guided by the purity-pollution principle to a large extent (Dumont 1980). It adds one 

more dimension to the three suggested by Murdock.  Thus, there is an agreement 

among most of the scholars that family is more or less a universal phenomenon. 

However, they differ on the type of family that forms the base of family as a social 

institution. 

Contrary to the western notion of the nuclear and extended family with the nuclear 

family being the dominant form, the Indian perspective takes the joint-ness of family 

as the key factor. I.P. Desai (1964) in his study based on Mahuva village in Gujarat, 

classifies all families into four categories: (i) “I-a,  husband and wife only; I-b, uni-

member households; II-a, husband, wife and married sons without children and other 

unmarried children; II-b, the above group with other relatives who do not add to 

generation depth; III, three generation groups of lineal descendants and; IV, four or 

more than four generations of lineal descendants.” (Singh 1994). Desai (1964) clubs 

family types from I-a to II-b together to form the category of 'nuclear family' while 

types III and IV should be called 'joint families' according to him. His study suggests 

that 61% families of Mahuva fall under the category of the nuclear family while the 

                                                           
1 George Peter Murdock based his study on a sample of 250 societies ranging from hunting and 

gathering bands to large-scale industrial societies. In fact it’s the very opening sentence of his book 

entitled, Social Structure (1949). 
2 Talcott Parsons specifically discusses the case of family in America based on a structural-functional 

approach. 
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rest 39% constitute the group of joint family.3 Therein lays the problem of definition. 

A simple structural study of families would suggest the predominance of the nuclear 

family in India.  Desai came up with a new insight in the matter with his distinction 

between the nuclearity or jointness of the family and the degree of “sentiment of 

jointness” in each family type. He argued that 70 families in Mahuva which were 

otherwise classified as nuclear had a 'high' sentiment of jointness. It is this 

characteristic of the Indian family that makes India a society composed predominantly 

of joint families.  In Desai's words, “To the Indian the family is that which is the 'joint 

family' in English. The concept of family as nuclear family is still not the Indian 

concept. Consequently, the nuclear family to the Indian is not the same as it is to the 

Englishman or the American today” (Desai 1964). The argument gains further 

strength through K.M Kapadia's study based in Navasari town and fifteen villages 

from the same region. Kapadia tells us that “not only the total complement of the joint 

family is higher in the town but even its size is larger there than in the rural areas. The 

latter fact reinforces the vitality of the former, and so the predominance of joint 

families in the town cannot be regarded as accident” (Kapadia 1956). 

No matter what the type of family is or how it is regionally variant, it has 

historically evolved to be the kind of institution as we see it in today's society. A 

history of family can be understood through Bachofen's seminal work, Die 
Mutterreccht translated as Mother Right. Bachofen (1861) came up with four 

propositions:  

1. “That in the beginning humanity lived in a state of sexual promiscuity which 

he unhappily designates as “hetaerism”; 

2. That such promiscuity excludes all certainty as regards paternity, that 

lineage, therefore, could be reckoned only through the female line; 

3. That consequently women, who, as mothers, were the only definitely 

ascertainable parents of the younger generation; 

4. That the transition to monogamy, where the woman belongs exclusively to 

one man, implied the violation of a primeval religious injunction, a violation 

which had to be atoned for, or the toleration of which had to be purchased, 

by surrendering the woman for a limited period of time.” (Engels 1909:14). 

While tracing the history of the origin of family, Bachofen also brings out the 

question of the status of women that accompanied the particular type of family during 

a particular stage of human civilization, a theme which shall be discussed elsewhere, 

                                                           
3 I.P. Desai introduced a new dimension to the structural study of the family. The subjectivity of the 

feeling of 'jointness' gives a greater insight in understanding the Indian family. 
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the important point to be marked is the movement of the family system from 

promiscuity to the modern monogamous kind. Engels, in agreement with Bachofen, 

also believes that the monogamous family, also called 'nuclear' family in the modern 

society is male-dominated and allows polygamy for men but restricts polyandry for 

women.  

The US Census Bureau defines marriage as an act through which two adults agree to 

form a family. The definition renders marriage essential for family. The question to be 

asked is: Is marriage necessary for the establishment of family? Notes and Queries on 
Anthropology, 1951 defines marriage in the following terms: “Marriage is a union 

between a man and a woman such that children born to the woman are recognized 

legitimate offspring of both parents.”4 The definition carries two parts – ‘union 

between a man and a woman’ and ‘legitimate offspring’. The first part corresponds to 

the monogamous family of Morgan (1877) that is based on a man-woman relationship 

understood to be natural according to the classical, biblical way of understanding 

human relationships. An exception to this form of understanding can be found in 

Evans-Pritchard's study based on the Nuers. Evans-Pritchard (1940) describes the 

phenomenon of woman-to-woman marriage which clearly goes against what has been 

said in the first part of the definition. The other part relating to the function of 

legitimizing offspring is again a corollary derived from Engels's thesis regarding the 

origin of the private property. Engels argued, “We have, then, three main forms of the 

family, corresponding in general to the three main stages of human development. For 

savagery group marriage, for barbarism the pairing family, for civilization monogamy 

supplemented by adultery and prostitution.” (Engels 1909:90). Engels suggested that 

it's the stage of ‘civilization’ that actually brought the establishment of 'undisputed 

paternity' among the children of a single monogamous conjugal pair because the 

children were supposed to inherit their parental property. Thus the question of 

legitimacy assumes prominence. It becomes an inalienable characteristic of marriage. 

But that's strictly the Christian way of looking at the society, especially in the modern 

bourgeois society. Edmund Leach (1955) objected to the definition of marriage with 

regard to the use of the term, ‘legitimate offspring’. He thought that it's a vague use of 

the term and legal paternity is not a universal criterion when it comes to marriage as a 

social institution. There is no one definition of marriage that can be applied across the 

globe. He suggested ten classes of rights (and the list can be extended) frequently 

found attached to the institution called marriage in various societies. If it conforms to 

one or more of these ten rights, the institution can be called marriage (Leach 1955). 

Riding upon Leach's argument, one can say that the definition of marriage, in itself, 

remains undecided to a large extent. It can be observed as a social fact, but a strict 

classification of a single class of phenomenon under the category of marriage does not 

seem plausible. That leads one to conclude, arguably though, that marriage as 

                                                           
4 The document was published by Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland in 1951. 
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understood in the modern legal sense is not indispensable to the establishment of the 

family. 

Murdock defines marriage in the following words: “Sexual unions without economic 

cooperation are common, and there are relationships between men and women 

involving a division of labor without sexual gratification . . . but marriage exists only 

when the economic and the sexual are united in one relationship, and this combination 

occurs only in marriage.” (Murdock 1949:8). That leaves one with another way of 

looking at the problem. A relatively permanent ‘sexual relationship’ and an ‘economic 

division of labour’ are now the two dimensions of marriage. While the first dimension 

corresponds to the private domain of the married couple, the second part is a social 

phenomenon. Economic division of labour when analyzed from Marxian as well as 

feminist perspectives appears to be oppressive and exploitative in nature. In a 

capitalist society, family proves beneficial to the capitalist, the owner of the means of 

production owing to the fact that wages of one take care of other family members. 

The owners don't have to pay extra wages for the maintenance of one's wife and 

children. The unpaid work of housewives, although detrimental to women themselves, 

serves the larger interests of the society. Margaret Benston argues, “the amount of 

unpaid labour performed by women is very large and very profitable to those who 

own the means of production. To pay women for their work even at minimum wage 

scales would involve a massive redistribution of wealth.” (Benston 1972).5 She 

further argued with regard to the nuclear family in a capitalist society that “as an 

economic unit, the nuclear family is valuable stabilising force in capitalist society.” 

(Benston 1972) On the stabilizing force of the family, Kathy McAfee and Myrna 

Wood said, “The petty dictatorship which most men exercise over their wives and 

families enables them to vent their anger and frustration in a way which poses no 

challenge to the system.” (Rowbotham, 1973:58).  

Family as an institution is not only detrimental to women. It is harmful to both 

physical and mental health of its members as discussed by R.D. Laing in Politics of 
the Family.6 According to him, people living in a family often form alliances and 

groups and get involved in politics of the first order which sometimes can even get 

violent and end in harming some of the members. Laing argues, “a family can act as 

gangsters, offering each other mutual protection against each other's violence.” (Laing 

1962:13). The negative effects of family have also been discussed by David Cooper in 

his book, The Death of the Family. He takes a Marxian view of the family and argues 

that the family operates as “an ideological conditioning device in an exploitive society 

– slave society, feudal society and capitalist society.” (Cooper 1972). As a critique of 

                                                           
5 Margaret Benston published it in The Political Economy of Women's Liberation in Glazer-Malbin 

and Waehrer, 1972. 
6 Laing studied family from a psychological point of view. 



88 Akhilesh Pathak 

Parsons's functionalist view that holds family as the focal agency of primary 

socialization, Cooper argues, “The child is in fact primarily taught not how to survive 

in society but how to submit to it.” (Cooper 1972). Thus, family plays a negative role 

with regard to the mental conditioning of a child and hence, produces docile 

personalities who become a part of the labour force without revolt or question. 

‘Conjugal relationship’ and ‘socialization of children’ are the two major themes 

around which the essence of family revolves. 

 

ISRAELI KIBBUTZ AS AN EXCEPTION 

The Israeli kibbutz is a case in point that shows us a different picture of the family.7 It 

is a society based on the principle of: “from each according to his ability, to each 

according to his needs.” (Spiro 1954:840). Melford Spiro who conducted a study on 

the Kibbutz way of life defines the kibbutz as “A kibbutz (plural, kibbutzim) is an 

agricultural collective in Israel, whose main features include communal living, 

collective ownership of all property (and, hence, the absence of "free enterprise" and 

the "profit motive"), and the communal rearing of children.” (Spiro 1954:840). The 

third characteristic in this definition forms the crux of the discussion at hand. The 

concept of family in a kibbutz suggests an alternative to the popular notion of the 

family. A family in a kibbutz is composed of the husband and wife with their 

children, but violates the principle of ‘economic cooperation’ and ‘common 

residence’ proposed as inalienable characteristics of the family by Murdock (1949). 

The husband and wife share a living room and are bound by a relationship based on 

‘socially approved sexual relationship’. The first question to be answered is whether 

this relationship can be called marriage. According to Murdock, “but marriage exists 

only when the economic and the sexual are united in one relationship, and this 

combination occurs only in marriage.” (Murdock, 1949:8). The principle of economic 

cooperation is not to be found in a kibbutz. Both husband and wife work in various 

branches of the kibbutz and at the end of the day receives their share of goods 

sufficient to satisfy their material needs. None of their labour goes strictly toward 

satisfying the needs of their partner; in short, they don't earn in order to run a family. 

Thus, while they remain sexually bound, they are economically individual entities. In 

doing so, they are also equally freed from rearing their own children.8 A contrast can 

be drawn with respect to the “symmetrical family” expounded by Young and Wilmott 

(1973) in their famous thesis on the stages of the family. They argue that the 

symmetrical family is the third stage wherein the conjugal roles of the husband and 

wife bear symmetry to each other. While they perform different tasks, they are 

                                                           
7 4% of Israeli population live in Kibbutzim. 
8 Young and Wilmott adopt an evolutionistic perspective that suggests our stages of family. The 

industrial society corresponds to stage III also called the 'symmetrical family'. 
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equally responsible for the maintenance of the family and bringing up their children. 

In the kibbutz, this symmetrical family occurs in the arena of common labour. The 

husband and wife both work and there are men's work and women's work. The men 

primarily work in agriculture while the ‘service’ branches are dominated by women 

that includes clerical work, education, work in the kitchen, laundry etc. Hence, a mild 

symmetry seems to evolve when it comes to work. Men produce goods for the entire 

kibbutz and not just for their family. Similarly, women cook, sew, and launder, etc. 

for the entire kibbutz; not just for their families. Symmetrical relationship in the 

division of labour does exist without its orientation towards the family. It is here that 

the concept of family in an Israeli kibbutz differs from the stage III family of Young 

and Wilmott (1973).  

In order to set up a formal family in a kibbutz, a couple already in a sexual 

relationship needs no special permission from the society. The sign of their intention 

to start a family becomes explicit when they ask the kibbutz for a larger room, 

permission for which is normally granted and their relationship earns formal social 

sanction. The couple is called 'zug', the Hebrew word which can be loosely translated 

to mean ‘marriage’. Until this point, the relationship of a kibbutz couple cannot be 

subsumed within the classical definitions of marriage, not even the ten characteristics 

of marriage suggested by Leach suffices. But, all couples are supposed to get formally 

married according the state law, just before, or soon after, their first child is born 

because children born out of wedlock have no legal rights in Israel. The eventual 

requirement of tying the knot according to the state law so that the offspring becomes 

‘legitimate’ comes close to the definition of 'marriage' as contained in 'Notes and 
Queries on Anthropology’, 1951 (discussed above). It can be derived that the kibbutz 

experiment has without doubt done away with the institution of marriage, the only 

constraint being the larger state laws of Israel. Thus, ‘marriage’ exists in Israel and 

not in an Israeli kibbutz.  

The second aspect of the family, apart from the conjugal roles of the husband and 

wife, is child-rearing. The kibbutz experiment is, in fact, all about children. Spiro 

(1954) reports that the emphasis on children comes from the traditional Jewish 

thought explained clearly by Zborowski and Herzog (1952) in an ethnographic work 

based on an Eastern European Jewish village. The chapter on children in their work 

says: “Aside from the scriptural and social reasons, children are welcomed for the joy 

they bring beyond the gratification due to the parents - the pleasure of having a child 

in the house. A baby is a toy, the treasure, and the pride of the house.” (Zborowski 

and Herzog 1952:308). The kibbutz provides for raising its children in an 

environment that is devoid of any misgivings that goes along with a normal family 

setting. The influence of adults with their own idiosyncrasies accompanied by 

resource shortage is thought to be detrimental to the overall growth of a child. Thus in 
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a kibbutz, the children are kept in special ‘children houses’ separated from the living 

rooms of their parents. Although they visit their parents every day, they don't live 

with them. The parents on the other hand, though concerned about their children's 

well-being are not the only ones who care for them. The children's well-being is the 

concern of the entire kibbutz community. They are made available the best resources. 

While their parents might face shortages and material troubles, the children are made 

to live in an environment that contributes towards their full-fledged growth. Their 

education and socialization is fulfilled by the community as a whole. Murdock had an 

interesting point to make in this regard when he said, “The burden of education and 

socialization everywhere falls primarily upon the nuclear family. .... Perhaps more 

than any other single factor collective responsibility for education and socialization 

welds the various relationships of the family firmly together” (Murdock, 1949:10]. 

The argument finds an exception in the kibbutz. Thus it can be argued that both 

family and marriage do not exist in the kibbutz as understood in the academic 

literature available to us. 

A contrary view to the kibbutz experiment can be found in Rebecca Peterson's work 

which says that the Native American boarding schools eroded certain traits and values 

form the minds of the children including language, culture and religion (Peterson 

2012). One of the most important missing social traits was parenting skills among 

these children as a consequence of the fact that they were raised by a set of strangers 

who had no emotional ties towards these children whatsoever. Peterson argues that in 

order to understand the importance of children in the Native American society, one 

must analyze the word for child in the Lakota language. “Wikanyeja” means child in 

the Lakota language. It is a combination of two words - 'wakanyan' meaning sacred 

and 'najin' meaning 'to stand'. The Apache tribe believes that the child is a special gift 

from the spirit world to prolong and give new growth to this world. In the words of 

Robert Bensen, “For us a child stands sacred in this world, a special gift from the 

Creator.”9 Thus confess the Apache people (Bensen 2001).  A similarity can be 

discerned with respect to the status of the child in the Jewish tradition. The children 

brought up in the kibbutz and the Native American children brought up in boarding 

schools away from their homes are at different planes of socialization. They often 

suffer from homesickness and try to escape from their schools. The cause of this 

difference lies in the political program that backed both efforts. In Israel it was based 

on a humanitarian philosophy looking to establish a truly communistic society. On the 

other hand, the American experiment that began in the late 19th century was an act of 

coercion and ‘cultural intervention’ that sought to work towards eliminating the 

native, traditional way of Native American living and replace it with mainstream 

                                                           
9 A collection of stories and recollections about traditional lives, boarding schools, child welfare, and 

more all told by Native American elders. Robert Bensen published it in 2001 entitled, Children of the 
Dragonfly. 
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American culture. Thus the children in their boarding schools met with ‘culture 

shock’ and hence, could never benefit from what the schools had to offer. While in 

the Israeli context, family could be dispensed with, the American experience 

definitely suggests otherwise.  

With the rise of the LGBT movement and growth in the number of gay and lesbian 

families, one can conclude that the emphasis and axis of the sociological concept of 

family has definitely undergone a change. Murdock and Parsons no longer hold well 

in the classical sense of the term. Nevertheless, a family set up by gays and lesbians is 

still a family based on common residence and economic co-operation and of course, 

‘socially approved sexual relationship’ (is it really approved by the society?). These 

couples do adopt children and nurture them as parents in the classical sense. They 

work and earn for the family and either of them contribute towards physical care of 

the children. Thus such families are not an alternative to family as an institution. 

These instances of the family merely add a twist to the popular definition of ‘family’. 

These are a set of novel experiments in this regard. Studies suggest that children 

raised in such families are more empathetic and understanding in nature which is a 

positive symptom of such families. The growing phenomenon of ‘student cliques’ 

indicates a rise in the impact of peer-groups marked by a reduction in the sway of the 

family over the overall personality of children. Students feel at home while within the 

clique. Living with their parents is often alienation to them. Once left out of such 

cliques their performance goes down for the want of recognition. The question to be 

asked is: Can these cliques replace the family in the long-run? If yes, it would surely 

be an alternative to family. Although some students actually leave their parental 

homes and live in cliques, especially if they form a gang, but the phenomenon can't be 

generalized. In the same vein, one can discuss the importance of cohabitation or live-

in relationships that prove to be an alternative to marriage. Numerous studies 

conducted in the developed societies such as USA and Europe suggest that the overall 

mental well-being of cohabiting couples is lower than those who live together having 

tied the knot (Soons, Kalmijn and Teachman 2009). In fact, cohabitation could be a 

family sans marriage. The phenomenon is on the rise in Indian cities as well. 

Moreover, the Supreme Court of India recognized it in order to strengthen the 

Domestic Violence Act, 2005 which renders it a family without marriage. Is it beyond 

common residence, economic co-operation and sexual gratification? The answer 

would be no. Thus, although it does away with marriage, it is still a family. Hence, it 

can be concluded that apart from the Israeli kibbutz, no society can be said to be free 

from the clutches of the family as the instrument of ‘primary socialization’. Besides, 

marriage in one or the other form must be recognized in order for a couple to set up a 

family. The family despite all novel experiments and with the humanity living in a 

post-modern world remains indispensable. A child is belongs to the society only after 

it is born in the family. Family is the organ of the society that gives birth to and 
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socializes the new members of the society. Therefore, its efficacy can seldom be 

compromised. 
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