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Family and Social Change

In India and Other South Adan Countries

Andre Beteille

That the traditional family type is undergoing rapid transformation and that the older joint family
is being replaced by a simpler structure, has come to be accepted as an established fact.

In an agrarian economy the family, when it happened to be a land-owning unity stood to gain if
its members held together. To the extent that there has been a shift from agriculture to industry, the ties
which held together the joint family have been loosened, it is argued.

When there are no incentives for the members to live together and when, on the other hand, the
new economic forces favour their living separately it is only natural to expect the joint family to be replaced
by the nuclear family.

This reasoning ignores two facts. First, the number of people who have been actually affected
by the new forces of change is reatively small.

Considering that the vast majority of India's population dtill  preserves an  agricultural  mode of

life, can it be said that the new forces have had any general effect on

the case of most of

the family structure of the countryr

the other countries of South

And this question appears to be even more pertinent in
Asia.
Second, a long tradition of living in a structure where kinship values are of  prime importance
generates sentiments which might be difficult to abandon even when they appear to be largely irrelevant.
Kinship ties might adjust themselves to changing conditions and manifest themselves in new and
different types of structures.
ANY general statement regarding outside India for many of which no the familiesin terms of their develop-
the family in South Asia is published material appears to ex- mental cycle instead of merely s
bound to be superficial at this stage. ist. ing them as mutually exclusive type)
The gaps in our knowledge are too I (See Goody 1958). This, of course
many, and the number and com- There appear to be two ap- requires a detailed and intensive
plexity of factors to be taken ac- proaches to the study of family field-study within a limited area

count of make it beyond the scope
of a single paper to attempt an ex-
haustive study. Culturally, the areas
comprising South Asia present
many diversities. There are kinship
systems which emphasize patrilineal
as well as matrilineal modes of

descent; in some areas, e.g. Indo-
nesia, even bilateral groupings ap-
pear to play a part. The family
types are diverse, and have been
subjected to varying forces of
change.

The present discussion restricts

itself to a consideration of only some
of the broad trends and processes.
Many features of change have been
ignored, and these are not neces
sarily the least important. Nothing
even remotely approaching a quanti-
tative analysis can be attempted in
the present state of our knowledge.
Further, the study does not make
any claim towards being represen-
tative of the whole of South Asia.
The major part of it, in fact, deals
with India. This is due largely to
lack of familiarity with  regions

structure in a large and heterogene-
ous area. The first is the survey
approach which gives us frequen-
cies of distribution in terms of
broad and fundamental types. A re-
latively simple questionnaire should
suffice to give an idea of the differ-
ent family types. Such a question-
naire, administered to a carefully
selected sample, will give us the
distribution of family types In a
particular area.

On the other hand there are cer-
tain inadequacies in this type of
approach, in addition to the high
costs involved. Among other things,
it presupposes a more or less well-
formulated classification of  family
types. Such a classification, how-
ever, can be made only after we
know something as to what simi-
larities and  differences  between
particular family types might signi-
fy. In India today it is customary
to make a dichotomy between sam-

ple and joint family types. This
dichotomy assumes a different
meaning when we consider

Family and Kinship

These two modes of approach, the
one extensive in range and the other
intensive, are really complementary
to each other. It will be a mistake
to suppose that either of these can
be dispensed with, or even that one
type of enquiry should follow the
other. Rather, the two lines of en-
quiry should be pursued simul-
taneously so that a true and com-
prehensive picture may emerge.

In the countries of Asia—in India,
at least—the family as a unit can-
not be studied profitably in isolation
from other social institutions. On
the contrary it has to be seen in re-
lation to the wider kinship system.
The relationship of the lineage to
the joint family, particularly where
the latter is a large property-own-
ing corporation, is close and inti-
mate, in addition to the lineaefe,
there are other kinship categories
which play a part in family life.
The work of Young and Willmott
(1957) has shown the importance of
such categories in an area where
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their importance was supposed to
be minimum. South Asia is a re-
gion where one can confidently ex-
pect the family to be bound by close
ties to the wider network of kin-
ship and affinity.

[

It has been said that the family
in Asian countries has been under-
going change as a result of certain
developments in the economic and
related aspects of the social system.
Two major difficulties have stood in
the way of assessing the extent to
which this change has already taken
place. The first is that very little
material exists from which some
idea can be derived of the various
types of families found at present,
and their frequencies of occurrence.
In India some data regarding fa-
mily types have been collected in
recent years, mainly in connection
with studies of village communities.
But these are still too meagre to
be used as a basis for any meaning-
ful generalization. As regards the
other countries of South Asia, the
material at hand appears to be even
less comprehensive than in India.

A second, and perhaps more im-
portant difficulty is that only the
vaguest idea exists of the types of
family that prevailed before the

introduction of modern social and
economic conditions. In the case of
India certain literary sources give

us some idea of the existing family
structure from a fairly early period
in history. To what extent such
material can be considered as giving
an accurate representation of social
reality is however a matter for de-
bate. And here also, the data relat-
ing to the other countries of South
Asia are either absent, or very
meagre in amount.

These difficulties, however, have
not impeded scholars from making
statements  about changes in the
traditional family structure in Asia.
In fact, the idea that the traditional
family type is undergoing rapid
transformation has come to be ac-
cepted as an established fact. It is
believed that the older joint family
in India and elsewhere is being re-
placed by a simpler structure, the
nuclear family. To what extent
this is true can only be determined
by empirical studies. In the absence
of such studies, the general tend-
ency has been to infer in terms of
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logical possibilities the nature of
change that the family is under-
going. Also, one has drawn analo-
gies from Western countries which
have undergone similar transform-
ation at an earlier period in history.
(See for instance, Nimkoff, 1959.)

No Incentive to live Together?

The logic explaining the change
from the joint to the nuclear family
is fairly simple. In an agrarian
economy the family, when it hap-
pened to be a land-owning unit,
stood to gain if its component mem-
bers held together. This promoted
economies in organisation, and also
impeded the process of fragmenta-
tion. Further, in a stable and slow-
moving peasant economy the joint
family gave to its members the se-
curity which comes from having a
common pool of resources This in-
cluded not only land, but seeds, agri-
cultural implements, and also labour.

Inspite of these incentives the
kinship unit never expanded inde-
finitely, but must have segmented
after a certain size was reached.
This inference is permissible since
the effective functioning of a unit
such as the family imposes certain
limits upon its size. Tensions be-
tween agnates who were rival claim-
ants to the ancestral property must
have operated as immediate causes
of partition and segmentation. In
fact, Hindu law makes detailed pro-
visions for the partition of joint
estates under different circumstances.

In the modern economy, it has
been argued, there are no longer
the same incentives for members of
the joint family to stay together.
To the extent that there has been a
shift from agriculture to industry
the ties which bound together the
component units of the joint family
have been loosened. Also, since the
new mode of production offers dif-
ferential opportunities to members
of the same joint family, to con-
tinue to stay together would only
heighten tensions between agnates
whose ways of life might have be-
come incompatible. Added to thig is
the fact of geographical mobility
created by urbanisation which often
makes it necessary for brothers or
sons to live away from each other
in their separate places of work.
Thus, when there are no incentives
for the members to live together,
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and when, on the other hand, the
new economic forces favour their
living separately, it is only natural
to expect the joint family to be
replaced by the nuclear family,

|V
Two facts, however, have been ig-
nored in the process described

above. In the first place there is
the question of the number of peo-
ple who have been actually affected
by the new forces of change. Consi-
dering that the vast majority of
India's population still preserves an
agricultural mode of life, can it be
said that the new forces have had
any general effect on the family
structure of the country? That is,
assuming that industrial modes of
production do lead to a change in
the family structure, to what extent
can we say that the change has al-
ready been brought about? And
this question appears to be even
more pertinent in the case of most
of the other countries of South Asia.

The second question relates to the
persistence of kinship ties even un-
der conditions which appear to fa-
vour the loosening of such ties. It
has been said that change from an
agricultural mode of life removes
the incentives for members of a kin-
group to hold together. A long tra-
dition of living in a structure where
kinship values are of prime import-
ance tends, on the other hand, to
generate sentiments which might be
difficult to abandon even under con-
ditions where such sentiments ap-
pear to be largely irrelevant. Kinship
ties might adjust themselves to
changing conditions and manifest
themselves in new and different
types of structures. We shall give
evidence at a later stage to substan-
tiate the remarks made above.

To come back to the argument
that the joint family was the norm
in the traditional economy of land
and grain. There Are several refer-
ences to the joint family in Hindu
literature, and these have led scho-
lars to conclude that this type of
family was the norm in traditional
Hindu society. A fact to which
rather less attention has been
paid is that along with the joint fa-
mily mention has also been made of
the existence of the elementary fa-
mily. In the absence of sufficient
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data we are not able to say to what
extent the one or the other was nu-
merically preponderant. In fact nu-
merical data alone might in many
cases prove deceptive. The study of
the developmental cycle in the joint
family has shown that along with
this type of family, a certain number
of simple families can always be
expected to exist.

In fact, it is to be expected that
even in the traditional economy the
type of family could not have been
the same in every section of the
community. In India the caste sys-
tem rendered the social structure a
highly stratified one, and even
slavery and serfdom are known to
have existed in certain areas. The
descriptions of Baden-Powell lead
one to believe that there must have
been a good amount of concentration
of land and wealth in the traditional
economy. The size and structure of
the joint family can be assumed to
have had some relation to the size
of the estate held by it, if we go by
what obtains today. The upper
strata of society, controlling large
estates, must have lived in families
of considerable size. Also, for those
who controlled much land, fragmen-
tation would have had less drastic
results than for those who had no
such advantage.

Land-Owning and Family Structure

Proceeding from this we might
infer that the family structure in
Hindu society was different for dif-
ferent sections of the community.
The large joint family which we cus-
tomarily regard as being typical of
Hindu society might in fact have
been associated with only a parti-
cular section of it. This inference
seems to be supported by whatever
material we have with respect to
the family structure in the present
day villages of India. In the villages
of North India large joint families
appear to be traditionally associated
with Rajput, Jat, Bhumihar and
other land-owning castes. Certain
mercantile communities also appear
to be associated with large families,
but to these we shall return later.
The village studies made in recent
years bring out the fact that larger
families are more common among
the land-owning castes, while among
lower castes the number of elemen-

tary families is proportionately
higher.

The groups which have lost their
control over land constitute a signi-
ficant element in India's population
today. In the village their main
source of livelihood is share-cropping
and agricultural labour. Landless
families do not have an economic
stake in keeping together, and the
incentives for maintaining large fa-
milies do not operate as among land-
owning groups. Fission might take
place soon after marriage, and seg-
mentation of the family is much
more common among the lower
castes than among the upper. It is
not known to what extent such a
population of landless labourers
existed during the various periods of
history, but its importance in terms
of the family structure must not be
lost sight of.

\

A recent study in Ceylon gives us
some insight into the relation bet-
ween family structure and land-
ownership, and corroborates the in-
ferences drawn above. The Sinhalese
gedera is a kinship unit which has
a close resemblance to the Indian
joint family. The term gedera lite-
rally means 'house’, and "metaphori-
cally connotes kinsmen belonging or
attached to a traditional house".
(Tambiah, 1958, 24). It consists of
"a small number of patrilineally des-
cended kinsmen held together by a
common vested interest in family
property and linked by a strong
sense of mutual kinship." (ibid, 24).
All the members of a gedera may
not actually be living together, but
effective ties are maintained in terms
of a joint interest in property and
ancestral  home.

A careful study of the gedera leads
to the conclusion that the size of the
unit, as well as its internal compo-
sition depends a good deal on the
nature and amount of property held
under its control. Quite often land-
lessness leads to migration to the
wife's people, and the result is a new
alignment of the kinship group. In
fact the relationship of the gedera
to land ownership is so intimate
that its emergence and disappear-
ance, as well as its many transfor-
mations can be seen in terms of the
fortunes enjoyed by particular es
tates. "Once the ancestral lands
(paraveni) with which the gedera
was originally associated have been
lost, even the barest semblance of
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gedera structure disappears.” (ibid,
44).

The observations made above illu-
strate the fact that even in the tra-
ditional social structure there must
have existed a certain diversity of
family types. From here we might
proceed to consider the ways in
which modern conditions of living
are affecting the character and com-
position of the family. Several fac-
tors have been discussed as being of
importance for loosening the ties
imposed by the joint family. Some
of them are: (i) separation from the
land; (ii) differential occupational
opportunities; (iii) education, parti-
cularly women's education; and (iv)
growth of urban centres and geo-
graphical mobility. The manner in
which separation from the land
might lead to the disintegration of
the joint family has already been
discussed. Differential occupational
opportunities, by creating different
standards of living, are likely to
hasten the process of separation bet-
ween the members of the kin-group.
Finally, education among women,
leading to economic independence
would appear to favour the simple

family, as opposed to the joint fa-
mily .

For all this, the actual change in
family structure does not appear to
have been very marked. Whereas
one might expect to notice wide dif-
ferences in family structure in ur-
ban as opposed to rural areas, one
does not actually find this to be the
case. Kapadia reports from his study
of Navsari that the joint family is
more frequent in the town than in
the surrounding villages (quoted in
Nimkoff, 1959). Further, an enquiry
conducted by the Indian Institute of
Public Opinion in West Bengal ap-
pears to show that rural and urban
attitudes regarding living in a joint
family do not differ significantly
(see Nimkoff, 1959). These are not
conclusive evidence, but they do in-
dicate that the situation is one of
considerable complexity.

Let us take up the
geographical mobility. The growth
of urban centres in the last fifty
years has led to a considerable mo-
vement of population from the vil-
lages. In some cases entire families
have shifted to the new urban cen-

question  of
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