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ABSTRACT - Literature on family studiesin India has grown to alarge extent in the last two decades, although such studies
are scattered. Thisarticle presents socio-demographic dataon familiesin Indiaaming to provide bases for analyzing research,
particularly in the area of family development. Indian families are classified as patrilineal and matrilineal according to the
lineage or descent by father or mother. The family structure is conceptualized as the configuration of role, power, and status
and relationships in the family which depends upon the families socio-economic background, family pattern, and extent of
urbanization. Marriage practices are emphasized covering subjects such as marriage patterns, selection of marriage partner,
age at marriage, age at consummation of marriage, marriage rituals, financial exchanges and divorce. In spite of urbanization
and industrialization in the contemporary Indian society, the family institution continues to play a central rolein the lives of
people.
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Compreendendo as Familias na i ndia:
Uma I magem das M udancas na Sociedade

RESUMO - A literatura sobre estudos da familia na india tem crescido amplamente nas Ultimas décadas, embora seja consi-
derada, ainda, insuficiente. Este artigo apresenta dados sicio-demogréficos sobre as familias indianas visando fornecer
embasamento para andlises de pesquisas, particularmente na &rea de desenvolvimento familiar. As familias sdo classificadas
como patrilinear e matrilinear, em fungdo dalinhagem ou descendéncia paterna ou materna, respectivamente. A concepgado de
estruturafamiliar esta rel acionada a configuragéo de papéis, poder, status e rel agdes na familia e depende, sobretudo, do nivel
sbcio-econdmico das familias, do padréo familiar e da extensdo da urbanizag8o. As préticas maritais sdo enfatizadas em
tépicos como padrdes de casamento, selegdo do(a) parceiro(a) matrimonial, idade para consumacdo do casamento, rituais
matrimoniais, arranjosfinanceiros e divorcio. A despeito da urbanizagéo e industrializagdo na sociedade indiana contemporé-

nea, ainstitui¢cdo familia continua desempenhando um papel central na vida das pessoas.

Palavras-chave: familiasindianas; legislagdo familiar; constituicdo indiana; relagdes familiares.

The family in Indiais often understood as an ideal homog-
enous unit with strong coping mechanisms. It isabasic, co-
hesive, and integral unit of the larger social systems. More-
over, familiesin alarge and culturally diverse country such
aslIndiahaveplurality of formsthat vary with class, ethnicity,
and individua choices. Its members are bound by interper-
sonal relationshipsin awider network of role and social re-
lations. It is considered a link between community and
change (Tatalnstitute of Social Sciences—TISS, 1993). The
family isthe basic and important unit of society because of
the role it plays in generation of human capital resources
and the power that is vested in it to influence individual,
household, and community behavior (Sriram, 1993). It is,
therefore, abasic unit of study in most social sciences disci-
plines, such as sociology, psychology, economics, anthro-
pology, socia psychiatry, social work or human develop-
ment.

1 Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Reeta
Sonawat. Department of Human Development, Post-Graduate Stud-
ies & Research, S. N. D. T. Women’s University. Santacruz (W),
Mumbai — 400 049, India E-mail: hms@tifr.res.in

Thefamily isthefirst line of defense especially for chil-
dren and amgjor factor in their survival, health, education,
development, and protection. It is also a major source of
nurturance, emotional bonding and socialization, and alink
between continuity and change. It hasthe major potential to
provide stability and support when there are problems. Hu-
man devel opment can, thus, be enhanced by enriching fam-
ily life (Desai, 1995a).

Families in India are undergoing vast changes like in-
creasing divorce and separation rates, domestic violence,
inter-generational conflicts, social problems of drug abuse,
juvenile delinquency etc. These changes indicate the inabil-
ity to cope with the pressures of the modern life. Yet, the
majority seem to have survived and are able to modify, ad-
just and adapt to changing social horms, values and struc-
tures, and have demonstrated a unique strength in keeping
together despite the growing stress and strain.

In recent decades family studies have undergone several
developments. Family studiesin Indiaare viewed within the
ingtitutional framework of particular society. In each soci-
ety, familiesvary intheir extent of adjustment to accept norms
owing to the family interaction pattern and externa forces.
The present article reviewsthe rapidly changing family sce-

177



R. Sonawat

nario. Research studies on the family conducted in the past
few decadesin India have focused on various dimensions of
family life (that is, multiple forms, structure, size, changing
functions, and individual roles). Such studies suffer from a
lack of applied value and multidisciplinary approach. The
following review reflects these concerns by focusing on the
researches conducted on the various aspects.

Demographic and Constitutional
View of Indian Families

Population and Households

India’ s population of 846 million (Ministry of HomeAffairs
—Social Studies Division, 1991) livesin 152 million house-
holds. These are grouped into 112 million rural and 40 mil-
lion urban families. Although the urban population isaquar-
ter of the total, its increase has been significantly large and
itsincreasing impact on the family isinevitable. One of the
stark redlitiesin Indiaisthat lifeis harsh due to lack of ba-
sic, civic, educational, health, and other infra-structural fa-
cilities in both rural and urban areas. Despite the fact that
the pace of urbanization has started accelerating, the over-
whelming majority of Indian familiesisstill rural based and
43% of these live below the poverty line. Nearly half of the
urban poor families live in lums (Gulati, 1995).

Religious Composition of the Households

The Indian population can be divided on the basis of itsreli-
gious composition. In 1981, the overwhelming majority
forming 82.35% were Hindusfollowed by 11.74% Muslims,
2.44% Christians, 1.97% Sikhs, and 1.57% others. The Hin-
dus are divided into numerous castes and sub-castes. Al-
though dogmatically Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, and
Jainism do not approve the caste division, in practice castes
or caste like groups also exist in each of them.

Most Hindu castes practice the patrilineal family system,
athoughin the south-western state of Keralathe Nairsand a
few other castes practice, by tradition, the matrilineal family
system. Similarly, the Garo and Khasi tribes in north-east-
ern India are matrilineal though their matriliny is, in some
ways, different from that of the Nairs. “From joint family to
elementary farmer,” this has been a slogan to summarize
changes in the family in India during modern times.

Family According to Indian Constitution

India has distinct personal laws for families belonging to
different religions and, therefore, do not have agreed upon
goals about thisimportant aspect of civic life. Hindus, Mus-
lims, Christians, Sikhs, Jews, and Parsis, each community
has its own personal law which covers matters of personal
relations and family practices such as marriage and divorce,
adoption, maintenance, guardianship and custody of chil-
dren, and inheritance and succession. As these laws draw
from the respective religious norms, they often perpetuate
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traditional patriarchal norms, and slow down the process of
reforms.

Although Article 44 of the Constitution states that “ The
State shall endeavor to securefor the citizensauniform civil
codethroughout theterritory of India’ (Pylee, 1979, p. 471),
attempts at enacting secular family lawsthat apply to family
practices of all Indiansinvariably go through prolonged and
bitter debate. The few attempts that have been successful
have led to secular family laws such as the Child Marriage
Restraint Act, 1929; the Medical Termination of Pregnancy
Act, 1972; Special Marriage Act, 1974; Dowry Prohibition
Act, 1961, and provisions made in the Criminal Procedure
Code and Indian Penal Code. However, the interpretation
and implementation of these laws |eave much to be desired.
Thus, there exist myriad policiesfor the family and its mem-
bers. However, separate policiesfor family size, family laws,
housing, children, youth, and so on, have independent ob-
jectives. In the absence of an overall family policy with ex-
plicit goalsfor the family, these policies affect the family in
diverse ways with sometimes contradictory and negative
outcomes.

During the post-independence years, studies on the In-
dian family were undertaken to understand the changes in
family size, type, and composition as aresult of the impact
of modernization and urbanization. This period was charac-
terized by many legislation concerning the Indian family (see
Table 1). The most important piece of legislation was the
one passed in 1956, dealing with succession, namely the
Hindu Succession Act (Pylee, 1979). It gave a woman full
ownership in the property inherited or acquired by her.
Women inherit property equally with men now. The other
important measures were the Hindu Marriage Act of 1955,
the Dowry Prohibition Act of 1961, and Divorce Reform
Act of 1969 (Pylee, 1979).

Family Structure and
Composition —An Overview

Family may be broadly defined as a unit of two or more
persons united by marriage, blood, adoption, or consensual
union, in general consulting a single household, interacting
and communi cating with each other (Desai, 1994). Figure 1
shows the conceptual framework of family structure in In-
dia

Right from ancient times, family, caste, and community
have dominated the entire texture of Indian society. Family
has been the dominating institution both in the life of the
individual and in the life of the community.

There was virtually no scope to exit without being a
member of afamily. According to Census of India (Ministry
of HomeAffairs, 1991), Indian families comprise largely of
nuclear family structure with joint families forming about a
fifth of thetotal households (Censusof India, 1981). Kolenda
(1987) reviewed the various studies on structures of fami-
liesin India (see Table 2). She classified the families into
several types of family structures: Single member house-
holds (aman or woman in one household), nuclear pair (only
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Table 1
Legidlation Related to Indian Family

Year Legislation
1829 ‘Sati’ Regulation

Purpose

A regulation declaring the practice of ‘Sati’
or burning or burying of Hindu widows
illegal, and punishable by criminal courts
1856 The Hindu Widow Legalized the remarriage of Hindus of all
Re-marriage Act  Castes
1870 Abolition of female
infanticide

1891 Age of Consent Act Age of consent from 10 to 12 years

1929 Sarada Act A Child Minimum age at marriage for girls raised to
marriage Restraint 14 years
Act
1937 The Hindu Gave the Hindu widow right to intestate
Women’s Rights to succession equal to a son’s share in regard
Property Act to her husband’s property liable to
devolution by succession.

1955 The Hindu
Marriage Act

Minimum age of marriage as 18 for boys
and 15 years for girls

Until the passage of this act every male, in
theory, was free to marry a number of
women

The act of 1955 allows women to divorce if
they are married to men who are insane,
affiliated with leprosy or venereal diseases.
Legalizes marriage between members of the
same gotra. Provides that a marriage may
be solemnized between any two Hindus if
neither has a spouse living

1956 The Hindu
Succession Act

1956 The Hindu
Maintenance Act

1956 The Hindu
Minority and
Guardianship Act

Converted the limited life estate of a Hindu
female to full and absolute owner

Invested certain rights of adoption which
she had not enjoyed before

Hindu women are empowered under this act
to choose guardians for the adopted
children to choose

1961 Dowry Prohibition Prohibits the giving or taking of dowry

1956 Hindu Succession  Right to per capita partition was extended
Act to matrilineal families in Malabar also

Note. From “Women and family in India— continuity and change’, by L.
Gulati (1995). Indian Journal Social Work, 56, p. 134-154. Copyright
1995 by Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Deonar, Bombay — 400 088,
India. Adapted with permission.

married couple), nuclear family (a married couple with or
without children) and formsof nuclear family (broken nuclear
— afragment of aformer nuclear family, e.g., awidow with
unmarried children living together; supplemented nuclear
— anuclear family plus one or more unmarried / separated
/ widowed relatives of the parents, other than married chil-
dren), collaterally extended (two or more married couples
among whom thereisasibling bond, normally brothers plus
their unmarried children), supplemented collateral joint (a
collateral joint family with unmarried, divorced, widowed
relatives, typically such supplemented relatives are the wid-
owed mother or widower father or an unmarried sibling),
lineal extended (two couples between whom thereisalineal
link, usually between parents and married son or married
daughter), supplemented lineal joint (a linea joint family
plus unmarried, divorced or widowed relatives who do not
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Figure 1. Diagram of the conceptual framework of family structure. From
Conceptual frameworks for understanding family. Enhancing the role of
the family as an agency for social and economic development (Unit for
Family Studies Report, pp. 16-41), by Desai, 1994, Bombay, India: TISS.
Copyright 1994 by Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Deonar, Bombay —
400 088, India. Adapted with permission.

Table 2
Types of Household
Total Rural Urban

Household type % % %
Single Member 5.80 5.15 791
Nuclear Pair 4.98 491 5.20
Nuclear 38.74 37.88 41.57
Broken Nuclear 4.50 4.58 4.24
Supplemented Nuclear 16.48 16.81 15.44
Supplemented Broken Nuclear 5.61 5.76 5.13
Lineally Extended 16.62 17.65 13.23
Collaterally Extended 0.17 0.11 0.36

Note. From “Women and family in India— continuity and change”, by L.
Gulati (1995). Indian Journal Social Work, 56, p. 134-154. Copyright
1995 by Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Deonar, Bombay — 400 088,
India. Adapted with permission.

belong to either of the lineally linked nuclear unmarried
brother), lineal collateral joint (three or more coupleslinked
lineally or collaterally, typically, parents and their married
sons plus the unmarried children of the couple), supple-
mented lineal collateral joint (alineal collateral joint family
plusunmarried, widowed, separated rel atives who belong to
none of the nuclear familieslineally and collaterally linked)
and an unclassified category.

Family Characteristics

Most of the demographic characteristics, socio-religious
beliefs and practices influence the nature of the Indian fam-
ily system and also reflect the changes taking place in it.
The Indian family is by and large patriarchal in structure
(Kapadia, 1982). In a patriarchal family set up, al male
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members, that is, husband, elder brother and father, perform
duties like decision making for the rest of the family, and
their physical and moral protection. This patriarchal set up
is changing slowly towards equalitarian interaction among
the educated, urban middle classes, and also among some
rural set ups (Mullatti, 1995). Evenin matrilineal and matrilo-
cal cultures patriarchy seemsto be prevalent in the form of
power held by the brother and not by the women herself.

Patriarchal structure —roles, responsibility, control, and
distribution of resourceswithin the family are strictly deter-
mined by age, gender and generation. The establishment of
thefamily systemisbelieved to be mainly for the fulfillment
of religious obligations like ancestor worship, begetting a
male child and passing social religious traditionsto the next
generation.

Patriarchal families continueto be patrilineal and patrilo-
cal; and thelineageisbased onthefather’sfamily. The Hindu
Code Bill of 1954-1956 (as cited in Pylee, 1979) has intro-
duced afew changesin this system by allowing some share
of the property to the daughter, inter-religion and -caste
marriagerights, equal rightsto women with respect to adop-
tion, divorce, and remarriage.

One of the few surviving bastions of women power are
the Khasis of Meghalaya with a matrilineal system of fam-
ily. The power, wealth, and rights of inheritance are vested
inthewomen. Basaiawmoit (1987), however, found that with
passage of time the matrilineal system has undergone dra-
matic change due to education, technology and politics. The
younger generationisraising theissueto movetowards some
form of patrilineal system though the eldersfeel the existing
matrilineal form should continue (Saiborne, 1995).

A significant aspect noted is the new economic order
merging with thetraditional pridein jointly owned property.
Today’s big business houses like the Tata and Birla are all
family ventures. So instead of the breaking of joint families
due to urbanization and industrialization, more joint fami-
liesare found in urban business communities (Desai, 1980).
Married brothers may have separate houses, but run a com-
mon business and meet regularly at avariety of family ritu-
as. Hence, alarge number of familiesin Indiaare described
as being functionally joint, with separate residence.

Inrural India, though agricultureisthe main occupation,
there are not many large land holdings. This, and modern
education and other related factors, makeit difficult to main-
tainjoint families (Mullatti, 1995).

Alternate Family Pattern

The term * alternate family pattern’ suggests family patterns
that result from personal circumstances outside one's con-
trol (death of a partner, infertility) or from certain socio-
economic conditions such as male migration and work par-
ticipation of women. In such circumstances peopleareforced
to adapt family patternsthat suit their conditions. Such fami-
lies are, therefore, not mere lifestyle experimentations but
come out of certain circumstances (Bharat, 1994). In the
Indian context, most family variations that are prevalent to-
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day arearesult of such personal or socio-economic circum-
stance. Experimental or chosen life styles like living with-
out marrying and being childless voluntarily are restricted
to an extremely small group of people. The unwritten rule
was, and still is, that al marriages must result in children
and preferably male children (Gulati, 1995). The following
may be considered the most commonly observed family
variations in India: single parent families, femae headed
households, dual earner/career families, childless families,
and adoptive families.

Therangeof family variations seemslimited. IntheWest,
the family patterns reflect experimentation with lifestyles
and seeking of alternatives to existing patterns. In contrast,
the Indian family variations suggest adaptation to socio-eco-
nomic and personal circumstances that is necessary for sur-
vival.

Marriage and Divorce

According to the traditional Hindu view, marriage is a sac-
rament. A number of studies have been conducted in an at-
tempt to examine the impact of modern trends represented
by formal education, urbanization, and industrialization.
Changing patternsare being observed in areas such asage at
marriage, inter-caste marriage, arranged versus|ove matches,
matching horoscopes. Inter-religious marriages do take place
inIndiaand thereisaspecial law to support such marriages.
However, they are extremely small in number. For the vast
majority of people, marriageisalwayswithin one’sreligious
group, and thefamily also, therefore, prevailswithinit. These
religious groups have evolved since the turn of this century
as legal, and some even as constitutional, entities and this
has important consequences for the nature of marriage and
family in each of them. Although one of the directive prin-
ciplesof state policy laid down in the constitution determines
that the state shall endeavor to secure for the citizens a uni-
form civil code throughout the territory of India, thereisas
yet no uniform law of family and marriage for al religious
groups. Thereisenormoussocia and cultural diversity, hence
the gap between law and custom within each religious group.
The major mate selection pattern continues to be arranged
by elders and parents even among highly educated urban
communitiesand castes, athough gradual changeisobserved
here too.

The mean age of marriage for men is 23.5 years and
womenis18.4 years, thedifferencebeing 5.1 years (see Table
3). Higher age of groom is suggestive of more power, expe-
rience and better economic status. The age difference be-
tween male and female varies substantially (Mullati, 1995).

Values of Youth Towards Marriage

The value expressed by boys and girls towards marriage in
the contemporary society has changed. Table 4 shows that
girls differed from their counterparts in expressing “mar-
riages should be decided by the elders’. On the other hand,
boys strongly felt that selection of marriage partner should

Psic.: Teor. e Pesg., Brasilia, Mai-Ago 2001, Vol. 17 n. 2, pp. 177-186



Familiesin India

Table 5
Perception of Moral Value of Youth Towards Marriage

Table 3

Mean Age of Marriage

Decade Male Female Difference
1951 - 1961 21.76 15.43 6.33
1964 — 1971 22.67 17.10 5.57
1971 — 1981 23.43 18.39 5.04

Note. From “Women and family in India — continuity and change’, by L.
Gulati (1995). Indian Journal Social Work, 56, pp. 134-154. Copyright
1995 by Tata Ingtitute of Social Sciences, Deonar, Bombay — 400 088,
India. Adapted with permission.

Table 4
Perception of Youth Towards Marriage

Boys (n =80) Girls (n = 89)
M SD M SD

Marriage should be decided  3.18 1.50 393 096 3.88%*
by the elders
Selection of marriage partner 4.29  0.84 396 0.86 2.41*
should be left to the boy/girls
In choosing the marriage 2.36 1.31 2.59 1.01 0.18
partner preference should be
to nuclear family set up

Statements

Marriage should involve 3.55 126 380 095 143
match makes of matrimonial

bureau

Marriage should be 2.69 1.34 2.78 1.14 045

celebrated without much

delay after engagement

One should be allowed to 2.74 1.39 2.48 1.09 1.3l
marry any person of his / her

liking
Marriage is for social status  2.99 1.38 2.85 1.21  0.66
Marriage should provide 450 082 464 058 1.27

equal opportunity for
partners in decision making
process

Note. Judgments were made on a5 point scale (1 = strong disagreement, 3
= neutral, 5 = strong agreement). From “Values of college youth towards
marriage”, by P. R. Sumangla and S. Hasalkar, 1999, Journal of
Avinashlingam Deemed University, 9, p. 163. Copyright 1999 by
Avinashlingam Institute for Home Science and Higher Education for
Women — Deemed University, Coimbatore — 641 043, Tamil Nadu, India.
Reprinted with permission.

*p<.01 **p<.05

be |eft to statements the group did not differ in their values.
This shows clearly that values towards marriage in general
have not changed much among the present college youth.
They are till in agreement with the conventiona values.

Moral values towards marriage

Girls have expressed that certain behaviors in marriage are
wrong. They strongly disagree with the action of indulging
in sex before marriage and they consider it as a sin. Simi-
larly they have al so expressed a strong val ue system towards
sex should be enjoyed only with married partner, and sexual
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Boys (n =80) Girls (n =89)

Statements t
M SD M SD

In marriage spouse’s 366 1.13  3.63 1.14  0.19

virginity Should be

considered

Indulging in sex before 3.24 1.38 4.04 1.14  4.11%*

Marriage is a sin

Sex should be enjoyed only  3.83 1.31 418 0.82 2.08*
with marriage partners

Sexual relationship before 3.00 1.33 3.45 1.23  2.27*
Marriage with a fiancé

lessens the respect after

marriage

Having a child without 2.43 1.36 2.45 145 0.11
marriage Should be accepted

Note. Judgments were made on a5 point scale (1 = strong disagreement, 3
= neutral, 5 = strong agreement). From “Values of college youth towards
marriage”, by P. R. Sumangla and S. Hasalkar, 1999, Journal of
Avinashlingam Deemed University, 9, p. 164. Copyright 1999 by
Avinashlingam Institute for Home Science and Higher Education for
Women — Deemed University, Coimbatore — 641 043, Tamil Nadu, India
Reprinted with permission.

*p<.0l **p<.05

Table 6
Economic Vaue of Youth Towards Marriage

Boys (n =80) Girls (n =89)
Statements t
M SD M SD

In selecting the marriage 3.25 1.22 3.36 1.18 0.62%
partner Economic status of

the family must be counted

Family finance should be left 3.14 125  3.21 1.07  0.36
to a wife to have economic

independence

In present days it is also a 3.72 1.23 4.05 086 1.99*
duty of wife to support her

husband economically

Note. Judgments were made on a5 point scale (1 = strong disagreement, 3
= neutral, 5 = strong agreement). From “Values of college youth towards
marriage”, by P. R. Sumangla and S. Hasalkar, 1999, Journal of
Avinashlingam Deemed University, 9, p. 165. Copyright 1999 by
Avinashlingam Institute for Home Science and Higher Education for
Women — Deemed University, Coimbatore — 641 043, Tamil Nadu, India
Reprinted with permission.

*p<.01**p<.05

relation bef ore marriage with fiancé lessens the respect after
marriage. Table 5 shows the perception of moral value of
youth towards marriage.

Economic value of marriage

Marriage fulfils various needs of individuals. However, ful-
filling the needs depends upon the economic resource that
each partner brings in marriage. Table 6 shows that among
girls, oneof the strong feelings aretheir duty to support their
hushand economically.
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Psychological and social values of marriage

The other psychological values of marriage werefound simi-
lar among boys and girls except in relation to sex. Boys ex-
pressed a strong agreement to the statement “ Sex in mar-
riage strengthens the love bondage between husband and
wife” Also another statement to which they differed signifi-
cantly from their counterparts was ‘ Sexua satisfaction is
important in marriage’.

Regarding social values, mean scores of boysfor thetwo
statements namely “Women should tolerateill treatment from
her husband rather than going for divorce” and “Living to-
gether before marriage is essential” were found to be higher
than girls mean scores. Theformer attitude expressed by the
boys revealed the male dominance and later attitude indi-
cates the modification in the value of marriage. Similarly
girls opinion towards “Hindu marriage is areligious tie but
not a contract” and “Inter-caste marriage lessens the prob-
lem of dowry have shown the girls’ concern towards dowry
in marriage and the religious sentiment of marriage. There-
corded mean scores for girls were found to be higher than
boys (seetable 7).

Another changein thetraditional marriage patternisvis-
ible in the practice of inspecting the prospective bride be-
fore marriage by the members of the bridegroom’sfamily. A
comparison of the difference between the joint and the
nuclear families showed that the practice found greater spread
in the nuclear families than in the joint families, indicating
that nuclear families are more open to accepting new trends
(Lal, 1989). Marriage is one of the most important family
formation variables. Theinstitution of marriage and the event
of child bearing are considered so essential for family life
that couples staying together without marriage, single par-
ent families, and childless families are not accepted as com-
plete or normal families (Tata Institute of Social Sciences

Table 7
Socia Value of Youth Towards Marriage

Boys (n =80) Girls (n =89)
Statements t
M SD M SD

Woman should tolerate ill 2.40 1.33 1.84 1.13  2.92%%*
treatment from husband

rather than going for divorce

Hindu marriage is a religious 3.68 1.24  4.04 1.00  2.10%
tie but not a contract

Living together before 2.84 1.39 2.15 1.15  3.44%*
marriage is essential
Inter-caste marriage lessens  3.14 1.19 3.56 098 2.52%

the problem of dowry

Note. Judgments were made on a5 point scale (1 = strong disagreement, 3
= neutral, 5 = strong agreement). From “Values of college youth towards
marriage”, by P. R. Sumangla and S. Hasalkar, 1999, Journal of
Avinashlingam Deemed University, 9, p. 166. Copyright 1999 by
Avinashlingam Institute for Home Science and Higher Education for
Women — Deemed University, Coimbatore — 641 043, Tamil Nadu, India.
Reprinted with permission.

*p<.01 **p<.05
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[TISS], 1993). Within marriage women do not enjoy any
reproductive rights, these are exercised by the husbands and
their family members, both with regards to numbers, tim-
ings, and sex composition of the children. Though love mar-
riages have gained momentum in recent times through the
influence of print and electronic media, their characteristics
remain distinctly similar to that of joint families which in-
clude emotional, instrumental, and financial assistance.

Divorce

In the Indian society, women derive their socia status from
their husbands. Since the time of Vedas?, the institution of
marriagewas of sacramental character among the Brahmins®.
For others marriage was contractual. Divorce was, and still
is, permitted among the scheduled castes and tribes. In con-
temporary India, thereis now alegal provision for divorce.
Studiesfrom different parts of the country indicate that cases
of marital disharmony or estranged marriages are increas-
ing, but in the Indian urban and upper caste divorce as an
aternative to marital problemsis not widely put into prac-
tice (Mullatti, 1995).

Saocial relationships of the divorced couple often get dis-
rupted. For example, mutual friendstend to take sides, hold-
ing one or the other partner responsible for the disruption.
Well wishing friendstry to bring acompromise between the
spouses. One of the partners may be left virtually friendless
and be forced to rebuild his entire socia world.

The marital disruption also has a major impact on par-
ent-child relations. They are predictive of theimmediate and
long term psychological and behavioral adjustment of chil-
dren (Amato, 1993). Cooney (1994) found that the children’s
feelings about a given parent were strongly correlated to
contact with that parent in divorced families, suggesting that
family relationships may become more voluntary after di-
vorce. In other words, the quality and frequency of contact,
and therefore the relationship, is by choice.

In contemporary research, divorce and re-marriage are
viewed not as single, static events, but as part of a series of
transitions, modifying the lives of children. In addition to
the trauma of divorceitself, the transition related to divorce
often involves geographic moves, the addition of step-sib-
lings and a new set of extended family members. Divorce
followed by re-marriage can involve theintroduction of par-
ent figureswith multiple roles and overlapping rel ationships.
Taken together, these factors rel ated to divorce have adirect
impact on the life courses of children and may be specially
challenging for the adolescent who is simultaneously in-
volved in critical developmental transitions (Hines, 1997).

Husbands and wives go through high emational tension.
The husband’s relationship is marginally affected, whereas
the wife's drastically changes. The wife moves out of the

2 Veda — Ancient Hindu Scriptures. Four Vedas are known: Rigveda,
Samaveda, Ygjurveda, and Atharvaveda.

3 Brahmins — The highest caste of the four caste sistem of the Hindu
society.
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husband’s house. If they stay in the same town, she does not
enjoy same trust, confidence, and closeness as her previous
counterpart does. She cannot make friends with her male
colleagues, nor with married couples as the other women
consider her to be a husband snatcher.

I nter per sonal Relationships
Marital and Parental Relationships

Husband-wife relationship is the basic and most important
amongst the network of relationships on which afamily re-
volves. Healthy relations facilitate the spouses not only to
perform their roles effectively but also help in the proper
socialization of the children. On the other hand, marital con-
flict leads to familiar disorganization and has negative con-
seguences on the upbringing of children. Thus, the quality
of interaction between a husband and a wife has repercus-
sions on the whole family.

Parent-Child Relationships

Parent-children conflictswith regardsto individual freedom
and double standards giving greater freedom to sons than
daughters, isarecurring feature and has been noted in many
studies (Kurian, 1986). A girl child is allowed to remain a
child only for short period of life. It is always stressed that
her relationship with her natal home is temporary. Parents
tend to discriminate among boys and girls not only in terms
of reinforcing speech, activity and play, but also in terms of
food, education and other material possessionsinIndia. Many
of the social customs and rituals favour or promote child
abuse. Indian society makes a relative underestimation of
girls and views them as a family liability. Girls get less au-
tonomy and freedom from parents than boys (Ghadially,
1988).

Sibling Relationships

Sibling relationship is recognized as unique among close
human relationships because siblings share a common ge-
netic heritage and common early experience within the fam-
ily. The exchange patterns of emotiona support are estab-
lished among the siblings during early years (Avioli, 1989).
Sibling relationship is also marked by discord when pater-
nal authority is weak or absent. Such conflict is an impor-
tant dimension of sibling relations. Herzberger and Hall
(19934) state that boysand girls may have different expecta-
tions when siblings are involved in the conflict. Severe sib-
ling violence was found to be more prevalent among boys.
Furthermore, when younger children were victimized by an
older sibling they sought help from parents. Thus, children
recogni zed that aggression against younger siblingsiswrong
(Herzberger & Hall, 1993b). Asjoint family system is one
of the basic features of Indian society, it becomes essential
to consider the cordial and conflicting relationship between
secondary relatives.
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Mother-in-Law and Daughter-in-L aw Relationships

The mother-in-law occupies a dominant position and plays
an important role in the social life of the daughter-in-law.
This is one area where very few studies have been done.
Srivastava (1974) in his comparative study of folk cultures
of Ragjasthan and Uttar Pradesh (states of central India) re-
ported that in both the regions, usualy the mother-in-law
kept severe control over the daughter-in-law. The elder
woman finds the younger was disrupting unity among broth-
ers; the younger finds the elder to beintolerably demanding
and dominating (Madan, 1965). The relationship of women
with sisters-in-law is another areawhich has dearth of stud-
ies although it is of great significance in ajoint household.

Contemporary Issues
Problems Faced in Family Relationships
Marital problems

A background of patterns of marital interactions, roles, and
power in India is essential before we review research on
marital problems. However, studies on family in India have
generally concentrated on the joint family, with a patriar-
chal structure. It has been largely recognized that conjugal
relations have little significance in the joint family (Ramu,
1988). Consequently, marital interaction, role, and power
have received scant attention. The few studiesthat are iden-
tified in this area are grouped and described bel ow.

Marital adjustment versus maladjustment

Marital adjustment refersto astate of accommaodation which
is achieved in different areas where conflict may exist.
Srivastav, Singh, and Nigam (1988) studied the effect of cer-
tain demographic characteristics such as age differences,
duration of marriage, education, occupation, Socio-economic
status, and number of children on marital adjustment. The
analysisindicated that age difference between husband and
wife highly contributed towards marital adjustment. Sec-
ondly, differences in educational level of the spouses were
more evident in the maladjusted couples. Shukla (1988) ob-
served that as compared to the single career couples, more
of thedual career couples expected that the husband and the
wife should be about equally responsible for the provider
and the housekeeper roles, and evaluated the wives more
favorably inthe provider role and the husbandsin the house-
keeper roles. It isinteresting, though, that in both the groups,
wives derived greater happinessin their marriageswhen they
were satisfied with the housekeeper role and evaluated their
husbands favorably in the provider role. Husbands, on the
other hand, attached greater importance to satisfaction with
and afavorable evaluation of themselvesin the provider role
and their spouses in the kinship roles. Thus, the working
woman ends up playing amultiplicity of roles. According to
this author, the women workers expressed that they had
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unsatisfactory relationship with their husbands (72%), chil-
dren (72%), and in- laws (22%). The main reasons behind
the unsatisfactory relationship were lack of time to interact
freely with husband and lack of time to provide adequate
loveand carefor their children. The other reasonswere physi-
cal and mental exhaustion due to heavy and never ending
work, indifferent attitudes of their husbands and in-laws to-
wards their over work and inability both of them to gain
control over the women workers earnings.

In another study, Mohan and Singh (1985) studied men-
tal adjustment of rural and urban couplesin relation to their
personality in terms of extroversion, neuroticism, and
psychotism. The analysis showed that rura couples were
better adjusted than urban. Kumar and Rohtagi (1984) stud-
ied the dominance need of spouses and also attempted to
identify personality factors such as intelligence and extro-
version with referenceto adjustment in marriage. It wasfound
that husbands with high adjustment possessed a higher need
of dominance, whereas wives with high adjustment were
submissive. It was found also that couples with high adjust-
ment were more intelligent, possessed high extroversive in-
terest as compared to couples showing low adjustment.
Kumar and Rohtagi (1985) examined the relationship of
anxiety, neuroticism and security variables with adjustment
in marriage and showed that anxiety affects one’s adjust-
ment in marriage.

Family Violence

Family violence is a complex concept which encompasses
wife abuse, child abuse, and elderly abuse. Pagelow (1981,
p. 437) defined family violence as “any act of commission
or commission by family members and any condition re-
sulting from such acts and inaction which deprive other fam-
ily members of equal rights and opportunities and/or inter-
ferewith their optimal devel opment and freedom of choice.”

Violence on women in thefamily has existed over centu-
riesand acrossthe world. It has recently been recognized by
the United Nations (1995) as a fundamental abuse of
women’s human rights. It lists under the category of gender
based violence, abuses such as battering, sexual abuse of
female children, dowry related violence, marital rape, and
female genital mutilation. Female infanticide is still com-
mon in some pockets of the country. In recent years, new
forms of violence have been added to the list. Most impor-
tant among these are dowry deathsand femalefeticide. Heife,
Pitanguy, and Germaine (1994, paper 225) describe violence
against women as “any act of verbal or physical force, life
threatening deprivation directed at an individual women or
girl that causes physical and psychological harm, humilia-
tion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty that perpetuates fe-
mal e subordination.”

In 1995, more than 24,000 complaints were filed with
the Crime Against Women Cell, in Delhi, relating to marital
disputes ranging from cruelty to misappropriation of
stridhan®. The situation continuesto decline further. Thelat-
est reports indicate that crime against women rateis 34.1%
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in Delhi and also that it has the highest dowry death ratein
the country (Delhi, 1997).

Steinmetz and Lucca (1988) stirred a controversy by re-
porting that men do not have a monopoly as tormentors.
Rather, they found a considerable similarity between hus-
bands and wives using violent methods for resolving mari-
tal conflicts. Neverthel ess, though women may be more ver-
bal, the resort to physical meansto maintain their dominant
position in the family is held by men (Gandhi, 1997). Ac-
cording to Gandhi, factors related to poverty and lack of
education among women make them more vulnerableto vio-
lence. Thus, elimination of violence against women requires
reengineering of society on equalitarian values, where
women enjoy equal rights over education, land, property,
and business. The creation of such a society needs the sup-
port of all, including men.

Effect of Family on Child Development

In ajoint family, the child gets multiple parents and many
adult figures for his or her identification. In these families,
children are overprotected and sheltered and, asaresult, self-
non-self segregation is hampered. In a nuclear family, the
child has a limited set of adult models to emulate. Asare-
sult, he or she devel ops a strong sense of personal bond with
the parents, with agreater scope of devel oping clear-cut self-
identity (Sinha, 1984). Children brought up in single parent
families have only one adult member in the family and often
lack kinship and community support. These children develop
early independence with added responsihilities. A majority
of the single parent families being the poorest of the poor
cannot adequately meet their children’s needs. A large num-
ber of childrenininstitutionsand on streetscomefrom single
parent families.

Thus, to enhance the impact of child development, di-
rect work with children is not adequate. The family life and
the family’s environment also have to be enriched. A strong
family unit would promote child development and prevent
child destitution.

The Elderly’s Need of a Family and Abuse of Elders

In the Indian context, responsibility for care of the elderly is
primarily borne by members of thefamily. A legal provision
alows the old person to claim maintenance from his/her
children, if he or she has no resources of his/her own (Sec-
tion 125 of the Code of Criminal Procedure, 1973, as cited
in Diwan & Kumar, 1984). However, few parents go to court
to claim maintenance from their children.

The Constitution of Indiarecognizesthe duty of the State
towardsthe elderly. “ The State shall within the limits of eco-
nomic capacity, and development, make effective provision
for securing the right to work, to education, and to public as-
sSistance in case of unemployment, old age, sickness and dis-

4 Stridhan is the gift given to the bride by her parents on her marriage.
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ablement and in other cases of undeserved want” (Constitu-
tion of India, Article41, ascited in Pylee, 1979, p. 471). Tra-
ditionally, the aged in India continue to live in their homes
where they have been living throughout their lives. The fam-
ily, the neighborhood, and the community provide ample op-
portunities for companionship and social life. Even today the
family, the kinship group, the neighborhood, and the commu-
nity continueto contributeto the psychological and socia well-
being of the old. Most of the investigations in India suggest
that the aged are respected, consulted on important decisions
(even if it is a token gesture), and continue to be heads of
households.

Somefactors—outcomes of increased urbanization—have
adversely affected older people. Oneisthe migration of the
younger adults of the family to towns and in some cases to
foreign countries, in which case the older generation loses
the support of their children, if they areleft behind (see Table
8). The older generation may be reluctant to migrate, either
because of shortage of housing in towns or because of diffi-
culty in adjusting to the life style in new setup.

The increased participation of women in paid employ-
ment outside the homeisanother factor that has affected old
people in urban areas (Ramanujam, Gupta, & Mamgain,
1990). On the positive side, parents are wanted and made to
feel useful when they take up responsibilities of caring for
the grandchildren, and hel ping with the running of the house.
The flip side is that women, who have been the traditional
caregivers, are now not available for that role, and the old
people areleft to fend for themselves. The well-being of old
people may also be affected by their own personality prob-
lems. If the person has not maintained a good relationship
with his or her family members throughout life, then it be-
comes difficult to improve relationships in later period.

Elderly people experience a stage of transition from in-
dependence to interdependence, then to total dependence,
which produces a crises and tension for all generations
(Steinmetz, 1988). The sex of the old person also becomes
an important risk factor for abuse. It has been found that eld-
erly females are more abused than males (Dudley, 1983).
Conseguently, widows have to depend upon others and spend
|ater yearsof their livesin very pitiable conditions (M ahadevan
& Sumangale, 1992). Thetradition of obligatory dependence
on male children is perhaps the bane of old age despite in-
creasing evidence in recent times that daughters are coming
forward to assume the responsibility of providing support to
their elderly parentswhen they are abandoned by their son(s).

Migration and Displacement of the Family

Migration has fundamental implication for women and chil-
dren. They suffer when the male migrates either alone or with
them. Thekinship network isbroken and the traditional skills
are no longer useful in the urban economy (Desai, 1995h).
However, it has aso been suggested that rather than family
disintegration, male migration could lead to more capableand
self confident women. Thisanaysisisbased on three factors:
guardianship of family, residential arrangement, and manage-
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Table 8
Reasons for Migration

Rural Urban
Reason
Males Females Males Females

Employment 20.07 1.28 43.10 4.24
Education 4.06 0.46 6.81 2.40
Family moved 33.23 9.61 26.89 32.07
Marriage 4.87 79.47 1.05 46.78
Others 37.77 9.18 22.15 14.51

Note. From Census of India (Occasional paper no. 1, p. 1-615), by Ministry
of Home Affairs — Social Studies Division, 1991, New Delhi: Author.
Copyright 1991 by Registrar General of India. Reprinted with permission.

ment of major household activities. Nevertheless, it has been
observed that after the return of the emigrant husbands, al-
though the wives continue to participate in decision making,
the execution of mgjor household activitieswastaken over by
their male counterparts (Sekhar, 1996).

Conclusion

Family has been recognized as abasic unit of society and is
alink between individual and community. The structure of
the family continuesto be patriarchal. A number of changes
have been observed in the patterns of marriage such as age
at marriage, inter-caste marriage, etc. A relative increase is
noticed in divorce cases in urban areas. It was quite com-
mon in the past but at that time families were more stable
and provided adequate security in terms of physical, social
and emotional needs. Current trends indicate that thereisa
definite change in the basic system of family, especialy the
role of eldersand disharmony in husband-wife relationship.
Divorce rates are testimony to the increasing fragility of
husband-wiferelationship. Migration has major implications
on women and children.

Although children in several set-ups, women, and the
elderlies have been the subjects of various studies, investiga:
tions on the family asawhole are clearly very limited. There
seems to be a general paucity of applied family research in
India. Thusit isimportant to deliberate whether these studies
can be considered applied in nature — applied research is ori-
ented towards outcome, rather than concepts, and it beginson
the premise of usefulness and application. Thereis, therefore,
a need to bring together under one umbrella, al research ef-
fortswhich focus on specific aspects of family with theaim of
influencing family practices and family policy development.
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