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BANC 102 INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL AND
CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY

Course Introduction

Social and cultural anthropology under its rubric encompasses the study of society and culture.
The foremost contribution of the subject has been in the understanding of the various societies
and cultures across the globe both objectively and subjectively, doing away with biases and
prejudices, while presenting their relative importance. The main objective of the course is for the
learners to understand in a holistic manner the social institutions and the cultural attributes that
constructs human societies.

Learning Outcomes

After reading the course the learner would be able to:

i) explain the origin, historical background and foundation of social and cultural anthropology;

ii) identify the various institutions in a society and relate to the cultural aspects present in societies;

iii) discuss the theories and approaches to the social and cultural anthropology; and

iv) describe how fieldwork is to be conducted in the field of social and cultural anthropology.

Course Presentation

The course has been divided into four blocks and a practical manual. Each block has been
thematically arranged units. In total there are thirteen units. Now let us see what we have discussed
in each block.

Block 1: The first block will acquaint the learners with the basic understanding of the foundation
of social and cultural anthropology along with its emergence as a scientific discipline. This block
deals with the early developments that lead to the beginning of the discipline of social and cultural
anthropology. Herein, the development of the subject in Britain and America has been dealt that
presents the question of why the British anthropologists laid emphasis on society and the American
anthropologists on culture. The growth and development of social and cultural anthropology in
India is also reflected upon. The learners would also gain insight as to how the subject is different
yet have similarities with some of the other disciplines like sociology, psychology, history, political
science etc.

Block 2: The second block deals with the study of the forms and processes in the conceptulisation
of society and culture. This block takes into account the social institutions that are the pillars of
the society. Social groups; concepts of kinship, marriage and family; religious ideas and ritual
practices; the production, consumption and exchange of necessities. The learners while reading
this block would be able to comprehend how culture is entwined with the institutions forming
an integral part of society. Institutions are universal in societies however, it is cultural variations
that bring forth diversity.

Block 3: The third block presents the theories and approaches, some defunct some still in practice,
that make up the study of human society and culture. From this block the learners would gain
insight as to how the theories have changed with the perspectives that the anthropologists looked
at societies. In the initail stages of the subject the focus was on how evolution had taken place,
to diffusion, then the trend was to understand the functions and the structures within a society.
In the twenty first century how the focus has shifted to modern and post modern phases and
the inclusion of the female voice in anthropological writings.
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Nature and ScopeBlock 4: In the last block, the learner would be introduced to field traditions and fieldwork, the
hallmark of anthropology. The nuances of how to conduct a fieldwork, the tools and techniques that
are to be used during data collection in the field, compilation and analysing the data after returning
from the field to writing and presentation of the dissertation, thesis or project report has been discussed
in depth. This block would prepare the learner to take up anthropological fieldwork.

Practical Manual: The practical manual would assist the learners to prepare a synopsis. It is a
guide for the learners to acquaint themselves with the process of preparing a synopsis. The manual
would guide the learners to prepare a synopsis step by step right from the stage of conceptualising
a topic to the style citing references.

All the best, happy reading and wish you success. Hope the course material act as a guide for
you to achieve your goals.
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BASIC CONCEPTS



48

Basic Concepts

UNIT 4

Society

UNIT 5

Culture

UNIT 6

Institutions I: Kinship, Family and Marriage

UNIT 7

Institutions II: Economic, Political and Religious
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UNIT 4 SOCIETY

Contents

4.0 Introduction

4.1 Relationship between socialand cultural anthropology

4.2 Society

4.3 Group

4.4 Association

4.5 Community

4.6 Tribe and Caste

4.7 Status and Role

4.8 SocialStratification

4.9 Relationship betweensocietyand culture

4.10 Summary

4.11 References

4.12 Answers to Check Your Progress

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

This unit will help the learners to explain the:

 basic concepts in social anthropology;

 meaning and significance of the concept of society;

 aspects ofsociety, such as group, association, community; and

 relationship betweensocietyand culture.

4.0 INTRODUCTION

If there is anyconcept which is regarded as central to the discipline of anthropology
(and also sociology), it is the concept of ‘society’. Subscribing to the idea that
society is found even at the levelof sub-humans, the primates such as the monkeys
and chimpanzees, anthropologists submit that what distinguisheshumanbeings from
other animals is the presence of culture among human communities; thus, human
beings came to be characterised as ‘beings with culture’. For understanding human
beings, therefore, we have to look at the dynamics ofsocietyand culture. In this unit
we willdiscuss the concepts that are central to the understanding ofsociety, the key
attributes that are an integralpart of the society like group, association, community,
tribe, caste, status and role and social stratification. We would also touch upon the
relationship betweensocietyand culture.

Contributor: Professor Vinay Kumar Srivastava, Former Head and Professor,
Department of Anthropology, University of Delhi. Currently Director, Anthropological
Survey of India.
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Basic Concepts
4.1 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SOCIAL AND

CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY

Two concepts of principal importance in anthropology (and also sociology) are
society and culture. Both of them are interlinked in the case of human society,
whereas in thecase ofnon-humansociety, the situation is different.The animalsociety
is understood as without culture, although some activities among some of the non-
human primates bear resemblance to culture. For instance, one of the great apes,
chimpanzee, has been reported to be using rudimentary culture and some kind of
language, for which the term‘meta-language’ is used. Chimpanzees havebeenfound
to be fashioning some wooden tools for extracting food fromthe environment. This
is exactlywhat Jane Goodall found in her studyofchimpanzees in Tanzania.

Moreover, the products of non-human action – such as the nests the birds build –
remain the same over time. The nest the babybird willmake in future when it grows
up willbe similar to what its mother made, or what the other members of its species
make. Similarityin the structure and shape of the nest is believed to be an outcome
of the instincts the non-human animals have. The products of their action willchange
when their genetic material changes. It does not happen in human beings, for the
products of their action keep onchanging and are independent of their bio-genetic
substances.

For ananthropologist, culture is foundonlyamong humanbeings. No humansociety,
past or present, or simple or complex, has ever been found to be without culture.
Therefore, while the animal society can be conceptualised without culture, human
societycannot be. That is why, Bronislaw Malinowski said that ‘culture is uniquely
human’.

The conceptsof societyand cultureare our abstractions fromthe uninterrupted flow
of human life. The concept of society lays emphasis on populations and the set of
relationships between individuals. Bycomparison, culture refers to the customs and
practices, the ways of doing and living which human beings have improvised over a
period of time in order to survive. Thus, when speaking of society, we speak of
relationships among people, and when speaking ofculture, we refer to their ways of
behaving, speaking, doing various things, and their accomplishments and
achievements. For example, the relationship between the mother and the child is a
social relationship, but how a mother is expected to behave (or behaves) towards
her child and vice versa is a part of culture. Mother-child relationship is universalbut
mothers and children belonging to different cultures would differ greatly in their
behaviour and theways ofcarrying out various jobs and things.AnAmericanmother
would be different fromher counterpart inPhilippines and this difference is a product
of culture, and is passed downfromone generation to the next.

In the historyof anthropology, there has been a debate with respect to the priorityof
one concept over the other. For example, theAmerican anthropologists thought that
since culture was the central identifying characteristic of human beings, it deserved
priorityover thestudyofsocial relationships. Robert Lowie said that what culture is
to anthropology is what the concept of zero is to the discipline of mathematics. In
other words, he referred to the centralityof the concept ofculture in thediscipline of
anthropology. Thus, American anthropology popularised the term ‘cultural
anthropology’ to refer to that branch ofknowledge that studied the ways of living,
customs and practices of the contemporary societies, particularly tribal and
indigenous.
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The perspective of British anthropology was different. The key person in British
Anthropology, A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, who was heavily influenced by the French
sociologist, ÉmileDurkheim, gave primaryimportance to thestudyofsocialstructure
(or what Durkheimcalled ‘socialmorphology’). The outcome of this was that British
anthropologybecame more‘social anthropological’, whichwas defined as the study
of the social forms and relationships, as found among simple societies. The Chair of
SocialAnthropology was founded at Liverpool in 1905 and its first occupant was
Sir James Frazer, the author of the famous text, The Golden Bough.

The debate between these two branches of anthropologysoon proved to be futile,
when it was argued that societyand culture are sidesof the same coinand one exists
in relationship with the other. Clifford Geertz said that theyare an anthropologist’s
abstractions from the flow of social life. Thus instead of arguing in favour of the
primacy of one over the other, the best course would be to think in terms of the
relationship ofone with the other, because human beings cannot live without culture
and culture manifests itself through the complex of social relationships. Societyand
culture are two sides of the same coin. Against this backdrop, many scholars think
not in terms of either socialanthropologyor cultural anthropology, but theyprefer to
call the discipline‘socio-culturalanthropology’ (or ‘socialand culturalanthropology’,
‘social/cultural anthropology’), a term that shows that equal importance is granted
to the studyof both societyand culture.

Check Your Progress 1

1. Who stated culture is ‘uniquely human’?

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

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

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

2. “What culture is to anthropology is what the concept of zero is to the discipline

of mathematics” which anthropologist made this comment?

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

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

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

3. Which British anthropologist was influenced by the work of the French

sociologists Émile Durkheim?

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

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

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

4. What is ‘social morphology’?

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

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

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

Society



52

Basic Concepts
5. Where and in which year was the Chair of SocialAnthropology founded?

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

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

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

6. Who first occupied the Chair of SocialAnthropology, what was the name of

his famous text?

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

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

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

4.2 SOCIETY

The word ‘society’ comes fromthe Latin word socius, which means ‘sharing’. The
idea here is that those who constitute society have a relationship of sharing among
them. The concept of society is both empirical and abstract. At the empirical level,
the concept of society implies that it is an entity comprising a congregation of
individuals. An individual is a ‘solitarybeing’who is capable of internalising social
values, norms ofbehaviour, and the technologyof work ofthe societyof whichhe is
part, and is also capable of establishing his relationships with the others. When an
individual becomes a socialobject he maybe called a ‘person’. In simple terms, the
socialised human being, one who has learnt the social (or the shared) ways of living,
is a person. Each person is related with the other persons. These interpersonal
relationships constitute the basic materialof society. Aristotle said that ‘man is a
political (i.e. social) animal’, whichmeans that humanbeings live together. He also
said that one who lives alone is either a beast or God. Thus, no human being ever
lives alone or in isolation. The worst punishment that can ever be given to a human
being is solitary confinement. As an abstraction, society is a construct that
anthropologists and sociologists have built for understanding human behaviour and
analysing it.

Society may be defined as a congregation of individuals. However, not all
congregationsconstitutesociety; for example, acrowd(or mob) isalso anaggregation
of individuals, but it disperses as soonas the stimulus whichbrought its constituents
together disappears. Incomparison, societyasa collectivityof humanbeings endures
over time, creating a sense of solidarity among its members. The members of a
society have some kind of an attachment to their territory, which theytry to defend
collectively. Theyalso have division of labour among them, witheach unit entrusted
with a different task and activity. Eachsociety is divided into smaller entities which
are called groups.

Check Your Progress 2

7. The word society is derived fromwhich Latin word?

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

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

...........................................................................................................
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8. Who stated ‘man is a political animal’?

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

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

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

9. What is society? Explain in your own words.

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

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

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

4.3 GROUP

The concept ofsociety is further developed bycomparing it withan organism. This
is knownas organic analogy, whichmeans that the modelof an organism is used for
understanding society. As an organism is divided into organs, which are in turn
divided into tissues, which are further divided into cells, in the same waysociety is
divided into communities which are divided into groups, and groups into individuals.

The individual(or person) is thebasic unit but no individual can ever hope to survive
in isolation. The individual enters into relationships and the collectivityof individuals
is termed a group. Agroup is defined as a set of relationships between individuals
who collectivelycarryout several functions.Agroup has been called a ‘socialbrick’
by George Homans, since a community results from a collection of groups.

An important contribution to the concept of group was made byC.S. Cooley. He
gave the concept of primarygroup, whichplays an irreplaceable role in the process
ofsocialisation.Aprimarygroup is asmallgroup, comprising not more than twenty-
five individuals who have frequent interactions among them and share a feeling of
unity. The idea behind ‘twenty-five individual’is to be understood in the sense of a
‘small group of individuals’ among whomregular interaction is possible, and these
individuals canalso have a contiguous living. Theycan live in the same house, as one
finds in case of joint families, or share the same neighbourhood. Inother words, the
idea of ‘twenty-five individuals’is not to be taken literally.

The examples of primary group are family, peer group, and neighbourhood. By
comparison to a primarygroup, sociologist have spoken of a kind ofgroup which is
known as secondarygroup, in which there are a large number of individuals and the
interaction among them is not face-to-face; it is rather a means to ends type. This
means that suchgroups involve exploitation of the other, and once the goals are met
with, the group comes to an end. It does not have the kind of continuity that is
ascribed to primarygroups, which abound in traditional societies, suchas tribal and
rural, whereas secondary relations are large in number in urbansociety. Therefore,
it maybe said that a change fromrural to urbansocietyalso means an increase in the
number of secondary groups. From this, however, it should not be inferred that

Organism Society

Organs Communities

Tissues Groups

Cells Individuals

Process of
fission

Process
of fusion

Process
of fission

Process
of fusion

Society








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Basic Concepts modern societies do not have any primarygroups. Family, which is an example of
the primarygroup, is found universally. So is friendship.

Besides the division of groups into primary and secondary, some of its other
classifications have also been proposed. For example, W.G. Sumner has divided
groups into ‘in-groups’ (the ‘groups of insiders’) and ‘out-groups’ (the ‘groups of
outsiders’). The first is of those who are members of a group and have a feeling of
oneness (or ‘we-ness’) among them. All those who are not a member of such a
group are called ‘out-groups’. The other concept extremelypopular is of reference
group – it is a group of people which is emulated. This concept is useful in
understanding the cases of upward (and also, downward) social mobility.

Check Your Progress 3

10. What is organic analogy?

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

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

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

11. Who defined group as ‘social brick’?

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

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

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

12. Who gave the concept of primary group?

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

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

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

13. Give examples of primarygroups.

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

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

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

14. Define a secondarygroup.

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

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

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

4.4 ASSOCIATION

Closelyrelated to the concept ofgroup is the concept ofassociation. The associations
are createdbyindividuals for attainingparticular purposes; that iswhythe associations
are also known as ‘special purpose groups’. Here territory and kinship are not
important. Such groups are both voluntary and non-voluntary. The voluntary
association is called so because the individual is free to join it, whereas in case of



55

non-voluntaryassociation, such freedomis not permitted. For example, as the case
in Singapore, everymale has to be a member of the army. Here the individualcannot
exercise his discretion. Ina voluntaryassociation, the freedomto join or not is given
to the individual.

For instance, an individual can be a member of a caste group but not necessarily of
caste association. Membership of a caste group is ascriptive, that is by virtue of
one’s birth to parents belonging to a caste that he becomes a member of that caste.
By comparison, the membership of a caste association, which is a body founded
with the sole aimof furthering the interests of the members of the caste, is voluntary.
There is also a possibility that a caste may not have an association. The teachers’
association, peasants’association, a political party, a chess players’association, a
students’body, or a bald men’s club are some examples of association. For some
scholars, association is a type of group, and maybe called an ‘associationalgroups’,
whereas for others, an association is different froma group because it has a specific
purpose to perform.

Associations are found in all types of societies, including the traditional. Many
anthropologists call these ‘sodality groups’ or ‘sodalities’. For example, age set is
an association, so is magicians’ society (what is also called the ‘secret society’). In
simple societies, associations are restricted in number. In complex societies, they
increase in number, since there is a probability of founding an association, by an
individual, for fulfilling anytask.

Check Your Progress 4

15. Define an association.

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

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

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

16. State the difference between voluntary and non-voluntaryassociations.

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

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

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

17. Associations are also known as ‘sodalitygroups’. State whether the following
statement is true or false.

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

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

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

4.5 COMMUNITY

The collection of several groups may be called a community, however there are
certainspecialcharacteristicsbywhicha communityis identified. Ferdinand Tönnies
made a distinctionbetween ‘community’ (gemeinschaft) and ‘society’ (gesellschaft).
He believed that the former was a closely integrated entitywhich started breaking
down because ofseveral changes in society. Acommunity is defined with respect to

Society
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Basic Concepts a collectivityof individuals who share commonsentiments; theyall feel that theyare
a part of a closely related body. In other words, theyshare a sense of belongingness.
MacIver and Page think that the membersof a communitysharea commonterritory.
This criterion is applicable in some cases, but not in others, especially those which
have migrated from one area to the other, and in course of time have been divided
into smaller communities. This happens particularlybecause the size of the original
communitybecomes very large, putting pressure on the local area and its resources,
and so some of its members split, moving to a different area and foundinga different
community. By inhabitinga different location, a communitymaybe de-territorialised,
but it willcontinue to share thesame bodyofcommon sentiments. Thus, for defining
a community, the characteristics pertaining to sharing the common sentiments are far
more important.

Some socialformations are regarded as ‘borderline communities’ – theyshare many
characteristics ofcommunities incommon but are not ‘true communities’. Here one
maycite the examples of boardingschool, monasteryand nunnery, prison, etc. These
communities do not reproduce by a biological process as is the case with ‘true
communities’; their members may leave, retire, die, or are freed, and their place is
taken over byothers. Thus, thesecommunities have mechanisms for their continuity,
but they need to be distinguished from villages, tribal settlements, and urban
neighbourhoods.

Check Your Progress 5

18. Who made a distinction between ‘community’ (gemeinschaft) and ‘society’
(gesellschaft).

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

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

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

19. Define a community.

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

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

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

20. Who suggested that members of a community share a common territory?

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

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

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

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

21. What are ‘borderline communities’?

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

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

...........................................................................................................
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4.6 TRIBEAND CASTE

Communities are not just confined to villages. Theyare also found inurbansocieties,
where in an anonymous world, they are like cohesive structures (‘honeycomb
systems’) which integrate the individual to the society. One may refer here to the
example of two types of communities – the tribe and the caste.

The tribe is understood as a community comprising groups of family which live
together, or havelived together, sharing thesameterritoryandhasacommonlanguage,
culture, religion, and life styles. Sucha community is politicallyautonomous, which
means that each tribal community has its own political leader and all the matters of
dispute are resolved internally. According to this conception, a tribal community is
largely isolated fromthe outside world, and for its understanding, the knowledge of
other societies is not needed. It was because of this a tribal communityhas come to
be regarded as a ‘cultural isolate’, which means that it has its own distinct culture,
which makes its bearers proud, and theyare prepared to defend it against any kind
of onslaught or criticisms from the external forces. This notion contributes to the
idea of the resilience of culture, which resists all attempts to drive it out.

In reality, however, the tribal communities are rarely isolated. Theyhave relations
with their neighbours, although the qualityand intensityof suchrelations varies from
one context to the other. There are cases of tribal communities which are closely
interdependent, supplying their produce to the others and receiving their produce in
return. David Mandelbaumdescribed one suchsituation fromhis studyof the tribal
communities in NilgiriHills. Other cases of the same type can be identified fromthe
cases of the tribal peoples in North-East India. Even when a tribal community has
relations with the other communities, and in the process becomes a part of the
commonculturethat allof themshare, it continues to haveandfurther itsownseparate
culture, which, as noted earlier, is steadfastlyadhered to, since it gives the members
of a communitya sense of identity.

Tribes are found allover the world. In different parts of the world they are referred
to by different names: in some they are called aborigines, Indians, minorities,
indigenous people, or ethnic groups. In India, in addition to the termtribe, the term
Scheduled Tribe is also used. The communities which have been identified for the
benefitsofreservationand the other developmentalmeasuresare knownas Scheduled
Tribes, which according to the Draft of the NationalTribalPolicy number around
seven hundred.

Caste on the other hand is a principle of social organisation in Hindu SouthAsia.
M.N. Srinivas regarded caste as the ‘structuralprinciple of Hinduism’. The system
is legitimised byHindu religious texts. The Tenth Section (mandala) of Rig Veda
submits that different castes have emerged from different parts of god’s body. Each
caste is assigned different functions and is not expected to change its occupation.
The members of a caste marry within their caste, the principle is known as caste
endogamy.

Though tribe and caste constitute polar categories of a continuum, with tribe being
egalitarian and caste being hierarchal, there have been cases of the tribes becoming
castes and also some cases of castes becoming tribes. This is known as the tribe-
caste continuum.

Society
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Basic Concepts Check Your Progress 6

22. DefineTribe.

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

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

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

23. Are tribalcommunities isolated?

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

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

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

24. Define Scheduled Tribes.

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

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

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

25. Who regarded caste as ‘structural principle of Hinduism’?

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

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

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

26. What is caste endogamy?

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

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

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

27. What is meant by tribe-caste continuum?

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

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

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

4.7 STATUSAND ROLE

We saw earlier that the congregation of individuals constitutes society. These
individuals interact, exchange their goods andservices, and carryout their behaviour
with respect to the others according to the prevailing norms and rules. One of the
ways of analysing society is in term of the reciprocalpatterns of behaviour. In each
interaction, the individualoccupies a socialposition and behaves with respect to the
other according to what is expected of the socialposition. For example, if I occupy
the position of a teacher, then my job is to teach; the teacher is the social position
that I occupy and the process of teaching that I carry out is my behaviour. My
position as a teacher is placed somewhere in a generally accepted ranking of
occupations in my society – it may be lower to a bureaucrat or above an office
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clerk; but my work will be evaluated on the basis of how I perform it. I may be
regarded as a ‘good teacher’or a ‘bad teacher’, depending upon how my work is
looked at by my students.

To understandthis, RalphLintonintroduced two concepts, status androle. According
to him, the term status is technicallyused for the socialpositions that an individual
occupies inan interactivesituation. Role refers to thebehaviour an individualperforms
with respect to the position he occupies. Linton said role, is the ‘dynamic aspect of
status’, which means that it is put into action. Status and role are two sides of the
same coin, for one defines the position and second, the behaviour. Aposition is of
no relevance unless it is put into action, and similarly behaviour is related to the
position the individualoccupies in a given interactive situation. Since an individual
participates ina large number ofsituations, he maybe conceptualisedas a ‘collection
of several statuses’, with each one of them coming into action in an appropriate
situation. So, when in a bank, I occupy the status of a client, and when in a train, I
am a passenger; in a classroom, I am the teacher. Each status is a bundle of rights
and duties, defining the duties the individualhas to perform and rights he has over
others, because of the duties he performs.

Linton also divided statuses into two categories – those which are givenbyvirtue of
birth and those for which the individuals compete and acquire. Statuses which are
given bybirth are known as ascribed statuses, like birth in a caste group or a totemic
clan or in a particular gender category. The positions whichare left open to be filled
by competition are known as achieved statuses. In a traditional society, ascribed
statuses are far more important whereas in a complex society the achieved statuses
are more innumber.Althoughascribedand achieved statusesareanalyticallyseparate,
the ascribed status affects the achievement of a status. If I am born in an affluent
family, mychances of studying abroad are far more than when I am born in a poor
family.

Check Your Progress 7

28. Who introduced the concepts of status and roles?

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

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

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

29. What is ascribed status?

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

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

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

30. What is achieved status?

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

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

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

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

Society
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4.8 SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Thetermsocialstratification implies thedivisionofsocietyinto different layers (strata),
one placed above the other. The term‘stratification’reminds one ofthe term‘stratum’
(and its plural, ‘strata’) that is used in the earth science (that is geology). By
comparison to its meaning in geology, in society, those which are placed above are
far more privileged and advantaged than those which are lowly placed. In other
words, social stratificationdeals with social inequality. However, not all inequalities
are included under the title ofsocialstratification. For example, societies are divided
inaccordance withageand gender, but these are not theaspectsofsocialstratification.
In fact, for inequalities of age and gender, the term used is social differentiation.
Tribal societies haveage and gender inequalities, but theydo not have the inequalities
ofsocial stratification.

There are three principles of social stratification. The first is where the strata are
divided according to the life styles the people lead. Certain life styles are regarded
as superior to the others. For example, the life style of Brahmins is considered as
superior to that of the other castes. This principle iscalled status. Caste isanexample
of a status group.

The second principle is the category called class. It deals with the aspects of
production. It is concerned with the control over resources. According to Karl
Marx, primarily there are two classes – those who own property (the ‘owners’),
and those who do not (the ‘non-owners’). The latter work on the property that the
members of the first class own. For their work, theyget wages. Theyare the workers.
Marx believed that all periods in human history, after the first stage of communism,
when there were no classes, were characterised bythe presence ofthese two classes.
The first stage of classlessness was known as ‘primitive communism’, a term that
Marx’s collaborator, FredrichEngels, suggested. The difference between status and
class is that if the first is defined in terms of the modes of living – the modes of
consumption – the second is defined with respect to its place in the system of
production. In other words, status is understood as the ‘wayof living’; class, as the
role it plays in production processes.

The third principle is of politicalpower. In everysociety there are some who wield
power over the others making the others do what they want. For Karl Marx,
power was incumbent upon the controlover resources. Thus, thosewho have control
over economic resources also exercise politicalpower. For Max Weber, class and
power have dissociated in manysocieties. Those who have controlover economic
resources do not necessarily exercise political power. Marx gave the concept of
ruling class. Weber regarded that the condition of the class was determined by the
market situation. Class situation was the market position, so said Weber.

These three principles of stratification may overlap, in the sense that those who
occupy the highest position in status hierarchy also control economyand exercise
politicalpower. Sucha situation isof‘cumulative inequality’, butwhen theseprinciples
do not overlap, it is ‘dispersed inequality’. The studyof Sripuram, a village in South
India, whichAndré Béteille had carried out, pointed out that change has been from
cumulative todispersed inequality. Inthebeginning, theBrahminswerethe landowners
and theyalso exercised politicalpower.The non-Brahminmovement led to asituation
where land passed fromthe controlofthe Brahmin to the controlof the non-Brahmin.
In this way, inequalitybecame dispersed, in the sense that those who were at the top
of the caste (i.e. status) hierarchywere not so in the hierarchy of class or power.
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Check Your Progress 8

31. What is social stratification?

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

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

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

32. What are the three principles of social stratification?

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

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

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

33. Who discussed class in terms of power over resources?

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

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

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

4.9 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SOCIETY AND
CULTURE

Humansocietyis inconceivablewithout culture.Themost succinct definitionofculture,
in the words of M.J. Herskovits, is that it is the ‘man-made part of environment’.
Culture is a systemof knowledge, created bythe collective andcumulative efforts of
human beings extending over generations. Culture is learned and transmitted from
one generation to the next, and each generation adds a little to it and takes some bit
of it away. In this way, because of collective and individualhuman actions, culture
keeps onchanging; unless changes of vast magnitude are introduced fromoutside,
culture change is a slow process. Members of a society imbibe its culture. The
process of learning culture, which is gradualand extended over time, is known as
enculturation.

Culture is high in information but it does not act on its own. One who is high in
energyisthe individual.After theindividualhas internalised culture, he startsbehaving,
putting culture into action. Social lifecomes into existence becauseof the information
of culture and the energy of the individual. The relationship between the individual
(the unit), the congregation of individuals (society), and culture is fundamental to
understanding humanlife. So, in thenext unit we willdealwith the concept ofculture
in depth.

Check Your Progress 9

34. Who stated culture is the ‘man made part of the environment’?

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

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

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

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

Society



62

Basic Concepts
4.10 SUMMARY

In this unit,you have learned thebasic concepts related to society. The anthropologists
study various forms of society and culture, compare them, and try to arrive at the
commonalityamong them. Each of these concepts can be divided further into other
concepts. Theyare all modes ofanalysis, helping us in understanding societies and
culture. Herein, we have discussed the meaning of society and the core concepts
related to it, in the next unit we will tryto understand in-depth the concept of culture,
how anthropologists define and look at culture, and the various elements associated
withculture.
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4.12 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Bronislaw Malinowski.

2. Robert Lowie.

3. A.R. Radcliffe-Brown

4. See section 4.1

5. Founded at Liverpool in 1905.

6. Sir James Frazer, The Golden Bough was his famous book

7. The Latinword socius, whichmeans sharing.

8. Aristotle.

9. Read section 4.2 of this unit to write the answer.

10. See section 4.3

11. George Homans

12. C.S. Cooley.

13. See section 4.3

14. See section 4.3

15. See section 4.4

16. See section 4.4

17. True.
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18. Ferdinand Tönnies

19. See Section 4.5

20. MacIver and Page

21. See Section 4.5

22. See section 4.6

23. Read Section 4.6

24. Read Section 4.6

25. M.N. Srinivas

26. The members of a caste marry within their caste, the principle is known as
caste endogamy.

27. See section 4.6 last paragraph.

28. RalphLinton

29. See section 4.7

30. See section 4.7

31. See section 4.8

32. Status, class and political power

33. Karl Marx

34. M.J. Herkovits

Society
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UNIT 5 CULTURE
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5.1.1 Culture is Unique to Human Society

5.1.2 Culture is Universal

5.1.3 Culture is Not Genetically Inherited

5.1.4 Culture is Static Yet Dynamic

5.2 Definitions of Culture

5.3 Concepts in Culture
5.3.1 Enculturation and Socialisation

5.3.2 Culture Traits, Culture Complexes and Culture Areas

5.3.3 Patterns of Culture

5.4 Mechanisms ofCulture Change
5.4.1 Diffusion

5.4.2 Acculturation

5.4.3 Assimilation

5.5 CulturalRelativismand Ethnocentrism

5.6 Summary

5.7 References

5.8 Answers to Check Your Progress

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this unit the learners would be able to comprehend:

 the meaning and characteristics of culture in anthropology;

 definitions of culturegivenbydifferent anthropologists;

 the concept ofculture in anthropology; and

 mechanisms ofculture change.

5.0 INTRODUCTION

“You have no culture”, “You are uncultured” are terms whichmanyofus must have
come across. In layman’s termculture is attributed to refined behaviour, and a good
taste in the finer qualities of life like classical music, dance, theatre etc. When we
look at a person we try to gauge, ones behaviour towards another human being,
one’s manners and etiquettes like how one sits at a dining table and uses the cutlery
etc., which we attribute to polished behaviour or a suggestion that the person
possesses culture. However, in anthropological terms the meaning of culture
encompasses all behaviour; it basically represents the way of life of the people.
Culture inanthropological parlance is not concerned onlywith finer refinement but
ascribed as a part of everydaylife which everysocietypossess. The anthropological

Contributor: Dr. Rukshana Zaman. Faculty of Anthropology, School of Social
Sciences, IGNOU
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emphasis onculture is to understand people’s way of life, without giving relevance
to terms like ‘uncultured’, as every societyhas a culture which might be simple or
complex and differ fromother cultures. Everyculture is unique in itself. In this unit,
we will take into account how anthropologylooks at culture. We willbegin with the
definitions of culture that has been given by anthropologists through the ages to
understand the meaning of culture as a wayof life. The different attributes ofculture
and how it helps in understanding humanbeings would be a part of this unit.

5.1 CULTURE: MEANING AND
CHARACTERISTICS

The word ‘culture’ is derived fromthe Latin word ‘cultura’, a derivative of the verb
colo that means‘to tend’, ‘to cultivate’or ‘to till’among other things (Tucker, 1931).
Culture is the way of life of the people. As explained in the introduction section,
culture encompasses allhuman activities, so let us understand the characteristics of
culture in this section.

5.1.1 Culture is Unique to Human Society

‘Culture is unique to human society’, we have come across this statement many
times. Let’s explore whyculture is unique to human society.Apes and monkeys can
replicate behaviour, if you pick up a stone and throwit at a monkey, the monkeywill
replicate your behaviour, however, it would replicate the behaviour without
understanding the moralattributes to it and once he learns the behaviour it would be
difficult for him to undo it. The amount of force to be applied while throwing the
stone so that it does not cause serious injury to anyone, or what the size of the stone
ought to be, these judgments between right and wrong is something which apes and
monkeys cannot understand and correlate. However, if we teach a human baby to
act in a particular way, the child will learn the behaviour and later s/he can also do
away with that behaviour. Since culture is learned behaviour it canbe unlearnt also.
So, the answer is yes, culture is unique to humansocietyalone.

So what are the attributes that makea culture unique to humansociety?The attributes
that haveallowedhumanbeings the leverageto create culture is rootedinour biological
evolution- the opposable thumb, increase inour cranialcapacity, bipedal locomotion
and thedevelopment ofunique cognitivecapacitiesandabilityfor creative and abstract
thinking. Humans alone seem to be capable of symbolic creative behaviour. Once
we started our journey with our bipedalgait, our hands became free we were able
to use our opposable thumb for grasping and creating products for our use. The use
of the opposable thumb allowed human beings to create tools as they could now
grasp and hold things with their fingers, thus making humanbeings‘toolusing animal’
as stated by E. B. Tylor (Herskovits, 1958). Our bipedal locomotion is also
responsible for our spinal structure bywhichwe were able to hold our head, freeing
our larynx and thus, allowing us the power of speech. This is the beginning of our
cultural journey.Languagehas beencalledas thevehicle oftransmitting humanculture,
as it has made communication between two human beings comprehensible.

5.1.2 Culture is Universal

One of the earliest concepts of anthropologicalsciences is that the ends achieved by
all human ways of life, or cultures, are basically similar (Herskovits, 1958). This
universality of culture was postulated in the theories of evolution by the early

Culture
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Basic Concepts anthropologists like Herbert Spencer and E.B. Tylor who had stated it as ‘the psychic
unityofmankind’. This view regarded the similarities indifferent culturesas owing to
the similar capacities of human beings. For example in almost all cultures be it a
preliterate or developed society the institutions of family, marriage and kinship are
seen, though the patterns mayvary.

Likewise, if we explore human history we will find a similar patternused byhuman
beings for procuring food. For example, the handaxes as a hunting tool recovered
from many sites across the globe, Europe andAsia were much similar in structure
and thenature of utility. Thus, showing that humanbeings have a similar capacity to
engage inandmake tools for survival, making cultureauniversalphenomena. Though,
with timeand exposure to different mediumoftechnology, somesocieties progressed
at a faster rate.

5.1.3 Culture is not Genetically Inherited

Culture is not biologicallyor geneticallytransmitted fromparents to children. Culture
is a process that is acquired via learning and understanding symbols. Let’s try to
understand this with an example, sayif an Indian origin child is brought up in Japan
by a Japanese couple, the language that the child would learn to speak would be
Japanese and s/he would learn the Japanese tradition and be a part of the Japanese
culture. However, if the same child was brought up in India byIndian parents the
child would have learned one of the Indian languages and culture. Thus, culture is
learned behaviour and not genetically transmitted, it is inherited and passed on from
one generation to the other via themediumoflearning andsymbolswherein, language
plays an important role.

5.1.4 Culture is Static yet Dynamic

Culture has been described as the way of life and everyday activities of humans
living in society. The basic premises of culture do not change, for example, the
institutions like family, marriage, religion etc. are all a part ofsocietyand has been so
for a long time. Our values, norms, beliefs and morals rarelychangeor slowlychange,
thus, making culture stable although not static. However, acculturation, diffusion,
migration, etc. are forces that bring about changes in our culture making it dynamic.
For example, with the coming ofmultinationalcompanies to India, the Indian society
saw a great shift in the workingculture. Manyof themultinationalcompanies opened
up call centers in India, where the working hours were mostly night shift as they
were catering to clients outside India like the USA who have different time zone.
This is a new cultural aspect that was earlier not found in Indian society. Likewise, in
recent times, dining out on a weekend has become the norm for almost all families,
which is termed as family time, when the family usually visits a shopping mall and
spends muchofthe time, either shoppingor window shopping, visiting the playarea,
watching a movie and eating at the range of restaurants that are there in the malls.
However, till a few years back family time during weekends used to be a home
cooked mealwhere the whole familygathered around the dining table and shared
their thoughts and experiences or went for a picnic. Here also the concept of the
family being together on weekend is still there only the place has changed with the
changing times. Another example can be of marriage ceremonies, where today
Bachelorette Partyand Bachelor Party has become a part of the Indian marriage
scene, a concept that has been borrowed from the western world, however, the
rituals asper Hindu customduringmarriage is still followed, preserving the tradition
and culture. From the above examples, we can say that culture is static in the sense
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that it stays true to its roots, yet allows roomfor changes and bringing innew aspects
and components to the existing culture asand whenrequired thus, making it dynamic.

Check Your Progress 1

1. Who stated that human beings are toolusing/making animals?

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

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

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

2. What specific aspect of culture is regarded as the vehicle ofhuman culture and

communication?

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

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

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

3. Who referred to the universals in culture as the ‘psychic unity of mankind’?

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

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

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

4. Is culture a universalphenomena inhuman societies?

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

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

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

5. Is culture a learned behaviour or is it genetically transmitted?

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

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

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

6. Is culture dynamic?What are the factors responsible for culture change?

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

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

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

5.2 DEFINITIONS OFCULTURE

Let us begin this section withunderstanding Sir Edward Burnett Tylor’s concept of
culture, that he gave in his book, Primitive Cultures, published in 1871. Regarded
as the father of social anthropology, Tylor held the first chair of Professor in Social

Culture
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Basic Concepts Anthropology in Oxford University; his main contribution was towards the concept
ofevolution ofsocieties and culture. Tylor had stated “Culture or Civilization, is that
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, arts, morals, law, customs, and
anyother capabilities acquired byman as a member of society” (Tylor, 1871 reprint
1958,). In this definition some of the important aspects of culture are i. complex
whole, ii. capabilities acquired and iii. as a member of society.

So what does complex whole means? Herein, we can say that culture has many
attributes to it, which includes tangible and intangible aspects, material and non-
material aspects. Tangible aspects are those that we can see with our eyes like the
dress pattern, food habits, rituals of birth, marriage and death that are observable.
For example, ifwe look at the traditionaldressing patterns ofpeople we can identify
their cultural roots, like a woman in a saree would be from India, a Korean and
Japanese lady would wear a hanbok and kimono, respectively. Likewise, people
fromdifferent cultures have different eating habits, Indians in north-east, easternand
southern parts of India eat with their hands, whileAmericans and Europeans use
spoons, forks and knives to eat their food, while in China, Japan and Korea they
use chopsticks for the same purpose. Intangible aspects are knowledge, values,
morals, beliefs and customs; that cannot be seen with our eyes, but can be observed
in our behaviour, such as technology, creative activities etc. Detailed aspects of
material and non-material culture would be taken up in the section on nature and
culture.

The second attribute is capabilities acquired which suggest that culture is not
biologically inherited but acquired by human beings. As explained insection 5.1.3.
culture is the learned aspect of human behaviour. It can be transmitted from one
generation to theother via the mediumoforal tradition that is language and symbols,
but it is not a geneticallyinherited character.

The third component ofTylor’s definition states that culture is learned as a member
of society, thus, to learn culture one has to be a part of a society. Herein, we can
relate to the examples of Tarzanand Mowgli (fictional characters), human children
that were lost in the forest and nurtured bywolves and other jungle animals. These
human children learned how to hunt like a fox, swing fromtree to tree like monkeys
and even learned the war cries of howling like a jackal and a fox, however, they
didn’t learn to speak languages like human beings or acquired the other attributes a
child learns in the companyof other human beings. Thus, to learnculture one needs
to be a part of a human society. Culture cannot be learned in isolation.

InHerskovits’s definition, ‘culture … refers to that part of the total setting [of human
existence] which includes the material objects of human manufacture, techniques,
socialorientations,pointsofview, andsanctionedends that areimmediate conditioning
factors underlyingbehaviour”, or insimple terms it means, ‘Culture is the man-made
part ofthe environment’ (Herskovits 1955reprint 1958). In thisdefinitionone comes
across the human-nature relationship and emphasis is on how human beings are
dependent on nature for their day to day activities. It encompasses everything that
human beings make and use materials that are available in nature for their everyday
life. In this regard, let’s take anexample of the bamboo tree in the lives of the people
living in the north-eastern part of India. Bamboo was the mainstay in the lifestyle of
the people of the north-eastern states before modernisation and globalisation took
over. Bamboo was a part of the lifecycle process in the lives of the human being,
right frombeing used to cut the umbilical cord that joins the mother and the child at
birth to the making of the pyre at death. Bamboo containers were used for storing
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water and cooking food like rice and meat, making curd, its shoot is still used to
make pickle, while split bamboos are used as pipes to carry water to irrigate the
fields. Thus, in this example we see one of the aspects of material culture, how a
product of the environment is being used in everyday life.

Material culture comprises all the aspects that are tangible and made using some or
theother aspectofnature. The materialcultureofa particular societyhas a relationship
to its environment. For example, the houses of the people living in theArctic region
is made of ice (the only material available in nature) known as an igloo, whereas
people living in the forest areas make their houses either using wood or bamboo that
is easily available in the forest, most people make their houses using mud and straw
also. These are the naturallyavailable material in nature, however, in the present era,
most of the houses made of mud and wood are now being replaced with concrete
cement houses. The ideas that reflects in the building ofa house or creating a toolfor
hunting animals or speaking about the present era that human beings use to better
their lives is part of the non-material culture. The aspect of culture that we cannot
see physicallywithour eyes, or touch them, but that gets manifested in our activities
can be called as a non-materialculture like ideas, knowledge, values, beliefs, norms
that are an integral part of the society.

Activity:

Make a list of five materialobjects that are there inyour studyarea/room.

Now let us explore some of the other definitions of culture

Malinowski defined culture as an “instrumental reality, and apparatus for the
satisfaction of the biological and derived need”. It is the integral whole
consisting of implements in consumers’ goods, of constitutional characters for
the various social groupings, of human ideas and crafts, beliefs and customs”
(Malinowski, 1944:1)

“…Culture in general as a descriptive concept means the accumulated treasury
of human creation: books, paintings, buildings, and the like; the knowledge of
ways of adjusting to our surroundings, both human and physical; language,
customs, and systems of etiquette, ethics, religion and morals that have been
built up through the ages” (Kluckhohn and Kelly, 1945:78)

Culture consists of patterned ways of thinking, feeling and reacting, acquired
and transmitted mainly by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievements
of human groups, including their embodiments in artifacts; essential core of
culture consists of traditional (i.e. historically derived and selected) ideas and
especially their attached values (Kluckhohn, 1951:86.)

Check Your Progress 2

7. Name the famous work of E. B. Tylor in which he gives the concept and

definitionof Culture.

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

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

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

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

Culture
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Basic Concepts 8. What are the tangible aspects of culture? Explain with examples.

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

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

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

9. What are the non-tangible aspects of culture?

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

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

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

10. What is the relationship of culture to environment?

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

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

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

5.3 CONCEPTS IN CULTURE

5.3.1 Enculturation and Socialisation

The process of transmission of culture via symbols, teaching fromparents to their
children involves Enculturationand Socialisation. Enculturation is aprocess bywhich
a child learns and adapts to the ways, manners, habits and other attributes of her/his
culture directly fromparents and immediate family like siblings, grandparents and
other caregivers and learns to fulfill the functions of her/his status and role.
Enculturation as a process begins at home during the formative stage of a child
before s/he is introduced to formaleducation in a public space like school. We learn
about religionour beliefs, habits, etiquette and other culturallyappropriate behaviour
at home fromour parents, siblings and elders like a grandparent. While the process
of socialisation is a way inwhich the society integrates its members and the way by
which an individual learns to adapt to society, it starts as soon as the child comes in
contact with other members of the society, people other than her/his parents, like
teachers and peer groups in school, uncles and aunts in family gathering etc.
Socialisation enables the child to fulfill its role in society.

5.3.2 Culture Traits, Culture Complexes and Culture Areas

Culture trait canbe defined as the smallest identifiable unit in a culture. Kroeber has
defined culture trait as the ‘minimal definable element of culture’. For example,
Herskovits 1949 in ‘Man and his Works….’gave the example of a chair that can
be identified as a cultural trait. The chair can be a part of the living room chairs or
can be from the study room or the dining area. Likewise, the dining table or the
study table is a part of culture trait in itself. However, the chair as a culture trait
becomes a part of the culture complex when it is identified in the larger context with
other attributes like the practice ofsitting ona higher level than on thefloor, the habit
of eating on a table and also using the posture of sitting for status related purposes,
as the type of chair used designating the status of a person. This mayalso be related
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to concepts ofhierarchyand differences ofstatus and role in society.All these traits
like a chair, dining habits, sitting practices and even abstract notions like hierarchy,
together make a culture complex.

However, when we explore parts of culture it becomes very difficult to identify the
smallest unit, as the smallest unit can also be a culture complex. For example, if we
take the dwelling i.e.; a house as a culture complex with its different partitions or
rooms that isdivided into different spaces like, living area whereguest are entertained,
the dining space where the familyor guests sit together to eat a meal, the bedrooms
the sleeping area which is usuallya private space, the kitchen where food is cooked
etc., then the dining table with the chairs is actually a cultural trait rather than a
culture complex. Likewise, chairs can be removed fromthe culture complex of the
dining area and used in the drawing area if the number ofguests exceeds the number
of chairs/sofas available in that space. Thus, a clear-cut divisionof a culture trait and
culture complex is not possible. All the units can be rearranged.

CultureArea canbe simply defined as the area in which similar cultures are found.
Here area refers to a geographical location. For example, we cantake the celebration
of Makar Sankranti (it marks the first day of the sun’s transit to the Makara
Capricorn, marking the end of the winter solstice and the beginning of longer days)
in the month of January in manyof the Indian states. It is known bysuch names as
Pongal in Tamil Nadu, Magh Bihu inAssam, Lohri in Punjab. It is also related to
the harvesting ofcrops, and in Indiawhere the mainstayof theeconomyis agriculture,
this festival is celebrated with much fun fair. Though there are regional variations
among the states, in terms of language and attributes, yet we see a similar culture.
Nowadays it stilllivesonas a regionalculture though inamore broadlyconceptualised
way. The concept of culture area was systematically treated byClark Wissler and
later by Kroeber in their works.

5.3.3 Patterns of Culture

In theearlier sections we havediscussed the universals ofculturalattributes, however
in every culture, there emerges a pattern in its manifestation. In this aspect let’s take
the example of marriage, which is universal, however, each culture varies in the
ceremonial observations in terms of rituals. AChristian wedding takes place in a
Church where the Pastor presides over the rituals, in a Muslim wedding the Kazi
solemnizes the Nikah (contract marriage) while inHindu wedding the Pundit (priest)
performs the rituals. Thus, we see that the patterns differ in different cultures. Ruth
Benedict while studying the Japanese prisoners of war described the patterns in
their behaviour as systematic and integrated thus, referring it as a nationalcharacter.
Thus, statingculturesas collectionofcustoms and beliefs that are integrated patterned
systems.

Check Your Progress 3

11. What is enculturation?

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

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

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

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

Culture
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Basic Concepts 12. Define socialisation.

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

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

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

13. What is a culture trait?

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

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

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

14. Define culture complex.

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

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

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

15. What is culture area?

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

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

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

5.4 MECHANISMS OFCULTURE CHANGE

In the earlier sections, we have learned that culture is universal. We have also
discussed the processes by which culture is carried forward fromone generation to
the next. In this section, we would try to understand the different processes by
which cultures change.

5.4.1 Diffusion

Diffusion is basically borrowing from other cultures. When two cultures come in
contact with each other it leads to an exchange of information, ideas, products etc.
People while travelling also takes traits with them. Since the earliest times, there has
been movement and populations have travelled and spread across the globe. Thus,
migration has beenconsidered as one of the earliest modes ofbringing about changes
in a culture. Diffusion can be direct or indirect and also forced. Direct diffusion
results fromcontact between two cultures via trade, marriage or even wars. In such
a situation if both the cultures exchange traits amicably it is called direct diffusion,
however, mostly in the case of wars, when the winning group i.e.; the dominant
group imposes and subjugates through its culture on the defeated group, it is known
as forced diffusion. Indirect diffusion occurs when items and traits pass on fromone
group to the other without first-hand contact but via a mediator. For example, the
Bhotias of the Himalayanranges during the winters come down to sell their products
in the markets ofAssam and in the process cultural exchange between the Bhotias
and Assamese culture takes place. In today’s age of mass media and internet
technologymost of the cultural exchanges happen in an indirect manner through the
sharing ofknowledge and information without direct contact in the virtualworld.
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5.4.2 Acculturation

The exchange of cultural features owing to continuous first-hand contact between
two groups is known as acculturation. The cultures of either or both groups maybe
changed by this contact (Redfield, Linton and Herskovits, 1936). The development
of a mixed language that helps different cultures in contact to communicate known
as pidgin is a process of acculturation. For example in Tamil Nadu owing to the
trade routes used by theArabs a new dialectArabi-Tamil came into being, which is
a mixture ofArabic and Tamil (Pandian 1995). Likewise, Nagamese is a language
which is a mixture of Naga andAssamese words. Such acculturationcan take place
in other aspects of cultural life, like for example the influence of Christianity in
Nagaland whenseen in terms ofmarriage ceremonies, where manyof the marriages
take place in the Church with the bride wearing the white bridalgown, rather than
the traditionalmarriage ceremonies in their traditional Naga attires yet wear some
insignia likea headband of their ownculture.Thus owing to acculturation Christianity
as a religion and its preachings and wayof life was adopted and made a part of the
local traditions of the Nagas.

5.4.3 Assimilation

Assimilation is the process by which a person or a group inculcates much of the
habits, manners and ways, and starts resembling an existing group. Herein, we can
consider the caseof the Brahmins ofAssamwho had originallymigrated fromKanauj
and other eastern and northern regions during the Ahom rule as an example. The
Brahmins ofAssam, speak the Assamese language and their life cycle rituals like
marriage follow the Assamese customs and dress. They are non-vegetarian and
mostly eat fish, whereas in other parts of India, Brahmins are vegetarian. In the
context of the present globalised world, Indians living abroad and also in India are
seen to have assimilated many of the cultures of the Western world. Food is one
such space where a lot of variation is seen, as the coming up of the fast food corners
comprising of burgers, pizza etc. which is now a part of the Indian diet. In the first
instance, the Brahmins from outside became a part of the local tradition ofAssam,
whereas in the second case the foreign food was made a part of the Indian tradition.

Check Your Progress 4

16. Name the different forces that bring about culture change.

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

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

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

17. Define diffusionand name the different types of diffusion.

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

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

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

18. What is acculturation?

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

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

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

Culture
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Basic Concepts 19. Define assimilation.

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

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

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

5.5 CULTURALRELATIVISMAND
ETHNOCENTRISM

While studying and understanding other people’s culture two important concepts
have emerged, a. Ethnocentrism and b. Cultural Relativism. In the earlier studies
during the emergence of anthropology as a discipline the works on culture, which
basically involved European authors the general tendency was to judge the culture
that was beingstudied with the author’sownculture. This attitudehas beenreflected
in works on tribal, aboriginal societies, where such societies were conjured as
‘strange’ or ‘exotic’ which were presented more in the lines ofdeviations fromwhat
is ‘normal’in one’s own society. Such concepts and ideas helped in postulating the
evolutionary theory that was much in use during that time. This aspect has been
termed as ethnocentrismand was coined bysociologist WilliamGrahamSumner in
his book ‘Folkways’ published in 1906, where he stated ‘ethnocentrism refers to
the tendency to assume that one’s culture and wayof life are superior to all others’.

Franz Boas, American anthropologist in the 19th century postulated the Cultural
Relativismor CulturalDeterminismapproachwhichstudies behaviour ofa particular
group fromthe perspective of their own culture. The idea was to view a particular
culture in relationto its owncontext and time. For example, polyandryin a particular
society might seem at odds to a researcher’s own society. However, instead of
judging this custom the researcher has to understand the functionalities of such a
system in that society. As every culture has its own history and culture traits, that
needs to be understood in terms of the cultural whole, as each society is different,
and its customs depends on theother aspects of culture like environment, population
etc. Cultural relativism, however, has had its own set of criticisms, if looked from
human rights perspectives, many of the cultural practices in many societies are a
violation of human rights. One such example can be female infanticide practiced in
some societiesor not letting womeninherit property. Feminists havebeenparticularly
criticalof the fact that most cultures encourage patriarchy in the name of tradition.

5.6 SUMMARY

In summing up let’s quickly review what we have been discussing in this unit. We
have tried to understand how anthropologists describe and understand the term
culture. For anthropologists,culture encompasses the livedexperiencesand behaviour
of a groupof people living withinthe boundaries ofa society; the habits, knowledge,
morals, values etc. that are learned and transmitted fromone generation to the other
via socialisation and enculturation. Language, signs and symbols are the medium
throughwhichculture is transmitted. Cultureis learned behaviour and isnot genetically
inherited. Culture is static yet dynamic as it keeps adding new aspects to its fold
through the mediumofdiffusion, acculturationand assimilation.
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5.8 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. E. B. Tylor.

2. Language.

3. E.B. Tylor.

4. Yes.

5. Culture is learned behaviour and not genetically transmitted, for further details
see section 5.1.3.

6. Yes. The forces that bring about changes in culture making it dynamic are
acculturation, diffusion, migration, etc.

7. Primitive Culture, published in 1871.

8. See section 5.2 second paragraph.

9. Intangible aspects are knowledge, values, morals, beliefs, customs etc.

10. See section 5.2 paragraph six.

11. See section 5.3.1

12. See section 5.3.1 for more detail.

13. Culture trait can be defined as the smallest identifiable unit in a culture.

14. See section 5.3.2 for further detail.

15. Culture area can be simply defined as the area in which similar cultures are
found.

16. Diffusion,AcculturationandAssimilation.

17. See section 5.4.1

18. Theexchangeofcultural featuresowing to continuousfirst-hand contact between
two groups is known asAcculturation. For more details see section 5.4.2.

19. See section 5.4.3.
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UNIT 6 INSTITUTIONS I: KINSHIP, FAMILY
AND MARRIAGE
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this unit a learner would be able to describe:

 kinship terms, relations and how kinship is traced;

 the notionof marriage, types ofmarriages prevalent indifferent societies, rules
of marriage in a society that defines whomto marry; and

 formation ofa family, different types offamilies based on marriage and the rules
of residence after marriage.

6.0 INTRODUCTION

Everyhuman being belongs to a society. They become the members of a society by
virtue of their birth. It is the norms and values of a society that shapes the life of a
human being. In this unit we will look into the relationships that constitute our core
groups;kinship, familyand marriage. Howeachrelationship is intertwinedand shapes
our lives.

Institutions I: Kinship, Family,
Marriage

Contributor: Dr. Rukshana Zaman. Faculty of Anthropology, School of Social Sciences,
IGNOU.
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6.1 KINSHIP

6.1.1 Idea of Kinship

Let us attend a wedding to understand the core concepts of kinship, family and
marriage as anexample. Herein, taking a bride and groomas our example we would
first tryto identifythe kingroups and relations one acquires bybirth and bymarriage.
The understanding ofkin groups is important as kinship is the basic principle which
decides whomaperson can marryandwho is out of bounds. Kinship also determines
the pattern ofdescent, lineage, inheritance, power and authority in a family. Some of
the basic concepts and terminologies used inkinship would also be discussed herein.
The genealogicalmethod which helps indrawing the family tree would be explained
in this section.

With the example of the wedding let us understand what kinship is. In a wedding we
see two families- the groom’s familyand the bride’s family. The people who attend
the marriage are usuallyattached to either of the two families bybirth or bymarriage.
These relations are known as kinship relations. So how do we acquire kinship
relations? There are basically two ways of acquiring kinship relations a. by birth
and b. by marriage.

6.1.2 Real versus Fictive Kinship

Taking the bride and the groomas example let us understand their kinship relations.
Who are the relations by birth for the bride? The bride’s immediate family- father,
mother and her siblings (brothers and sisters) and her relations from paternal and
maternalsidesare relations bybirthor blood.Anthropologicallywecall these relations
consanguineal relationships. Whereas, the family relations the bride acquires after
marriage fromher husband’s side, her father-in-law, mother-in-law, brother-in-law,
sister-in-law etc. are relations bymarriage or affinal relationships. Likewise, for the
groom, his wife’s familybecomes his affinalkin. When we speak about relations by
blood the concept of cultural recognition comes into play and not necessarily
connections that are made genetically. As with the case of adoption, fostering and
step-relations theseareculturallyrecognised blood relationships thoughnot genetically
related. These kinship relations are generally termed as real kinship.

In some societies like the Nāyar of South India as studied bySchneider and Gough
(1974), the biological and the social father may not be the same. ANayar woman
is free to begin a sambandham (relationship) after her marriage. When a Nayar
woman is pregnant either the husband or any of the lovers can claim paternity by
paying the midwife and is recognised as the social father.Anthropologists for such
cases have distinguished two types of parenthood for mother and father.

 genetrix- culturallyrecognised biologicalmother

 mater- socialmother

 genitor- culturallyrecognised biological father

 pater-social father (Barnard 2007:101)

Now let’s go back to the example of our wedding. Will it be true if we say only
relations acquired by blood and marriage are the people who attend a wedding.
Think about it. Besides these two groups of people there is another group known as
friends and family friends who are part of a wedding ceremony. These groups of
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people though not directly related by blood are in many ways closely associated
withour day to day lives. For example in the Christianculture bybecoming the ritual
sponsor for the baptism ceremony one can become godparents of the child.
Godparents take up the spiritual responsibilityofa friend’s child. Theycan also take
up the responsibilityof educating the child if the need arises. The question here in
terms ofkinship relation is wheredo we place themin the kins group?Suchacquired
relations are knownas fictivekinship which isnot realkinship but plays an important
role in one’s life. Other examples are the terms like ‘sisters’in the feminist movement
and addressing friends parents as ‘uncles’ and ‘aunts’ though not related byblood.

6.1.3 Incest Taboo

The basic rule of kinship is to keep the two categories- consanguineal and affinal
relations separate. Insimpler terms the bloodrelatives cannever be joined bymarriage
and this fundamental rule is known as incest taboo. Mother son, father daughter,
brother sister relationships in terms of marriage is considered taboo. However,
exceptions to the rule has also been seen in earlier historical instances when in the
Egyptian and Hawaiian royal families, the ruleof incest taboo has not been followed.
Marriage between siblings had been the norm so as to maintain the purity of the
royal blood.Apart from the basic relationship of parents and children and siblings,
there is a wide variation in the rules of incest taboo. Like in Hindu society one
cannot marrywithin the same gotra. Gotra refers to the members who claimtheir
descents from a common line of male ancestors. The gotra of husband and wife
cannot be same. While in Northern India a marriage cannot take place between
members of the same village.

6.1.4 Kinship Affiliations

Till now we have learnt that kinship is acquired either by blood or marriage. The
rules ofdescent followedbyaparticular societydecide thekinship affiliations. Descent
is affiliationto ones kingroup. Kingroup is basedonwhether the societyis matrilineal
or patrilineal. In a matrilineal societydescent is traced through the mother whereas
in a patrilineal society descent is traced through the father. Descent determines the
pattern of inheritance of property, authorityand power.Affiliation to ones descent
group is based on societal norms whether the society is matriarchalor patriarchal.

6.1.4.1 Matriarchal society- the termmatriarchalcomes fromthe word matriarchy
meaning mother right. In present day societies complete rule of the mother is not
seen. What wegenerallyhave is amatrilinealsocietybased on lineage and inheritance
pattern rather thanon authorityand power. For example among the Khasipeople of
Meghalaya, North East India the lineage is traced through the mother and the
inheritance patternspeciallyof the ancestralhouse follows the matrilinealline wherein
the inheritance is by the youngest daughter known as Ka Khatdduh. Inheritance by
the youngest child is known as the rule of ultimogeniture. In case of authority in
decision making it lies with the mother’s brother. As the power and authority lies
with the male line, rule of the female or mother right is not complete in the true sense
of the term.

6.1.4.2 Patriarchal society- such a society is based on father right or patriarchy.
In such societies the lineage, descent, inheritance, power and authority is traced
through the father. Daughtersarepart ofthe father’s lineagebut interms ofinheritance,
power and authority it moves from father to son. The rule of primogeniture is the
norm that is the eldest male child becomes the heir. He inherits the property and
becomes the head of the family after his father’s death. In few patriarchal societies

Institutions I: Kinship, Family
andMarriage
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Basic Concepts the rule of ultimo geniture prevails wherein the youngest son inherits the ancestral
property.Among the Kachin’s of Burma the rule of ultimo geniture prevails.

6.1.5 Genealogy

Inkinshipstudies the relationship between two persons canbeestablished bydrawing
the family tree known as genealogy. Genealogy is basically tracing your ancestors
either the father’s or the mother’s side to understand the line of descent. Let us
understand here the principles of symbols used indrawing a genealogy.

1. A triangle represents a man

2. A circle represents a woman

3. A box or a diamond represents a person whose sex is not known or

4. A line above two symbols indicates a sibling relationship

5. An equal sign between two symbols indicates marriage =

6. A horizontal line fromthe sign ofmarriage when it goesdownindicates parent/
child relationship

7. A dotted or dashed line between two symbols indicates a sexual relationship
other than marriage --------

8. A line through a symbol indicates a dead person

9. Aline that cuts horizontallytheequal sign indicates asevered relationship (such
as divorce) 

10. An arrow near any symbol marks the Ego, the reference point of the
genealogy

Anthropologists use certain symbols to trace the exact relationship of an ego with
the other members in a genealogical chart. Below the terms ofreference are detailed
herein for your understanding.

F= Father, M= Mother, P= Parent, B= brother, Z= sister, S= son, D= daughter, G=
sibling, H= husband, W= wife, E= spouse, e= older (elder), y= younger, ss= same
sex, os= opposite sex, gm= grandmother, gf= grandfather, zh= sister’s husband,
zs= sister’s son, zd= sister’s daughter, sla= son in law, dla= daughter in law (Barnard
2007:103, et al)

Let us draw here diagrams using the symbols to understand how to trace genealogy.

Fig. 1

DD

W

W

DD
S

EGO
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Fig. 2

If we look at Fig-1 and 2 they appear similar but when we read the symbols we see
that the figures are not same. This is because of the ego. In agenealogyrelationships
are traced through the ego. In fig-1 ego’s family comprises of his wife, a son and
two daughters. In fig-2 ego’s family comprises of father, mother, a brother and a
sister. Thus, even if we are looking at the same genealogy, the perspective and
relations would depned upon the ego fromwhomthe family tree is being traced.

CheckYour Progress1

1. What are the two basic ways of acquiring kinship relations?

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

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

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

2. What are relations acquired by blood known as?

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

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

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

3. What are relations acquired by marriage known as?

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

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

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

4. Define realkinship.

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

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

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

5. What is fictive kinship?

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

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

.............................................................................................................
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Basic Concepts 6. Define incest taboo.

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

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

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

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

7. What is descent?

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

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

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

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

8. How is descent in a matrilinealsociety different froma patrilineal society?

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

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

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

9. Define the rulesofprimogeniture and ultimogeniture.

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

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

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

10. What is a genealogy?

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

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

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

Activity: Trace the relationships in the genealogies given below

Fig. 3

Ego
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Fig. 4

6.2 FAMILY

In this section we would learnabout the meaning offamilyand the different types of
families that are seen in different societies. Our discussion would also pertain to

understanding the terms family and household. Variations in the family types based
on residence would also be taken up herein.

6.2.1 Types of Families

When we use the term family our own family comes to mind. So let us start this
section by listing out the members in our own family to understand the meaning of

family. You canuse the genealogicalmethod that was described in the section 6.1 on
kinship to create your family tree. Now if we are to check the family tree we would

basically see that each one of us have included our parents and siblings with whom
we live. Some of us might have also added grandparents either fromthe maternalor

paternalside if theyare livingwith us. Basicallywelist everyone living together in the
same house as family. This composition ofmembers living in a familywilldiffer from

society to society. Familycomprises ofpeople living together who are related either
by blood (cognate) or marriage (agnate). Family can be divided into two broad

categories- family of orientation and family of procreation. Achild is born into the
familyoforientation where the process ofsocialisation and enculturation takes place.

After marriage afamilyis created byhusband and wife knownasfamilyofprocreation
where they can beget or adopt children. Let us understand the different types of

families as described by Barnard (2007:94-95).

 nuclear family- comprises of one married couple with their children, own or
adopted

 one parent family- family with onlyone parent either father or mother living

with the children, own or adopted. It canbe formed throughseparation, divorce
or death of one of the spouse/widowhood.

 compoundfamily-acentralfigure (typicallyaman), hisorher spouses, sometimes

concubines, and all their children. Such families are seen where polygamous
marriage is prevalent.

 joint family- brothers and their wives and children all live together along with

their parents. Usually, the authority lies with the father. In countries where
agriculture is the main occupation such families are common like in India and

China.

Institutions I: Kinship, Family
andMarriage
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Basic Concepts  extended family- today with changing times this word extended has lot of
ambiguities, on the one hand it means a group ofclosely-related nuclear families
that live together, while in urban and industrialsocieties it means a group which
do not live together but keep in touch.

Now going back to our example of the wedding let’s see what type of family is
formed based on residence after marriage. In most societies there are rules that a
newlyweddedcouple has to followwhile taking up residenceafter marriage. Herein,
we would discuss the types offamiliesbased onresidence after marriage as described
by Jha 1995.

 neolocal residence (that is a new place). Anew family basically known as
nuclear family is formed with onlyhusband and wife after marriage and later on
their children, own or adopted become a part of this family.

 patrilocal or virilocal residence- when the newly married couple takes up
residence in the groom’s father’s house such a residence is known as patrilocal
or virilocal residence.

 matrilocal or uxorilocal residence- is created when the couple takes up
residence in a matrilocal family i.e. with the bride’s familyafter marriage.

 avunculocal residence - in some societies like theAshanti of Ghana studied
by Meyer Fortes a couple after marriage resides with the groom’s mother’s
brother’s familyor maternaluncles house.

 ambilocal or bilocal residence- when a married couple has the choice of
living with relatives of either spouse (the husband or the wife) such residence is
known as ambilocalor bilocal residence.

 natolocal residence- a couple after marriage when theydo not reside together
but stays with their familyoforientation such residence is known as natolocal
residence earlier found among the Garos of Meghalaya, the husband used to
visit the wife at night and leave her place before sunrise. The authority for the
children lies with the mother’s brother that is a man is responsible for his sister’s
children and not his own.

6.2.2 Household and Family

Many a times there is confusion between the term family and household. So let’s
first tryto understand the termhousehold. Household has beendefined byHaviland
(2003) as the basic residential unit where economic production, consumption,
inheritance, child rearing and shelter are organised and implemented. The members
of a household at times share a common hearth. Let’s take the example of the
Mundurucu of theAmazon who organize themselves around a household. They
have a unique systembywhichallmen and boys above 13 years ofage live together
whereas all the women and children below 13 years of age live together (Haviland,
2003). Herein, we see that household is an extension of family, a family can be a
household but a household need not be a family. To make this statement clear let’s
take another example fromthe present daysituation. We see lot of students moving
out of their native place and settling in some other city or going abroad for higher
education. These students usuallyon low budget like to share accommodation with
fellow students. Thus, two to three students take up residence and start sharing
space and eating together. This makes themshare a hearthbut theyare not necessarily
members of the same family but belong to different families.
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6.2.3 Functions of a Family

The familyas a socialgroup is universal in nature and its existence is seenat all levels
of cultures. Thus, the family insocietyalso has certain responsibilities and functions.
The basic functions of a familyare outlined below;

6.2.3.1 Satisfaction of biological need

Thefamilyasaninstitutionregularizesthesatisfactionofbiologicalneeds, theprimordial
need among allhumans. Familyhelps inchanneling of sexualoutlets bydefining the
norms with whom one can mate and who are out of bound in terms of incest taboo.

6.2.3.2 Reproduction

Achild as we have learnt is born into a family.As soon as a child is born into a family
s/he is entitled to certain socialposition, system of beliefs, language, parents and
kins as per the family system that s/he is born into.

6.2.3.3 Economic

A familyas a socialgroup is responsible for satisfying the basic needs of its members
like food, clothes and shelter. In order to achieve this objective all the members of a
family cooperate and divide the work among themselves and make contribution
towards the up keeping of the family.

6.2.3.4 Educational

A familynurtures the child and imbibes in the child the ways of the society through
the process of enculturation and socialisation, preparing the child to accept status of
adulthood.

In case offamilyalso we see new variations in the present day. Live-in relationships
have come up as partners or couples live together without marriage. Such
relationships are considered legalby law and the children born if anyare considered
legitimate by law. In India cases of domestic violence in live-in relationships are
being taken up in the familycourt.

Check Your Progress 2

11. Name the two broad categories into which familycan be divided.

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

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

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

12. Name the different types of families.

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

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

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

13. Name the different types of residences based on different types of families.

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

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

.........................................................................................................
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6.3 MARRIAGE

Marriage is foundinalmost allhumansocieties though thepattern, ritualsand customs
mayvary. The debate stillcontinues as to whenmarriage came into being and became
an integral part of society. Early social thinkers had speculated that in the initial
stagesofhumanexistencehumanbeings livedina state ofpromiscuitywhere marriage
to an individual did not exist. There were no rules and regulations. All men had
access to allwomen and thus, the children bornwere the responsibilityof the society
at large. This slowlygave way to group marriage and finally to single marriages. So
in this sectionwe would first tryto define marriage and thenunderstand the different
types of marriages prevalent in different societies. Then move on to the norms and
regulations that are to be ascribed to when looking for a match for marriage.

6.3.1 Understanding Marriage

What is marriage?Let us start thisdiscussionwith the definition ofmarriage as given
in Notes and Queries onAnthropology1951: 111, “Marriage is a union between a
man and a woman such that the children born to the woman are recognised as
legitimate offspring ofboth partners”. So basically marriage is a sanction which is
accepted by the society for a man and a woman to have a relationship and gives
themthe socialsanctityto beget or adopt children. However, let us now explore if in
the present world this definition holds true and also try to understand the various
types of marriages prevalent in societies. To begin with let’s start with the types of
marriages that are prevalent in societies.

6.3.2. Types of Marriages

Broadly speaking marriage can be divided into two types a. Monogamy and b.
Polygamy.

6.3.2.1 Monogamy

Sanctions marriage to one partner/ person only. Monogamy is further divided into
serialmonogamyand non-serial monogamy.

o Serial monogamy pertains to a state where a man has a series of wives one
after the other, but onlyone wife at anygiven point of time. For example in the
United States where divorce rate is high but only monogamy is legal, serial
monogamyis widelynoticed.

o Non-Serial monogamy- in many societies like the Hindu society of India
monogamy pertains to non-serial monogamy where a man has a single wife
throughout his life. In such societies the divorce rate is rare and as such it is the
preferred norm.

6.3.2.2 Polygamy

Is a type of marriage where more than one partner is involved. Polygamy is of three
types.

 Polygyny: Ifa manis married to more thanone womanit isknownas polygyny.

The wives of a man if they are sisters or related is known as sororal polygyny.

In manyIslamic countries such marriages are seen.Among the Zulus of South

Africa sororal polygyny is prevalent. When the wives are not related it is

known as non-sororal polygyny. In the Coromo islands such marriages are

practiced.



87

 Polyandry: When a woman is married to more than one man it is known as
polyandry. The husbands if related byblood like brothers or clan brothers such
a marriage is known as fraternal or adelphic polyandry. Account of fraternal
polyandry in Indian Hindu society is seen in the great epic Mahabharata where
the five Pandava brothers were married to princess Draupadi. Polyandryeven
today is found in certain regions of Tibet and Nepal as a socially accepted
practice. When the husbands are not related byblood such a marriage is known
as non-fraternal polyandry. In rare cases like among theTibetans the husbands
are father and sons known as familial polyandry. There are manyspeculations
for such a marriage and one of them relates to the smallpopulation size of the
Tibetans and the high altitude inwhich they live. Awomanif takenas wife from
the low altitude areas find it difficult to acclimatise.

 Polygynandry: Marriage ofseveralmen to severalwomenor in simpler terms
a man has many wives and a woman has many husbands at any given time is
known as polygynandry. Such marriages were earlier prevalent among the
Todas of the Nilgiri hills and the Khasas of Jaunsar Bawar of India.

In recent times a third categoryof marriage has come up known as gaymarriages or
same sex marriages. The couple comprises of persons belonging to the same sex
either two males or two females. In such marriages the societysanctions the couple
to legally adopt a child or beget one through surrogacy.

From the above discussed types of marriages we can sum up that the institution of
marriage hasdifferentpatterns. We havecometo knowthat insome societies marriage
might involve more thanone couple. While in certain societies same sex couples can
also marry. So let’s just understand marriage as a social sanction given to a couple
or a group of people to live together and to either beget or adopt children.

6.3.3 Whom to Marry?

In most societies it is the rule of kinship that defines whomto marry and who is out
of bounds. Either prescriptive or preferentialnorms are followed while selecting a
mate. When the rules and norms are strictly followed even when a few members of
the categoryare available for marriage, such norms are described as prescriptive.
The rules ofendogamy and exogamy fallunder this group.

6.3.3.1 Endogamy

Is marriage within the believers of the same faith or religion, for example Hindus
marry within the same caste group and the tribes marry within the same tribal
population. In Hindu societythe rules of anuloma and pratiloma are also prevalent.
In the earlier Vedic times the rules of anuloma or hypergamy was prevalent where
a boyfroma higher caste could marrya girl fromhis own caste or fromthose below
upto three varnas, however in such cases the status of the girl remains the same and
onlytheir children gets the father’s status. On the other hand in the caseof partiloma
or hypogamyrule a man froma lower caste may marry a girl froma higher caste,
however the girl in such cases loses her upper caste status and the children born are
recognised by their father’s caste. In earlier limes pratiloma marriages were not
permitted and faced resistance from society.

6.3.3.2 Exogamy

Is marriage outside the group. InHinducommunityone has to marrywithin the same
caste group but outside the gotra. In societies where endogamyis prevalent parallel

Institutions I: Kinship, Family
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Basic Concepts cousin marriage is the preferential norm. Among such societies marriage between
first cousins is permitted. Based on the rules of lineage exogamycousins belonging
to different lineage are preferred. For easy understanding the childrenof siblings of
opposite sex (brother- sister) - are called cross-cousins;while the childrenofsiblings
of the same sex (brother-brother) are called parallel cousins. In many of the
Islamic societies a man marries his father’s brother’s daughter known as parallel
cousin marriage a very rare form of endogamy. The Kurds of eastern and
southeasternTurkeystillcontinue with the practice ofparallel cousin marriage.

6.3.3.3 Preferential Marriages

Cross-cousin marriages are the preferential norms in societies where the rule of
exogamy is adhered to. A man’s lineage is traced either through his mother’s or
father’s side. If the lineage is traced through the father than marriage with his aunt’s
(father’s sisters) daughter is the preferred normand when lineage is traced through
the mother than the preferred norm for marriage is mother’s brother’s daughter.
When a man marries his mother’s brother’s daughter it is known as matrilateral
cross-cousin marriage while if he marries his father’s sister’s daughter it is known
as patrilateral cross-cousin marriage. In societies where the authority lies with
the mother’s brother matrilateral cross-cousin marriage is the preferred norm.

Besides the above mentioned prescriptive and preferentialmarriages, levirate and
sororate at times forma prescribed normfor widows and widowers ina few societies.
Levirate is a marriage forminwhichafter the decease ofanelder brother the younger
brother is obliged to marry the widow. The term levirate is derived from the Latin
word levir meaning husband’s brother. This is a type of marriage often seen in
societies where exogamyis not prevalent. Sororate on the other hand is a practice
in which a widower marries his deceased wife’s sister.

6.3.4 Ways of Acquiring a Mate

The ways ofacquiring a mate varies in different societies. In Hindu societyof recent
past arranged marriage or marriage by negotiation was the norm. Amatch was
fixed by the parents of the bride and groom through a mediator. In such marriages
either bride wealth or dowry used to come into play. Bride wealth is seen as a
compensationgiven duringmarriage by the familyof the groomto the bride’s family.
The compensation is made in terms of movable property like goods, currencies or
livestock. Mostlyseenamong pastoraland seminomadic groups, it is a compensation
for the loss of labour in the bride’s house. Insuch communities everymember in the
family is anasset in terms of labour. Dowryon the other hand is the transfer of goods
and currencies from the bride’s family to the groom’s family. Previously it was a
practiced norm in the Hindu society. The tradition of dowry was prohibited in 1961
under Indian civil law and subsequently bySections 304B and 498A of the Indian
PenalCode in India. The move was made to protect the womenfromdowryrelated
harassment, domestic violence and even death.

Marriage by exchange isalso a part of the marriage bynegotiationsystem. Herein,
the system ofbride wealth or dowryis waived off when instead of goods daughters
are exchanged between two families. Marriage by exchange was also prevalent in
the olden days to ward off wars between two kings or groups. This was known as
alliance.

Marriage by service is found among some of the tribes of NorthEast India where
a groom pays off the bride wealth through service at the bride’s place instead of
paying throughgoods or currencies.
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Marriage by capture can either be ceremonial or by force. In the first case, as
noted by anthropologist Verrier Elwin in the earlier times among the Nagas of
Nagaland in India, during raids the mencaptured the women of thevillage who were
of marriageable age and either married themor kept them as bonded labourers to
work in the fields. Such a situation is ascribed as physical capture. In ceremonial
capture a boydesiring to marrya girlpropositions her in a community fair or festival
and makes his intentions towards her known byeither holding her hand or marking
her with vermillion as was the case among the Kharia and the Birhor of Bihar.

Marriage by intrusion is a type of marriage wherein a girl forces her way into the
boy’s house and forces him to accept her as his spouse. Such marriages were seen
among the Birhor and Ho of Bihar and also among the Kamars of Madhya Pradesh.

Marriage by trial is a process in which the groom has to prove his strength and
valour while claiming his bride. Such marriages by trial till recent times was found in
many societies in India like the Bhils of Rajasthan and the Nagas of Nagaland.
Marriage by trial has also been described in the two epics Mahabharata and the
Ramayana.

Marriage by Elopement is a customary marriage in some societies whereas it is
looked downinothers. In some societies the cost of ritualofferings for the marriage
is high and difficult for manyfamilies to bear the cost. In such societies marriage by
elopement has come up as a customary practice. Such marriages were quite in
vogue among theKarbis ofKarbiAnglongdistrict ofAssam. Inother cases marriage
by elopement takes place when either of the prospective groom or bride’s family
does not approve of the wedding or whenmarriage is fixed witha distastefulpartner.

In the present era the ways of acquiring a mate is not strictly followed. Todayowing
to education, globalisationand modernisation inmost of the metropolitancities love
matches are most commonlyseen where the boyand girldecide on their own whom
to marry.Yet in certain parts ofIndia, the caste rigidityis stillwitnessed inthe formof
honour killing which have come up in the recent times as a major social concern.
The system of live-in where a boy and a girl or same sex couples living together
without marriage is also coming up in a big wayin present societies.

Check Your Progress 3

14. What are the two broad divisions of marriage?

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

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

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

15. Name the divisions of monogamy.

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

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

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

16. What are the different categories of polygamy?

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

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

...........................................................................................................
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Basic Concepts 17. Define endogamy.

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

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

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

18. Define exogamy.

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

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

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

6.4 SUMMARY

Kinship as we have studied till now is the social recognition ofbiological ties which
includes adoption. Familyand marriage are closely linked to kinship. In the present
era kinship studies have become a challenge with the change inmarriage and family
systems. Today it is difficult to pinpoint a marriage pattern to a particular societyor
culture as the waves of modernisation and globalisation has touched almost all the
societies.Anthropologists are presently more concerned with the changes in family
andmarriage thatbrings about changes inkinshipand theuseofkinship terminologies.
Like due to remarriages, children now have more than one set of parents and
grandparents and this brings a change in the kinship terminologies.

6.5 REFERENCES

Barnard, Alan. (2007). Social Anthropology: Investigating Human Social Life.
New Delhi: Viva Books Private Limited.

Evans-Pritchard, E. E. (1951). Kinship and Marriage Among the Nuer. Oxford:
Oxford UniversityPress.

Evans-Pritchard, E. E. (1956). Nuer Religion. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Ferraro, Gary and Susan Andreatta. (2010). Cultural Anthropology: An Applied
Perspective. Eight edition. USA: Wadsworth Cengage Learning.

Fortes, Meyer. (1945). The Dynamics of Clanship among the Tallensi. Oxford:
Oxford UniversityPress.

Fox, Robin. (1967). Kinship and Marriage. An Anthropological Perspective.
Baltimore: Penguin.

Gough, Kathleen. (1959). The Nayars and the Definition of Marriage. “Journal
of the Royal Anthropological Institute”, 89: 23-34. London: Wiley-Blackwell
Publisher.

Haviland, W.A. (2003). Anthropology. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Hutter. Mark, ed. (2003). The Family Experience: A Reader in Cultural Diversity.
Boston:Allyn& Bacon.

Mair, Lucy. (1977). An Introduction to Social Anthropology. Oxford: Oxford
UniversityPress.

Majumdar, D.N. andT.N. Madan. (1986). An Introduction to Social Anthropology.



91

FifthNationalImpression(1990). DaryaGanj, New Delhi:NationalPublishing House.

Murdock, George P. (1949). Social Structure. New York: Macmillan.

Nanda, Serena and Richard L. Warms. (2011). Cultural Anthropology. 10th Edition,
United Kingdom:Wadsworth Cengage Learning.

Parkin, Robert and Linda Stone. ed. (2004). Kinship and Family: An
Anthropological Reader, USA: BlackwellPublishing Ltd.

RoyalAnthropological Institute. (1951). Notes and Queries on Anthropology. 6th
edition. London: Routledge and Kegan.

Schneider, David. andKathleenGough. (eds.) (1974). ‘Introduction:The Distinctive
Features of Matrilineal Descent Groups’. In Matrilineal Kinship. Berkeley/Los
Angeles: University of California Press. Pp 1-33.

Westermarck, Edward. (1922). The History of Human Marriage. The Allerton
Book Company.

6.6 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Two ways of acquiring kinship relations are a. by birth and b. by marriage.

2. Consanguinealrelationships.

3. Affinalrelationships.

4. See section 6.1.2.

5. See section 6.1.2.

6. See section 6.1.3.

7. See section 6.1.4.

8. See section 6.1.4.1 and 6.1.4.2.

9. See section 6.1.4.1 and 6.1.4.2.

10. See section 6.1.5.

11. Familyof orientationand Familyof procreation

12. See section 6.2.1

13. See section 6.2.1

14. a. Monogamyand b. Polygamy

15. See section 6.3.2.1

16. Polygyny, Polyandry, Polygynandry

17. See section 6.3.3.1.

18. See section 6.3.3.2
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UNIT 7 INSTITUTIONS II: ECONOMIC

POLITICALAND RELIGIOUS
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7.6 Answers to Check Your Progress

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

In thisunit you will learnabout the social institutions that are vital to the functioning of
any societyas they enable the members of the society to perform all the tasks that
are required by themas social persons. The institutions that we will discuss are:

 economic;

 political; and

 religious.

7.0 INTRODUCTION

The term social institution is used whenwe are talking about the various functions
that need to be performed whenhuman beings live as members of society. As social
persons they need to have a social identity and also ways to meet their material
needs of food, shelter, securityand also fulfill their desire for a meaningful life. All
societies need some means ofcontrol, to ensure that members conformto the norms
and rules that make societypossible. There is also the important task of dealing with
other groups andsocieties. As humanswe also have unique distinctionhaving higher
order or esoteric needs for which allhuman societies have some conceptualisation
of what we understand as other worldly concerns. We shall discuss how each of
these requirements are met through the institutions of society, but it should also be
understood that these institutions are not distinct but theyoftenoverlap as societies
are systemic in nature.

Contributor: Professor Subhadra Mitra Channa, Former Professor, Department of
Anthropology, University of Delhi.
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The institutionof kinship, that is, where we locate the familyand our relatives is the
most primary institutionof society as we derive our identity as a socialperson from
our birth into a family, socialgroup, ethnic group etc.Asocietyis considered simple
when it does not have too much differentiation between its various institutions. For
example; in a simple society the familyor household may act as an economic unit
and the tribe or caste (a socialgroup) mayact as a political unit as well.As societies
become more and more complex, functions such as education maybe relegated to
institutions that specialise only in education, like in our modern society; but in most
pre-urban societies, education is the sole task of the family and the social group.
This degreeofdifferentiationbetween institutions is one major criteria for designating
societies as simple or complex, but this differentiation in no wayrefers to the quality
of life or cultural complexityof the society, it simplyrefers to the scale of the society
and quite often to its demography. Let us now take up each of these institutions one
by one.

7.1 ECONOMICINSTITUTIONS

This has been often considered to be the most basic of human institutions as it has to
do with physical survival such as provision of food and shelter. But to be human
goes waybeyondmere food, clothing andshelter and we shall seehow this institution
also regulates thewaypeople relate to eachother and howhierarchies and inequalities
are formed in society on the basis of distribution and controlof resources essential
not only for survivalbut for locating persons on a scale of social importance.

The economic institutions are divided into three types depending uponwhich aspect
of the economy they dealwith. These are production, consumption and exchange.
In more complex societies we add the aspect of social distribution also. In simple
societies, distribution is confined to the household and kin group.

7.1.1 Production

Productiondeals with the transformationofnaturallyoccurring resources into a form
that is fit for humanuse. For example production includes foodgetting and provision
of shelter at the most essential level. But production mayextend into levels far more
complex than mere subsistence activities and may involve production for many
different purposes, like the manufacture of a car or a computer is also a kind of
productive activity.

Allproduction, fromthe verybasic to the most complex involves technology.As we
have already mentioned, production or productive activities are those that extract
usable material fromthe environment and transform themfor human consumption.
For this one needs to apply some knowledge and some ways of dealing with the
problemoftransformation of raw material (resources) to a more consumable form.
It is this knowledge that werefer to as technologyand it involves the making and use
of tools and their application towards meaningful ends. Humans have evolved as
tool using animals which mean that theyare not dependent on raw nature but have
the capacityto transformnature. This capacity takes the formof technology.

The application of technology, in whatever form is however not random but a
systematic aspect of social relationships that we refer to as division of labour. It is
this social dimension of technology that is both a derivative of and determinant of
social identity. In simple terms it just means, ‘Who does what?” but in real terms it
means that this division of labour establishes rank and prestige and is a key variable
in the location of people on a ladder of socialprivileges. For example this is one of

Institutions II: Economic,
Political and Religious
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Basic Concepts the major criteria of gender and other kinds of socialdifferentiation. The division of
labour exists at several levels, the most fundamental one being at the level of the
family. We all know that in any family there are certain tasks that are normally
undertaken by men and some others by women. But how this division is made is
determined by the nature of society and the culture of that region or that group.
Since culture is variable over time, the division of labour also varies. Today for
example women are doing many things like flying aero planes and policing, which
they did not do say even fifty years back. Although sex and age are the two most
basic principles on which tasks are divided, we find there are manyother levels and
complex procedures for dividing work. The Indian jati (caste) system is one of the
most elaboratesystems of socialdivisionof labour, where occupationsare designated
as hereditary occupations of different communities. Not only are occupations
distributed, theyare also ranked.

Again, as humans we interpret everything on the basis of culture which means we
assign a meaning and value to things that is not an essential aspect of their objective
qualities. This applies to the division of labour as well. All tasks are associated with
some prestige value and in stratified societies with unequal rewards. Thus a peon
gets paid much less than the manager in an office because the former’s task is
considered of less importance but this does not reflect anyreal difference but onlya
culturallyprescribednormofvaluation. Inhunting foodgatheringsocietiesfor example,
the foodgatheringactivities ofwomenareassigned lessvalue thanthehuntingactivities
of men, but it is established that actual caloric value ofwomen’s gathering activities
are higher and they are also more regular in their supply than the sporadic hunting
activities ofmen that onlysupplement the basic nutrition provided by the women.

In the same way one often hears of higher and lesser technologies. But this too is
misleading. Even among the simplest people like the hunting food gathering
communities, the technologyused by themhave veryhigh levelof knowledge behind
it, like the returning boomerang of theAustralianAborigines, which involves deep
knowledge of aerodynamics. Even to make a stone hand axe involves a high levelof
expertise. The difference between simple and complex technology is only in terms
of the number of steps and complexityof organisation. When a hunter makes a bow
and arrow, he is involved in the process frombeginning to end but whena motor car
is manufactured it involves hundreds of people and thousands of steps and there is
no relationship between the manufacturing process and the person who uses it.

7.1.2 Consumption

The next process is consumption. This involves socialdistribution ofresources and
notions of entitlement. The question to be asked for production was; “Who does
what?” and for consumption it is;“Who gets what?” Consumption is also subdivided
into various kinds, depending upon the social occasions and the cultural norms.
Primarily there are two kinds of consumption; subsistence and conspicuous.

Subsistence consumptionrefers to the consumptionfor basic needs like food, shelter,
medicines and resources diverted for making tools and equipment. The simplest
known societies are those where the resources required for consumptionare ‘free
goods’. These are of people who live in forests, deserts and mountains; where their
basic requirements can be met by all the things that are found in their environment
and canbeused byanyone, without having to procure themor payfor them. However
such societies are getting rare as most resources in the present day, including forests
are under the control of some state or centralised power. What people produce,
such as food grain or animal products, clothes or artifacts are either consumed
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directly by themor exchanged for something that they may need. They may need
some resources for building houses, or paying for rent of their fields and pastures,
theyalso need some resources for replacing things that are worn out, broken or no
longer useful. Some resources are also needed for performance of daily rituals and
to feed those who are dependent on them. Within the household, that is the unit of
production and consumption in many societies such as households of peasants,
farmers and artisans; the resources are rarely equally divided. In many societies,
members of the same unit may get unequal portions of choicest foods and coveted
resources. For example, even in a hunting society, the animal that is to be eaten is
divided among various members according to their socialprestige and relationship.

In most societies there is a substantial amount of resources that may be produced
for what is known as conspicuous consumption. These are activities performed for
their prestige value, like the huge amounts of money people spend on weddings in
our society, or people spend on performance of rituals in many other societies.
Thesearenot related to anybasic requirements but meant onlyfor statusenhancement.

7.1.3 Exchange

The thirdaspect of the economyisexchange. This hasalso beenseenasa fundamental
principle for society to form. If everyone was self- sufficient, there would be no
need for relationships. Exchange can be reciprocal, redistributive and based on the
principle of the market. According to Sahlins (1972) there can be three kinds of
reciprocity;generalised, balancedand negative. Reciprocityrefers to those exchanges
that takeplacedirectlyoftenbetweenpartiesthat are ina relationship. Thus generalised
reciprocity is between those who have a close and emotional relationship, where
there are no calculations involved, like those between members of a family or any
primary group like a group of friends or a foraging band. Gift giving is a kind of
generalised exchange. Balanced reciprocity is where there is a careful comparison
of the valueof the items exchanged, like whenpeople exchange one itemfor another,
either throughbarter or byusing ageneralisedmediumofexchange. Inmanysocieties,
some itemlike cowries, pigs or bananas are used as mediumof exchange. Negative
reciprocity is the balancing of power against goods; like when tribute is made to a
chief or offerings are made to a shaman or even to a deity. Here the goods are
exchanged for a favour or as recognition of the superiority of the other person. In
modern society one can compare it with the gift that one makes to one’s boss.

Ceremonial Exchange: Kula is an exchange system among the people of

Trobriand Island extensively studied Malinowski. He traced the network

of exchanges with bracelets and necklaces across the Trobriand Islands,

and established that they were part of a system of exchange (the Kula ring),

and that this exchange system was clearly linked to political/social authority.

For more details read the ethnography Argonauts of the Western Pacific.

Redistribution is a specific form of exchange where goods are first collected in a
center and then given to a number of recipients. In India, the traditional Jajmani
systemwasa formofredistribution. Inanagriculturalvillage, a portion of the grain is
collected fromallcultivating households and thengiven to thevarious non-cultivating
households that perform various functions in the village, like to the Brahmin, the
leatherworker, the barber and various other crafts persons and service providers. In
some tribal societies, the chief would give a feast out of the tribute that is given to
him. In the redistributive system, the goods are accumulated but not used by any
one person; theyare again given awayand the person who gives themgets prestige
and position in return.

Institutions II: Economic,
Political and Religious
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Basic Concepts Thelast formofexchange ismarket exchangewheregoodsarecirculated byevaluating
them against a common denominator, a generalised medium of exchange. In pre-
industrial societies, the market was also synonymous with a place, a market place, a
designated spot where people would come to exchange their goods. Today the
market is also a principle ofexchange that characterises capitalist society. Money is
the contemporarymediumof exchange that has commodified allobjects.

The economic system is not detached from the other institutions of society. It is
linked to the political, religious, educational andallother institutions. Let us now go
over to the next social institution, namely the political.

Check Your Progress 1

1. What are the three basic divisions of economic institutions?

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

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

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

2. What is division of Labour?

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

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

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

3. What are the two kinds of consumption?

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

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

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

4. What is meant by ‘free goods’?

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

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

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

5. Name some of the items used as medium of exchange in simple societies.

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

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

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

7.2 POLITICALINSTITUTIONS

All societies comprise of individuals but thesocialnorms or the rules that bind people
together often require that one has to rise above individual interests and payheed to
the group above one’s self. The political institution of any society has to deal with
questions ofregulationand management ofsocial relations both inside the group and
outside of it. The political institutions have to deal with power, as management of
these relations may involve direct or indirect coercion. In very small face to face



97

societies like the band societies of foraging people, there maynot be any identifiable
political institutions but larger societies have some formof political institutions that
function to regulatethe internalfunctioning ofthe societyandalso manage the external
relations. Regulation requires exertion of authority.Authoritymeans the legitimate
use ofpower.Authoritycan thus be distinguished frombrute force in that it is power
that is collectively recognised and accepted by all members of the society. Thus
fromthe levelof the familyto that of thestate, some forms ofauthorityare recognised
and those having this authorityhave the responsibility to keep the norms and values
of thesociety functioning.

Depending upon the nature of complexityofthe society, one mayforma typologyof
political institutions.Awidely prevalent one, often used is that of Band, Lineage
Societies, Chiefdoms and State. The termAcephalous societies, meaning societies
without recognisable state or political institutions was coined in the seminal work,
African Political Systems, by E.E. Evans Pritchard and Meyer Fortes (1940).
They used this term to designate those societies that did not have a state but used
other institutions, mostlykinship institutions like lineages for politicalpurposes.

7.2.1 Band

In the face to face primarygroup type societies like the Band, with a small size, the
regulatoryfunctionsare performed collectivelybythe entire group andmaybe labelled
as Consensual. Whenever there is a decision to be made, whether regarding the
misdemeanor of a member of the tribe, or with respect to relationship with another
tribe, allmembers of the tribe may collectivelycome to a consensus as to what is to
be done. Since these face to face small scale societies do not have any values of
inequality there is no individual who can be given a higher position of authority to
discharge political functions. Also because of the small size and primary group
character of the society it is possible to have face to face interaction, to arrive at
decisions.

There is always the supernatural or superhuman, the spirits and deities who can be
consulted and they may come into the body of the shaman or any other chosen
person to make their opinion known. But these shamans are onlyseenas vehicles of
the supernatural and not invested with anypower in them. In ordinarytimes (that is
when they are not possessed) they are treated as any other member of the society.

7.2.2 Lineage Societies

At the second level are the lineage societies that may comprise of the Unilineal
Descent Groups that also function as legal and political units. Such groups have
been described by E.E. Evans Pritchard, among the Nuer (1940). As described by
Meyer Fortes (1969), the Unilineal principle of descent can at times give rise to the
Unilineal Descent groups that are bounded, since the membership is restricted to
one kind ofdescendants only. These bounded groups then act as corporate, property
holding groups that control and manage common property. One characteristic of
such an organisation is that there is social equivalence of members according to the
principle of unity of the sibling group. Thus all men of the linage belonging to the
same generation are equivalent for social purposes and all women as well. This
gives rise to customs of Levirate and Sororate (for the concepts of levirate and
sororate see unit 6 on Kinship, Family and Marriage).

The property of the lineage group and also its internal and external relations are
managed bythe elders of the lineage group. Theysettledisputes, negotiate marriages
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Basic Concepts between the lineages and also engage in war, peace- making and other activities
involvingothergroups. Eachdescent groupsegment ispoliticallyandsociallyequivalent
and since the tribe as a whole maybe divided into several such groups, this kind of
society is known as a Segmentary Lineage System. Complex mechanisms of
redistribution of people and resources take place to keep the segments equivalent.
In his classic work, Pigs for the Ancestors (1968), RoyRappaport has described
how this takes place among the Tsembaga of New Guinea. He describes how a
combination of inter-group warfare, pig sacrifice and ancestor worship helps to
redistribute land and get rid of excess of pigs and people from growing segments
and how balance is restored periodically to keep the systemincluding humans and
nature inharmony.

7.2.3 Chiefdoms

From egalitarian societies we move to the societies with more organised and
recognisable political institutions. In many tribal societies there exists the institution
of chiefs. In most such societies, the chief, is one with only slightlyhigher rank than
the ordinaryperson. To become a chief, one needs the ability to be able to gather
followers and this can only be done bygiving themfeasts or performing rituals that
enhance one’sprestige. In most suchsocieties the goods accumulatedby the person
who aspires for higher rank is distributed and dispersed and not used directlyby the
person who accumulates them. It can take the form of communal feasting or the
spectacular Potlatchkind of ritual, as was practiced by the North-West coast native
Indians ofAmerica.

Reflection

Potlatch: Potlatch has become synonymous with spectacular display and
actually comprised of an ambitious person collecting large amounts of
valuable items like yams, pigs, blankets as well as copper and also slaves to
show his power and ability. Most of these goods were collectively consumed
and given away or destroyed to show off the person’s ability to collect
them. It was this dispersal of goods, sometimes their destruction that

legitimised a person’s claim to higher rank.

However rank societies are different fromtrulyhierarchicalsocieties in that theydid
not leave the person of higher rank any richer or having any real power in terms of
controlover other persons. One’s rank is also subject to his/her continued ability to
retain his/her position by hard work and management. In his now classic work,
Political Systems of Highland Burma, Edmund Leach (1954) introduced the
concept ofoscillating equilibrium, throughhisstudyof the Burmesepeople ofhighland
Burma, who practice shifting cultivation on thehill sides and whosesocietymayshift
or oscillate between Gumsa (organised chieftainship) and Gumlao (anarchy) as
chiefs gain and lose power.

One reason as to the lack offormation of anyorganisedcentralised political authority
is the mode of production or subsistence base of the societybeing of the kind where
a real surplus is not produced. The reverse can also be taken as true that societies
that lack centralised politicalorganisation and do not have to paytribute often have
no incentive to produce beyond subsistence level. Thus inhuntingsocieties, thousands
ofnutsmaybe left rottingon the groundandnot collectedand inhorticulturalsocieties,
large amounts of tubers are never harvested and left underground.
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7.2.4 State

A centralised state appears when there is enough potential to produce a surplus to
support a non-producing elite. Real powerful elite is marked by the fact that they
live off the work of others. In a simple tribal society the chief works along with his
fellowmen in the fields and so do his wives. But in a true centralised system, those
who hold realpower are able to use that power to extract fromothers, not only their
basic needs but also large amounts of surplus to establish their superiority.

There are manytheories of state formation. The paradox is how people who are not
used to the notion of hierarchy and who live free lives agree to come under the
power of others. One theory is that of conquest, that if a group get conquered by
others, the victorious group is likely to turn the conquered ones into slaves or to a
lower strata, forcing themto produce for them.Another associated theoryis that of
ecological constrictions. Thus a conquered people would only be enslaved if they
cannot escape, that is if they are restricted by the sea, or mountains or deserts,
across which theymay not find it easy to move away. There is another theory based
on internal evolution which hypothesizes that in any society, there would be crafts
personsorpersons withsuperior skillsandknowledge, who would initiallybe willingly
supported by the other members of the group for their superiority. But later such
groups mayclose their boundaries, claimevengreater superiorityandformhereditary
lineages that claimeither divine descent or some other kind of usually supernatural
association that willset themapart fromthose considered ordinary.

In anycase for society to be stratified into higher and lower groups there is the need
for a continuous supply of surplus food and other materials as well. As the elite
sections gain in power, they use this material to reinforce their superiority. Karl
Wittfogelhas described the formationofwhat he refers to as Hydraulic Civilizations.

Reflection

Hydraulic Civilisations are states that originated on the banks of great
rivers where the perennial water of these rivers and the fertile banks were
used for permanent cultivation based on building of irrigation canals.
However the labour that was used to make both dams and canals was
later diverted by the elite to build their palaces and symbols of superiority

like the pyramids and temples in the ancient Egyptian civilisation.

Once a state is formed then full- fledged political institutions in the form of a ruler
with coercive powers, his councils, his army and police take shape. An essential
requirement of a functioning state is the collection of taxes and access to corvée or
compulsorylabour. For this the use ofactualforce is requiredand enforcing personnel
like police and coercive institutions are required. The centralised state uses up or
consumes thesurplus that it extracts for its ownpurposes of conspicuous consumption
and also display.

Along with organisation of power in institutions such as chiefdom and state, the
realm of the political institutions also deal with the nature of power. According to
Weber (1946), there are three kinds of authority that can be recognised in society;
these are Traditional, Charismatic and Rational-Legal. In the societies that are
relatively egalitarian like the Big Men of Melanesia, the leadership may be
characterised as Charismatic that is it is earned by the leader by his own qualities.
People who become leaders or acquire power by their ownpersonalities are known
as charismatic. Such people have magnetic personalities that draw people to them.

Institutions II: Economic,
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Basic Concepts People we recognise as prophets or national and international leaders are those we
can call as charismatic leaders. Traditional leadership is an ascribed status that is
usually inherited or acquired by a person by virtue of some culturally assigned
character. We can here take the example of the Dalai Lama who is chosen for his
role as an infant because of some culturallyprescribed characters. Rational-Legal
authority is found in traditional state or feudal societies and is an intrinsic part of
modern society. This is an acquired formof legitimate authorityfound among office
bearers, bureaucrats and various functionaries who are capable of taking charge of
different functions required to be performed by society.

Although these are analyticallydifferent kindsof leadership, inactualsituations more
than one of these qualities can be found in one person; for example a traditional
leader can be also charismatic, and so can a rational-legal leader.Atraditional leader
can acquire rational-legalqualifications also.

Check Your Progress 2

6. Give the typologyof political institutions that is widelyprevalent.

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

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

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

7. Who coined the term acephalous societies?

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

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

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

8. Discuss the decision making process in a Band society.

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

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

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

9. Who authored the work Pigs for the Ancestors?

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

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

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

10. Name the work of Edmund Leach based on the people of highland Burma.

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

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

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

11. Give the gist of oscillating equilibrium.

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

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

............................................................................................................
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12. Who gave the concept of Hydraulic Civilizations?

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

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

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

13. Name the three types of authority as stated byWeber?

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

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

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

7.3 RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

Like kinship, religion is an essential aspect of human societies and is located in the
special qualities of the human brain and the capacityof Homo Sapiens for abstract
thinking and imagination.As a social institution, religion has beenanalysed to serve
critical functions inhuman societies. The earlyancient states like those in Egypt and
China were theologicalstates, or the person or the ruler was regarded as divine. In
ancient India, power was divided between the persons of different Varna, so while
secular power was invested in the King, divine power was controlled bythe Brahmin.

Religion has two aspects; beliefs andpractices. The former provide the cosmological
basis for anysociety, giving explanationsabout life, death, the meanings ofexistence,
the nature of the world, the place of humans, non-humans and nature and their
relationship with each other. Even psychoanalytical theory recognises religion as
providing anessentialcomponent of thehuman psyche, the super-ego or the capacity
for moralbehaviour.

As an institution religion has the strongest regulatory function to keep socialbeings
in place. As Durkheim(1915) had theorised based on his analysis of totemic rituals
of theAustralianAborigines, what people regard as religious is actually the social.
Thus religious beliefs tend to protect the interests of society, and religious rituals
serve to create and maintain social solidarity. The power of religious beliefs and
rituals lie in their connection to what humans consider most superior and powerful;
the sacred or other worldly realm. Humans attribute all those phenomenon that they
cannot entirelyexplain by their knowledge and experience to religion. Religion also
provides solace for suffering and enables socialhuman beings to get a meaning for
their lives. Since human suffering is ubiquitous and human knowledge is limited,
religion provides psychologicalsupport and a positive attitude towards life.

Religionessentiallyinvolveswhat Spiro hasreferred to assuperhumanbeings.Although
most religions have a multitude of suchbeings, there is also an accompanying belief
in one Supreme Being; which too is common to most religions. Religious practices
engage the humans in relationships with these superhuman beings and they both
seek to do as they think the super human’s desire them to act as well as they may
perform rituals and acts to please them.

In most societies especially which are more complex and have well designated
religious institutions; the religious institutions act like anyother social institutions.
There are religious specialists who maywork full time or part time to act as mediators
between the superhumanand the mundane world.

Institutions II: Economic,
Political and Religious
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Basic Concepts Shamans are usuallyfound insimpler societiesand theyact as mediumfor the descent
of the deities into their bodies. Such a process is known as possession and such
rituals are very commonly found. The shamans may also possess knowledge of
medicines andact as healers. Some shamans like those among the NativeAmericans
and the Eskimos have the power to travel to the other world and get their power
fromthere. But shamans can be part time specialists and maybe otherwise engaged
in subsistence activities like everyone else.

Priests are fulltime specialists and are part oforganised religionswhere theyoccupy
legitimate status with prescribed duties and follow normative behaviour. Priests
performduties and regular rituals and practices. Examples of priests are the Hindu
temple priests and Christian Church functionaries. They do not engage in ecstatic
and inspired performances like the shamans. The priests are mostlypaid servants of
the religious institutions of which theyare a part. Theyare only facilitators to allow
members of the church to perform rituals and offer prayers etc.

A religion requires that all who are followers of that religion be well versed in the
rituals and beliefs of that religion. According to Durkheim, this can be called as a
Church. AChurch comprises of all those people who share the same beliefs and
practices with respect to the same set ofsupernaturalbeings. Insmallscale societies,
this comprises ofa smallgroup ofpeople who have beensocialised into the particular
set of beliefs. In case of universal religions that have large following, these beliefs
andpractices areoftenwrittendownor formwellestablished oraltexts. Suchreligions
where beliefs and practices are inscribed and documented are known as doctrinal
religions. The institutional mechanisms such as the priests are entrusted with the
responsibilityofpropagating and preserving thesedoctrines. There is oftenone major
text that is the repositoryof the major rules and norms of the religion; like the Bible
for the Christians and the Q’uran for the Muslims. These texts are authenticated as
having a divine origin. All religions, tribal or universal legitimise their beliefs and
values through myths. Myths are timeless narrations that lend authenticity to the
beliefs and provide their rationale.

Check Your Progress 3

14. What is the role of religious beliefs and rituals?

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

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

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

15. What are myths?

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

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

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

7.4 SUMMARY

In this Unit the student has been familiarised with three of the major institutions of
human society. Humans live in societies with prescribed norms and values; they
produce and consume goods, distribute and exchange their produce. Theyalso are
concerned with the things other thanwhat is felt andseen by the senses. Humans are
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capable of abstract thinking and they think beyond things of immediate concern.
Theyseek meaning to their lives, the purpose of life and what it means to be alive or
dead. It is this capacity for reflective thought that enables themto live insociety, to
be sociable and form relationships based on norms and values.

To accomplish allthese ends theyhave institutions that performthese tasks. In more
complexsocieties there maybe separateand distinct institutions withtheir designated
personnel, norms and goals for the performance of tasks suchas economic, political
and religious; but in small scale, simpler societies these may be performed by the
most basic of human institutions ofkinship and religion.

As we have seen in this Unit, institutions vary in their formand complexitybothover
time andover space. The differentiationof institutions is directlyproportional to the
levelofcomplexityof the society. However complexityis not anindicator ofefficiency
and simple societies with undifferentiated social institutions are as functional and
perhaps more stable and harmonious than more complex societies. The economic,
political andreligious institutions, along withkinship are the most fundamentalof all
human institutions and make society as we know it possible.
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7.6 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Production, consumptionand exchange.

2. See Section 7.1.1 paragraph 3

3. The two kinds of consumption are subsistence and conspicuous. For more
details refer to 7.1.2.

4. The simplest known societies are those where the resources required for
consumption are ‘free goods’ that is those resources that are freelyavailable in
nature.

5. Cowries, pigs or bananas are some of the items that are used as medium of
exchange insimple societies.

6. The widelyprevalent typologyused for political institutions are Band, Lineage
societies, Chiefdoms and State.

7. The termAcephalous was coined byE.E. Evans Pritchard and Meyer Fortes
(1940).

8. In a band society which comprises of very few members, decision making is
collective consensus or unanimously taken.

9. RoyRappaport.

10. Political Systems of Highland Burma (1954).

11. The concept ofoscillating equilibriumwas given byEdmund Leach inhis study
of the Burmese people of highland Burma. Theypracticeshifting cultivationon
the hill sides and their societymayshift or oscillate between Gumsa (organised
chieftainship) and Gumlao (anarchy) as chiefs gain and lose power.

12. KarlWittfogel.

13. According to Weber (1946), there are three kinds of authority that can be
recognised in society; these are Traditional, Charismatic and Rational-Legal.

14. The role of religious beliefs is to protect the interests of society, and religious
rituals serve to create and maintain social solidarity.

15. Myths are timeless narrations that lend authenticity to the beliefs and provide
their rationale.
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