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Abstract 

In India, the value system is deep rooted and it has helped to keep the families more or less intact with strong familial 
bondages among its members. The family, as a social unit, has played a major role in balancing between individual needs on the one 
hand and socio-cultural norms and values on the other. Thus, the function of the family is to support the existing social system and 
network: with other institutions of the society. The family comprises a residential unit, adults and children living under one roof. The 
family is considered the basic unit of society and it performs significant socio-economic functions for its members as well as for 
society. Family a primary institution of our society, like all other social institutions, has been undergoing rapid change in both 
structure and function. This study is focused on the changing trends in family structure in urban areas mainly from joint to nuclear or 
single-family system in Indian urban setting. 

 
Keywords: Value System, Cultural Spheres, Urbanization. 
 
Introduction 

Today the Indian family is subjected to the effects of changes that have been taking place in the economic, political, social 
and cultural spheres of the society. In the economic sphere, the patterns of production, distribution and consumption have changed 
greatly. The process of industrialization and the consequent urbanization and commercialization have had drastic impacts on the 
family. Migration to urban areas, growth of slums, change from caste oriented and hereditary occupations to new patterns of 
employment offered by a technological revolution, the cut-throat competition for economic survival and many other economic 
changes have left their impact on the family. 

  
Briefly speaking, these changes in the socio-economic-political-cultural milieu of our society have led to changes in the 

structures, functions, roles, relationships and values of the family. In the context of the changes in the economic system more and 
more members of the family are moving away from the larger family circle and living as individuals or members of a nuclear unit in 
urban areas. The patterns or loyalties, obligations and expectations have changed. The cases of the child and the aged in particular 
have become a problem for many due to structural changes in the family. 

 
Family Structure 
 Family is broadly perceived as a union of two or more persons united by ties of marriage, blood, adoption or consensual 
unions. Human development, therefore, may be best enriched by family life. The family exists as a social system at the core of any 
civil society. It: tries to restore the balance between demands and resources and tries to maintain the equilibrium in society. Family 
structure may be conceptualized as the configuration of role, power, and status and relationship in the family. It has direct bearing on 
the functions of the family. The family structure is determined according to the norms prevalent in society. It depends upon the 
family’s social and cultural background and family laws.  
 

The family structure governs marriage practices, lineage, child bearing, death, inheritance and succession. The understanding 
of family dynamics, therefore, becomes important in this context. Family dynamics broadly comprises of family interaction and 
development as influenced by socialization of family norms, family ecology, and age and needs of individual members. The family 
interaction comprises of family cohesion, family communication and role performance. 

 
Types of Family 
 Although there are many classifications of Indian family types, all of them are recognized as either nuclear family or joint 
family. The nuclear family is almost always defined as a domestic unit based on a husband and wife while the joint family is generally 
defined as a unit based on two or more related nuclear families. The Indian joint family is usually patrilineal and patrilocal and or 
virilocal. It emphasizes filial and fraternal solidarity and, based on the Mitakshera, each male family member is entitled to an equal 
share of the family property (Mandelbaum, 1970). Both nuclear and joint families can assume a variety of forms. 
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Kolenda’s (1968) classification of Indian family types seems to be the most useful. She defines the family as: 
1. A family, which contains only one married couple and their unmarried children, is a nuclear family. 
2. A family, which does not contain married couple, is sub nuclear family e.g., a widow or widower and unmarried children. 
3. A family, which contains at least two married couples related either lineally e.g., a father, mother and their married son or 

collaterally e.g., two married brothers or cousins. 
 
 Unmarried, including widowed and divorced, relatives may supplement any of the above family types, but their presence 
does not alter the classification. For the purpose of this study, a nuclear family is defined as one which consists of a husband, wife or 
wives and their unmarried children. A joint family consists of a husband and wife, their married and unmarried children (second 
generation) and their married as well as unmarried grandchildren (third generation). 
 
The Changing Trends in the System of Family 

It is being argued that there is great difference between the families in past and families of today. The effects of 
industrialization and urbanization have not left families untouched. The changes appear to be shocking to the scientists and they have 
been concluding that the roles and functions of families are changing. It is losing its status and a process of disorganization of family 
pattern has already begun. Moreover, Parson, Mead, Toffler, Reissman, Fromm and several others have shown concern and argued 
upon the changes taking place in the family. 

 
Though several functions family has started getting weakened like educational, economic, recreational, care of handicapped, 

sick and aged, yet it continues to discharge some of the basic functions like reproduction and procreation, care and nurture of young 
ones and the most important one is to provide affection security to its members. Long ago, Ogburn (1929) concluded that the future 
strength of the family will depend on the affection bonds. The reasons for these transitions in families may be, as researchers have 
pointed out, due to increase in personal mobility, and personal achievement, decline in status ascription, decrease in the parental 
authority and importance of grandparents, irresponsibility of children, changing values which are inconsistent to familial values, 
equalitarian role of male and female and increased responsibility of state. 

 
Family and Urbanization 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, social scientists started showing concern about the changing makeup of the family 
due to rapid urbanization and industrialization. Visible poverty, child labour, increase in the divorce rate, prostitution and such salient 
evils - affected the smooth functioning of the family. The major work on industrialization, modernization with family perspective by 
Goode (1963) has a profound intact on families’ cross-cultural researches in authentifying the view that industrialization led invariably 
to the decline in family functions. Chicago school of sociology and sociologists such as Earnest Burgess, E. Franklin, L. Wirth, and 
W. I. Thomas contributed much in the development of family and urban sociology. 

 
 Various theories and concepts were offered by them to understand the phenomena of urbanism and its impact on the family 
life. The prevailing image of the urban life is both positive and negative. While it is a centre of learning, technology, light, 
communication and a variety of attractions, it brings pollution, alienation and indifference, insecurity and instability because of its 
complexities, formal means of control, socio-economic heterogeneity, materialistic transactions, calculative rationality, sophisticated 
advancements etc. 
 

Growth of slum should also be viewed in this phenomenon of urbanization and industrialization. The search for jobs and 
various other pull and push factors brings the migrant villager to the city and finally landing into slum living. Family life in slum is 
typically characterized by dirt, squalor, disease and poverty. It gives rise to various evils and problems which affect the smooth 
functioning of family. Social Scientists have attempted to study slum families in this context as well as from various psychosocial and 
ecological correlates influencing them. 

 
Stress and problem situations are increasing day by day in modern days especially in the urban area. Slum families are no 

exception to this, social work has a great deal of concern in planning intervention strategies for problem families. Hence family 
assessment does demand family coping style’s probing. 

 
Impact of Urbanization 
 Industrialization and urbanization generally accompany each other. Industrialization speeds up the process of urbanization. 
Urbanization refers to the marked growth of cities. It is characterized by the movement of population from rural to urban areas. There 
is diffusion of urban culture in the rural areas. There is a shift from agricultural economy towards industrial economy and is 
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accompanied by corresponding changes in the behaviour patterns. The process of urbanization influences the social institutions like 
marriage and family. Several aspects of marriage like age, nature of ceremony and values are affected by this process. The men and 
women in urban areas prefer to choose their own life partners. The arranged marriages are becoming less popular and the age of 
marriage has increased for both boys and girls. Child marriages are rare in urban areas and marriage is more of a social gathering than 
a religious ceremony. The duration of marriage ceremony is also less. The elaborate rituals and customs associated with marriage are 
also not practiced in cities.i 
 
Social Change Affecting Family Structure 
 A host of inter-related factors, viz., economic, educational, legal and demographic like population growth, migration and 
urbanisation, etc., have been affecting the structure of the family in India. We shall take care of these factors while discussing the 
changes, in the following sections. Here, let us discuss the broad processes of industrialisation, urbanisation and modernisation as 
factors affecting the family structure. 
 
Industrialization 

There are innumerable published accounts demonstrating that changes have taken place in the structure of the family due to 
exposures to the forces of industrialisation. Nuclearization of the family is considered as the outcome of its impact. Such an 
interpretation presupposes existence of non-nuclear family structure in such societies. Empirical evidence sometimes does not support 
this position. Further, industrial establishments have their own requirements of human groups for their efficient functioning. As a 
result, people are migrating to industrial areas, and various kinds of family units have been formed adding extra-ordinary variety to the 
overall situation. It is, nevertheless, important to note down in this context that despite definite visible trends in the changing structure 
of the family due to industrialisation, it is not yet possible to establish any one-to-one relationship. 

 
Modernization 

Both industrialisation and urbanisation are considered as the major contributing factors toward modernisation. In fact, 
modernisation as a social-psychological attribute can be in operation independent of industrialisation and urbanisation. With the 
passage of time, through exposures to the forces of modernisation, family structure underwent multiple changes almost leading to an 
endless variety. There are instances too, where family structure has become simpler due to its impact. There are also contrary 
instances indicating consequent complexity in family structure. 
 
Family in the Urban Setting 

Scholars point out that industrial urbanisation has not brought disintegration in the joint family structure. Milton Singer studies 
the structure of the joint family among the Industrialists of Madras City.ii He finds that joint family system has not been a blockade for 
entrepreneurship development. Rather, it has facilitated and adapted to industrialisation. Orensten, in his study on the Recent History 
of Extended Family in India analyses the census data from 1811 to 1951.iii He finds that joint and large families in India are not 
disappearing by the processes of industrialisation and urbanisation. However, the prevalence of the joint family structure has not been 
of uniform one across society. Ramakrishna Mukherjee finds that (a) the joint family is over-represented in the trade and commerce 
sector of national economy and in the high and middle grade occupations; (b) nuclear family is over-represented in the rural rather 
than in the urban areas.iv Based on his study on the family structure in West Bengal, he concludes that the central tendency in the 
Indian society is to pursue the joint family organisation.v Joint family sentiments widely prevail over nuclearisation of family units in 
spite of residential separation, etc. 

 
Direction of Change 

T.K. Oommen is of the opinion that so far urban family has been viewed from within as a little society. To him, for a proper 
understanding, the urban family should be placed in a broad social context. For this purpose, the urban families are to be distinguished 
through the mode of earning a livelihood and sources of income, structure of authority, urban social milieu and social ecology and the 
emerging value patterns. He points out that the type of family postulated in the Indian Constitution is an egalitarian, conjugal and 
nuclear family. Besides the Constitutionality, the socio-ecological factors, like the settlement patterns, native cultural environments of 
the urban migrants, and associations to various occupational, political, ideological, cultural-recreational, economic groups influence 
and reorient the style and pattern of the urban familial life. He mentions that urban centres have been the melting pots of traditional 
and modern values.  

 
Individualism is growing at a significant speed in the urban areas. It admits freedom of individuals in the decision-making process 

in the family, choice of mates, acquisition and management of personal property, establishment of separate households after marriage, 
etc. Individualism is, however, against the spirit of the joint family and questions the established authority of the elder male. There 
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may be contradictory emphasis on the value hierarchies and individualism. This is also likely to influence the urban family life. 
However, the influence of the above-mentioned factors may be of a diverse nature, based on the typology (metropolis, city, town, etc.) 
of the urban areas and the extent of industrialisation as well. Along with these, the traditional cultural patterns of the family also 
continue. To him, there are three broad categories of urban families on the basis of their income. These families have distinct socio-
cultural and ecological milieu, patterns of familial authority and value. Forces of urbanisation have affected these families diversely. 

 
Change in the Family Structure: A Perspective 

One of the important features of the family studies in India has been concerned with the question of whether the joint family 
system is disintegrating, and a new nuclear type of family pattern is emerging. It seems almost unrealistic, Augustine points out, and 
that we think of a dichotomy between the joint and nuclear family. This is especially true given the rapidity of social change, which 
has swept our country. In the context of industrialisation, urbanisation and social change, it is very difficult to think of a dichotomy 
between the joint and the nuclear family in India. In the present contexts, these typologies are not mutually exclusive. Social change is 
an inevitable social process, which can be defined as observable transformations in social relationships. This transformation is most 
evident in the family system. However, because of structures of our traditionality, these transformations are not easily observable.vi 

 
Against this backdrop, to understand the dimensions of changes taking place in Indian family system, the concept of 

transitionality may be used. This concept, according to Augustine, has two dimensions: retrospective and prospective. The 
retrospective dimension implies the traditional past of our family and social system, while the prospective one denotes the direction in 
which change is taking place in our family system. Transitionality is thus an attempt to discern the crux of the emergent forms of 
family. 

 
Keeping in mind this perspective, we shall examine the emerging trends of change in the family system in contemporary India. 

However, at the outset, we are to make it explicit that, within the given space, it would not be possible for us to document the changes 
individually taking place in the family system of various castes or ethnic groups spread over diversified socio-cultural regions of this 
country. Hence for your broad understanding, we shall concentrate on three broad areas of our enquiry: change in the traditional 
extended family, rural family and urban family. Let us begin with change in the traditional extended family, before that complete this 
activity. 

 
Some Emerging Trends 

In the context of rapid technological transformation, economic development and social change, the pattern of family living has 
been diverse in urban India. Today, life has been much more complex both in the rural and in the urban areas than what it was few 
decades ago. In the urban areas, even in the rural areas as well, many couples are in gainful employment. These working couples are 
to depend on others for child care, etc., facilities. With the structural break down of the joint family, working couple face a lot of 
problem. For employment, many rural males come out of the village, leaving behind their wives and children in their natal homes. The 
rural migrants are not always welcome to the educated westernised urban family for a longer stay. Their stay many times creates 
tension among the family members. In the lower strata of the urban society, however, the rural migrants are largely accommodated. 
Many times, they become the members of these families also. The 1991 Census has revealed an important trend of the changing 
family pattern in India. Data suggested that though nuclearisation of the family has been the dominant phenomenon the extent of joint 
living is also increasing, especially in the urban areas. Experts point out that the increase in the joint living is mostly because of the 
migration of the rural people to the urban areas, and their sharing of common shelter and hearth with other migrants from the same 
region. 

 
In the process of structural transformation, the old structure of authority and value has been challenged. The growing 

individualism questions the legitimacy of the age-old hierarchic authority. The old value system also changes significantly. However, 
this system of transformation has minimised the importance of mutual respect, love and affection among the family members 
belonging to various generations. Penetration of consumerist culture has aggravated the situation further. In a situation of generation 
gap, many of the aged feel frustrated, dejected and neglected in society. Since the emotional bondage has been weakened; many young 
members feel a sense of identity crisis in the family. The lack of emotional support in the family often leads the youth to the path of 
alcoholism and drug addiction. The aspect of joint family sentiments, which has been so emphasised by the sociologists, has not been 
always operational and effective in the changing context of the society. 

 
Disappearing of Joint Family System 
 Since time immemorial the joint family has been one of the salient features of the Indian society. But the twentieth century 
brought enormous changes in the family system. Changes in the traditional family system have been so enormous that it is steadily on 
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the wane from the urban scene. There is absolutely no chance of reversal of this trend. In villages the size of joint family has been 
substantially reduced or is found in its fragmented form. Some have split into several nuclear families while others have taken the 
form of extended or stem families. Extended family is in fact a transitory phase between joint and nuclear family system. The 
available data suggest that the joint family is on its way out in rural areas too.vii 
 

The emergence of financially independent, career-oriented men and women, who are confident of taking their own decisions 
and crave to have a sense of individual achievement, has greatly contributed to the disintegration of joint family. Disintegration of 
joint family has led to closer bonds between spouses, but the reverse is also true in certain cases. For many, nuclear family is a safer 
matrimonial home to a woman. In bygone days people generally lived in joint families, yet familial discord never escalated into 
extreme physical violence or death, as we so often come across such instances in our day-to-day life. 

 
Appearing of Nuclear Family System 

Nuclear family is also called elementary family in sociology and anthropology, a group of persons united by ties of marriage 
and parenthood or adoption and consisting of a man, a woman, and their socially recognized children. This unit was once widely held 
to be the most basic and universal form of social organization.viii Indian family system like the caste system is resilient and has shown 
great adaptability to modern forces. It however remains true that significant changes have taken place in the Hindu family system. 
These processes are more clearly discernible among the new elite groups living in towns and cities, for it is mostly among them that 
there is great spatial mobility, and members who establish separate households in the cities certainly live in a cultural and social 
environment significantly different from that in a traditional joint Hindu family in a small town, or a village, and are vulnerable to the 
interaction of many cultural groups.ix 

 
Single Family System 
 Families across the world, particularly during the past quarter century, have been undergoing rapid changes in a myriad of 
ways.x Social scientists are concerned with the increase in the rise of single parent families and their consequent impact on the family 
dynamics and wellbeing of individual members. Single parent families usually result due to death, divorce, separation, male migration 
for employment, and unwed motherhood.xi This section on historical context of single parent families over the ages has implications 
for the current attitudes towards them by the society. There are many negative stereotypes that still exist due to the deep-rooted 
practices and attitudes. However, the Indian society has also moved on with the times and there are more and more legal and social 
changes visible that are aimed at making the transition process for the single mothers and their children easier. Following the historical 
background of single parenthood in the Indian society, now present a current profile of the Indian society along with an emphasis on 
their economic development, the uniqueness of the family life in the cultures, and the current scenario and statistics related to single 
parent families. 
 
Single Parent Families 
 Estimates in India indicate that about seven percent of all family units likely to have dependent children, are single parent 
family units, where one parent is absent due to death, divorce or separation. In over eighty percent of these cases death of the spouse is 
the cause of single parenthood and more than seventy percent of the single parents are women. The frequency of divorce is steadily on 
the rise due to recent social and legal developments.xii The 1955 Hindu Marriage Act has made divorce easier to obtain, especially for 
women. A revision of this Act in 1976 made a form of no-fault divorce available by mutual consent.xiii 
 
 The maximum numbers of divorcees are in the age range of 20-44 years among the femalesxiv with the females being most 
likely to get the custody of the children after divorce.xv However, the actual percentage and number of divorcees may be much higher 
than the reported figures as divorce is still considered to be a stigma in the Indian society and many individuals probably fail to report 
their true marital status. Also, in the rural areas of India where marriages are ritualistic celebrations that require no legal formalities, 
divorce is loosely defined and a permanent separation can be obtained through the village panchayat (informal judicial system that 
sorts most village matters without the interference of structured judiciary).xvi Furthermore, a high percentage of married couples who 
separate permanently never file for divorce, either because of their wish to avoid social disapproval or simply because of the lengthy 
legal procedures and lack of awareness. 
 
Single Divorced Parent Family: 
 The largest percentage of single parent families are headed by divorced female parents. The assumption has been made that 
the trauma from divorce is likely to result in poorly socialised cognitively deficient children who experience poor parent child 
relationship. But research has been undertaken which shows that the children living with their mother are healthier than those living 
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with fathers. The majority of children show improved adjustments by two years after divorce yet for a few, persisting emotional 
distress and declines in school achievement still exist. 
 
Never Married Single Parent Families 
 It is believed that a cultural shift towards later marriage has contributed to a rise in never married motherhood. It has been 
thought that children in these kinds of families are shielded from marital status; children of never married mothers show slightly better 
academic performance and emotional adjustment than do children of divorced and remarried mothers. But when compared with 
children of two parent families, these children may experience less attention, difficulties in interaction with other children, a lack in 
school performance and behaviour associated with the lack of male parental influence. 
 
Changes in the Institution of Marriage and Remarriage 
 Among Hindus, marriage is a sacrament; a sacred bond between the husband and wife which even death cannot break. 
According to traditional Hindu belief, marital bond is inseparable and irrevocable. Unlike the western marriage system which is more 
of a contract, marriage is a religious duty for Hindus. As Kapadia (1966) pointed out, the main aims of Hindu marriage are: dharma 
(the fulfilment of one’s religious duty), praja (progeny) and rati (pleasure) and out of these three, dharma is given the first place and 
pleasure comes at the end. But, with time it has undergone changes and it no more remains unbreakable as there are legislations which 
allows Hindu couples to go for divorce and also remarriage. 
 
 In India marriages are structured within families. According to Steve Derne (2005) most Indians want love to follow from 
duty rather than the specialness of the beloved and expect that love should be extended to many in the family, while remaining 
subordinate to the fear of elders (Munshi 2010: 167). It is different from the western system as the ideology of the patrilineal joint 
family privileges the lineal relation of parent(s) and son over the conjugal relation of husband and wife (Uberoi 2006: 30). The lure of 
conjugal intimacy is both feared as a disruptive force, and intensely desired, especially by young women. This is the root of the 
tension between dharma- moral code- and desire. In other words, unlike the western system, in Indian society marriage is projected as 
a union between families instead of individual self-fulfilment. Hence arranged marriage remains the rule and despite changing 
lifestyles, the ideas of romantic love and courtship continue to provoke a great deal of public anxiety. But, still as Sudhir Kakar (2009) 
says ‘Today, slowly but surely, the middle-class woman is pursuing the Indian family towards a greater acknowledgement… of the 
importance of marital bond’. So, he considers middle- class Indian women as the driving force behind changes taking place in many 
areas of social life including marriage. Higher education of the girls or women and their increasing contribution in the family income 
has resulted into higher self-esteem and the potential for self-assertion among women in the present society. As a result of this women 
today feel more entitled and are more vocal in their demand for a universal promise of marriage: intimacy, a couple’s mutual 
enhancement of experience beyond procreative obligations and social duties. 
 

Marriage is a universal social institution. It is associated with mutual rights and obligations. It serves protective, regulatory, 
emotional and economic functions. Marriage ties result in formation of kinship network which organize individuals into social groups. 
In spite of several changes due to several customs and traditions gender inequality can be observed in certain marriage practices and 
rituals. Divorce and widowhood are considered to be a stigma for women in Indian society. The issue of remarriage of women is 
associated with several religious and cultural practices. The following chapter examines various issues related to remarriage of 
women. 

 
Summary and Conclusions 

The families are much affected due to the impact of globalization unity in the families is severely affected. Along with the 
process of industrialisation, the process of urbanisation has resulted in the weakening of the joint family system in India. Urban 
population has grown at a faster rate in our country in last few decades. The result of urbanisation has been the establishment of 
nuclear families because urban-dwellers choose the nuclear families. Urbanisation has emphasised individuality and privacy which 
encourage the establishment of independent family units. In addition, the women who have got gainful jobs seek more freedom in 
many aspects. Therefore, they try to restrict the kinship ties. 
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