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Abstract

Kinship, a universal institution rooted in biological, marital, and adoptive ties, has historically structured
human relationships, roles, and identities. Drawing on the works of key anthropologists such as Robin
Fox, Irawati Karve, A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and David Schneider, the paper traces
the evolution of kinship systems and their role in maintaining social cohesion, solidarity, and order. It
highlights how kinship establishes rules for marriage, inheritance, and social behavior, and functions as a
framework for communication, emotional support, and cultural transmission. This paper, therefore
explores the enduring contribution of kinship to the social organization of contemporary society.
Contemporary transformations such as urbanization, globalization, reproductive technologies, and legal
reforms have diversified kinship patterns, leading to new family forms such as chosen families, single-
parent households, and transnational networks. Kinship is increasingly understood as a cultural construct
rather than merely a biological connection, allowing flexibility and adaptation in changing socio-economic
contexts. Despite these shifts, kinship remains central to defining identity, regulating relationships, and
providing care.
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Introduction

Kinship system is one of the basic human social institutions. It exists in almost all societies of the world
and therefore it is universal in nature. Kinship has served as the major organising principle in human
societies. It can be defined as a principle by which individuals or groups of individuals are organised into
social groups, roles, categories and genealogy by means of kinship terminologies. According to
anthropologist Robin Fox, “Kinship is simply the relations between ‘kin’ that is persons related by real,
putative or fictive consanguinity” (Fox, 1967: 1). Kinship gives an identity to the relationship of man with
the people surrounded around him either in blood relation or casual relation. It plays an important role of
socialization of individual and the maintenance of group solidarity or unity. A.R Radcliffe Brown (1950:
22) defines Kinship as “a system of dynamic relations between person and person in a community, the
behaviour of any two persons in any of these relations being regulated in some way, and to a greater or
less extent by social usage”. Thus, Kinship is the system of relations among people who are related to each
other either through blood, marriage or adoption. In simple words, Kinship is a bond formed on the basis
of descent, blood, marriage or adoption which binds people together as a group.
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Kinship is predominant in primitive societies and extends its influence over various dimensions such as
social, economic, political, religious, etc. In simple societies, the Kinship relations are very extensive,
fundamental and influential that in effect they in themselves constitute the ‘social system’. But in more
complex societies kinship normally forms a fairly small part of the totality of social relation which make
up the society. Kinship forms a very important component of the anthropological studies and therefore
many anthropologists have contributed to the study of Kinship and the role in plays in maintaining the
social order. Robin Fox (1983) opined that kinship is to anthropology what logic is to philosophy and the
nude is to art; it is the basic discipline of the subject. The first anthropological work of Kinship was done
by Lewis Henry Morgan who is widely known as the father of Kinship studies. Morgan in his book
‘Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family’ made a systematic study of the Kinship
structures of 139 different groups in different regions of the world which led him to discover the
similarities in the kinship terminologies in various societies which resulted in the formation of
classificatory and descriptive kinship systems (Morgan, 1871). Later on, a number of anthropologists such
as A.R Radcliffe Brown (1950), B. Malinowski (1922), Claude Levi Strauss (1955), Meyer Fortes (1949)
and others have significantly contributed to the understanding of Kinship.

Kinship and Social Organization: The Views of Social Anthropologists-

Kinship plays a significant role in the lives of individuals across all societies and shapes our identities
within the social fabric. Moreover, this kinship system maintains unity, harmony, and cooperation among
relationships. Therefore, kinship sets guidelines for communication and interactions among people. Where
marital taboo exists decides who can marry whom. Kinship also regulates the behaviour of different kin.
Kinship systems are foundational frameworks in many societies, guiding relationships, social roles, and
responsibilities. Kinship can refer to the patterns of social relationships themselves, or it can refer to the
study of the patterns of social relationships in one or more human cultures. Kinship systems have often
been theorized as classification systems and grammars. Kinship can signify specific kinds of connections
and inclusions, but also specific kinds of disconnections and exclusions. Kinship also speaks of the
possibilities for equality, hierarchy, and violence. Kinship studies are central to anthropology and provide
insights into human relationships and alliances. They can also help people understand their lineage, family
history, and cultural heritage. Kinship contributes to the formation of social identity and a sense of
belonging, and helps people define their roles within the family and wider society (Makal, 2022).
Different Sociologists and anthropologists have contributed significantly in different ways to the
understanding of the relationship between kinship and the social organization.

Robin Fox, a British social anthropologist views Kinship as fundamental to understanding human social
organization. In his influential book, Kinship and Marriage: An Anthropological Perspective (1967), Fox
explores how kinship forms the basis of social structures across different cultures and societies. His work
emphasizes the universality of kinship systems, while recognizing the vast diversity in how these systems
are organized. Fox argues that all human societies are organized around kinship. While the specifics vary,
the need for humans to form familial bonds is universal. He believed that kinship is an evolutionary
adaptation that helps humans survive and reproduce, creating systems of cooperation, division of labour,
and mutual aid. Fox highlights that kinship is both a biological and social phenomenon. Fox highlights
that kinship 1s both a biological and social phenomenon. Biological relationships form the basis for many
kinship systems (e.g., parent-child relationships), but societies often overlay cultural meanings on these
biological ties, creating complex rules about marriage, inheritance, and social obligations. In Fox's
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analysis, marriage is a strategy used by societies to manage and structure kinship relationships. Marriages
establish alliances between groups, regulate sexual relations, and determine the legitimacy of offspring.
Fox also studied the linguistic systems used to describe kinship relationships, showing how different
cultures classify relatives in distinct ways. Some societies use detailed kinship terms that differentiate
between maternal and paternal relatives, while others use more generalized terms. The way societies label
kin reflects broader social structures and values. Fox outlined four structural principles on which the
kinship is based upon, which he called as ‘facts of life’ — the women have the children, the men impregnate
the women, the men usually exercise control, primary kin don’t mate with each other. In this way, Kinship
system helps in the maintenance of the social organization (Fox, 1967).

Irawati Karve’s work focused on the kinship organization of four different cultural zones in India. She
emphasized on how kinship system is structured around the social organization of different regions of the
country and finds out the regional pattern of social behaviour and organization in society. The different
regions may show different local patterns and there are also different types of caste due to the hierarchy,
caste division and separation. Karve looks after all the process of accommodation and acculturation in the
field of Kinship. She analysed 3000 years based on ethnic sources, folk literature, observation and Sanskrit
texts. Karve focused on certain important aspects of kinship which caught her attention. Some of them
were kinship in terms of Indian languages, behaviour and attitudes in the context of language, the rules of
descent and inheritance, the marriage and family patterns and the comparative study on Sanskritic North
and Dravidian South. To understand the kinship pattern and cultural phenomena in India, she uses the
configuration of linguistic areas, caste institution and the joint family as most essential. Thus, she broke
down the whole nation into central, northern, southern and eastern keeping in mind the languages used,
caste and the organization of the family. Every zone has its own kinship rules, marriage patterns, cultural
systems and caste structures which also resulted in the difference in social organization in these zones.
Therefore, each zone has a distinct form of a social organization which resulted out of the kinship practices
in such regions (Karve, 1953).

A.R Radcliffe Brown viewed kinship as a part of the social structure and gave importance to the study of
Kinship system as a part of rights and obligations. He proposed that kinship systems should be studied as
a network of relationships that help define and organize social positions and statuses within a community.
He defined kinship as a social relationship based on descent. Brown’s approach to kinship was rooted in
the belief that kinship relations are not simply about biological ties or descent, but more importantly, they
are a part of the social structure that regulates interpersonal behaviour and organizes society. His structural
functionalist view of kinship sees it as a social institution that plays a crucial role in maintaining social
order and cohesion. Radcliffe-Brown introduced the idea that individuals occupy social roles within a
kinship system. These roles come with specific expectations, responsibilities, and behaviours (Brown,
1950)

One of Radcliffe-Brown's important contributions to the study of kinship was his concept of joking
relationships and avoidance relationships, which he studied among various African societies, such as the
Tiv and Zande. Radcliffe-Brown explained that such practices serve as a way to mediate tension within
kinship structures and help maintain social harmony (Brown, 1950).

Radcliffe-Brown focused on how kinship relationships were dynamic and relational rather than static,
unchanging ties. He argued that the relationships between kin were embedded within a wider social system
and that these relationships could change depending on the context or the needs of society. His comparative
approach sought to uncover underlying principles that could explain kinship as a social institution across
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different cultures. He argued that despite the diversity of kinship systems, all societies use kinship to fulfill
basic social functions. Radcliffe-Brown believed that kinship systems contributed to the integration and
stability of society. Kinship rules ensured that individuals knew their roles and responsibilities, which
helped prevent social conflict and maintain order. Through marriage, descent, and other kinship ties,
society was able to integrate different individuals and families into a coherent social whole. Radclifte-
Brown saw this as key to the long-term survival of societies. Hence, kinship maintained the social
organization (Brown, 1950).

Claude Levi Strauss’ contribution to kinship studies is marked by his focus on studying the structural
significance of ties underlying marriage and alliance (not descent). His alliance theory of kinship is a
structuralist theory that states that alliances are more important than descent in kinship systems. The theory
suggests that the exchange of women between groups is the basis of kinship, and that the incest taboo is
the primary motivation for this exchange. In his work, Elementary Structures of Kinship, Levi-Strauss
speaks of the principle of exchange of women through marriage and the reciprocal relationships of wife-
giving and wife-taking. Lévi-Strauss believed that the incest taboo was the first rule to check natural
impulses and the beginning of culture. The taboo prohibits men from marrying their immediate kin, and
instead requires them to give women away to other men (Levi-Strauss, 1949).

He believed that each society had its own distinct kinship system and the kinship system in each society
was to be separated from other aspects of the society. He also wrote that, “Kinship systems, marriage rules,
and descent groups constitute a coordinated whole, the function of which is to ensure the permanency of
the social group by means of inter-twining consanguineous and affinal ties. They may be considered as
the blueprint of a mechanism which "pumps" women out of their consanguineous families to redistribute
them in affinal groups, the result of this process being to create new consanguineous groups, and so on.”
(Levi-Strauss, 1967: 302-303). Also, for Levi-Strauss, the basic unit of kinship was siblingship, derived
from the relationship between two siblings. For Levi-Strauss, the kinship system of societies is based on
certain universal elements of organizational structures such as prohibition of incest, exogamy, residence
after marriage etc. Lévi-Strauss believed that marriage rules create social structures over time. He
suggested that marriages are primarily forged between groups, and that each marriage creates a
debtor/creditor relationship that must be balanced. He sees marriage as the key in the system of kinship of
which reproduction is an essential part (Levi-Strauss, 1949).

David Schneider’s cultural approach to kinship marked a significant departure from traditional
anthropological understandings of kinship, which focused primarily on biological relationships and
descent. Schneider’s critique of kinship theories, particularly structural-functionalism and descent theory,
led him to propose a radically new way of thinking about kinship as a cultural construct, rather than as a
universal system rooted in biological ties (Schneider, 1968).

Schneider's ideas had a profound impact on the study of kinship in anthropology, challenging many long-
held assumptions. His key work, "American Kinship: A Cultural Account" (1968), and his subsequent
writings offered an alternative perspective, emphasizing that kinship systems are not universal, biological
realities but culturally specific constructions. Schneider criticized this biological determinism, arguing that
kinship systems were not merely reflections of biological relationships, but were instead cultural symbols
that societies use to create and understand relationships. His ideas helped shift the focus of kinship studies
from understanding kinship as a biological or descent-based system to studying kinship as a cultural
phenomenon. His work highlighted the importance of viewing kinship as part of the larger cultural and
ideological context which challenges many of the universalist and biological assumptions of traditional
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kinship studies which sees kinship systems as universally governed by same principles. Thus, this idea of
viewing kinship as a cultural phenomenon highlights the importance of kinship in the overall social
organization of the society (Schneider, 1968).

Functions of Kinship in the Social Organization-

Social organization in general refers to the structured relationships and interdependencies among
individuals and groups within a society. It encompasses various forms of organization, from families to
larger institutions, and plays a critical role in maintaining social order and facilitating collective activities.
According to H.M. Johnson (1960) “Social organization refers to an aspect of interaction systems,
focusing on how individuals interact within various organizational frameworks.” Kinship systems are
foundational frameworks in many societies, that shapes relationships and social organization across all
human societies. It encompasses a variety of connections based on blood, marriage, and adoption, serving
as a crucial framework for understanding individual and group identities. Kinship and social organization
are closely interconnected and influence each other, even as modern institutions such as the state,
economy, and law taken over some of the many functions once managed by kinship networks. However,
kinship remains a significant factor in shaping social roles, relationships, and responsibilities and performs
various functional roles in the social organization. Kinship plays a vital role in shaping the social, cultural,
and familial dynamics within any society. Its various functions are central to organizing relationships,
ensuring societal continuity, and regulating behaviour.

Kinship sets rules for governing kin relationships. It establishes a framework that governs interactions
between family members. It provides guidelines for how kin should behave toward one another based on
cultural norms. For example - The relationship between parents and children or between siblings is often
guided by societal expectations of respect, authority, and care. Also, kinship defines socially acceptable
norms and roles for individuals within the family structure. These roles define the expected behaviours
and responsibilities of individuals, such as father-daughter, mother-son, or brother-sister dynamics. In
most societies, the father is expected to provide and protect, while the mother is expected to nurture and
care for the children. As a result, kinship functions as a regulariser of social life and maintains the social
system's unity (Makal, 2022).

Kinship provides a system for tracing lineage and establishing clan identities. This is important for
determining ancestry, inheritance rights, and the continuation of family lines especially in societies where
clans define social and political structures. The kinship system through the formation of clans and lineages
plays a crucial role in maintaining the social structure  (Makal, 2022). Kinship also sets rules for marriage
and prohibitions. Kinship determines who can or cannot marry based on rules of incest, exogamy, or
endogamy. It defines marriage regulations to ensure alliances and maintain social order (Levi-Strauss,
1949). For example, in many cultures, marriages between close kin, such as first cousins or siblings, are
forbidden due to incest taboos, while in some societies, cousin marriages are encouraged to preserve
family wealth. Kinship plays a key role in religious practices, where family members have defined roles
in ceremonies and rites of passage, such as births, weddings, funerals, and other religious rituals. For
example, in Hinduism, the eldest son typically performs the last rites for a deceased parent, which is a
deeply ingrained kinship-based obligation (Shah et.al. 1998).

Kinship determines rights and obligations in tribal societies. In such pre-modern societies, kinship is
central to establishing the rights to property, conducting marriages, and assigning political power. Tribal
governance often revolves around kinship structures. For example, the Nuers of Africa had a stateless

IJFMR260483629 Volume 8, Issue 4, July-August 2026 5



http://www.ijfmr.com/

~ Y International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

i

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

society where political power and authority are often inherited through kinship lines, with elders and clan
leaders playing a significant role in decision-making (Pritchard, 1940). Moreover, the kinship systems
provide specific terms to designate relationships (e.g., mother, father, aunt, cousin). These are called
kinship terminologies which help organize and clarify social relations (Morgan, 1871).

Kinship determines how property and wealth are transferred from one generation to the next. It ensures a
smooth succession of family assets through inheritance laws or customs. For example, in many traditional
societies, inheritance is passed down through patrilineal or matrilineal lines, with specific rules dictating
who is eligible to inherit property (Karve, 1953).

Changing Nature of Kinship in the Contemporary Social Organization-

The nature of kinship has evolved significantly over time due to changes in social, economic, and cultural
forces. Traditionally, kinship was defined by biological and marital ties, but contemporary shifts have
expanded its meaning, reflecting more diverse family structures, cultural transformations primarily due to
the the impact of globalization and technological influences. Hence, as a result the functions of Kinships
have also changed in the contemporary society leading to transformations in the way in which kinship
system contributes to the ‘social organization’.

Historically, kinship was closely tied to biological relationships, with blood relations (consanguinity) and
marriage (affinity) forming the core of kinship systems. Families were defined by lineage and ancestry,
and kinship played a central role in inheritance, social status, and social obligations. In modern societies,
kinship is increasingly understood as a social construct. This includes “"chosen families' where people
form kin-like relationships through friendship, emotional bonds, or shared experiences (Weston, 1997).
Example, LGBTQ+ communities have formed kinship bonds out of chosen families.

The 20th century saw the rise of the nuclear family (two parents and their children), particularly in Western
societies. In traditional Kinship systems, extended families—comprising multiple generations living
together or maintaining close ties were common. However, urbanization, modernization, and economic
factors have contributed to the decline of extended family living in many regions and subsequently the
rise of nuclear families, particularly in industrialized societies. There is also the rise of single-parent and
blended families. Due to higher divorce rates, remarriages, and changes in social attitudes, blended
families (families where one or both partners have children from previous relationships) and single-parent
households have become more common (Ahmad, 2005). This creates more complex kinship networks
involving step-parents, half-siblings, and extended step-families. Hence, there is complete or partial
breakdown of traditional kinship structures and emergence of new systems of kinship which perform
functional roles in the contemporary society.

The notions of kinship have done beyond marriage and blood relationships. Nowadays, there is non-
biological parenting due to advances in reproductive technology, such as in-vitro fertilization (IVF),
sperm/egg donation, and surrogacy which have complicated traditional definitions of kinship. Also,
adoption, including cross-border and trans-racial adoption, has always played a role in kinship systems,
but the practice has grown in prominence in recent decades. The rise in adoption and fostering is reshaping
the idea of biological versus legal and emotional kinship. Moreover, with the legalization of same-sex
marriage in many parts of the world, families headed by same-sex couples have grown, including families
formed through adoption, surrogacy, or prior relationships. This has expanded notions of kinship to
include a diversity of family structures. These methods create families that challenge the notion that
kinship is based solely on biological ties (Ghosh; Sanyal, 2019).
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Due to the impact of globalization and migration, kinship networks have been created that span across
countries, with family members often living in different parts of the world. These transnational families
maintain kinship ties through regular communication, travel, and remittances, even though they may be
separated by great distances. Diasporic and migrant communities often maintain kinship patterns from
their home cultures while adapting to new social environments. This leads to a blending of traditional and
modern kinship practices, as diaspora families negotiate between different cultural expectations. Thus, the
understanding of kinship has gone beyond the geographical territorial boundaries and has acquired a global
character (Jain, 2010).

In many traditional kinship systems, patriarchy and patrilineal descent dominated, where inheritance and
social status passed through the male line. However, in recent years, matrilineal and egalitarian kinship
systems have become more visible or revived in certain cultures. As women gain more access to education
and employment, traditional gender roles within kinship systems are changing. Women are increasingly
taking on roles of authority in families, managing finances, making decisions, and influencing the direction
of family life. There is also a growing trend of women forming independent households, either through
single motherhood, later marriages, or choosing not to marry. This challenges traditional kinship norms
that placed women primarily within the context of a male-headed family unit (Ghosh; Sanyal, 2019).
With the coming of modern technology, digital platforms have transformed how people maintain and
create Kinship ties. Social media enables families separated by distance to stay connected, and it also
allows for the formation of virtual kinship networks that resemble family-like communities. Technology
has revolutionized how people find partners, often bypassing traditional kinship expectations or family
involvement. Dating apps and online platforms allow for partner selection across cultures and geographies,
which further diversifies kinship relations. For example- different websites such as Shaadi.com and others
offer diverse range of partners that one can choose according to their preferences.

There have been legal and policy changes which have recognized and expanded the rights of various
family structures, including recognizing cohabiting couples, same-sex families, and single-parent
households. Laws surrounding inheritance, parental rights, and spousal rights continue to evolve in
response to the changing nature of kinship. New laws have emerged to address complex kinship issues
arising from reproductive technology, such as determining legal parenthood in cases of surrogacy or
sperm/egg donation (Kumar, 2017).

In terms of religion, the religious traditions that historically maintained strict kinship rules (e.g., about
who can marry whom, inheritance, or the role of extended family) are adapting to changing norms. Some
religious communities have become more accepting of diverse family forms, while others maintain
traditional definitions. In some communities, particularly indigenous and rural populations, kinship
remains deeply connected to land, ancestry, and cultural identity. However, globalization and
modernization have led to shifts, with younger generations sometimes moving away from these practices.
In many parts of the world, kinship systems support economic collaboration. Family-run businesses are a
prominent example of how kinship ties contribute to economic organization. For example, in countries
like Italy, South Korea, and India, family businesses dominate the economic landscape. These businesses
are passed down through generations and rely heavily on trust and collaboration among family members.
Kinship also influences the flow of financial resources within families. In both developed and developing
countries, family members often provide financial support for education, starting businesses, or during
economic hardship, demonstrating that kinship still plays a significant economic role.
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In case of politics also, kinship plays an instrumental role. Kinship becomes important in the political
organization of the societies where political power is transferred through family lines. In contemporary
politics, kinship networks can impact political alliances and authority. The political authority is passed
down through Kinship lines, where leadership roles are inherited. This is seen in monarchies, tribal
chieftaincies, and even in modern political democracies. In many democratic societies, political families
or dynasties maintain influence across generations. Family ties help political candidates gain support,
resources, and credibility. For example, the Kennedy family in the U.S. and the Nehru-Gandhi family in
India are examples where kinship helps political power stay concentrated within a family over multiple
generations. Kinship networks often serve as a foundation for forming political alliances and gaining
support. Marriages between political families can consolidate power and resources.

Lastly, kinship provides emotional support and psychological relief. Families, based on kinship, remain a
central source of emotional support in contemporary society. Whether in times of personal crisis,
bereavement, or celebration, kinship ties offer a sense of belonging, security, and emotional connection.
For example, during difficult times such as the COVID-19 pandemic, kinship networks often provided the
primary form of emotional and psychological support, with family members staying connected through
digital means and offering help during periods of isolation.

Thus, kinship has evolved over a period and adapted to the modern social institutions and structures, and
continues to influence in multiple ways the social organization of the contemporary society

Conclusion

In conclusion, kinship continues to play a foundational role in shaping the social organization of
contemporary society, despite the rise of modern institutions such as the state, economy, and legal systems.
From the transmission of cultural identity and social norms to the distribution of economic resources and
political influence, kinship remains central to how individuals relate to each other and to the larger
community. It contributes to maintaining social harmony, organizing familial responsibilities, and
facilitating caregiving and support networks, especially in times of crisis. While its functions may have
evolved in response to modernization, the enduring influence of kinship in many areas has not declined.
Ultimately, kinship serves as a vital social institution that both reflects and shapes the complexities of
human relationships in today’s society. Therefore, the contribution of kinship to the social organization of
contemporary society is multifaceted. It serves not only as a traditional framework but also as a dynamic
system that adapts to changing societal contexts. These evolving patterns of kinship is crucial for
comprehending broader social change. As we move forward, recognizing the significance of both
traditional and emerging forms of kinship will be essential in understanding the dynamics of human social
organization.
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