CHAPTER THREE

The Family

L

“Family” can mean all of one’s relatives, but “my family” or “the family”
means a unit which contains a husband and wife and their child or chil-
dren, all of whom are kinds of relatives. “The immediate family” is an-
other way of restricting the all-inclusive scope of “family” from all rela-
tives to certain very close ones.

Family and relatives are thus coordinate categories in American kin-
ship in that they share one of their meanings, though certain of their
other meanings diverge. Every member of the family is at the same time
a relative, and every relative is, in this sense, a member of the family.
The cultural definition of a relative thus applies to members of the family
insofar as they are relatives.

But the word “family” is singular, not plural. In its singular form it
includes at least three different kinds of family members. The word
“relative” in the singular form can mean only one person or one kind
of relative. The term “family” thus assembles certain different kinds of
relatives into a single cultural unit; this meaning is quite different from
the simple plurality of relatives without regard to their kind or to their
relationship to each other.

This last point is fundamental. Not only are there different kinds of
relatives assembled into a single cultural unit, but these three are in a
very special relationship to each other, for they are husband, wife, and
child or father, mother, and child to each other.

Since members of the family are kinds of relatives, one may ask if the
distinctive features in terms of which relatives are defined and differ-
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entiated are not the same as those which define and differentiate the
members of the family on one hand, and the family as a cultural unit on
the other.

And indeed, this proves to be the case. Sexual intercourse (the act of
procreation) is the symbol which provides the distinctive features in
terms of which both the members of the family as relatives and the
family as a cultural unit are defined and differentiated.

I must pause in this account to make certain points quite explicit and
to warn the reader of certain problems which he may encounter in read-
ing this exposition.

First, I am introducing at this point the hypothesis that sexual inter-
course is the symbol in terms of which members of the family as rela-
tives and the family as a cultural unit are defined and differentiated in
American kinship.

I have already indicated * that by a symbol I mean something which
stands for or represents something else to which it is not intrinsically
or necessarily related. The relationship between symbol and object sym-
bolized is, instead, arbitrary.

If, then, there is an intrinsic or necessary relationship between sexual
intercourse, or any aspect of it, and some cultural aspect of American
kinship, then sexual intercourse cannot be regarded as symbolic for that
particular aspect of the kinship system.

This is an important problem for this book, but it is best considered
after all of the material has been presented, not before. I will, therefore,
discuss it in the concluding chapter, but must ask the reader to suspend
judgment here with the promise that the time for judgment will come.

It is also important to note that this is presented as a hypothesis about
American kinship. Whether it is a fact or not can be established by fur-
ther research.

The second point which the reader is asked to keep in mind is that
in presenting and developing this hypothesis I have been careful that
each of my statements is ethnographically true.

The third point is that I am describing the culture of American kin-
ship in very much the same way that I have already described the cul-
ture of Yap kinship 2 and that this is very much the same way in which
T would describe the kinship system of any society, anywhere. The Amer-
ican reader may find this particularly disconcerting, for at times what he
may take as a self-evident fact of life I take as a tenet of his culture.

1 See the Introduction. ’
2See D. M. Schneider, “Double Descent on Yap,” Journal of the Polynesian So-
ciety, 71 (1962), for example.



32 The Family

Take the purely fictional society, Bongo Bongo. If 1 wrote of them,
“The Bongo Bongo believe that an act of sexual intercourse is impelled
by inner forces whose nature cannot be controlled and cannot be under-
stood, forces which compel obedience and cannot be fought,” the Amer-
ican reader, fortified by his fine sense of tolerance for the ways and be-
liefs of others, might take this as an interesting fact and consider its
implications for the rest of the kinship system of the Bongo Bongo.

But when I write (as I have written below), “Sexual intercourse is an
act which is undertaken and does not just happen,” even the most rea-
sonable American reader may wonder whether I am joking or being
serious, or trying to inflate a simple and self-evident fact of life into
some ponderous anthropological principle.

Whether this is or is not a fact of life at one level—whether in fact
human beings can control their sexual impulses as Americans say they
can, but the Bongo Bongo say they cannot—is not a relevant question
for this book at this point in the description. The question of central
relevance is whether this belief or this cultural premise about the nature
of life is a fact which can be observed for Americans. That is, the ques-
tion which the reader must ask is whether this is or is not an ethnographic
fact about American culture.

What I am doing in this book and in this chapter is stating what I have
found to be ethnographic facts. I am reporting these facts as accurately
as I can and I state them in those places where they are relevant to an
understanding of American kinship. If the reader will remember that
all of the statements he reads in the following pages are offered as
ethnographic facts, or hypotheses about them, there should be no mis-
understanding,

Finally, the concept of “distinctive features” is one of the fundamental
concepts of this book. I have used it both in the title to this Part of the
book (“The Distinctive Features Which Define the Person as a Rela-
tive”) and as a major analytic device in this chapter. T have taken this
concept directly from linguistics, and although T have tried to use it as
precisely here as it is used there, this has not always been easy. Jakob-
son and Halle say “Each distinctive feature involves a choice between
two terms of an opposition that displays a specific differential property,
diverging from the properties of all other oppositions.” # But the reader
may prefer to follow my discussion rather than attempt to fathom this
highly condensed definition. Or he should go to Jakobson and Halle for
a full and clear discussion in a linguistic context.

I now resume the ethnographic account of the cultural unit, “the

3 R. Jakobson and M. Halle, Fundamentals of Language (The Hague: Mouton &
Co., 1965), p. 4.
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family,” in American kinship. First I will show that the family is defined
by American culture as a “natural” unit which is “based on the facts of
nature” I then will order certain ethnographic facts which lead to the
hypothesis which T have just stated, that is, that the fact of naﬁure which
serves as the symbol in terms of which members of the family are de-
fined and differentiated and in terms of which each member of the fam-
ily’s proper mode of conduct is defined is that of sexual intercourse.
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“The family” is a cultural unit which contains a husband and wife who
are the mother and father of their child or children.

One may say, “I have no family,” and mean that perhaps one is not
married, and has no spouse or child, or that one’s parents are no longer
alive. Or, one may point to certain persons and say of them, “This is my
family,” or “I would like you to meet my family.” One may also say,
“I have no family,” meaning that one is separated from one’s spouse and
therefore not living with a spouse and children. '

A married couple without children does not quite make a family.
Neither do a married woman and her children without a husband nor a
married man and his children without a wife. For the married couple
without children, one may say, “They have no family,” or, “Their family
has not arrived yet,” if they are very young. “Family” here means that
the addition of children to the married couple will complete the unit and
will bring about that state. And of course one may say of an olde'r couplc?,
“Their family has all grown up and is married; each has a family of his
own now.”

This last example makes clear another condition which is part ,Of the
definition of the family in American kinship. The family, to be a family,
must live together. So for parents whose children are grown up and”m‘ar-
ried, the saying is that those children “have families of their own,” im-
plying that one’s family is where one lives and that it is not possible to
be a member of two families (in this sense) at one time. A family where
the children have grown up and all have families of their own is one
which has broken up and dispersed; its members have gone their'inde-
pendent ways, as they should, of course. Yet this remains a family in the
first sense of the term which means parents and children, quite apart
from how grown-up they are or where they may be living. It is th?
second sense that concerns me now, which is that the family is a unit
which lives together; if it does not, it is not a family in this particular
meaning of the term.

I said that a woman and her children, or a man and his children, do
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not quite constitute a family. The family is incomplete, for it lacks a
member. This might be because the missing member is dead or sepa-
rated or divorced. The remaining members do not constitute a whole
family. But note that whether it is a spouse who is missing because of
death, separation, or divorce, or whether it is the children who are
missing because they have grown up and “have families of their own”
does not really matter. The family is “broken up” in each case because
they are not living together.

If a man leaves his wife, it is sometimes said, “He walked out on her
and left her alone with the children.” Or 2 woman may desert her hus-
band, “leaving him alone with the children.” If one’s children grow up
and marry, it is also said that “they are alone now that their children
are grown-up and off on their own.” In each case being “alone” means
that the whole unit is not living together, and it is the notion of living
together which is decisive to this meaning of the family.

When a couple have a child and are then divorced, and each remar-
ries and establishes a new family, the custody of the child may be di-
vided between them. Perhaps the child lives for half of the time with
one parent and the other half of the time with the other. In a situation
of this sort the child may have two families, one through his mother and
step-father, one through his father and step-mother. He is living together
with them if he lives with each one a part of the time, or even if he
is in fact away at school most of the time. People may say that the child
really has no family at all, for the two half-time arrangements are thought
to be much less than one full-time arrangement. Whether he lives with
his mother and step-father half of the time, or whether he lives at a
boarding school most of the time, it is really the question of custody and
responsibility that is important. But perhaps, in a technical sense, the
child of divorced parents has two families and not just one, if each par-
ent has established a new family which is living together, and custody
is shared.

The state of a family’s well-being is described in terms of living to-
gether, too. If husband and wife have been having marital difficulties,
the critical question may be whether or not they are still living together.
If they are, the outlook may not be considered so grave as if they are no
longer living together. Living together can also be used as a euphemism
for sexual intercourse, for it implies an intimacy between a man and
woman that precludes any other interpretation.

Informants describe the family as consisting of husband, wife, and
their children who live together as a natural unit. The family is formed
according to the laws of nature and it lives by rules which are regarded
by Americans as self-evidently natural.
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So Americans are not really surprised when they hear that this same
sort of arrangement is found among some animals and birds and even
fish. It seems quite natural for a pair to live together, to mate, to have a
place of their own with their offspring, to protect that place and their
offspring, and to share the tasks of keeping the place and rearing the
offspring. ,

It is only natural, in the American view, that the various tasks of pro-
tecting the home, of providing the necessities of life, of giving care and
instruction to the young, and so forth, be divided according to the nat-
ural talents, aptitudes, and endowments of those involved. Certain of
these tasks naturally fall to men, certain to women, and certain ways are
natural to children because of their age.

Women bear children, nurse them, and care for them. This, according
to the definition of American culture, is part of women’s nature. They can
do these things by virtue of their natural endowment, though there is a
great deal that they must learn as well. They may learn these things from
their mothers, doctors, books, or elsewhere but these sources explain the
things that need to be done and how best to do them naturally.

Men do not bear children, nor can they nurse them from their own
bodies. The cultural premise is that they are not naturally endowed
with ways of sensing infants’ needs. But there are many things which
a man can do if he cares to learn. What a woman can do naturally, it is
sometimes said in America, a man can Jearn—albeit slowly and not always
with the smooth skill which a woman would exhibit.

The American cultural premise is that the newborn child is quite help-
less and requires a great deal of care and protection for its survival.
Except for some instincts and reflexes which keep it breathing, sucking,
crying, learning, and so on, things have to be done for and to the child.
Adults, the child’s parents, are old enough and know enough about what
to do. This is the basis for the authority of the parents over the child,
and for the fact that the relationship between child and parent is not
equal. It is one in which the adult has authority based on knowledge and
experience—age, in a word—one in which the authority of the adult is
supported, if necessary, by force, which also rests on self-evident physical
differences between parent and child.

In one of its fundamental senses, then, nature alone does constitute the
family, and the natural roles of husband, wife, father, mother, and child
define the members of the family. This is the sense in which Americans
see a family when animals mate and rear their young in a place which
they occupy and protect—their nest, their cave, their home. It is in this
sense that the distinctive features or the defining elements of the family
posit the mated pair who rear their young in a place of their own.






