
BOOK REVIEWS 

IP DESAI examines the pattern 
of family relations in a small 

coastal town in Gujarat and raises 
certain questions regarding the proper 
approach to the study of changes in 
family structure in contemporary 
India. His own approach is directed 
by the interest to find out how far the 
joint family., system is breaking clown 
and his conclusion seems to be that 
the evidence docs not permit one to 
say that there is any fundamental 
change. 

The author rightly draws attention 
to the shortcomings of studies based 
exclusively on censuses in which com-
mon residence is viewed as the only 
defining principle of the family. He 
argues that one has to go beyond the 
residential unit because mutual obliga
tions of a very important kind quite 
frequently out across the household. 
One has to study not only what kinds 
of people live together but how people 
feel and act towards each other whe
ther or not they live together. One has 
also to take into account the develop
ment of cycle of the family because 
the change from joint to nuclear 
families is not always irreversible. 

Classification 

The study uses a twofold classifica
tion of households. There is first a 
classification based on the internal 
composition of the household and then 
another which takes into account the 
kinds of relations maintained with 
kins and affines who may be living 
separately. The second classification 
adopts a "scale of jointness", using 
three sets of factors, common residence, 
joint ownership of property and the 
fulfilment of mutual obligations. These 
factors exist either singly or in com
bination and the "highest degree of 
jointness" is of course found where 
all three elements coexist, although a 
household which is residentially 
nuclear may show a "high degree of 
jointness" due to the presence of other 
elements. 

The first part of the book deals 
with certain conceptual problems. 
Nuclearity and jointness are in the 
author's view to be understood not 

tionship between jointness and occupa
tional patterns, families governed by 
traditional occupational relations show
ing a higher degree of jointness. 

While Desai deserves praise for 
having drawn attention to a number of 
important problems, the manner in 
which he has done this leaves very 
much to be desired. Concepts and 
categories are used with deplorable 
laxity and the author's prose is likely 
to try the reader's patience severely. 
Quite apart from an almost cheerful in
difference to the rules of grammar and 
syntax, some of the statements appear 
to be entirely misleading. One wonders 
why so little care was taken to out the 
matter into presentable form. 

For reasons not made very clear, 
households comprising married bro
thers, their wives and unmarried chil
dren (Type II b) are d e f i n e d as being 
not joint but nuclear. Yet the author 
himself has some misgiving about 
this and says, "The type II-b is not 
joint because of the criterion of genera-
lion, but they are, really speaking, 
joint households, But we have pur-
them in the category of nuclear for the 
sake of logical consistency" (p 35, my 
italics). Again, a few pages later, 
"Now type IIb according to our de
finition includes relatives who do nor 
add to generation depth and therefore 
we do not call this type joint. But 
really speaking they are joint" (p 42., 
my italics). And, then, almost in the 
same breath and with a certain smug
ness, "This is the trick that the defi
nition does" (p 43). Indeed! We 
would prefer Desai not: to play such 
tricks on his readers. 
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simply in terms of frequency distri
butions but also in relation to the 
norms and values of the society as a 
whole. As a residential group, the 
nuclear unit comprising parents and 
unmarried childern is perhaps common 
to every society, and was certainly 
present in traditional India. But even 
in a society where nuclear households 
outnumber joint ones, the latter may 
be considered the ideal. The "norm of 
jointness" which was a characteristic 
feature of traditional Indian society 
still plays an important part in Mahuva. 
And it is here, Desai wil l argue, that 
nuclear households in Mahuva differ 
from structurally similar units in 
Western countries. 

No Evidence of Decline of Joint 
Family 

But has there been any weakening 
of the "norm of jointness" in Mahuva 
itself over the last several decades ? 
There seems to be very little evidence 
to suggest a positive answer. One can
not even say whether there has 
been any significant increase in 
recent times in the proportion 
of nuclear families. What one 
can say from the data brought together 
by the study is that the transformation 
from joint to nuclear family is very 
often reversed over a period of one or 
two generations. British anthropologists 
working in Africa have used the con
cept of developmental cycle with stic
king effect, and it is a pity that Desai 
merely indicates that such a process 
also operates in Mahuva without pro
viding a clear picture of its mechanics. 

Having shown in the first part of 
the book that jointness and nuclearity 
cannot be understood simply in terms 
of frequency distribution, the author 
proceeds to examine in the second 
part the relations between the degree 
of jointness and various other social 
factors such as religion, caste, occupa
tion and education. The conclusions 
are on the whole negative. The norm 
of jointness is common to Hindus, 
Jains and Muslims. Again, the results 
of the study indicate "the probability 
that there is no relationship between 
the status of the caste and jointness" 
(P 80). There seems to be some rela-


