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T O D AY ' S  M I S S I O N

Today's mission

1 Define a social institution and read it through both the functionalist and the conflict lens.

2 Master the typologies of family, marriage and kinship with exact definitions.

3 Explain work and economic life, and political institutions (power, authority, the state).

4
Explain the sociological study of religion (sacred/profane) and education (hidden curriculum) —

and score 8/10 on this chapter.
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W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S

Why this chapter matters

1
It introduces the master concept 'social institution' that the rest of the syllabus — and Class 12 —

keeps reusing.

2
8-10 marks every annual paper, spread across 1-mark recall, 2-mark distinctions and 4-6 mark

long answers.

3
It gives you two portable lenses (functionalist and conflict) you can aim at ANY institution — family,

school, religion, the state.
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A
What is a social
institution?
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T O P I C

The idea of a social institution

NOT A BUILDING — A
SYSTEM OF RULES

A social institution is NOT

a physical building or a

single organisation. It is a

stable, recurring cluster

of NORMS, VALUES,

STATUSES and ROLES

organised around a basic

need of society. The

family is the institution

that organises

reproduction and the

care of children; the

economy organises

production; the polity

INSTITUTIONS MEET BASIC
NEEDS

Every society faces

certain recurring

problems it must solve to

survive: how to

reproduce and socialise

new members, how to

produce and distribute

goods, how to maintain

order, how to give life

meaning. Social

institutions are the

patterned, durable

answers societies have

developed to these

INSTITUTIONS ARE
INTERCONNECTED

Institutions do not

operate in isolation; they

are woven together and

influence one another.

The family prepares

children for the economy

and for religious life; the

economy shapes the kind

of families that are viable;

the state regulates

marriage, property and

education; religion can

underpin both family

norms and political

INSTITUTIONS CONSTRAIN
AND ENABLE

Institutions have a dual

character. They

CONSTRAIN individuals

— the rules of marriage,

property or schooling

limit what people may do,

and exist independently

of any one person's

wishes. But they also

ENABLE — language, the

family, the economy and

education are precisely

what make complex

social life and individual
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Two
perspectives —
functionalist and
conflict
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T O P I C

Two ways of understanding any institution

THE FUNCTIONALIST
PERSPECTIVE

The FUNCTIONALIST

perspective views society

as a system of

interconnected parts,

each performing a

FUNCTION that

contributes to the

stability and survival of

the whole. It asks of any

institution: what NEED

does this meet, and how

does it help society work

and stay integrated? The

family socialises children

THE CONFLICT
PERSPECTIVE

The CONFLICT

perspective, drawing on

Marx and later thinkers,

views society as marked

by inequality and

competition between

groups with opposed

interests. It asks of any

institution: WHOSE

interests does this serve,

and how does it

reproduce inequality and

the dominance of

powerful groups? The

WHY USE BOTH LENSES

The two perspectives are

not rivals where one is

'correct'; they are

complementary tools that

illuminate different faces

of the SAME institution.

An institution can

simultaneously meet

genuine social needs (the

functionalist truth) AND

serve the interests of

dominant groups while

reproducing inequality

(the conflict truth). The

most powerful

APPLYING THE LENSES

Practise aiming both

lenses at one institution.

EDUCATION, functionally,

transmits shared values,

skills and a sense of

national belonging and

sorts people into roles by

merit; through the

conflict lens, schooling

can reproduce existing

class and caste

advantage and impose a

'hidden curriculum' of

obedience. RELIGION,

functionally, binds a
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The family,
marriage and
kinship
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W O R K E D  E X A M P L E

Reading one institution with both lenses · the
family

1 Pick the institution: the FAMILY. First ask the functionalist question — what NEED does it meet, and how does it keep

society stable?

2 Functionalist answer: the family reproduces society, SOCIALISES children into shared values, provides emotional

support, and regulates sexual relations — all contributing to social order and cohesion.

3 Now ask the conflict question — WHOSE interests does it serve, and how does it reproduce inequality?

4 Conflict answer: the family can entrench PATRIARCHY (unequal gender roles, women's unpaid domestic labour) and

transmit property and privilege across generations, perpetuating class inequality.

5 Conclusion: the SAME family both meets real needs (functionalist) AND can reproduce inequality (conflict). The two

lenses are complementary, not rivals — a full answer holds both together.
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T O P I C

The family as a social institution

WHAT THE FAMILY IS

The family is a social

institution centred on a

group of persons linked

by KINSHIP — by

descent, marriage or

adoption — in which

adults take responsibility

for the care and

upbringing of children. It

is found, in some form, in

every known society,

which is why it is often

called a near-universal

institution. As an

institution it is a cluster

NUCLEAR AND EXTENDED/
JOINT

By STRUCTURE, families

are classified by who

lives together. A

NUCLEAR family consists

of a couple and their

unmarried children only.

An EXTENDED or JOINT

family contains members

beyond the nuclear unit

— typically more than

two generations

(grandparents, married

sons or daughters, their

spouses and children)

DESCENT AND RESIDENCE
RULES

Families are also

organised by rules of

DESCENT and

RESIDENCE. Descent

traces membership and

inheritance through a

line: a PATRILINEAL

system reckons descent

through the FATHER's

line (the common Indian

pattern), a MATRILINEAL

system through the

MOTHER's line (e.g.

among the Khasi and the

THE FAMILY THROUGH
BOTH LENSES

Functionally, the family

meets vital needs — it

reproduces society,

socialises children into

shared values, offers

emotional security, and

regulates sexual relations

— and so contributes to

social stability. Through

the conflict lens, the

family can also

reproduce inequality: it

transmits property and

privilege across
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T O P I C

Forms of marriage and kinds of kinship

WHAT MARRIAGE IS

Marriage is a socially

approved and relatively

stable union between

adults that establishes

rights, duties and kinship

ties, and through which

the family is typically

formed. As a social

institution it is governed

by norms specifying who

may marry whom (rules

of endogamy — marrying

within a defined group —

and exogamy — marrying

outside it). Marriage links

MONOGAMY AND
POLYGAMY

By the NUMBER of

spouses, marriage takes

two broad forms.

MONOGAMY is marriage

to one spouse at a time,

the most widespread

form today. POLYGAMY

is the umbrella term for

marriage to more than

one spouse, and it has

two sub-types.

POLYGYNY is the

marriage of one man to

more than one woman

KINSHIP — AFFINAL AND
CONSANGUINEAL

KINSHIP is the web of

social relationships built

on real or assumed

family ties, and it comes

in two basic forms.

CONSANGUINEAL kin are

linked by BLOOD or

descent — parents,

children, siblings,

grandparents. AFFINAL

kin are linked by

MARRIAGE — one's

spouse and all the in-laws

(mother-in-law, brother's

WHY THESE TYPOLOGIES
MATTER

These distinctions are

not dry vocabulary; they

are the analytical grid

through which sociology

compares family life

across different societies

and across history.

Knowing whether a

society is patrilineal or

matrilineal, monogamous

or polygynous, predicts a

great deal about its

distribution of authority,

property and gender
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T O P I C

Work, economic life and political institutions

WORK AND ECONOMIC
LIFE

The economy is the

institution organised

around the

PRODUCTION,

distribution and

consumption of goods

and services — how a

society makes a living.

Central to it is the

DIVISION OF LABOUR:

the way tasks are split

among different people

and groups, from the

simple division by age

POWER AND AUTHORITY

Political life turns on two

key concepts. POWER is

the capacity of an

individual or group to

impose its will on others,

even against resistance.

AUTHORITY is power

regarded as LEGITIMATE

— power that people

accept as rightful and

obey willingly (a teacher's

authority in class, a

government's authority

to make law). The crucial

difference is legitimacy:

THE STATE

The STATE is the central

political institution: a

body that claims, within a

given territory, the

legitimate authority to

make and enforce

binding rules — including

the legitimate use of

force (army, police,

courts). It is distinguished

from other associations

by this monopoly of

legitimate coercion over

a territory and

population. The state

POLIT ICAL INSTITUTIONS
THROUGH BOTH LENSES

Functionally, political

institutions and the state

maintain order, resolve

disputes, defend society

and coordinate collective

goals — without them,

social life would descend

into chaos and insecurity.

Through the conflict lens,

the state and political

institutions can also

serve the interests of

dominant groups, using

their monopoly of
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T H E O R E M   ·   L O A D - B E A R I N G  R E S U LT

Durkheim: The Sacred and the Profane

" Sociology studies religion not to judge whether its beliefs are TRUE, but as a social

institution — examining what religion DOES in society. Durkheim located the

essence of religion in the division of the world into the SACRED and the PROFANE.

S TAT E M E N T

SACRED: things set apart and

forbidden, treated with awe

and reverence and

surrounded by ritual

prohibitions (a deity, a holy

book, a temple). PROFANE:

the ordinary, mundane,

everyday world of routine life.

W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S

It is the master idea of the

sociology of religion and the most

examined point in this section,

worth up to 6 marks

■

It shows how a sociologist studies

religion — through its social

function of binding communities —

rather than through the truth or

falsity of its doctrines.

■

WAT C H  O U T  F O R

NOTE  Do NOT argue about whether

God exists or whether beliefs are true

— sociology brackets that question.

Always give BOTH halves of the

distinction (sacred AND profane), and

attribute it to Durkheim. Remember

the conflict footnote: religion can also

legitimise inequality and power.
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T O P I C

Education as a social institution

THE FUNCTIONS OF
EDUCATION

Education is the

institution through which

a society transmits its

knowledge, skills, norms

and values to new

generations. For the

functionalist Emile

Durkheim, education's

central role is to instil in

the young the shared

values and discipline that

bind a society together —

it creates the social

cohesion on which

THE HIDDEN CURRICULUM

Beyond the formal

subjects on the

timetable, schools

transmit a HIDDEN

CURRICULUM — the

unstated norms, values

and dispositions students

absorb simply by being in

school: punctuality,

obedience to authority,

competition, gender

roles, respect for

hierarchy, and national

identity. Whether or not

anyone intends it, the

EDUCATION THROUGH THE
CONFLICT LENS

Where functionalism sees

education spreading

shared values and

rewarding merit, the

conflict perspective sees

it reproducing existing

inequalities of class,

caste and gender.

Children of advantaged

families often enter

better-resourced schools

and acquire the cultural

style that schools

reward, so what looks

HOLDING BOTH READINGS
TOGETHER

As with the family and

the state, the sociological

account of education

refuses to choose

between the two lenses

and insists on holding

them together. Education

genuinely does transmit

valuable knowledge, build

shared values and open

up real opportunities (the

functionalist truth) AND it

can reproduce class and

caste advantage while
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T RY  I T   ·   S O LV E  B E F O R E  YO U  P E E K

Your neighbour's family consists of a grandfather, his two married sons, their wives, and their children, all

living in one household. (a) What TYPE of family is this? (b) Name one functionalist and one conflict

reading of such a family.

S O L U T I O N

ANSWER  (a) It is an EXTENDED / JOINT family — it contains more than two generations and members beyond a single nuclear
unit, sharing one household. (b) Functionalist reading: it socialises children, pools resources, and provides care and emotional
support, contributing to stability. Conflict reading: it can concentrate authority in the elder male (patriarchy) and transmit
property and privilege across generations, reproducing inequality. Same family, two lenses.
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T O P I C

What a social institution is

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE A social institution is the same as a building or a particular organisation — like a

specific school, hospital or court.

✓ CORRECT A social institution is NOT a building or a single organisation. It is a STABLE CLUSTER

OF NORMS, VALUES, STATUSES AND ROLES organised around a basic social need (family meets

reproduction and socialisation; the economy meets production; the state meets order). A particular

school is an organisation; 'education' is the institution. Confusing the concrete organisation with the

abstract institution is the single most common Class 11 error.



R E A DY  F O R  B O A R D S
CBSE 2027  ·  Sociology  ·  Class 11

readyforboards.com 19

T O P I C

Functionalist vs conflict perspective

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE The functionalist and conflict perspectives are simply two opinions and one of them is

correct.

✓ CORRECT They are two complementary ANALYTICAL LENSES, not opinions to be scored right

or wrong. The FUNCTIONALIST view asks what NEED an institution meets and how it maintains

social order and stability. The CONFLICT view asks WHOSE INTERESTS the institution serves and

how it reproduces inequality and power. A complete sociological answer applies BOTH lenses to the

same institution — the family socialises children (functional) AND can reproduce patriarchy and

inequality (conflict).
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T O P I C

Types of family

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE A 'joint family' just means a big family with many children.

✓ CORRECT Family TYPE is about STRUCTURE, not size. A NUCLEAR family is parents plus their

unmarried children. An EXTENDED or JOINT family contains more than two generations living

together (e.g. grandparents, married sons and their wives and children) and is defined by the

inclusion of relatives BEYOND the nuclear unit — not merely by having many members. A nuclear

family with six children is still nuclear.
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T O P I C

Forms of marriage

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Polygamy and polygyny mean the same thing.

✓ CORRECT POLYGAMY is the umbrella term for marriage to more than one spouse. It has two

sub-types: POLYGYNY = one man married to more than one woman (the more common form

historically); POLYANDRY = one woman married to more than one man (rarer; e.g. among some

Himalayan communities). MONOGAMY = one spouse at a time. Treating polygamy and polygyny as

identical loses the typology mark.
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T O P I C

Affinal vs consanguineal kinship

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE All your relatives are related to you by blood.

✓ CORRECT Kinship has two bases. CONSANGUINEAL kin are related by BLOOD / descent

(parents, siblings, children, grandparents). AFFINAL kin are related by MARRIAGE (spouse, in-laws,

brother's wife). Your mother-in-law is affinal kin, not a blood relative. Mixing up the two is a frequent

2-mark loss; the memory hook is 'affinal = by affinity/marriage; consanguineal = by blood

(sanguine)'.
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T O P I C

Religion in sociology

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Sociology of religion asks whether God / religious beliefs are TRUE.

✓ CORRECT Sociology does NOT judge the truth or falsity of religious beliefs. It studies religion as

a SOCIAL institution — how religious practices bind communities together, how the SACRED is set

apart from the PROFANE (Durkheim), and how religion relates to power, identity and social change.

The sociologist brackets the question of truth and asks instead what religion DOES in society.



R E A DY  F O R  B O A R D S
CBSE 2027  ·  Sociology  ·  Class 11

readyforboards.com 24

T O P I C

Education and the hidden curriculum

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Schools only teach the academic subjects written in the timetable.

✓ CORRECT Beyond the formal subjects, schools transmit a HIDDEN CURRICULUM — the

unstated norms, values and dispositions students absorb (punctuality, obedience to authority,

competition, gender roles, national identity). Functionalists (Durkheim) see this as teaching the

shared values that hold society together; conflict theorists see it as reproducing existing

inequalities. The hidden curriculum is exactly what the 'social institution' lens reveals beyond the

syllabus.
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T O P P E R  T E M P L AT E  ·  M A R K- B Y- M A R K

5-6 mark question: 'Compare the functionalist
and conflict perspectives on social institutions,
illustrating with the family (or education).'1 DEFINE A SOCIAL

INSTITUTION

1 m

Open with the definition: 'A social institution is a stable cluster of norms, values, statuses and roles

organised around a basic social need — such as the family (reproduction and socialisation), the economy

(production), the polity (order) or religion (meaning and solidarity).' This frames the comparison.

2 STATE THE
FUNCTIONALIST VIEW

2 m

'The FUNCTIONALIST perspective asks what NEED an institution meets and how it maintains social order.

It sees institutions as integrated parts of a working whole. Applied to the family: the family performs vital

FUNCTIONS — reproduction, the socialisation of children, emotional support, and the regulation of sexual

behaviour — which keep society stable and cohesive.' Name the functions explicitly.

3 STATE THE CONFLICT
VIEW

2 m

'The CONFLICT perspective asks WHOSE INTERESTS an institution serves and how it reproduces

inequality and power. Applied to the family: it can reproduce PATRIARCHY (unequal gender roles, the

unpaid domestic labour of women) and transmit property and privilege across generations, perpetuating

class inequality. What is 'functional' for society may be oppressive for some of its members.'

4 SYNTHESISE — BOTH
LENSES TOGETHER

1 m

'A complete sociological account uses BOTH lenses: the family simultaneously meets real needs

(functionalist) AND can entrench inequality (conflict). The two perspectives are not rivals to be scored

but complementary tools that reveal different faces of the same institution.'
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T O P P E R  T E M P L AT E  ·  M A R K- B Y- M A R K

4-mark question: 'Distinguish between the
different forms of marriage with examples.'

1 DEFINE MARRIAGE AND
MONOGAMY

1 m

'Marriage is a socially approved and relatively stable union between adults that establishes rights,

obligations and kinship. MONOGAMY is marriage to ONE spouse at a time — the most widespread form

today.' Anchor the typology in a clear definition first.

2 LAY OUT POLYGAMY
AND ITS TWO SUB-
TYPES

2 m

'POLYGAMY is the umbrella term for marriage to more than one spouse. It has two forms: POLYGYNY,

where one man is married to more than one woman (historically the more common form); and

POLYANDRY, where one woman is married to more than one man (rarer, found among some Himalayan

communities such as the Khasa/Toda and parts of the Himalayas).' Keep the umbrella-and-branches

structure visible.

3 CLINCH WITH A CLEAR
CONTRAST / TABLE

1 m

'Thus monogamy = one spouse; polygyny = one husband, many wives; polyandry = one wife, many

husbands; both polygyny and polyandry are sub-types of polygamy.' A two-line table earns a presentation

edge and removes any ambiguity.
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T O P P E R  T E M P L AT E  ·  M A R K- B Y- M A R K

5-6 mark question: 'Explain the sociological
study of religion, with reference to Durkheim's
distinction between the sacred and the profane.'1 HOW SOCIOLOGY

APPROACHES RELIGION

2 m

'Sociology studies religion NOT to judge whether its beliefs are true, but as a SOCIAL INSTITUTION —

examining what religion DOES in society: how it binds people into moral communities, shapes identity and

values, and relates to power and social change. The sociologist brackets the question of truth and asks

about religion's social role.' Establishing this neutrality scores the framing marks.

2 DURKHEIM'S SACRED
VS PROFANE

2 m

'Emile Durkheim argued that the essence of all religion is the division of the world into two categories:

the SACRED — things set apart, treated with awe and reverence and surrounded by ritual prohibitions (a

temple, a holy book, a deity); and the PROFANE — the ordinary, everyday, mundane world of routine life.

Religion is the system of beliefs and practices relating to sacred things that unites believers into a single

moral community he called a 'church'.' Attribute to Durkheim explicitly.

3 WHAT RELIGION DOES
FOR SOCIETY
(FUNCTION + CONFLICT
NOTE)

2 m

'For Durkheim, by gathering people in shared ritual around the sacred, religion creates SOCIAL

SOLIDARITY — it reaffirms the collective values that hold society together. (A conflict view adds that

religion can also legitimise existing inequalities and power.) Thus religion is studied as a force that

integrates society and expresses its deepest collective sentiments.'
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P YQ  PAT T E R N S

Top PYQ patterns to drill

#1
Compare the functionalist and conflict perspectives on social institutions (use the family or

education to illustrate). (4-6 marks)

Almost every
SQP and annual

paper

#2
Distinguish between the different forms of marriage (monogamy, polygyny, polyandry,

polygamy) with examples. (4 marks)
Recurring

#3
Distinguish between a nuclear and an extended/joint family; and between matrilineal and

patrilineal systems. (4 marks)
Recurring

#4
Explain the sociological study of religion, with reference to Durkheim's distinction between

the sacred and the profane. (4-6 marks)
Recurring

#5 What is a social institution? / Distinguish affinal from consanguineal kinship. (1-2 marks)
Common 1-

mark / 2-mark
factual
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M A R K S  D I S T R I B U T I O N

10-year marks distribution

1 0 -Y E A R  P YQ  M A R K S  D I S T R I B U T I O N

What a social institution is — functionalist vs
conflict perspectives 14%

Family, types of family, residence and
descent 14%

Marriage — forms (monogamy / polygamy /
polygyny / polyandry) 12%

Kinship — affinal vs consanguineal 8%

Work and economic life / political institutions
(power, authority, state) 10%

The sociological study of religion (Durkheim
— sacred vs profane) 10%

Education — its functions (Durkheim) and the
hidden curriculum 12%
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R E C A P   ·   M E M O R I S E  T H E S E

5-line revision

1 Institution & lenses —

A social institution is a

cluster of norms/

roles around a basic

need (not a building).

FUNCTIONALIST =

what need / what

order; CONFLICT =

whose interest / what

inequality. Apply

BOTH to the same

institution.

2 Family, marriage,

kinship — Family

types: NUCLEAR vs

EXTENDED/JOINT;

descent PATRILINEAL

vs MATRILINEAL.

Marriage:

MONOGAMY vs

POLYGAMY (→

POLYGYNY +

POLYANDRY). Kinship:

CONSANGUINEAL

3 Economy, polity,

religion, education —

Economy =

production via

division of labour.

Polity: POWER vs

AUTHORITY

(legitimate power);

STATE = legitimate

use of force over a

territory. Religion

(Durkheim) = SACRED

vs PROFANE, creating



(blood) vs AFFINAL

(marriage).

solidarity. Education =

transmits values + the

HIDDEN

CURRICULUM.
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W H AT ' S  N E X T

What's next

→ Chapter 4 — Culture and Socialisation (how the institutions in this chapter pass

culture into the individual).

→

Sit the 15-MCQ Quick Drill (companion PDF) — under 20 minutes, target >= 12/15.→

Then the full annual-pattern paper — a 30-mark school mini-paper with full model

answers.

→



You can now read any
institution two ways.

readyforboards.com

Helpline: +91 70330 05444

Now prove it. Take the drill, sit the paper, master Chapter 3.

Boards prep that builds confidence, not anxiety.
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