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Vice-Chancellor’s Message 

The Distance Learning Centre is building on a solid tradition of over two decades of 
service in the provision of External Studies Programme and now Distance Learning 
Education in Nigeria and beyond. The Distance Learning mode to which we are 
committed is providing access to many deserving Nigerians in having access to higher 
education especially those who by the nature of their engagement do not have the 
luxury of full time education. Recently, it is contributing in no small measure to 
providing places for teeming Nigerian youths who for one reason or the other could 
not get admission into the conventional universities. 

These course materials have been written by writers specially trained in ODL course 
delivery. The writers have made great efforts to provide up to date information, 
knowledge and skills in the different disciplines and ensure that the materials are user-
friendly.  

In addition to provision of course materials in print and e-format, a lot of Information 
Technology input has also gone into the deployment of course materials. Most of them 
can be downloaded from the DLC website and are available in audio format which 
you can also download into your mobile phones, IPod, MP3 among other devices to 
allow you listen to the audio study sessions. Some of the study session materials have 
been scripted and are being broadcast on the university’s Diamond Radio FM 101.1, 
while others have been delivered and captured in audio-visual format in a classroom 
environment for use by our students. Detailed information on availability and access is 
available on the website. We will continue in our efforts to provide and review course 
materials for our courses. 

However, for you to take advantage of these formats, you will need to improve on 
your I.T. skills and develop requisite distance learning Culture. It is well known that, 
for efficient and effective provision of Distance learning education, availability of 
appropriate and relevant course materials is a sine qua non. So also, is the availability 
of multiple plat form for the convenience of our students. It is in fulfilment of this, 
that series of course materials are being written to enable our students study at their 
own pace and convenience. 

It is our hope that you will put these course materials to the best use. 

 

 

 

Prof. Abel Idowu Olayinka 

Vice-Chancellor 
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Foreword 

As part of its vision of providing   education for “Liberty and Development” for 
Nigerians and the International Community, the University of Ibadan, Distance 
Learning Centre has recently embarked on a vigorous repositioning agenda which 
aimed at embracing a holistic and all encompassing approach to the  delivery of its 
Open Distance Learning (ODL) programmes. Thus we are committed to global best 
practices in distance learning provision. Apart from providing an efficient 
administrative and academic support for our students, we are committed to providing 
educational resource materials for the use of our students. We are convinced that, 
without an up-to-date, learner-friendly and distance learning compliant course 
materials, there cannot be any basis to lay claim to being a provider of distance 
learning education. Indeed, availability of appropriate course materials in multiple 
formats is the hub of any distance learning provision worldwide.  

In view of the above, we are vigorously pursuing as a matter of priority, the provision 
of credible, learner-friendly and interactive course materials for all our courses. We 
commissioned the authoring of, and review of course materials to teams of experts and 
their outputs were subjected to rigorous peer review to ensure standard. The approach 
not only emphasizes cognitive knowledge, but also skills and humane values which 
are at the core of education, even in an ICT age. 

The development of the materials which is on-going also had input from experienced 
editors and illustrators who have ensured that they are accurate, current and learner-
friendly. They are specially written with distance learners in mind. This is very 
important because, distance learning involves non-residential students who can often 
feel isolated from the community of learners.  

It is important to note that, for a distance learner to excel there is the need to source 
and read relevant materials apart from this course material. Therefore, adequate 
supplementary reading materials as well as other information sources are suggested in 
the course materials.  

Apart from the responsibility for you to read this course material with others, you are 
also advised to seek assistance from your course facilitators especially academic 
advisors during your study even before the interactive session which is by design for 
revision. Your academic advisors will assist you using convenient technology 
including Google Hang Out, You Tube, Talk Fusion, etc. but you have to take 
advantage of these. It is also going to be of immense advantage if you complete 
assignments as at when due so as to have necessary feedbacks as a guide. 

The implication of the above is that, a distance learner has a responsibility to develop 
requisite distance learning culture which includes diligent and disciplined self-study, 
seeking available administrative and academic support and acquisition of basic 
information technology skills. This is why you are encouraged to develop your 
computer skills by availing yourself the opportunity of training that the Centre’s 
provide and put these into use.  
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In conclusion, it is envisaged that the course materials would also be useful for the 
regular students of tertiary institutions in Nigeria who are faced with a dearth of high 
quality textbooks. We are therefore, delighted to present these titles to both our 
distance learning students and the university’s regular students.  We are confident that 
the materials will be an invaluable resource to all. 

We would like to thank all our authors, reviewers and production staff for the high 
quality of work. 
 

Best wishes. 

 

 

Professor Bayo Okunade 

Director 
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Introduction 
You are welcome to this course, Introduction to Social Institutions is designed to 
enable you understand the interdependence of our social institutions−family, 
education, religion, economy, politics and how a disruption in one affects the other. 
You need to pay attention to every detail of this course, which will open your mind to 
areas that you might not have taken cognizance of. The course material has been 
developed with practical examples from our country, Nigeria; hence, you are in a 
familiar terrain.  
 
What You Will Learn from This Course 
 The aim of Soc 103 is to introduce you to the fundamentals of social institutions. In 
this course, you will learn the basic social institutions, their functions, their 
challenges, dynamics and interdependence.  
 
Course Aims 
The aim of the course can be summarized as follows: this course aims to give you an 
understanding of how social institutions work in our society. You will understand this 
by being taught: 

� the idea of social system 
� types of social institutions 
� theories of religion 
� functions of social institutions in Nigeria 

 
Course Objectives 
To achieve the aims set out above, the course sets overall objectives. In addition, each 
unit also has specific objectives. The objectives are always included at the beginning 
of a study session; you should read them before you start working through the unit. 
You may want to refer to them during your study of the unit to monitor your progress. 
You should always ensure that you have done what was required of you by the unit. 
Set out below is the wider objectives of the course. By meeting these objectives you 
should have achieved the aims of the course. On successful completion of this course, 
you should be able to: 
 

� explain the term social institutions 
� differentiate between Domestic Law and International Law 
� describe the nature of social institutions  
� describe the workings of social institutions in Nigeria  
� explain types of families 
� describe theories of religions 
� explain health institutions 
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Study Session 1:    The Idea of Social Institutions 

 
 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 
 

Introduction 

Social institutions have become important systemic mechanisms through which social 
life is regulated. By this, man is able to understand his place, his role, and 
interdependence of various institutions which exist to affect his/her life. From birth to 
death, social institutions play significant role in shaping, moulding, and ensuring the 
society work the way it should. When any of these institutions shirk in its 
responsibilities, other social institutions will be affected; this explains the 
interdependence of social institutions. 

 

Learning Outcomes for Study Session 1 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to: 

1.1 Define social systems (SAQ 1.1) 
1.2 Explain  various functions of social institutions (SAQ 1.2) 

 

1.1 The Idea of a Social System 

Can you remember the saying that Man is not an Island to himself? Indeed Man 
(man/woman) exists and enjoys his/her being by virtue of social interaction. You will 
realize that you have friends, relations, co-workers, neighbours among others to which 
you interact with. At the very beginning of man, God realized the need for interaction 
and that it was not ideal for man to be alone. Hence, Eve was created and Adam had 
somebody to share responsibilities with. They started interacting. This was the 
foundation of interdependence. From the time of Adam, every society, no matter how 
simple or complex, is made up of different groups of individuals interacting within a 
recognized social system. Indeed, all existing social organizations in every society can 
be regarded as social system in as much as they consist of interacting individuals. A 
social system may be defined as a plurality of individuals interacting with each other 
according to shared cultural norms and meanings (Ogburn and Nimkoff, 1964). 
Charon (1979) conceives social interaction as mutual social action, individuals 
communicating to each other in what they do, orienting their actions to each other. 
These interacting units are basically persons, but there may be groups of organizations 
of persons within the system.  
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The concept, ‘system’, is important because the effectiveness of an organized activity 
depends upon the nature of the interaction of the parts. For instance, the effectiveness 
and smooth running of a university depends on the existing relationship between the 
various component parts. These are the Vice-Chancellor, the university management 
council, the university senate, the academic staff, the non-academic staff, the students, 
among others. Similarly, a company may also be viewed as a social system composed 
of various interacting faculties, departments, bureaus, and committees such as the 
accounting department, the human resource departments, the purchasing department, 
the audit department etc. The departments and divisions are composed of human 
beings; the nature of their interaction will determine their level of production. There is 
need not only to balance the parts but also to ensure a harmonious relationship of the 
human unit.  
 
Let us use your family as an example of a working system. In the family are the 
father, mother and the children. Typical of every social system is that roles are 
assigned to individuals. These roles are expected to be performed if the system is to 
function effectively. Thus, the father is expected to supply the financial and material 
needs of the constituents (wife and children) while the mother performs the roles of a 
wife and mother. The children are given roles too: they fetch water, do house chores 
and go to school. If any of these fail in their roles, there will be problem in the family. 
For instance, if the father is sacked, and does not have other means of generating 
money, the family suffers in that there will be scarcity of food, they may also be 
owing rents and the landlord may threaten them with ejection. The children will also 
be owing tuition fees and may be sent away from school. The wife has little to provide 
in terms of food since the money is now limited. This will affect ration of food. This is 
how a typical system works. A problem from a part of the system will affect other 
parts.  
 
Ideally any social system can be viewed as a network of roles. A relationship can be 
dyadic when the behaviour of a particular actor is meaningfully oriented to another 
actor. Take for instance, the role of a Doctor is in relation to his/her patients; the role 
of a teacher is in relation to the students while the role of a Banker is defined in 
relation to the customers.  Also a husband role is defined in relation to that of the 
husband. When roles are defined this way, actors must perform to ensure that the 
relationship is sustained. Performance or non-performance of these roles is sanctioned 
positively or negatively. This is to ensure that persons in dyadic relationship 
internalized the standards of behaviour expected of them. As a result, a student who 
performs well is positively sanctioned through awards and prices while the student 
who fails to meet the university minimum cumulative average is advised to withdraw 
(negative sanction).  
 
A relationship can also be triadic. This happens when friendship is enlarged beyond 
the dyad. Look at your friends and ask the question; how did you meet them? You 
may have met them through introduction by your own intimate friend. This will 
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ensure that even when one person decides to withdraw from the relationship, others 
will carry on. In other words, social interaction is built on set of social networks of 
relationships. You may also consider those you consider your family friends and how 
the relationship started. 

Activity 1.1 

You are invited as the commissioner for culture in your state to participate in an 
ongoing projected on social development. Your task is to explain the dyadic and 
triadic forms of social interactions. How would you go about performing this task? 
 
Activity 1.1 feedback 
Dyadic relationship is the relationship between two persons e.g. the role of a Doctor is 
in relation to his/her patients while triadic relationship happens when friendship is 
enlarged beyond the dyad. 
 

Furthermore, the social system usually performs two major functions; these are the 
manifest and latent functions. The major difference between these two functions, 
according Merton (1957), is that while the manifest functions on the one hand 
represents the intended functions of a phenomenon or goals of behavior in a social 
system, latent functions on the other hand are the unintended functions of a 
phenomenon in a social system.  For example, a manifest function of the school is to 
educate the populace, but in performing this function, it may lead to latent 
consequences by widening the level of inequality between individuals in the society. 
People with higher educational attainment tend to make more money than those with 
lower educational attainment. 

 

Summary of Study Session 1 

In Study Session 1, you have learned that: 

1. Man is not an island to himself. He needs to involve himself in networks of 
relationship which is defined by roles.  

2. The relationship can be simple or complex form of organization defined by 
roles. Roles assigned must be performed to ensure that the relationship is 
sustained. However, well carried out roles are positively sanctioned while the 
lack/failure to perform attracts negative reactions or sanctions. 

3.  A relationship can be dyadic (two persons) or triadic (three persons). 
Fundamentally, social system performs latent and manifest functions which 
may affect future social roles and interactions  
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Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 1 

SAQ 1.1 (tests learning outcome 1.1) 

 What are social systems? 

SAQ 1.2 (tests learning outcome 1.2) 

 What are the various functions of social systems? 

 

Notes on the Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 1 

SAQ 1.1: A social system may be defined as a plurality of individuals interacting with 
each other according to shared cultural norms and meanings. 

SAQ 1.2: the social system usually performs two major functions; these are the 
manifest and latent functions.  

 

References  
Ogburn, W.F. and Nimkoff, M.F. (1964), Sociology. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company. 

Merton, R.K. (1957), Social Theory and Social Structure: revised and enlarged. London: The 
Free Press of Glencoe. 
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Study Session 2:  Social Institutions 

 
 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 

 

Introduction 

Social institutions are an enduring complex of social relationships with norms, roles, 
values and sanctions guiding and regulating the behaviour of individuals. Without 
such regulatory mechanisms, there may be social disorganization. Hence, social 
institutions teach members the normative ways of behaving to achieve a sane society. 
They are empowered with different forms of sanctions to ensure conformity to norms. 
They mainly carry out their functions through various stages of socialization. 

 

Learning outcomes for study session 2 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to: 

2.1 Define social institutions (SAQ 2.1) 
2.2 Explain various characteristics of social institutions (SAQ 2.2) 

 

2.1 Social Institutions 

No society can take its survivals for granted. To this end, all societies create 
institutions which are relatively ending clusters of values, norms, social states, roles 
groups and organizations that address its fundamental social needs (Thompson and 
Hickey, 1994). A sociologist defines an institution in a different way from a layman. 
A layman views institution as building or structures used in satisfying a particular 
human need or he could also view it as a building where certain activities take place. 
For example, he may see the University of Ibadan as an institution of higher learning. 
Viewing it this way, he refers to the structure and/or building where higher learning 
takes place.  
 
A sociologist however, uses the concept of social institution in a more restricted way. 
He or she sees an institution as a constellation of socially-significant cultural traits or 
customs, collected around some functions or set of functions which are important 
enough to be found in various places at different times (Oke, Oloruntimehin and 
Akinola, 1996). According to Zanden (1963), social institutions are an enduring set of 
cultural patterns and social relationships organized to accomplish basic social tasks. 
Social institutions can therefore be seen as a set of values, norms, beliefs that are 
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geared towards meeting human basic needs in the society. They are regular ways of 
doing things that have become a ruling symbol in the society. Furthermore, it is an 
organized system of social relationship which embodies certain common values and 
procedures to meet certain basic needs in the society. It is a complex or cluster of roles 
which are knit together for the accomplishment of given objectives (Adelola, 1986).  

Social institutions are integral parts of social organizations. There is no sharp dividing 
line between them except that institution is often considered to be more fundamental. 
There are few social institutions that are found widely in all human societies at all 
times. These are often referred to as the great social institutions. They generally centre 
upon procreation (family), earning a living (subsistence and trade or the economy), 
government (political institution), religion or believing in the supernatural (religious 
institution) (Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola, 1996).     

 
Fig 2.1 Education as an example of social institution 

 

1.2 Characteristics of social institutions 

The shared characteristics of social institutions in every society include the following: 
a. Interdependency:  social institutions in every society are interdependent on 

one another to ensure the smooth running of the society. For example, religion 
as an institution preaches to members of the society that it is good to be 
married by emphasizing the virtues of marriage and family institutions. The 
family institution on the other hand teaches its members fundamental precepts 
of religion. Thus, both the family and religion institution are dependent on each 
other. 
 

b. Durability : social institutions are durable (long-lasting). Human societies at 
every point in time have needs to be met. These needs are often satisfied by the 
social institutions, hence, they are durable. Although the patterns and shapes of 
these institutions may change and can also accept new ideas, patterns, values 
and norms, they do not remove the existing social institutions, but rather, they 
restructure them. 
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c. Abstract: social institutions are invisible. We can neither see nor touch them, 
because they are not physical entities, but they contribute actively to the 
effective functioning of the society. 

 
d. Cohesion: the basic social institutions help to promote and/or create 

cohesiveness in the society. They act as the cement that binds the society 
together; they are pillars of the society that help individuals and society to 
function effectively. For example, political institution creates laws and norms 
that guide people’s behaviour.  

   
e. Stability and Status quo: social institutions help to maintain stability and 

sustain the status quo in the society. However, as new ways of doing things 
emerge, they abandon stability and promote change, with the overriding goals 
of ensuring societal development. 
 

Summary of Study Session 2 

In Study Session 2, you have learned that: 

1. Social institutions set the society in motion, ensure its stability and set it in 
motion for change.  

2. Social institutions regulate the behaviour of their members through 
socialization and corrective mechanisms of sanctions.  

3. Social institutions are characterized by their abstraction, cohesion, 
interdependency, durability, stability and maintenance of status quo. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for study session 2 

SAQ 2.1 (tests learning outcome 2.1) 

 What are social institutions? 

SAQ 2.2 (tests learning outcome 2.2) 

 What are the various characteristics of social institutions? 

Notes Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for study session 2 

SAQ2.1: social institutions are an enduring set of cultural patterns and social 
relationships organized to accomplish basic social tasks. Social institutions can 
therefore be seen as a set of values, norms, beliefs that are geared towards meeting 
human basic needs in the society.  

SAQ2.2: Social institutions in every society are interdependent on one another to 
ensure the smooth running of the society. Social institutions are durable (long-lasting). 
social institutions are invisible. social institutions help to maintain stability and sustain 
the status quo in the society. 
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Study Session 3       Types of Social Institutions 

 

 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 

 

Introduction 

In study session 1 of this course, we laid the foundation for our examination of social 
institutions. With your understanding of the definition and characteristics of social 
institutions, this module introduces you to the types of social institutions. At least, all 
of you have family name, go to church or mosque, you are in school by virtue of 
taking this course, you live in Nigeria governed by president and governors in your 
respective states, you also go to the market to transact business and finally, when you 
fall ill, you go to the hospital or use alternative medicine to ensure that you are ‘well’. 
Prepare your mind ahead.  
 

Learning outcomes for Study Session 3 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to: 

3.1 Identify and explain five types of social institutions (SAQ 3.1) 

3.2 Briefly explain marriage institution (SAQ 3.2) 

3.3 Explain endogamy and exogamy (SAQ 3.3) 
 

3.1 Types of Social Institutions 

Every human society comprises different types of social institution to ensure its 
continuous existence and as a way of maintaining social order. The major types of 
social institutions common to all human societies include:  
 

1. Marriage Institution  
2. Family Institution 
3. Educational Institution 
4. Religious Institution 
5. Political Institution 
6. Economic Institution 
7. Health Institution 
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For better understanding, we shall undertake a study of each of these institutions 
starting with marriage as a social institution.  
  

3.1.1 Marriage Institution 
The institution of marriage is virtually universal in all human societies (Oke, 1984). It 
is a primary human institution that is indispensible to the society because it 
contributes immensely to holding human societies together by giving them stability, 
particularly with regard to simple, non-literate societies. Marriage institution can be 
said to mean an institution that conveys social approval on the sexual union of two 
people or more, who are expected to produce offspring. According to Peil (1976), 
marriage is so important that it was relatively rare for adults to go through life without 
marrying.  

Sociologists, according to Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola (1996), have long 
speculated about the origin of marriage as a way of having more insight into the 
striking feature of the institution. As far back as 1861, a sociologist, J.J Bachofen, 
contended that early humans lived in sexual promiscuity, where there were no rules to 
the game. For some reasons however, women found this situation inconvenient and so 
invented marriage and established families by asserting their mother-rights (women 
knew their children but fathers did not). When marriage was eventually 
institutionalized, fathers also became more certain about which children were theirs 
and they started asserting father-rights (Hunter and Whitten, 1976).  

Although the institution of marriage is a universal feature of human society, yet it 
takes a variety of forms in different societies. Indeed, there are rules and regulations 
about who should marry whom. These rules have a certain practicality about them 
which may vary from society to society. According to Di-Domenico and Meldrum 
(1994), there is a common misconception in Western Countries that marriage is only 
the union of two people who are attached to each other. But in many non-western 
societies, marriage has a wider significance and implies a social, economic and 
political, as well as sexual and emotional union. Marriage in these societies affects not 
only the individuals involved, it also has repercussions for a whole network with 
which there is a connection through kinship and affinity (Di-Domenico and Meldrum, 
1994). 

Married couples in West African societies, for example, are expected to live together, 
co-operate with each other and with their relatives in the maintenance of the 
household. The couples are also expected to produce children and provide for their 
care and upbringing (Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola, 1996). In Nigerian society, 
traditionally, a woman is expected to remain a virgin until marriage and after marriage 
to confine her sexual intercourse to her and her husband. Pre-marital or extra-mating 
are however, often overlooked or pardoned in men, although they are not encouraged. 
It is a fact that attitude concerning sex relations and marriage are changing and an 
increasing number of women are involved in pre-marital and extra-marital relations. 
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Among the Samons of Polynesia, young men and women are expected to engage in a 
number of mating before marriage, none of which may necessarily result in marriage 
(Beals and Hoijer, 1971). Similarly, the Masai of Kenya are sexually permissive, 
particularly among the warriors who are not permitted to marry. After a series of 
ceremonies marking the end of boyhood, a warrior lives in a Kraal (warrior’s 
encampment) where he learns the arts of war from older men. Young unmarried 
women also live in Kraal to serve as the warrior’s sexual partners or lovers. The 
relationship are openly maintained and approved. When a warrior completes his 
assignments (military service), he returns to the town and marries. 

According to Stewart as cited in Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akinola (1996), infant 
marriage is practiced among young Siberian Chuckchee women. A Siberian 
Chuckchee woman may marry a two or three year old boy and rear him till he reaches 
marital age. Similarly, among the Tupi-Kawahib of South America, infant girls are 
considered married to the men who will later be their mates. These infants are reared 
in their husbands’ households with the idea of raising compatible mates (Stewart, 
1973). 

Keesing and Keesing (1971) summarized the striking features of marriage as: 

1. Marriage, rather than simply being a relationship between individuals, is 
characteristically a relationship between families and groups in many societies 
 

2. Marriage entails a transfer of rights; it may be from husband’s group or family 
to the wife’s or vice-versa. These rights may vary from one society to another. 
In most cases, it includes work services, sexual rights and right over children 
and property. 

3. Marriage may be primarily a contract creating an economic cooperation or 
sociopolitical alliance rather than a mere sexual relationship. In some societies, 
a husband or a wife is permitted access to persons other than the spouse. 
Marriage in many societies is primarily a formal means of legitimating 
children. 

4. Most societies practice polygamy (polygyny) 
5. A marriage is not terminated simply as a result of the death of both partners. 

Special arrangement is often built into the system to ensure the continuity of 
the contractual relationship between husband’s group and wife’s group. 
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Examples of marriages from different parts of Nigeria 

Source: Google images 

3.2 Incest Regulation 

Uncontrolled sex is potentially dangerous and destructive, therefore all societies 
provide some means of regulating marriage and sexual relations; regulations as to 
whom one may or may not marry (Oke, 1984). A number of factors are involved in 
these regulations such as social class, economic position and prestigious and 
consanguine relationships already in existence, so that the marriage of a member of 
the family may not disturb or disrupt the intra-familial harmony and co-operation 
already in existence. Such devices are known as incest regulations, the forbidding of 
marriage between designated categories of people. The most rigid regulation found in 
all cultures is the incest taboo- the prohibition of sexual intercourse or marriage 
between mother and son, father and daughter or brother and sister.  

However, there are some exceptions to the universality of the incest taboo. For 
instance, brother and sister were allowed to marry in the royal families of ancient 
Egypt and Hawaii. This practice was adopted as a way of preserving the extreme 
sacredness of the royal family (Oke, 1984). 

Activity 3.1 

What rules regulate whom one carry marry? 

Activity 3.1 feed back 

The most rigid regulation found in all cultures is the incest taboo- the prohibition of 
sexual intercourse or marriage between mother and son, father and daughter or brother 
and sister.  

3.3 Exogamy and Endogamy 

All societies also impose restrictions upon the choice of a marriage partner; these are 
primarily rules of exogamy and endogamy. It is the culture of a society that 
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determines the classes of persons one may or not marry. While exogamy is the 
practice where a culture prescribes that individuals must marry outside their group, 
endogamy on the other hand is the prescription of marriage within a particular group. 

The origin of exogamy is not definitely known but there are certain situations that 
make the system understandable. This practice is compatible with the prescription 
against incest taboo; moreover, it creates an alliance and interdependence between 
groups. Endogamy on its part often exists along with exogamy. In Nigeria, we 
generally practice exogamy but some ethnic or sub-ethnic groups discourage marriage 
outside their own group. This is also true about some religious groups and social 
classes. Most Nigerians, especially the upper and middle classes marry within their 
social class. 

 

Summary of Study Session 3 

In Study Session 3, you have learned that: 

1. Marriage institution is universal and in fact, those who remain unmarried may 
be viewed as deviant.  

2. There are various forms of marriage across African societies with different 
institutional practice. 

3.  There are rules governing whom one can or cannot marry while there are 
sanctions against incest. 

 
 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 3 

SAQ 3.1 (tests learning outcome 3.1) 

 Mention five types of social institutions? 

SAQ 3.2 (tests learning outcome 3.2) 

 Briefly explain marriage institution 

SAQ 3.3 (tests learning outcome 3.3) 

What do you understand by endogamy and exogamy? 

 

Notes on Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 3 

SAQ 3.1: Marriage Institution, Family Institution, Educational Institution, Religious 
Institution, and Political Institution 
SAQ 3.2: Marriage institution is a primary human institution that is indispensible to 
the society because it contributes immensely to holding human societies together by 
giving them stability, particularly with regard to simple, non-literate societies. 



24 

 

Marriage institution can be said to mean an institution that conveys social approval on 
the sexual union of two people or more, who are expected to produce offspring. 

SAQ 3.3: Exogamy is the practice where a culture prescribes that individuals must 
marry outside their group, endogamy on the other hand is the prescription of marriage 
within a particular group. 

 

Assignment 

Using your knowledge of this topic, explain marriage institution in Nigeria. 
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Study Session 4: Types of Marriage 

 

 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 

 

Introduction 

This unit introduces you to the different types of marriage that exist across cultures 
and societies. 

 

Learning outcomes for Study Session 4 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to: 

4.1 Identify and explain types of marriage (SAQ 4.1) 
4.2 Differentiate between dowry and bride price (SAQ 4.2) 
4.3 Explain the functions of marriage (SAQ 4.3) 

 

4.1 Marriage 

Marriage is a publicly recognized, more or less permanent alliance between a man and 
woman. “In most societies, the families of the partners have a role in establishing the 
relationship (often choosing the mate and at least manifesting their approval of choice) 
and participate in the rite of passage which constitutes the formal marriage” (Peil, 
1976:138).  The marriage, according to Peil, legitimizes sexual access and the children 
which result, have inscriptive place as members of their parents’ families.   

Essentially, there are two major types of marriage: Monogamy and Polygamy. 
Monogamy is the marriage of one man to one woman. It is statistically the most 
prevailing form in many societies, including polygamous societies (Oke, 1984). 
Polygamy means the plurality of marriage: the marriage of one individual to two or 
more spouses. Polygamy is in two forms: 

a. Polygyny is the marriage of one man to two or more women; and 
b. Polyandry is the marriage of one woman to two or more men. 

Polygamy is the preferred form in many societies, however, it does not follow that 
every married individual or even the majority of the married men has more than one 
spouse. In fact, in such societies, monogamy is statistically the prevailing form. There 
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is another form of polygamy known as ‘group marriage’ which is a combination of 
polygamy and polyandry. In this case, groups of men and women enjoy more or less 
equal conjugal rights over each other. 

Polygyny is mostly practised in African societies, but it is found in many other 
societies throughout the world. It is not, however, permitted in Western and other 
highly industrialized societies. Nevertheless, there is some evidence that certain 
individuals or groups practise it secretly within these societies (Oke, 1984). Polygyny 
in African societies, as in most other societies that practise it, is a mark of a man’s 
high social status and wealth. Today in Nigeria, however, the value orientation of the 
people is changing gradually. A large number of wives/children are no longer viewed 
as a mark of high social status by the young and educated. There is further indication 
that the stiffening economic conditions are changing this preference.        

Polyandry is rare. It is however found among the Toda of India and the Tibetians. 
These two societies practise fraternal polyandry, that is, a situation where the 
husbands are brothers. When a woman marries a man in these societies, she becomes, 
in principle at least, the wife of all his brothers, both the living and those yet unborn. It 
is common in this type of society to find a set of brothers in a single living-unit with 
just one wife. Paternity in this instance does not lie with the biological father (genitor) 
but with the social father (pater) whose status is confirmed with a ceremony in the 
seventh month of pregnancy (Oke, 1984). 

In case of non-fraternal polyandry where the men belong to different relatives or 
clans, if the men live in different villages, the woman usually spends about one month 
with each in turn. In this form of polyandry, paternity is often decided by ‘giving the 
bow’: the first man to give the bow claims the first two or three children and a 
sequence is then followed. This arrangement often leads to disputes and bickering. 
Hence, fraternal polyandry is often preferred. 

   

Fig 4.1: Polygymy and Polyandry marriages 
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4.2 Affinal Marriage: Levirate and Sororate 

An affine is a relative by marriage, but at times, marriages to affines take place 
especially in the case of death of one’s spouse. The expression of this fact is found in 
the custom of levirate and sororate; the two patterns of culture widespread in non-
Western societies (Oke, 1984). The main function of the custom is to ensure the 
continuity of the family, or to allow procreation for people who are still young. 

Levirate is the custom whereby a man marries his (elder) brother’s widow (his 
deceased brother’s wife). At times, a man may marry his father’s widow(s), other than 
his own mother, or those widows who are senior to his mother. Such marriages often 
involve the younger wife or wives of his deceased father. In African societies, it is not 
unusual for a man to marry a girl of the same age as his children and thus, when he 
dies, the transfer of these wives to his older son(s) is no problem. 

In sororate case, a man marries the sister of his deceased wife, provided she is not 
already married. Sororate is most common where a considerable bride-price has been 
paid and the wife’s family feels obligated to provide another mate for their son-in-law. 
In most cases, the new wife is a young woman capable of producing offspring and 
performing all her wifely duties. Her marriage to her brother-in-law as Stewart (1973) 
observes, keeps up a tie of friendly alliance between the two families, which is an 
important function of marriage.  

 Marriage institution, according to Leach (1968), performs certain functions in the 
society which include: 

a. Establishing the legal father of a woman’s children 
b. Establishing the legal mother of a man’s children 
c. Giving the husband or his extended family control over the wife’s sexual 

services 
d. Giving the wife or her extended family control over the husband’s sexual 

services 
e. Giving the husband or his extended family control over the wife’s labour power 
f. Giving the wife or her extended family control over the husband’s labour 

power 
g. Giving the husband or his extended family control over the wife’s property 
h. Giving the wife or her extended family control over the husband’s property 
i. Establishing a joint fund of property for the benefit of the children 
j. Establishing a social significant relationship between the husband’s and the 

wife’s domestic groups. 

 

4.3 Bride Price and Dowry 

Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola (1996) defined bride price as a marriage payment 
made by a prospective husband or his family to the family of the bride. The payment 
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serves many functions: it symbolizes the socio-economic statuses of the families to be 
united maritally. It also establishes an economic tie between the families of the bride 
and the groom to ensure the stability of the marriage and that of providing a bride with 
a means of replacing her by her daughter-in-law. 

Dowry on the other hand represents a gift in money or goods or both made by the 
bride’s family toward the establishment of her husband. It was mostly practised in 
Europe among the upper economic stratum. The custom has now largely disappeared 
and has been replaced by the modern custom of providing a bride with house-hold 
equipment and stock of new clothing (Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola, 1996). 

In Nigerian society, though bride price is still commonly in place, it has also been 
modernized. The concentration is on the couple-relatives, friends and well-wishers 
who provide goods or presents in various forms to strengthen the financial base of the 
new couple. In some cases, where payments are still demanded by the bride’s family, 
this is usually a token or just symbolic payment, often returned to the new couple. 
Bride price in whatever form functions as initial evidence of the economic support, 
cooperative and generosity which a man owes to his wife’s close relatives and the 
promise of the future assistance as occasions may warrant. 

It is important to add that married couples are sometimes free to choose where they 
want to live as husband and wife. Some of the patterns of marital residence are 
patrilocal, matrilocal, neolocal, avunculocal and bilocal (Aderinto, 2001). Marital 
residence is patrilocal when the married couple lives with or near the husband’s 
parents. However, the arrangement in which the newly married couple resides with the 
wife’s parents is known as matrilocal. Where the couple chooses to reside separately 
and independent of either of their parents, it is called neolocal. Avunculocal residence 
occurs where couples live with or near the husband’s mother’s brother. A marital 
residence is bilocal where both couple lives with or near either the husband’s parents 
or the wife’s parents, with each couple making their own decision as to where to live.  

 

Fig 4.2: Bride price 
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Divorce 

It is often assumed that marriage ought to be a permanent lifelong affair; however, 
increased instability in the marriage institution often leads to termination of the union. 
Although marriage is universally conceived tie, nevertheless, all known human 
societies have also provided some means, easy or difficult, of terminating 
unsuccessful marriages. No society approves of divorce in principle or encourages it, 
but all societies, in practice, recognize that certain conditions make it better to 
dissolve problem marriage than have it continue since it may compromise or endanger 
the well-being of the members of the family and become a nuisance to the society 
(Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola, 1996). Although reasons for divorce vary from one 
society to another, however, some of commonly recognized grounds for divorce 
include: 

a. Incompatibility 
b. Adultery or Infidelity 
c. Childlessness or Sterility 
d. Sexual Impotence or Unwillingness 
e. Laziness/Non-Support 
f. Economic Incapacity 
g. Quarrelsomeness or Nagging 
h. Mistreatment or Cruelty 
i. Health Problem 

 

Fig 4.3: Divorce 

Summary of Study Session 4 

In Study Session 4, you have learned that: 

1. Marriage is a publicly recognized alliance between a man and woman. Such 
alliance grants sexual access and confers on the children, a special place and 
right in their paternal or maternal lineage.  

2. Marriage can be monogamy or polygamy. Monogamy is most popular in most 
societies while polygamy is mostly practiced in African and other Asian or 
Arabic countries. Polygamy is composed of polygyny (man married to more 
than one wife) and polyandry (woman married to more than one man). Further 
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discussion shows that Levirate and sororate have their social functions aside 
the major functions marriage performs in societies. Whichever marriage is 
contracted, couples may reside with the husbands’ parents (Patrilocal), wife’s 
parents (matrilocal), stay far away from both parents (neo-local) among other 
types.        

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 4 

SAQ 4.1 (tests learning outcome 4.1) 

 Identify and explain types of marriage. 

SAQ 4.2 (tests learning outcome 4.2) 

 What is the difference between bride price and dowry? 

SAQ 4.3 (tests learning outcome 4.3) 

 Briefly explain six functions of marriage. 

Notes on Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 4 

SAQ 4.1: There are two major types of marriage: Monogamy and Polygamy. 
Monogamy is the marriage of one man to one woman. It is statistically the most 
prevailing form in many societies, including polygamous societies. Polygamy means 
the plurality of marriage: the marriage of one individual to two or more spouses. 

SAQ 4.2: Bride price is a marriage payment made by a prospective husband or his 
family to the family of the bride. The payment serves many functions: it symbolizes 
the socio-economic statuses of the families to be united maritally. Dowry on the other 
hand represents a gift in money or goods or both made by the bride’s family toward 
the establishment of her husband. It was mostly practised in Europe among the upper 
economic stratum. 

SAQ 4.3: The followings are six functions of marriage: 

a. Establishing the legal father of a woman’s children 
b. Establishing the legal mother of a man’s children 
c. Giving the husband or his extended family control over the wife’s sexual 

services 
d. Giving the wife or her extended family control over the husband’s sexual 

services 
e. Giving the husband or his extended family control over the wife’s labour power 
f. Giving the wife or her extended family control over the husband’s labour 

power 
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Assignment 

1. What do you understand by marriage? 
2. Examine the differences between levirate and sororate 
3. What are the different resident patterns available to couples 
4. Write short notes on polygymy, monogamy, polyandry and group marriage 
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Study Session 5:  Family Institution 

 

 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 

 

Introduction 

It is impossible to discuss the institution of marriage without discussing family 
institution, because a family can only emerge from the marriage institution. Thus, 
marriage and family institutions go together because marriage possesses the frame 
work for continuity of the family within an acceptable relationship.  

 

Learning Outcomes 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to: 

5.1. Define Family 
5.2. Identify types of family 
5.3. Mention functions of family as an institution 

 

5.1 Family Institution 

There is no better way of studying the interaction of human groups than by analyzing 
the functions of the family (Aderinto, 2001). There is no definition that is 
comprehensive enough to describe all known forms of family relationship. Within the 
cultural context of Nigerian society for example, the family is often defined as a 
kinship group linked by blood and marriage and occupying a household (Ekon, 1988).  
Murdock (1949) defined the family as a social group whose members are related by 
ancestry, marriage, or adoption and who live together, co-operate economically and 
care for the young. For Giddens (1997), family is a group of individuals related to one 
another by blood ties, marriage or adoption, which form an economic unit, the adult 
members of which are responsible for the upbringing of children. The family, 
according to Scotson (1975), is not only the first form of group life which most of us 
experience, it also mediates between the individual and society, helping him to take 
his place in the wider world. 
 
The family is an essential and universal institution in the society. However, 
throughout time and around the world, as societies have varied, so too has the relative 
importance of the family’s various functions (Thio, 1994). No other social institution 
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has changed rapidly as the family (Popenoe, 1995). During their lifetimes, most 
people are members of two different types of family groups. The family into which 
they are born and in which the major part of their socialization takes place is called the 
family of orientation; the family that people create when they marry and have children 
is called the family of procreation. Societies, however, differ in the cultural emphasis 
they place on these two groups (Popenoe, 1995).  
 
The family as a social institution involves formalized, regular and patterned processes 
(Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola, 1996). Many of these set of procedures commonly 
agreed upon underline such processes as courtship, betrothal or engagement, wedding 
and honeymoon, family values and norms as well as network of statuses and roles or 
social relationships (e.g. husband who provides for and protects the family and also 
satisfies wife’s sexual needs, wife who bears children, provides love, socializes the 
children and gratifies husband’s sexual needs; children who uphold the family identity 
and perpetuate family name, and relatives, who provide affection and mutual support). 
 

5.2 Types of families 

Sociologists generally distinguish between the different classifications of family. The 
nuclear family is simply the unit of a cohabiting heterosexual couples with their 
dependent children. In essence, it consists of a man, his and children. The extended 
family may be any extension of the nuclear family, but it almost always refers to the 
nuclear family unit with the addition of the spouse’ s own parents. The extended 
family is often called the kin (Aderinto, 2001). The extended family, perhaps the 
commonest in African Societies, consists of an adult male, his two or more wives and 
their children. This is often referred to as polygamous extended family. The second 
type of extended family, the monogamous extended joint family consists of two or 
more nuclear families linked through parent child or sibling relationships. Joint family 
is characterized by various shared economic and social obligations. In modern 
Nigeria, the economic and social obligations rather than residence are emphasized 
(Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola, 1996). 
    
Although the extended family is the commonest form found in human societies, it is 
however, not universal. Extended families are mostly found in societies with 
secondary agricultural economics and tend to be absent in hunting-gathering societies. 
This implies that economic factors may play a role in determining family type. Also, 
the persistence of the extended family can also be seen as a social mechanism that 
prevents the disintegration of family property in societies where property is important. 
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Fig 5.1 An extended family 

   
A prominent sociologist, Zimmerman, has similarly provided a threefold classification 
of family types (Kirkpatrick, 1963) to include: 
 

a. Trustee Family: This can be regarded as a patriarchal family; in this case, the 
head of the family is essentially a trustee who is responsible to his lineage. The 
authority is delegated by the kinship group to the male family head. 
 

b. Domestic Family: This involves a greater independence from blood ties or a 
closely-knit extended family. It encompasses intimate family ties, a narrower 
family loyalty, concern for child-bearing and a sacramental conception of the 
marriage bond which tends to minimize family instability. 

c. Atomistic Family: This type is unstable and individualistic, mostly found in 
ancient Greece and Western societies      

 

Family Institution in Nigerian Society 

There is a general consensus that the family is a basic unit of the social structure. As 
Di-Domenico and Meldrum (1994) rightly pointed out, in order to understand the 
culture of any particular society, an important first step is to study its family structure. 
Conversely, to understand how any particular family system is constituted and 
changes over time, one must also analyze the wide dynamic socio-cultural patterns of 
the group concerned, clan or society.  

Di-Domenico and Meldrum (1994) further noted that the importance of family system 
among the various ethnic groups in Nigeria is reflected in its central role as a principal 
form of social organization. However, the structure and function of the Nigerian 
family, in common with many other African societies, are changing rapidly involving 
a process of continuous interchange between the ongoing social, economic and 
political developments in the society and the traditional family (Aderinto, Olutayo, 
and Obemeata, 2001).  
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In Nigeria and wherever the family unit has been studied, in the most primitive 
agricultural areas or in industrial societies, it has been seen to perform certain 
functions which are also of great significance within the Nigerian society.   
 

Functions of the Family as a Social Institution 

1. It is the basic unit of the society: family institution ensures the continuous 
existence of the society. Since no society wants to go into extinction, they 
therefore engage in procreation; the family institution serves as a medium 
through which offspring are procreated. Any form of procreation that occurs 
outside the family setting is a deviation from the stipulated norms.   

2. It controls and regulates sexual behavior: family institution helps to curtail how 
members of the society express their sexual desires. Family serves as a socially 
approved outlet to their sexual desires. 

3. It provides economic and financial supports for its members: family provides 
financial support and feeding for its members. It equally protects its members 
against any form of external aggression.     

4. It acts as a socialization agent for it members: family facilitates the training of 
the new entrant (child). When a child is born, the first person he or she interacts 
with is the mother, and the first group of people he or she interacts with, is the 
family. The foundation of training begins from the family. 

5. It provides emotional support for its members:  family institution provides 
emotional and moral support for its members especially in the time of need. 
Family institution also provides affection and companionship for its members. 

 
In addition to these functions which the family institution provides, the family also 
has a dynamic relationship. This constant change in the family structure of societies 
and indeed Nigeria is what Turner (1969) has referred to as the ‘development cycle’. 
According to him: 
 

Four major phases of the developmental cycle can be distinguished 
(i) the courtship phase, (ii) the initial phase of marriage (iii) the 
child-bearing and child-rearing phase and (iv) the phase of 
disintegration. In the first of these, serious courtship brings together 
a man and a woman from different nuclear families of origin… if 
marriage subsequently ensues; a new nuclear family is created. The 
wedding ceremony marks the end of the courtship phase, and the 
genesis of the family marriage of the bride and groom. This initial 
phase of marriage is usually concerned with the consolidation of new 
marital relationship and with the establishment of a home… The 
birth of the first child marks the beginning of the next phase of 
development. At this point, the family of marriage of the new parents 
becomes, in addition, the family of origin of their offspring. The 
cares of the children during infancy, their socialization and their 
material support until the late adolescence, which occupy this third 
phase, are lengthy in processes. The final phase approaches as 
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offspring become involved in serious courtship, or plan to leave the 
domestic group for other reasons. The migration of the offspring 
usually starts the phase of dissolution, and the death of either parent 
continues it.       

 
The family in the Nigerian society is also either nucleated or extended. Although there 
have been recent changes towards the nuclear type of family, the extended family 
structure still exists, and mostly in rural areas of the country (Aderinto, Olutayo, and 
Obemeata, 2001). The individualism and superficiality characteristic of the nuclear 
family in the urban areas have often been adduced as responsible for the many 
growing social problems in the urban areas. The kinship ties which keep people 
together in the rural areas are fast disappearing in our urban centres. Similarly, the 
long widely held practice of polygyny is also giving way to monogamy which is often 
associated with westernization. Although some Nigerians continue to condemn 
polygamy, several others especially the Muslims and rural dwellers still practice it. 
These observable changes in the Nigerian family structure, according to Aderinto, 
Olutayo, and Obemeata (2001), are usually caused by the beliefs and values of the 
Nigerian society and the influence of the educational system. All these influence 
aspects of interrelationship between the social structure and culture. 

 

5.4 Family Institution across Cultures 

According to sociology and anthropology, the primary function of the family is to 
reproduce society, either biologically, socially, or both (Cragun and Cragun, 2006). 
Thus, one's experience of one's family shifts over time. From the perspective of 
children, the family is a family of orientation: the family serves to locate children 
socially, and plays a major role in their enculturation and socialization. From the point 
of view of the parent(s), the family is a family of procreation; the goal of which is to 
produce, enculturate and socialize children. However, the procreation of children is 
not the only function of the family. In societies with a sexual division of labor, 
marriage, and the resulting relationship between a husband and wife, is necessary for 
the formation of an economically productive household. In modern societies marriage 
entails particular rights and privilege that encourage the formation of new families 
even when there is no intention of having children. 
 
The structure of families traditionally hinges on relations between parents and 
children, between spouses, or both. Consequently, there are three major types of 
family: matrifocal, consanguineal and conjugal. In all societies there are acceptable 
deviations from the ideal or statistical norm, owing either to incidental circumstances, 
such as the death of a member of the family, infertility or personal preferences). 
 
A matrifocal family consists of a mother and her children. Generally, these children 
are her biological offspring, although adoption of children is a practice in nearly every 
society. This kind of family is common where `women have the resources to rear their 
children by themselves, or where men are more mobile than women. 
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A consanguineal family consists of a mother and her children, and other people 
usually the family of the mother. This kind of family is common where mothers do 
not have the resources to rear their children on their own, and especially where 
property is inherited. When important property is owned by men, consanguineal 
families commonly consist of a husband and wife, their children and other members of 
the husband's family. 
 
A conjugal family consists of one or more mothers and their children, and/or one or 
more spouses (usually husbands). This kind of family is common where men desire to 
assert control over children, or where there is a sexual division of labor requiring the 
participation of both men and women, and where families are relatively mobile. 
 
Kinships and Descent  
The term, kinship, in a popular sense often refers to blood relationship, that is, 
relatives who are connected by bonds of bloods. However, an individual’s In-laws are 
also his/her relatives because they are related by marriage. Hence, kinship relationship 
can be biological or social. An all encompassing definition of kinship is the one that 
sees it as a network of individuals who are connected to one another through common 
ancestry, marriage and adoption. 
According to Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akinola (1996), anthropologists and 
sociologists alike have over time shown much interest in the intricacies of kinship for 
three major reasons: 
 

a. Kinship is the basic idiom of social relations: in order to understand how a 
social group functions, particularly in a non-literate society, one has to make 
sense of kinship ties, the complex webs of connection by blood and marriage. 
Without this, one cannot understand the complex social processes and how 
individuals in the social group relate to their fellow men.  
 

b. Kinship ties serve as models or templates for relationships to non relatives and 
to deities, especially, among the traditional societies. Super-naturals for 
example, are metaphorically treated like fathers, even in our society when 
people are competing for political power; they usually talk about what they 
have done in terms of kinship or their constituency. 

 
c.  Kinship is a focal point of values: it establishes relationship between father 

and mother, parents and children and between siblings. These relationships 
involve obligations which are morally binding and their fulfillment rank high 
among the virtues of a traditional society.  
 

5.5 Rules of Descent 

In many societies where kinship connections are important, there are rules, though 
they may be unexpressed or taken for granted, which affiliate an individual to a 
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particular or definable set of kin. These rules are called rules of descent and they 
enable an individual in a society to know those to whom he can turn when the need 
arises or those who will support him in his day-to-day activities and during important 
events in his or her life (Oke, 1984). 

 
There are three main rules of descent that affiliate individuals with sets of kin, these 
are: 

1. Bilateral:  this is also known as double or two-sided descent where an 
individual affiliates equally more or less with relatives on his father’s and 
mother’s sides. Although this system varies, but often, landed property is 
inherited through the male line and other kinds of property through the female. 
A good example is the Yako of Rivers and Cross Rivers States of Nigeria (Oke, 
1984). 

2. Unilineal: this affiliates an individual through the descent of one sex only, 
either through males or through females. This form of descent is subdivided in 
to two: patrilineal (this type of descent affiliates an individual the kinsmen of 
his father only) and matrilineal (this affiliates an individual through the 
kinsmen of his/her mother only). 

3. Ambilineal: this rule affiliates an individual with kinsmen through the father’s 
or mother’s line. While some people in such societies affiliate with a group of 
relatives their fathers and others through their mothers. It means that an 
individual has the option as to which side he or she wants to affiliate. 

  Activity 5.1 

What are three main rules of descent that affiliate individuals with sets of kin? 

Activity 5.1 feed back 

These are bilateral, unilineal and ambilineal rules.  

 

Summary of Unit 5 

In Unit 5, you have learned that: 

1. Family is a universal social institution.  
2. Family is a microcosm of the larger society and performs essential functions of 

reproduction, socialization and nurturance of children.  
3. Family can be nuclear or extended depending on whether it has only man, 

woman and their children or it has other family members in it.  
4. A family can be matrifocal, patrifocal or consaguineal. The rules of descent can 

be unilineal, ambilineal and bilateral.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Unit 5 
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SAQ 5.1 (tests learning outcome 5.1) 

What is family? 

Notes on Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Unit 5 

SAQ 5.1: Family is a primary social group consisting of parents and their offspring, 
the principal function of which is the provision for its members. 

SAQ 5.2: The three major types of family are matrifocal family which consists of a 
mother and her children. Generally, these children are her biological offspring, 
although adoption of children is a practice in nearly every society. This kind of family 
is common where `women have the resources to rear their children by themselves, or 
where men are more mobile than women. Consanguineal family  which consists of a 
mother and her children, and other people usually the family of the mother. This kind 
of family is common where mothers do not have the resources to rear their children on 
their own, and especially where property is inherited. When important property is 
owned by men, consanguineal families commonly consist of a husband and wife, their 
children and other members of the husband's family. Conjugal family  consists of one 
or more mothers and their children, and/or one or more spouses (usually husbands). 
This kind of family is common where men desire to assert control over children, or 
where there is a sexual division of labor requiring the participation of both men and 
women, and where families are relatively mobile. 

SAQ 5.3: The following are some of the functions of the family 

• It is the basic unit of the society.    
• It controls and regulates sexual behavior.. 
• It provides economic and financial supports for its member.    
• It acts as a socialization agent for it members 
• It provides emotional support for its members. 

 

Assignment 

1. What are the important functions of the family 
2. Explain the rules of descent you know? 
3. What factors can lead to divorce in a marriage 
4. Examine some changes in Nigerian families and why 
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Study Session 6:  Education Institution 

 

 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 

 

Introduction 

Educational institution is one of the formal agents of socialization which helps in 
developing a sound mind for the overall development of the human society. 

 

Learning outcomes Study Session 6 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to 

6.1 Define education (SAQ 6.1) 
6.2 Distinguish forms of education (SAQ 6.2) 
6.3 Explain the functions of education (SAQ 6.3) 
6.4 Describe the objectives of indigenous education in Nigeria (SAQ 6.4) 
 

6.1 Education 

Education is another basic social intuition in the society. Although most socialization 
is informal and occurs in the process of spontaneous interaction, a distinctive 
characteristic of modern societies is the existence of institutionalized agencies for 
deliberate socialization of its young ones. Education in the modern society is more 
important than ever before in human history. In terms of the number of people 
involved, it is the largest industry and tends to be regarded as cure-all for a variety of 
social ills in the society.   
 
It is often problematic to define education because it is a concept married to several 
concepts that are either related or a part of it. In some cases, one tends to focus 
attention on such other concepts as training, schooling and others. Apart from being a 
discipline, it is a social institution intended to transmit the cultural heritage of a given 
society. As all societies of the world are not identical, the conception of education in 
any given society may not therefore hold for others (Oke, Oloruntimehin, and 
Akinola, 1996). 
     
Fafunwa (1979) defined education as the aggregate of all processes by which a child 
or adult develops. It is also worthy to note that one continues to learn till one dies. In 
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other words, education is a continuous process which begins at birth and ends at death. 
It has also been defined to mean a process through which an individual, irrespective of 
his age, is taught content of his culture and other relevant ideas, knowledge, values, 
skills which will make him/her a more functional member of the society.  
 
Ezewu (1988) on his part, viewed education as a process by which an individual born 
into a human society learns the ways of life, which include knowledge, skills and 
values of the society, at home, community and schools, so that he can function 
effectively as a member of the given society. This definition covers educational 
practices in both schools and school-less societies. 
 
Adesina, Fagbongbe, and Tolani (1985) summarized education as the tool for the 
integration of the individual effectively into a society so that the individual can 
achieve self realization, develop national consciousness, promote unity and strive for 
social, political, economic, technological and cultural progress. This can be viewed 
from the dimension of formal and non-formal education. 
 
From the definitions given so far, it is clear that complete education cannot be 
acquired within the classroom. A large part of education can be acquired from outside 
classroom. Such sources include the peer groups, travels, the home and a host of other 
non-classroom situation. Formal education means any form of teaching-learning 
process which has a generally accepted and regular set of rulers, organization and 
pattern (Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akinola, 1996). 
    There are three basic forms of education:  

1. formal,  
2. informal and  
3. non informal 

 

6.1.1 Formal Education 
This form of education has to do with a deliberate design towards creating change in 
an individual for self reliance in the society. This type of education is imparted in 
formal schools or institutions of learning. This form of education usually involves two 
individuals: the teacher (s) and the learner (s). 

 
 

Fig 6.1 A formal education setting 
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6.1.2 Informal Education 
This is a form of education that is not preplanned or designed like the formal 
education. It is usually conducted in a relaxed atmosphere. Here, the process of 
acquisition of knowledge or skills is usually based on trial and error, imitation, 
recitation, and continuous practice. Individuals that instruct learners in the informal 
education are usually family members or close relations. 
 

6.1.3 Non- Formal Education 
This system of education combines both the element of formal and informal methods. 
Examples are in form of seminar, conferences and workshops. Though these 
conferences are structured, however, unlike the formal school system, examinations 
are not taken. Also, as an informal characteristic, ideas are mainly shared and 
individual experiences are enriched. 

 
Fig 6.2: A non-formal education setting 

 

6.2 Function of Education as a Social Institution 

a. It transmits culture from one generation to another: for a society to survive, 
culture of such society and its components must be transmitted from one 
human generation to another. Thus, educational institution is one of the key 
social institutions that is often relied upon for this cultural transmission. 

b. It trains people for specialized role in the society: An educational institution 
equips members of the society with relevant skills and knowledge to live 
successfully in the society.    

c. It brings about social change through the modification of cultural heritage and 
development of new knowledge, skills, arts and artifacts. 

 

d. It promotes social control: An educational institution also acts as a socialization 
mechanism through which the behaviour of members of the society is regulated 
or molded to conform to the dictates of the society.  

 
Ezewu (1984) has also summarized the functions of education in the society in four 
ways: 
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a. It trains and prepares the individual’s mind in that he may be internally 
consistent and harmonious with himself, thus, developing the right type of 
personality required for living in the society. 

 

b. Since the individual must live in the society and is expected to play his role 
effectively by contributing to the living society, education must equip him with 
such skills, attitudes and values which make him function effectively in the 
society. 

c. The future is most uncertain and it has to be planned for, so that it may be 
better than the past and the present; thus, education then equips the individual 
to bring about useful change in the society.  

 

d. Education equips individual with skills, knowledge and values of the past that 
are important and valued by the given society, so that they may be preserved 
from one generation to another. 
 

In another submission, Scotson (1975) also lists the functions of educational system 
as: 

a. Cultural transmission 
b. Instruction and innovation 
c. Socialization 
d. Allocation 

 
From the above summaries of functions of education in the society, one can assert that 
without education there is no society. Society can be likened to a congregation of 
individuals with network of relationships. It is only the institution of education that 
fits the individual to his society and it is only with that that a society can be 
functioning as one (Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola, 1996). 
 
The importance of the institution of education as contributory to societal development 
has over time been recognized in Nigeria. Indeed, the report of the National 
Curriculum Conference held in Lagos from 8-12 September, 1969 and the National 
Policy on Education in 1973 advocated the following goals: 

a. That education should make every Nigerian literate and a better producer and 
consumer of goods 

b. That education should develop in the Nigerian child, the ability to solve both 
personal and social problems intelligently 

c. That education should develop in every Nigerian child, a scientific and 
reflective attitude so that he or she can play his or her role in a technologically 
changing society of today 

d. That education should prepare the Nigerian child so that he or she can adapt 
easily to the changing Nigerian society 

e. That education should prepare the Nigerian child for living competently as a 
member of the Nigerian society; and that education should develop in the 
Nigerian child, sound character and moral disposition 
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According to Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola (1996), a great deal of responsibility is 
vested on the institutions of education; be it primary, secondary and tertiary by the 
Nigerian society. Since it is viewed as an instrument of change, the child needs to be 
equipped with values, skills and knowledge which will allow him to function in 
society for the benefit of himself and of the society in which he lives and participates. 
Thus, if the society must develop effectively, it has to develop its educational system. 
The educational system is undoubtedly an important institution which must be given 
priority next to the family institution and others. 
 

6.3 Development of Education in Nigeria     

Before the advent of Western Education in Nigeria, there were two systems of 
education; the indigenous and the Islamic education systems (Oke, Oloruntimehin, 
and Akinola, 1996). 
 

6.3.1 Indigenous Education 
The broad objective of indigenous education in Nigeria, like in other parts of Africa, is 
to bring up the children who should have respect for the ancestors, like elders of the 
community, regard, appreciate and pursue their community values and keep strictly to 
the societal norms; they should be able to support themselves when they are of age; 
show kindness and appreciation to their parents and the elders of the community for 
providing the education which equipped them with skills to participate effectively as 
members of the community. Ezewu (1988) describes specifically the objectives of 
indigenous education in Nigeria as they are pursued in most communities: 

1. Develop the spirit of love and patriotism 
2. Develop respect, for and keep the laws and taboos and be sensible to moral 

societal values 
3. Respect, keep and transmit unadulterated the traditions of the communities  
4. Compensate parents who have educated the child 
5. Develop respect and love for the ancestral gods 
6. Develop in the growing child the spirit of collective behavior 
7. Develop respect for the soil and the river that provide the means of livelihood 
8. Respect parents and all the elders of the child’s community and other 

communities 
9. Be a self-supporting adult who can manage well his daily circumstances 
10. Be a capable person who can take the place of the elders in the later years 
11. Have respect for the institution of marriage, marry and perform effectively the 

marital obligations and bear children to promote the name of the family, the 
lineage and the community 

12. Develop a good character 
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Fig 6.3: An example of indigenous education system 

Source: Google images 
 

Thus, the indigenous education system in Nigeria could be seen as ethnic group 
conditioning, pilgrimage in routine- observation but stirs up the innermost feeling, and 
loyalties of those who submitted themselves into it, bringing individuals through 
understanding and compassion. An educated man is one who has a character which is 
always in accord with the community demand on him. Deviation from societal norms 
is regarded as mal-education (Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akinola, 1996).  
 
The traditional or indigenous education is based at the family level, the kinship 
existing between the different family units render educational system a community 
affair; this is further strengthened by the fact that African education is rooted in the 
overall beliefs and tradition of the society. The Head of each house-hold is expected to 
know his roles as that of a father, a husband, a teacher and a priest. 
 

6.3.2 Islamic Education System 
Islam as a religion was brought to Nigeria about 145 century by traders and scholars 
(Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akinola, 1996). Since then, it has become a way of life and 
part of the Nigerian culture.  According to them, Islamic education is basically an 
orientation towards social stability; hence, it stresses the need to obey the words of the 
holy Quran, which are the words of Allah given through Prophet Mohammad. The 
maintenance of its stability is entrusted to the Malim (cleric) whose responsibility are 
to integrate and transmit the words of the holy Quran as they are mostly acceptable to 
the generality of the believers. Islamic education, therefore, is geared towards the 
production of specialist in the tenets of Islam and the Quran is the basic textbook. This 
form of education was predominantly in the Northern part of the country.  
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Fig 6.4: Students and their teacher in an Islamic school 

 

Summary of Study Session 6 

In Study Session 6, you have learned that: 

1. Education is a vital social institution. Its forms are formal, informal and non-
formal education.  

2. Prior to the advent of western civilization, there were Islamic and indigenous 
education systems. 

3.  Education has different functions which sum up its strategic importance as a 
social institution. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 6 

SAQ 6.1 (tests learning outcome 6.1) 

What is education? 

SAQ 6.2 (tests learning outcome 6.2) 

What are the various forms of education we have in Nigeria? 

SAQ 6.3 (tests learning outcome 6.3) 

What are the functions of education? 

SAQ 6.4 (tests learning outcome 6.4) 

What are the objectives of indigenous education? 

 

Notes on Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 6 

SAQ 6.1: education as a process by which an individual born into a human society 
learns the ways of life, which include knowledge, skills and values of the society, at 
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home, community and schools, so that he can function effectively as a member of the 
given society 

SAQ 6.2: There are three forms of education in Nigeria and these are: formal, 
informal and non-formal types of education. Formal education has to do with a 
deliberate design towards creating change in an individual for self reliance in the 
society. This type of education is imparted in formal schools or institutions of 
learning. This form of education usually involves two individuals: the teacher (s) and 
the learner (s). Informal education is a form of education that is not preplanned or 
designed like the formal education. It is usually conducted in a relaxed atmosphere. 
Non-formal education is a system of education that combines both the element of 
formal and informal methods. Examples are in form of seminar, conferences and 
workshops.  
 
SAQ 6.3: The following are some of the functions of education: 

• It transmits culture from one generation to another 
• It trains people for specialized role in the society   
• It brings about social change through the modification of cultural heritage and 

development of new knowledge, skills, arts and artifacts. 
• It promotes social control.  
• It trains and prepares the individual’s mind in that he may be internally 

consistent and harmonious with himself, thus, developing the right type of 
personality required for living in the society. 

• Since the individual must live in the society and is expected to play his role 
effectively by contributing to the living society, education must equip him with 
such skills, attitudes and values which make him function effectively in the 
society. 

• Education then equips the individual to bring about useful change in the 
society.  

• Education equips individual with skills, knowledge and values of the past that 
are important and valued by the given society, so that they may be preserved 
from one generation to another. 

 
SAQ 6.4: The following are some objectives of indigenous education: 

• Develop the spirit of love and patriotism 
• Develop respect, for and keep the laws and taboos and be sensible to moral 

societal values 
• Respect, keep and transmit unadulterated the traditions of the communities  
• Compensate parents who have educated the child 
• Develop respect and love for the ancestral gods 
• Develop in the growing child the spirit of collective behavior 
• Develop respect for the soil and the river that provide the means of livelihood 
• Respect parents and all the elders of the child’s community and other 

communities 
• Be a self-supporting adult who can manage well his daily circumstances 
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• Be a capable person who can take the place of the elders in the later years 
 

Assignment 

1. What are the forms of education 
2. Explain the history of education in Nigeria 
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Study Session 7:   Religious Institution 

 

 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 

 

Introduction 

This unit will introduce to you a vital social institution; religion. Most of you hold on 
to one belief system or another. For instance, in administering survey in research, 
researchers often include religion as one of the vital socio demographic variables. This 
is because religion may influence peoples’ reaction and perception as well as their 
social conducts. It is therefore important for you to know what religion is and its 
sociological meaning. 
 

Learning outcomes for Study Session 7 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to: 

1.1 Define religion (SAQ 7.1) 
1.2 Explain the features of religion (SAQ 7.2) 
1.3 Explain the functions of religion (SAQ 7.3) 

 

7.1 Religion 

All over the world, people make distinction between what is sacred and profane; this 
is the basis of what religion is all about. Religion has been in existence in all human 
societies from the time immemorial; no historical or modern society is known without 
one form of religion or the other. Thus, there is universality of religion in all human 
societies. Religion deals with everything human beings perceive and with everything 
that they can imagine. It is through religion that human beings give meanings to their 
experiences. Sociologists see religion as a social institution that involves symbols, 
belief and rituals that are directed toward a sacred, supernatural realm which addresses 
the ultimate meaning of human existence.  
 
Religion does not occur randomly in a society, they are organized and systematically 
related even though some may appear to contradict or even exclude others that are 
held at the same time. Religious behaviour centres on the uncertainties of living and 
are particularly evident at times of life crises such as birth, adolescence, marriage, 
illness and death. Some or all of these occasions are in nearly all societies, the stimuli 
for ritual and ceremony. It therefore follows then that religion, like all other cultural 
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patterns cannot be separated from the total cultural matrix. In fact, according to Oke, 
Oloruntimehin, and Akinola (1996), religious patterns of behaving are inextricably 
combined with both technology and social organization and find much of their 
meaning in the combination    
 
Although religious beliefs are universal and evident in all known present cultures, it is 
difficult to say precisely at what point in the evolutionary sequence our primitive 
ancestors used cognitive categories and systems of beliefs. It is evident however, that, 
as far as back as the Neanderthal stages some 100,000 years ago in the Middle East in 
Shanidar cave and in later sites in Europe and Asia, there was systematic and ritual 
burial of the dead. Hunter and Whitten (1976) submitted Neanderthal people 
developed the transcendental belief systems. There are different types of world 
religions and some of which are: Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism 
etc. 

 
Fig 7.1: Symbol of Christian religion 

 
Bellah (1964) proposed a scheme of five evolutionary stages for the emergence of 
religion. These are: (1) Primitive (2) Archaic (3) Historic (4) Early modern and (5) 
Modern 
 

1. Primitive: At the earliest stages, religious system tightly united the mythical 
world and the real world. Religious actions entail a mystical participation. No 
isolated specialized institution serves religion. Religious congregation and 
community are the same. 

2. Archaic: Mythical beings had unique identity, participation in religious 
activities take the form of cult activities in which human beings and 
supernatural beings were placed in subject-object relationship. Worship and 
sacrifice emerged at this level as a means of communicating with supernatural 
beings. Religious organization and social organization were still fused, as such 
social action induced by religion was a reinforcements of group solidarity 

3. Historic: There was a clear distinction between the human and the supernatural 
world of gods which stresses life after death. Religions were universalistic, and 
instead of stressing the community or tribe, they addressed themselves to the 
entire human species. At the historic stage which was also characterized by the 
emergence of specialized, hierarchical, religious organizations such as 
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churches, the possibility of conflict between religious and secular hierarchies 
arose for the first time in the sphere social action. 

4. Early Modern: This is a product of Protestant Reformation and was defined by 
the collapse of the hierarchical structuring both this (physical) and the other 
(spiritual) world. Religious symbolism focuses on the individual’s achievement 
of transcendence in a personal relationship with the supernatural. Religious 
action becomes identified with the orientation of a person’s entire lifestyle. The 
hierarchical organization of the Roman Catholic Church was overthrown.     

5. Modern: This stage is characterized by the collapse of the fundamental dualism 
of earlier stages. Religious symbolism itself has become the subject of 
contemplation and analysis. No simple truth seems to have survived. An 
emphasis on coming to personal times with creeds seems to be a major theme 
with religious action focusing on each person’s quest for self-actualization.   
 

According to Cragun and Cragun (2006), three general definitions have been proposed 
for religion with each its merits and detriments. A classic definition of religion given 
by Emile Durkheim described religion as a unified system of beliefs and practices that 
is pertained to the sacred and therefore, unites its adherents into a single moral 
community. Durkheim argued that the definition of religion hinged on the distinction 
between things that are sacred (set apart from daily life) and things that are profane 
(everyday, mundane elements of society). The sacred elements of social life are what 
make up religion. A major shortcoming of this definition is that it is extremely broad 
and can encompass substantial elements of social life.  
 
Another common definition of religion among social scientists, particularly social 
psychologists, views religion as any attempt to answer existential questions (e.g., 'is 
there life after death? Batson, Scheonrade, and Ventis 1993). This definition casts 
religion in a functional light as it is seen as serving a specific purpose in society. As is 
the case with the sacred/profane definition, this definition is also often critiqued for 
being broad and overly encompassing. For instance, using this definition, someone 
who attends religious services weekly but makes no attempt to answer existential 
questions would not be considered religious. At the other extreme, an atheist who 
believes that existence ends with physical death, would be considered religious 
because he/she has attempted to answer a key existential question. 
 
The third social scientific definition views religion as the collective beliefs and rituals 
of a group relating to Supernatural (Tylor, 1976). This view of religion draws a, 
sometimes, ambiguous line between beliefs and rituals relating to empirical, definable 
phenomena and those relating to indefinable or unobservable phenomena, such as 
spirits, god(s), and angels. This definition is not without its problems as well, as some 
argue it can also include atheists who have a specific position against the existence of 
a god (or gods). Yet because the beliefs and rituals are understood to be shared by a 
group, this definition could be argued to exclude atheists. Despite the problems with 
this last definition, it does most closely adhere to the traditional (and popular) view of 
what constitutes a religion (Cragun and Cragun, 2006). 
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7.2 Features of Religion 

Most religions of the world have certain similar features in common, and some of 
them include: 
 

a. Ritual: All known religions engage in the performance of one form of ritual or 
the other. They all observe ceremonial practices or rituals which are regarded 
as the prescribed acts that are sacred in themselves and equally symbolize the 
sacred. Ritual serves as a means of integrating and organizing adherents of a 
religion. 

b. Beliefs: All religions have some kind of belief system. Religious belief is 
presented and that does not require any empirical proof but are expected to be 
accepted as a condition of faith. Belief forms the nucleus of all forms of world 
religions. 

c. Symbols: All religions have symbols that are adopted to identify strongly with 
their faith. For example, rosary, the crescent moon, the crucifix, cowry shells, 
amongst others are some of the symbols of some religious groups. 

d. Hierarchy: Most religious groups of the world are organized or structured into 
hierarchical arrangement, in which different roles are expected of individuals 
occupying different positions. 

   

7.3 Varieties of Religion 

7.3.1 Animatisms  
This is the system of belief in which supernatural forces rather than beings (gods or 
sprits) are viewed as the dominant power of the universe. 
 

7.3.2 Animism: 
This is the belief that spiritual beings inhabit the same world as humans but are in 
another place of existence. The basis for it is the belief that spirits are capable of 
helping or harming people. 

 
Fig 7.2: An animist 
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7.3.3 Theism 
This is the belief in one or more Supreme Being or gods who, because of their power 
and influence in human affairs are deserving of workshop. It is basically of two major 
types: monotheism and polytheism. Monotheism: this acknowledges the existence of a 
single supreme God, for example Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Polytheism: this is 
a form of theism where individuals are involved in worshiping several gods that are 
believed to posses varying degrees of power. 
 

7.4 Functions of Religion 

1. It provides support and consolation that help adherents overcome fear of the 
unknown and anxiety of the future 

2. Religion gives meaning and purpose to human existence by helping to improve 
lives of its adherents 

3. It allows people to transcend everyday reality 
4. It gives people a sense of identity by helping to promote integration and 

cohesion among its adherents.  
5. Religions help people during transitional stages in life by helping to cope with 

life challenges 
6. It acts as agent of social change by becoming more increasingly involved in the 

prevailing issues in the society 
7. It provides manifest function of providing business contacts or marriage 

partners among adherents. 
8. Promotes social control by preaching to its adherents the virtues of obeying the 

law and conforming to the dictates of the society.   
9. It helps to promote social stability in the society by influencing situations in all 

other sectors of the society. 

 

7.5 Theories of Religion  

Many of the early sociological theorists (e.g., Marx and Durkheim) proposed theories 
attempting to explain religion (Cragun and Cragun, 2006). These theories approach 
religion from slightly different perspectives, trying to explain: (1) the function of 
religion in society; (2) the role of religion in the life of the individual; and (3) the 
nature (and origin) of religion 

7.5.1 Structural-Functional 
The Structural-Functional approach to religion has its roots in Emile Durkheim's work 
on religion (1912). Durkheim argued that religion is, in a sense, the celebration and 
even (self-) worship of human society. Given this approach, Durkheim proposed that 
religion has three major functions in society: 
 

1. Social cohesion - religion helps maintain social solidarity through shared rituals 
and beliefs 
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2. Social control - religious based morals and norms help maintain conformity 
and control in society; religion can also legitimize the political system 

3. Providing meaning and purpose - religion can provide answers to existential 
questions 

 
The primary criticism of the structural-functional approach to religion is that it 
overlooks religion's dysfunctions. For instance, religion can be used to justify 
terrorism and violence (Juergensmeyer 2000). Religion has often been the justification 
of and motivation for war. In one sense, this still fits the structural-functional 
approach as it provides social cohesion among the members of one party in a conflict 
(e.g., the social cohesion among the members of a terrorist group is high), but in a 
broader sense, religion is obviously resulting in conflict, not the resolution of such. 
 

7.5.2 Social-Conflict 
The social-conflict approach is rooted in Marx's analysis of capitalism. According to 
Marx, religion plays a significant role in maintaining the status quo. Marx argued that 
religion was actually a tool of the bourgeoisie to keep the proletariat content. Religion 
is able to do this by promising rewards in the after-life rather than in this life. It is in 
this sense that Marx said, "Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the feeling of 
a heartless world, and the soul of soulless circumstances. It is the opium of the 
people... The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the 
demand for their real happiness" (Marx 2000:72). What he meant is that it would be 
necessary for the proletariat to throw off religion and its deceit about other-worldly 
rewards in order for the proletariat to rise up against the bourgeoisie and gain control 
over the means of production so they could realize this-worldly rewards. Thus, the 
social-conflict approach to religion highlights how it functions to maintain social 
inequality by providing a worldview that justifies oppression. It is highly imperative 
to note that Marx's approach to sociology was critical in the sense that it advocated 
change (Cragun and Cragun, 2006). 

 

7.5.3 Social Constructionist 
 The social constructionist approach to religion presents a naturalistic explanation of 
the origins of religion. Berger (1967) laid a framework for this approach, "religion is 
the human enterprise by which a sacred cosmos is established. Put differently, religion 
is cosmization in a sacred mode. Use of the word sacred in this context refers to a 
quality of mysterious and awesome power, other than man and yet related to him, 
which is believed to reside in certain objects of experience" (Berger, 1967:25). In 
other words, for the social constructionist, religion is not created by (or for) 
supernatural beings but rather is the result of societies delineating certain elements of 
society as sacred. In the social constructionist frame of mind, these elements of 
society are then objectified in society so they seem to take on an existence of their 
own. As a result, they can then act back on the individual (Cragun and Cragun, 2006).  
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Summary of Study Session 7 

In Study Session 7, you have learned that: 

1. Religious is an important social institution which is present in all human 
societies. People hold on to different belief systems according to several 
factors.  

2. Religion facilitates social change, useful during marriages and remains a 
formidable institution for ensuring social control among other manifest 
functions. 

3.  Religion has varieties: animatism, animism, and theism. Relative to their 
functions, religion can be explain using the social constructivist, structural 
functionalist, and social conflict theories. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 7 

SAQ 7.1 (tests learning outcome 7.1) 

What is religion? 

SAQ 7.2 (tests learning outcome 7.2) 

 Discuss four features of religion.  

SAQ 7.3 (tests learning outcome 7.3) 

 Outline six functions of religion. 

 

Notes on Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 7 

SAQ 7.1: Three general definitions have been proposed for religion with each its 
merits and detriments. A classic definition of religion given by Emile Durkheim 
described religion as a unified system of beliefs and practices that is pertained to the 
sacred and therefore, unites its adherents into a single moral community. Another 
common definition of religion among social scientists, particularly social 
psychologists, views religion as any attempt to answer existential questions (e.g., 'is 
there life after death? The third social scientific definition views religion as the 
collective beliefs and rituals of a group relating to Supernatural 

SAQ 7.2: The following are some of the features of religion: 

a. Ritual:  All known religions engage in the performance of one form of ritual or 
the other. They all observe ceremonial practices or rituals which are regarded 
as the prescribed acts that are sacred in themselves and equally symbolize the 
sacred. Ritual serves as a means of integrating and organizing adherents of a 
religion. 
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b. Beliefs: All religions have some kind of belief system. Religious belief is 
presented and that does not require any empirical proof but are expected to be 
accepted as a condition of faith. Belief forms the nucleus of all forms of world 
religions.  

c. Symbols: All religions have symbols that are adopted to identify strongly with 
their faith. For example, rosary, the crescent moon, the crucifix, cowry shells, 
amongst others are some of the symbols of some religious groups. 

d. Hierarchy:  Most religious groups of the world are organized or structured into 
hierarchical arrangement, in which different roles are expected of individuals 
occupying different position 
 

SAQ 7.3: The following are some of the functions of religion: 

1. It provides support and consolation that help adherents overcome fear of the 
unknown and anxiety of the future 

2. Religion gives meaning and purpose to human existence by helping to improve 
lives of its adherents 

3. It allows people to transcend everyday reality 
4. It gives people a sense of identity by helping to promote integration and 

cohesion among its adherents.  
5. Religions help people during transitional stages in life by helping to cope with 

life challenges 

 

Assignment 

1. Define religion and identify the merits and demerits in your definitions 
2. What are the evolutionary stages in the emergence of religion? 
3. Explain theories of religion 
4. Examine the functions of religion 
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Study Session 8:  Political Institution 

 

 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 

 

Introduction 

Politics and human society are closely connected. Though politics is not synonymous 
with the society, but there is hardly any human society without one form of politics or 
the other. However, the nature of politics varies from society to society. The 
importance of the political institution cannot be over-emphasized in the society 
because it helps in meeting the need for governance, administration, peace and 
security in the society.  

 

Learning outcomes for Study Session 8 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to: 

8.1 Define Political institutions (SAQ 8.1) 
8.2 Identify the functions of political institutions (SAQ 8.2) 
 

8.1 Political Institutions 

Why do you vote at elections? Did I hear you say to elect people into positions of 
authority? You are right! At the local government level are chairmen, at the state 
Governors and at the federal level is President. What do we need them for? If human 
beings are to exist in a group, then, some mechanisms must be employed to ensure 
that individuals pursue their goals and aspirations within the limit of the law. Political 
institution ensures that oppression and chaos do not affect the survival of the society. 
It is a relatively enduring social arrangement that distributes and exercise power. It is 
the social institution that is concerned with the use and distribution of power within a 
society. Group life makes us mutually dependent, therefore power is not restricted to 
any particular government alone but inherent in all social situation and relationship. 
Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akinola (1996) defined the term, political, as customary 
behaviours as well as beliefs and attitudes which pertain to policy making and 
execution. These customs are initiated by groups. The territorial groups may range 
from neighbourhoods and hamlets to villages, town, regions and nations. This 
definition looks beyond modern complex formal institutions. Political institution has 
two basic characteristics and these include: 
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a. Territorial boundary: political institutions usually have a territorial limits or 
boundary; this is why forms of political organization are different from society 
to society. There is, however, a chance of replication or similarities between 
political organizations of different societies. 

b. The monopoly of the use of force: it is only the political institution that has the 
right to the use of force; individuals do not have such right. Government also 
use force within the limits of the law to exercise the primary responsibility of 
maintaining rules and regulations in the society. This is an ideal situation. 
 

 
Fig 8.1: Political map of Nigeria 

 

8.2 Forms of political organization 

a. Band Societies: The simplest form of true political organization is the band. It 
is essentially a local group plus a system of leaders. The local group, according 
to Beal and Hoijer (1971), may be defined as an aggregate of human beings 
characterized by the following features: 
 

1a. common residence within a continuous and more or less well-defined history 
1b. the possession of a common culture and language 
1c. a certain like-minded or spirit de corps by which its members distinguish 
themselves from outsiders 
1d. a long tradition of friendly association between members 
 

Bands are usually nomadic groups of people each being self sufficient and 
autonomous. Some bands clearly fight a good deal to gain access to special resources 
or for vengeance and so on. In these societies, there is a great respect for seniority and 
personal qualities such as skill in hunting, generosity and kindness. A man who 
possesses all these qualities acquires a position of influence in the community. A man 
will not acquire or maintain influence unless he has the abilities needed by the rest of 
the band. In a sense, the formal permanent office does not exist. 
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Each band may have its informal headman or its most proficient hunter or its old man 
most accomplished rituals. Leadership in this sense is not a result of power but of 
acquired influence and admired qualities. For example, among the Kung Bushmen of 
Kalahari Desert, although the position of headman is often hereditary, the authority of 
the headman is however, extremely limited and the position itself offers no apparent 
advantages. Hence, it is not actively sought after. Like all other Bushmen, the 
headman also fashion his tools and shelters, carries his possessions and hunt for food. 
Band societies are egalitarian, individual of a particular age-sex category have equal 
access to prestige and resources. 

 
2. Tribal Societies: the spectrum of political organization among tribal societies is 
much broader than the band societies. However, bands and tribes appear to be the 
most frequent types of political organizations found among non-literate peoples and 
these political organizations are perhaps universal among people who have not 
developed warfare for conquest (Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akinola, 1996).  

 
Tribal societies are characterized by the presence of associations such as clans, age-
sets, religious and military associations (Oke, 1984). The kinship bond is very strong; 
the tribal associations are often based on kinship ties. Perhaps the most common pan-
tribal association is the clan. The clan elders have the right to try clan members and 
settle disputes between them. They punish offences committed against the clan by 
members of other clans. A characteristic mode of political organization in tribal 
societies is the segmented lineage system.  The Tiv people in Nigeria are an example 
of a tribal society.   

Fig 
8.2: An example of a tribal society 

 
3. Chiefdom: Chiefdom can be distinguished from a tribal society in that whereas a 
tribe has associations that can informally integrate more than one community. In 
chiefdom, ranked descent groups are linked into a wider pattern with hierarchy of 
authority controlling economic, social and religious activities. The pattern that links 
groups together creates interdependency between them. Chiefdoms are characterized 
by centralized authority and the linkage of groups into wider systems. The population 
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is denser than that of a tribe and the community is more permanent partly as a result of 
its higher economic productivity. 

 
The position of chief is mostly hereditary and generally permanent. This bestows high 
status on the holder. The chief and his family have greater access to prestige. In some 
chiefdom, those closely related to the chief or those working closely with him in 
administration constitute a kind of nobility with greater access to economic resources. 
A major responsibility of a chief is redistributing resources. The goods and services 
produced by the society are often accumulated by the chief who reallocates them to 
his subjects. He plans and directs the use of public labour, supervises religious 
festivals and may acquire religious status. He is also responsible for the security of the 
society and may direct military activities. The basic characteristics of chiefdoms are 
well illustrated by the Islanders in South Pacific and Bantus in South Africa.  

 
4. State Societies: A state is autonomous political unit encompassing many 
communities within its territory and having a centralized government with power to 
collect taxes, draft men for work or war and decree and enforced laws (Carneiro, 1947 
as cited in Oke, Oloruntimehin and Akinola, 1996). In a State society with centralized 
political systems, the fragmented group-versus-group pattern of tribal warfare gave 
way to new forms. War as an instrument of the state, with conquest, trade or tribute or 
its aim was on a very different scale than tribal warfare. As such, state societies have 
evolved a wide range of permanent and judicial functions and inevitably a large 
bureaucracy. 

 
The concept of legitimate force to implement policies both internally and externally is 
central to the definition of a state. For instance, the government holds a monopoly on 
the legitimate use of physical force. This is manifested in the development of formal 
and specialized instruments of social control such as the police force, a militia, and a 
standing army. States are also characterized by class stratification and hence, 
restricted access to basic economic resources. They are generally supported by a 
system of intensive agriculture, the high productivity which allows for the emergence 
of cities, a high degree of economic and other kinds of specialization, commercial 
exchange and extensive international trade. Examples of state societies include the 
Kingdom of Nupe in central Nigeria and the Ancient Rome.    

 

8.3 Factors Associated with Variation in Political Organization   

Service (1962) noted that the evolutionary trend in political institutions may be 
associated with similar trends in some other realms such as: 

a. Technology: From food collection (hunting and gathering) to intensive food 
production (agriculture and animal husbandry) 

b. Population: From small local groups to large communities, and from low to 
greater population density 

c. Social Status: From egalitarian society, and finally to class-differentiated 
society 
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d. Economic Distribution: From major emphasis on reciprocity in the distribution 
of goods and services to redistribution and finally to market or commercial 
exchange, using as the medium of exchange.  
 

8.4 Components of Political Institution 

Government can be referred to as that societal body, which is empowered to regulate 
relation actions, and behavior of societal members, in such a way as to minimize the 
incident of conflict and resolve same when it arises. The basic objective of the 
government is to work for the harmonious and peaceful relations in the society for the 
promotion and protection of the interest of all individual in that society. The two 
major components of political institution are power and authority. 
 

8.4.1 Power 
This is referred to the ability of an individual or group of people to make their own 
interest and concerns count, even where others resist. It is the ability to realize one’s 
will even against the resistance of and opposition of others (Weber, 1968). It is the 
chance of a man or a number of men to realize their own will in a communal action 
even against the resistance of others who are participating in the action. The two 
forms of power are the legitimate and illegitimate power.  
 
The legitimate power is a form of power used in a way that is generally recognized as 
socially acceptable; it is a control that is exercised over people with their consent and 
they believe that those exercising power have the right to do so. Illegitimate power, on 
the other hand, is a form of power that is exercised without social approval; it is a 
control that is exercised over people who do not recognize the right of those 
exercising such powers over them. Thus, illegitimate power requires the use or the 
threat of physical force in order to compel obedience.  
 
There are at least two kinds of legitimate power, and these are influence and authority 
(Thio, 1994). An individual may possess the ability to wield influence on other people 
because of their wealth, fame, charm, knowledge, persuasiveness, or any other 
admired quality. The other kind of legitimate power is authority.  
 
Authority is a legitimate form of power that has widespread social approval and is 
obeyed because people believe that those who exercise it have a right to do so 
(Thompson and Hickey 1994). When people have authority, others will follow their 
commands not because they have to but because they want to or believe it is their 
duty.  
 
There are three different types of authority identified by Marx Weber and these 
include:  

1. Traditional authority This is based on custom and habits. Its roots are on the 
distant past and are often religiously sanctioned. It is usually hereditary and 
based on ascribed status. For example age, race, sex and religion. Here, 
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authority is legitimized by the sanctity of tradition. This form of authority is 
found in tribal societies, but it is also evident in modern relationships. 
Examples are the authority of the Alaafin of Oyo, Ooni of Ife, Timi of Ede, Obi 
of Onitsha, Sultan of Sokoto, Emir of Kano etc. 

 
Fig 8.3: Alaafin of Oyo, he possesses a traditional authority 

 
2. Legal/rational authority: This can also be called bureaucratic authority. Based 

on explicit rules, regulation and procedures that define who holds power, how 
it is exercised and distributed, what rights and duties are attached to various 
political status. It is achieved rather than ascribed. The central characteristic 
here is the existence of a body of abstract or generalized rules which have been 
intentionally established and therefore possesses a rational justification 
(Labinjoh, 2002). It is the type of authority that is embodied in the office of the 
President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, Vice-Chancellor of Universities, 
Governors of States, Managing Directors of Corporations etc.  
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Fig 8.4 Prof Isaac Adewole, Vice-Chancellor University of Ibadan, he possesses a 

legal authority 
3. Charismatic authority: This is another form of authority that is based on unique 

personal qualities which include the ability to excite and inspire their followers. 
It rests on the appeal and abilities of an individual. In this form of authority 
structure, the leader is obeyed based on his personality characteristic which set 
apart from others.  It is short lived because it can end suddenly with the death 
of that individual.  Examples of charismatic leader include Obafemi Awolowo, 
Martin Luther King Junior, Mahatma Gandhi etc. Charismatic leaders can also 
be found in religious and military circles. Examples of the latter will include 
Adolf Hitler, Fidel Castrol, Saddam Hussein, Moammar Ghadafi.  

  

8.5 Functions of Political Institution 

1. Institutionalization of norms or laws that will regulate the behaviour and 
activities of members of the society. 

2. Enforcement of law and order in the society. 
3. Adjudication of conflict and maintenance peace and stability among members 

of the society. 
4. Protection of society from external threat and aggression. 

 

Summary of Study Session 8 

In Study Session 8, you have learned that: 

1. The Political institution ensures orderliness in the society.  
2. Political institutions are different from one society to another. Their form 

includes band, state, chiefdom, and tribal. The components of political 
organizations are power and authority.  
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3. Functions of political institutions include enforcement of law and order, 
protection of society from external threats and aggression. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 8 

SAQ 8.1 (tests learning outcome 8.1) 

 What is political institution? 

SAQ 8.1 (tests learning outcome 8.1) 

 

Notes on Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 8 

SAQ 8.1: Political institution ensures that oppression and chaos do not affect the 
survival of the society. It is a relatively enduring social arrangement that distributes 
and exercise power. It is the social institution that is concerned with the use and 
distribution of power within a society. Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akinola (1996) 
defined the term, political, as customary behaviours as well as beliefs and attitudes 
which pertain to policy making and execution. These customs are initiated by groups. 
The territorial groups may range from neighbourhoods and hamlets to villages, town, 
regions and nations. 
 
SAQ 8.2: The following are functions of political institutions: 

1. Institutionalization of norms or laws that will regulate the behaviour and 
activities of members of the society. 

2. Enforcement of law and order in the society. 
3. Adjudication of conflict and maintenance peace and stability among members 

of the society. 
4. Protection of society from external threat and aggression. 

 

Assignment 

1. What are the functions of Political institution? 
2. Explain the forms of political organizations 
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Study Session 9:  Economic Institution 

 

 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 

 

Introduction 

Every society, no matter how simple or complex, must devise ways to meet the 
economic requirements of its members. These requirements are food, shelter and 
clothing. This institution is very important because it is mainly concerned with the 
production, distribution and consumption of goods and services in the society. This 
institution came to be because human needs are insatiable, and the resources to satisfy 
them are scarce. 

 

Learning outcomes for Study Session 9 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to: 

9.1 Identify the major subsistence strategies (SAQ 9.1) 
9.2 Explain the three modes of exchange (SAQ 9.2) 

 

9.1 Economic Institution 

It has been observed that the story of social organization and human evolution as a 
whole is written to a large degree in the means by which people devised to solve the 
problems of subsistence posed by their environments. A major breakthrough in the 
story of human evolution was the invention of agriculture. Our ancestors subsisted by 
hunting animals and gathering (Foraging) vegetable food. By the time of Homo 
erectus, they had developed both the technology and the forms of social organization 
necessary to be successful hunters. 

 
Sociologists study and attempt to understand economic life in purely economic terms. 
In this way, individuals and groups undertake their economic activities in relation to 
and as defined by behavior patterns, social sanctions and obligations (Otite and 
Ogionwo, 1981). Economic institution is a system of behavior through which people 
adapt to their environment, by making decisions and choices aimed at satisfying their 
problems of scarcity. Thus, this means that the economic institution attempts to 
resolve some basic questions, which are: 
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a. Questions of Production: to respond to the problem of production, the mode of 
production that exists at any point in time attempts to resolve the problem of 
needs in the society. The needs of a particular people at any given time will 
determine their economic system. However, no matter the type of a society, 
whether simple or complex, there will always be the scarcity of resources, 
which usually give rise to economic system. 
 

b. Question of Distribution: after the production of goods, the question to be 
answered is, who get what and how; depending on the level of development, 
society responds to this questions through different means. For instance, while 
simple societies respond to the question through trade by barter, some other 
economies respond to it through the monetary system. 
 

c. Questions of Consumption: society also wants to answer the question posed by 
the need for the people who are to consume the goods and services produced. 
For example, in the simple society, the goods were consumed immediately and 
value was not added, but in the complex society, there is always an attempt to 
add value to whatever is produced. 

 
The economic systems and activities however, vary from one society to another due to 
some certain factors such as the difference in the physical environment, culture and 
levels of technology. 
 

9.2 Subsistence Strategies 

There are five major subsistence strategies: hunting and gathering, horticulture, 
pastoralism, agriculture and industrialism. 

9.2.1 Hunting and Gathering 
Hunting and gathering is the earliest form of subsistence strategy. It involves the 
collection of wild foods with a few tools such as digging stick, or fishing and hunting 
with knives, spears, boomerangs, bows and arrows, traps and so on. It was a typical 
strategy of a semi-nomadic lifestyle with small bands of fifty to a hundred persons 
ranging across their territories in search of foods. Hunting and gathering societies are 
located in places such as desert lands (Australian aborigines, the Bushmen of Kalahari 
Desert), they are also found in polar lands (Copper Eskimos) and in Tropical forest 
lands (Bambuti Pygmies). Most of them share the following cultural traits: small 
communities, sparsely populated territories, nomadic lifestyle, absence of individual 
land rights, politically unstratified communities, and division of labour mainly based 
on age, sex, and kinship. 



70 

 

 
Fig 9.1: African men hunting 

 

9.2.2 Horticulture 

Like hunting and gathering, horticulture relies on simple tools. It is a system of 
farming carried out with relatively primitive tools and methods. Small amounts of 
land are worked at one time mostly with hand-tools.  Horticulturist generally 
cultivates the garden plots using either a digging stick or hoe to plant tubers, seeds, 
roots. Many horticulturists also hunt and gather other foods. Nevertheless, their basic 
subsistence strategy represents a fundamental break with the hunting gathering way of 
life. The culture of horticultural people varies according to the relative richness of 
their environment and the opportunity of cultural borrowing. However, horticultural 
people are mostly characterized by simple farming techniques which tended to ensure 
more plentiful food supply than is generally available to hunting and gathering 
peoples. As such, horticulture is generally able to support larger, more densely 
populated and sedentary communities. 

 
Fig 9.2: An horticultural garden 

9.2.3 Pastoralism 

This is mostly adapted to semi-arid and open-grassland environments. It involves a 
primary dependence on herding and animal husbandry to satisfy many of the people’s 
material needs and wants. Pastoralists exploit their herds for milk products, but use 
their animals for a variety of things. For instance, while the dung provides fuel for 
fires, skins of dead animals are made into leather products. Also, sheared fur is 
processed into wool and other needs. The pastoralists are generally linked to areas of 
rolling hills with low rainfall where cultivation is difficult but grasses plentiful (Oke, 
Oloruntimehin and Akinola, 1996). They tend to be more stratified with more social 
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differentiation than those dependent on food collection. The pastoralist groups and 
agricultural groups often trade with each other in a kind of symbiotic relationship. The 
pastoralists move constantly because their herds require a constant supply of water 
and fresh pasturage. They are very mobile and organize themselves into small units. 
The vast majority of pastoralists have male-centered, economic and kinship groups 
(Oke, 1984). Examples of pastoralists include: the Fulani of northern Nigeria, the 
Nuer of Sudan, Masai of Kenya, among others.  
 

 
Fig 9.3 Fulani herdsmen of the northern Nigeria 

Source: Google images 

9.2.4 Agriculture 

Agriculture is the process of producing food, feed, fiber, and other desired products by 
the cultivation of plants and the raising of domesticated animals (Cragun and Cragun, 
2006). The invention of plough is a major achievement in subsistence technology 
(Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akiola, 2006). It is an innovation that allows agriculturist to 
turn the soil deeper and it vastly increases crop yields. In modern times, agriculture is 
characterized by the use of tractors, various irrigation systems and other water storage 
techniques, use of fertilizers and sophisticated or advanced technology. In the Old 
World, organic fertilizers were used and domesticated animals were attached to the 
plough. Irrigation systems were first used in the Old World some 6,000 years ago and 
about 3,000 years ago in the New World (Oke, 1984). A major cultural consequence 
of agriculture was the development of cities. When agricultural yields began to rise 
substantially, a significant proportion of the citizenry was able to migrate permanently 
to the cities to engage in non-agricultural work. In addition, agricultural societies 
tended to have a high degree of craft-specialization and more complex political 
organization. Women in these societies, as a rule, contributed less to subsistence than 
women in horticultural societies. 
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Fig 9.4: An agricultural land 

  

9.2.5 Industrialism  

The most outstanding characteristic of modern subsistence strategy is the application 
of mechanical power to production. The development has resulted into the rise of 
capitalism and sharp social differentiation in the society. At this stage, small tools 
worked by muscle grew into big or complex tools run by steam and electricity derived 
from coal, oil, falling water and atomic fission. The progressive application of 
mechanical power to the production of material goods exclusive of agriculture and 
transportation led to such astounding changes which collectively have been called 
Industrial Revolution. Mechanical power actually brought about two revolutions: one 
was extensive and rapid change in the making of material goods and services as 
evident in the flowering of money economic institutions. The other was the revolution 
in many social institutions that were closely linked to economic activities. Similarly, 
specialization became intensified by region and by locality and finally, there was a 
proliferation of economic organizations such as banks, stock markets, brokerage 
houses, insurance companies, trade associations, chambers of commerce, merchant’s 
associations and lobbyists (Oke, Oloruntimehin, and Akinola, 1996). 

 

9.3 Modes of Exchange   

 This essentially involves the system through which scarce goods pass through 
networks to people who did produce them. These systems are classified into three 
general types: reciprocity, redistribution and market exchange. 
 

9.3.1 Reciprocity  

This is the most universal and oldest form of distribution and the one that still 
predominates in primitive societies. It is the giving and receiving of gifts. Such gifts 
often consist of material items, favours and specific forms of labour. Reciprocity, 
according to Oke (1984), may take three forms: balanced reciprocity (it is the straight-
forward exchange of goods and services in which both parties consider as equivalent 
at the time of exchange; it is the most explicit and short-term in its expectations of 
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return), generalized reciprocity (when people give each other gifts without expecting 
anything in return at that time or in immediate future but assume that they will receive 
equivalent value in return over the duration of their relationship) and negative 
reciprocity (this involves an attempt to take an advantage of another person for one’s 
self-interest; it ranges from all uneven trading to all forms of thefts particularly 
gambling. 

 

9.3.2 Redistribution 

This involves the movement of goods towards a centre of allocation and then outward 
again. It requires some central authority with sufficient power to compel people to 
surrender to it a portion of their goods in accordance with the rules of the system. The 
central authority subsequently redistributes a portion of what is collected and has 
discretionary power over how to do so. This system operates prominently in our 
modern stratified society. Our system of taxation and other various kinds of fund 
raising and subsequent provision of social amenities and services by organizations and 
government are excellent examples of redistribution. 

 

9.3.3 Market Exchange 

This is a process of distributing goods and services within a population and between 
populations (Oke, 1984). It involves the use of generalize-purpose money as a means 
of assigning relative value to the goods and services. Generalized-purpose money is a 
universally accepted medium of exchange which is used for commercial transactions 
such as buying and selling as well as for commercial transactions such as paying taxes 
or fines, personal gifts or gifts to charities. It is easily replaceable and exchangeable 
for another of like kind, portable and divisible into combine units. It acts as a store of 
wealth. Market systems go with economic specialization and develop in societies that 
have technological capacity to produce food surpluses.   
 

 
Fig 9.5: A Nigerian market 

Source: Google images 
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Summary of Study Session 9 

In Study Session 9, you have learned that: 

1. Economic institution is the institution through which societies devise their 
means of subsistence. Some of the strategies are that hunting and gathering, 
horticulture, pastoralism, agriculture and industrialism. 

2.  Scarce goods can then be passed from one person to another through 
reciprocity, redistribution and market exchange. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 9 

SAQ 9.1 (tests learning outcome 9.1) 

What are the major subsistence strategies? 

SAQ 9.2 (tests learning outcome 9.2) 

Briefly explain the three modes of exchange? 

 

Notes on the Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 9 

SAQ 9.1: There are five major subsistence strategies: hunting and gathering, 
horticulture, pastoralism, agriculture and industrialism. 
SAQ 9.2: The three modes of exchange are reciprocity, redistribution and market 
exchange. 
Reciprocity is the most universal and oldest form of distribution and the one that still 
predominates in primitive societies. It is the giving and receiving of gifts. Such gifts 
often consist of material items, favours and specific forms of labour. Redistribution  
involves the movement of goods towards a centre of allocation and then outward 
again. It requires some central authority with sufficient power to compel people to 
surrender to it a portion of their goods in accordance with the rules of the system. The 
central authority subsequently redistributes a portion of what is collected and has 
discretionary power over how to do so. While market exchange is a process of 
distributing goods and services within a population and between populations. It 
involves the use of generalize-purpose money as a means of assigning relative value 
to the goods and services. Generalized-purpose money is a universally accepted 
medium of exchange which is used for commercial transactions.  
 

Assignment 

1. Define economic institutions and its functions 
2. What are the various economic systems 
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3. Examine the modes of exchange 
4. Explain the forms of subsistence strategies 
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Unit 10:  Health Institution 
 
 
 

Expected duration: 1 week or 2 contact hours 

 

 

Introduction 

You might have heard people talk about ‘Health is Wealth’. Of course, the importance 
of health and people well being cannot be over emphasized hence, the need for us to 
consider this vital institution and its various functions. What differentiates us from the 
mad man or woman we see regularly on Nigeria roads? I can hear you say they are not 
well while we are ok. How do people access health care facilities? What factors 
determine which health facility a patient will seek for help? As a prelude to the 
lecture, do you notice the existence or location of any primary health care around your 
locality (Health centres)? Any secondary health institution (General hospitals)? Or 
Tertiary institution (Teaching Hospitals)? 
 

Learning outcomes for Study Session 10 

When you have studied this session, you should be able to: 

10.1  Define Health (SAQ 10.1) 
10.2  Discuss the functions of health institutions (SAQ 10.2) 
10.3 Identify the basic types of health institutions (SAQ 10.3) 
 

10.1 Health Institution 

As I said earlier, Health institution is a major type of social institution in the society. 
When you consult most text on sociology you might not find it, because it is a newly 
included institution. Indeed, the sociology of health and medicine are among the 
fastest growing areas of sociology. According to the World Health Organization 
(WHO), health is a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not 
merely the absence of infirmity. From this definition, it therefore means that one is 
suffering from ill-health when one falls short of complete wellbeing.  
 
Though the definition given by the WHO is useful and accurate, some would consider 
it idealistic and nonrealistic because using it classifies 70-95% of people as unhealthy. 
This definition also overlooks the fact that several factors influence both the definition 
of health and standards of health (Cragun and Cragun, 2006). It makes more 
sociological sense to see health as a relative concept and acknowledge that people 
understand different things by it. The same is true of associated words like unhealthy, 
sick and fit (Taylor, Richardson, Yeo, Marsh, Trobe and Pilkington, 2002).  The 
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WHO definition lists in broad terms the main factors that promote good health. 
However, when it comes to measuring the health of a population, sociologists 
typically examine the negative: rates of illness and death. They reason that healthy 
populations experience less illness and longer life than unhealthy populations (Brym 
and Lie, 2007).  
 
In general, ordinary people also see health in relative terms. What it means to be 
healthy can vary from culture to culture and is often connected with advances in 
technology. In some cultures, larger body sizes are seen as a sign of healthiness as it 
indicates an individual has a preponderance of food. In other cultures, largeness is 
more closely associated with unhealthy lifestyles (e.g., lack of exercise, poor eating 
habits, etc.). Advances in technology have also expanded the idea of what it means to 
be healthy. What are understood today to be healthy practices were not emphasized 
prior to clear understandings of disease and the contributions of lifestyles to health 
(Cragun and Cragun, 2006). 
 
Health care (or healthcare) is an industry associated with the prevention, treatment, 
and management of illness along with the promotion of mental and physical well-
being through the services offered by the medical and allied health professions. The 
sociology of health and medicine is concerned with the distribution of healthcare 
services globally, in particular inequalities in healthcare, and how conceptions of 
health have changed over time. 
  

10.2 The Evolution of Health Care and Medicine 

All human societies have beliefs that provide explanations for, and responses to, 
childbirth, death, and disease. Throughout the world, illness has often been attributed 
to witchcraft, demons, or the will of the gods, ideas that retain some power within 
certain cultures and communities (faith healings). However, the rise of scientific 
medicine in the past two centuries has altered or replaced many historic health 
practices (Cragun and Cragun, 2006). 
 

10.2.1 Folk Medicine 
Folk medicine refers collectively to procedures traditionally used for treatment of 
illness and injury, aid to childbirth, and maintenance of wellness. It is a body of 
knowledge distinct from modern, scientific medicine but may coexist in the same 
culture. It is usually unwritten and transmitted orally until someone collects it. Within 
a given culture, elements of folk medicine may be diffusely known by many adults or 
may be gathered and applied by those in a specific role of healer, shaman, midwife, 
witch, or dealer in herbs. Elements in a specific culture are not necessarily integrated 
into a coherent system and may be contradictory. Folk medicine is sometimes 
associated with quackery when practiced as theatrics or otherwise practiced 
fraudulently, yet it may also preserve important knowledge and cultural tradition from 
the past. 
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Herbal medicine is an aspect of folk medicine that involves the use of gathered plant 
parts to make teas, poultices, or powders that purportedly effect cures. Many effective 
treatments adopted by physicians over the centuries were derived from plants (i.e. 
aspirin), and botany was an important part of the materia medica of professional 
medical training before the 20th century. Increasing attention is being paid to the folk 
medicine of indigenous peoples of remote areas of the world in hope of finding new 
pharmaceuticals; of special concern is the extinction of many species by the clearing 
of formerly wild rainforests (Cragun and Cragun, 2006). Such activity may lead to the 
loss of species of plants that could provide aids to modern medicine. Attitudes toward 
this type of knowledge gathering and plant preservation vary and political conflicts 
have increasingly arisen over ownership of the plants, land, and knowledge in several 
parts of the world. 

 
Fig 10.1: Folk medicines 

 

10.2.2 Alternative Medicine 
Alternative medicine describes methods and practices used in place of, or in addition 
to, conventional medical treatments. The precise scope of alternative medicine is a 
matter of some debate and depends to a great extent on the definition of conventional 
medicine. Positions on the distinction between the two include those who reject the 
safety and efficacy of the other, and a number of positions in between (Cragun and 
Cragun, 2006). The debate on alternative medicine is also complicated by the diversity 
of treatments that are categorized as alternative. These include practices that 
incorporate spiritual, metaphysical, or religious underpinnings; non-European medical 
traditions; newly developed approaches to healing; and a number of others. 
Proponents of one class of alternative medicine may reject the others while much of 
alternative medicine is rejected by conventional medicine. Many in the scientific 
community label all healthcare practices that have not undergone scientific testing 
(i.e., peer-reviewed, controlled studies) as alternative medicine. Yet, the boundary 
between alternative and mainstream medicine has changed over time. Some methods 
once considered alternative have later been adopted by conventional medicine, when 
confirmed by controlled studies. Many very old conventional medical practices are 
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now seen as alternative medicine, as modern controlled studies have shown that 
certain treatments were not actually effective. Supporters of alternative methods 
suggest that much of what is currently called alternative medicine will be similarly 
assimilated by the mainstream in the future. 
 

Criticisms of Alternative Medicine 

a. Safety Issues 
b. Lack of Proper testing 
c. Delay in seeking conventional medical treatment 
d. Poor Diagnosis 
e. Lack of funding 

 

10.2.3 Modern Medicine 
Modern medicine has substantially improved quality of life around the world. The 
more generally accepted view of healthcare is that improvements result from 
advancements in medical science. The medical model focuses on the eradication of 
illness through diagnosis and effective treatment. In contrast the social model of 
healthcare places emphasis on changes that can be made in society and in people's 
own lifestyles to make the population healthier. It defines illness from the point of 
view of the individual's functioning within society rather than by monitoring for 
changes in biological or physiological signs. Modern medicine has proven uniquely 
effective and widespread compared with all other medical forms, but has fallen far 
short of what once seemed a realistic goal of conquering all disease and bringing 
health to even the poorest of nations. It is notably secular, indifferent to ideas of the 
supernatural or the spirit, and concentrating on the body to determine causes and 
cures. This emphasis has however, provoked something of a backlash in recent years. 
Backlashes notwithstanding, modern medicine is clearly the most effective contributor 
to the health of humans in the world today (Cragun and Cragun, 2006). 

 
Fig 10.2: UCH, Ibadan – a modern health institution 

 

Activity 10.1 

What are the criticism of alternative medicine? 
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Feedback on Activity 10.1 

a. Safety Issues 
b. Lack of Proper testing 
c. Delay in seeking conventional medical treatment 
d. Poor Diagnosis 
e. Lack of funding 

 

10.3 Sociological Explanations of Health Inequalities 

Sociological explanations of differences in health between different groups, according 
to Taylor, Richardson, Yeo, Marsh, Trobe, and Pilkington (2002), can be classified 
into four main theoretical approaches: 

1. Social Constructionist Approaches 
2.  Theories of Natural or social selection 
3. Materialist or structuralist explanations 
4. Cultural and behavioural explanations 

Social Constructionist: this explanation claims that, for a variety of reasons, the 
evidence on which analyses are based is largely invalid. It may be because of 
methodological inadequacies or to do with the socially constructed (and changing) 
nature of key concepts. One social constructionist is the labeling perspective. This 
approach challenges the validity of the statistics by stressing that illness is a social 
construction and the  disease labels are applied differentially to different groups, either 
class, gender or ethnic. Thus, doctors are believed to apply specific disease labels 
more readily to some groups than others. So, different morbidity rates are primarily a 
product of differential labeling rather than a reflection of objective ‘reality.’  

 

10.3.1 Natural and Social Selection 
These approaches assume that the evidence is essentially valid. Natural selection 
interpretations are applied particularly to gender and ethnic groups and seek to explain 
their health differences in terms of alleged genetic, biological or physiological 
differences between groups. Social selection analyses suggest that rather than seeing 
ill-health as a consequence of low social class position, it is instead a major cause of 
class position. Thus, one reason for people being in a high class is their relatively 
good health. 

 

10.3.2 Materialist-Structuralist  
This analysis seek to explain the rates of mortality and morbidity of different classes, 
gender and ethnic groups by focusing on their different location in the social structure 
and the different material circumstances and experiences which result from this. 
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10.3.3 Cultural-behavioural 
These also assume the general validity of the evidence and attribute group differences 
to members’ allegedly different norms, values, knowledge and behaviours. There is 
widespread agreement among sociologists that structural and cultural factors are the 
main contributors to health differentials between classes, that in reality these factors 
are intertwined, and that constructionists’ and selectionists’ explanations play some 
part in the reported differences (Whitehead, 1992).     

 

10.4 Functions of the Health Institution 

Health institution plays vital roles in the smooth running of the society and of its 
functions are:  

1. Protects the health and ensures the well-being of the members of the society 
2. Provides treatments for members of the society who are injured or sick 
3. Designs framework for providing effective health care to the populace 
4. It helps combat an outbreak of diseases among the populace. 

 
The state of a nation’s health depends partly on public and private efforts to improve 
people’s well-being and treat their illnesses (Brym and Lie, 2007). The public health 
system is composed of government-run programs that ensure access to clean drinking 
water, basic sewage and sanitation services, and inoculation against infectious 
diseases. The absence of a public health system is associated with high rates of disease 
and low life expectancy. The health-care system is composed of a nation’s clinics, 
hospitals, and other facilities for ensuring health and treating   illness. The absence of 
a system that ensures access by citizens to a minimum standard of health care is also 
associated with high rates of disease and low life expectancy. 

 

Summary of Study Session 10 

In Study Session 10, you have learned that: 

1.  Health institution protects the health and ensures the well-being of the 
members of the society.  

2. It provides treatments for members of the society who are injured or sick. It 
developed from folk medicine to alternative medicine and modern medicine.  

3. There are sociological explanations for health inequality. This include Social 
Constructionist Approaches,  Theories of Natural or social selection, 
Materialist or structuralist explanations, Cultural and behavioural explanations. 
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Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 10 

SAQ 10.1 (tests learning outcome 10.1) 

What is health? 

SAQ 10.2 (tests learning outcome 10.2) 

What are the functions of health institutions? 

SAQ 10.3 (tests learning outcome 10.3) 

 What are the basic types of health institutions? 

 

Notes on the Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 10 

SAQ 10.1: Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not 
merely the absence of infirmity 

SAQ 10.2: Health institutions play vital roles in the smooth running of the society and 
of its functions are:  

1. Protects the health and ensures the well-being of the members of the society 
2. Provides treatments for members of the society who are injured or sick 
3. Designs framework for providing effective health care to the populace 
4. It helps combat an outbreak of diseases among the populace. 

 

SAQ 10.3: The basic types of health institutions are folk medicine, alternative 
medicine and modern medicine 

Assignment 

1. Discuss the sociological explanations of health inequality 
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