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‘Culture’ and ‘Family’ : A Cultural-Anthropological Perspective

Hiroko Kawazoe,
Chiba University

Key words : family, cultural competence, family as a network, cultural anthropology

This paper attempts to contribute to the cultural competence of Nursing Science through the presenta-
tion of an anthropological perspective on ‘culture’ and ‘family’ .

Cultural analyses on ‘family’ can be divided into two schools of thought : essentialism and social con-
structionism. Essentialism premises the existence of ‘family’ as the inevitable consequence of human activ-
ity, and examine the varying familial morphologies in the world. Essentialism’s focus, therefore, is neces-
sarily on familial functions and structures. Social constructionism, on the other hand, looks to the socio-
cultural underpinnings of the family, and makes a critical assessment of the applicability of the concept of
‘family’ . It argues that: 1) the most common concept and interpretation of ‘family’ is inherently Euro-
centric, and 2) the prevailing view of ‘family’ in contemporary society is an artifact of modernization. In
other words, the very concept of ‘family’ itself is a socio-cultural construct. Cultural competence can help
us understand this.

The issue which we must consider here is the difficulty in understanding that stereotyped definitions of
‘family’ are actually socio-cultural constructs, when most people tend to regard these definitions as natu-
ral. It is therefore essential for Nursing Science to look at the concept of ‘family’ with a critical eye. This
will doubtless be a great challenge because nurses must work in a society that regards ‘family’ as self-
evident. In responding to this challenge, however, nursing theory will be better able to meet the needs of
patients.




