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INTRODUCTION: A
RADICAL
CHALLENGE TO
THE NUCLEAR UNIT

In 1971, a provocative
and  deeply  unsettling
book  arrived  on  the
shelves  of  radica l
b o o k s t o r e s  a n d
university  libraries.
Titled  The  Death  of
the  Family ,  it  was
w r i t t e n  b y  S o u t h
A f r i c a n - b o r n
p s y c h i a t r i s t  a n d
philosopher  David
Cooper. The book was
not a morbid prediction
of a literal demise, but

a  fierce,  polemical  call
for  the  dissolution  of
the nuclear family as a
repress ive  soc ia l
institution.  Cooper,  a
leading  figure  in  the
a n t i - p s y c h i a t r y
movement  alongside
R.D. Laing, argued that
the  family  was  the
p r i m a r y  t r a i n i n g
ground  for  societal
conformity,  a  place
w h e r e  a u t h e n t i c
human  potential  was
systematically crushed.
To  understand  the
death of  the family
D a v i d  C o o p e r
envisioned,  we  must
first  understand  the
m a n  a n d  t h e
revolutionary  context
of  his  work.
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Cooper ’s  c r i t ique
remains  startlingly
relevant decades later.
He  d id  not  s imp ly
dislike  family  dinners
or curfews; he argued
t h a t  t h e  f a m i l y
structure—specifically
i t s  h i e r a r c h i c a l ,
property-based,  and
sexually  repressive
dynamics—was  the
fundamental engine of
social  alienation  and
mental  i l lness.  For
Cooper, the family was
a  microcosm  of  the
state,  a  "conditioning
m a c h i n e "  t h a t
produced  obedient,
a n x i o u s  c i t i z e n s
incapable of true love,
creativity,  or  political
rebellion.  This  article
explores Cooper’s core
a r g u m e n t s ,  t h e
historical  context  of
the  anti-psychiatry
movement,  and  the
enduring  (and  often
misunderstood)  legacy
of  his  most  famous

work.

DAVID COOPER:
THE MAN BEHIND
THE MOVEMENT

Before delving into the
t e x t  i t s e l f ,  i t  i s
essential to understand
who David Cooper was.
Born  in  Cape  Town,
South  Africa,  in  1931,
Cooper  trained  as  a
medical  doctor  before
s p e c i a l i z i n g  i n
psychiatry.  He  was
deeply  influenced  by
existential  philosophy,
Marxist theory, and the
French  intellectual
tradition,  particularly
the works of Jean-Paul
Sart re  and  Miche l
Foucault. He moved to
London,  where  he
became a key figure at
the  Tavistock  Clinic
and  later  worked  at
K ings ley  Ha l l ,  an
e x p e r i m e n t a l
therapeutic community
where  patients  and
psychiatrists  l ived
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together,  challenging
trad i t iona l  power
dynamics.
Cooper’s work was not
merely  theoretical.  He
w a s  a  p r a c t i c i n g
psych i a t r i s t  who
believed that the label
of "schizophrenia" was
o f t e n  a  p o l i t i c a l
diagnosis—a  way  for
society  to  pathologize
individuals  who  could
not or would not fit into
the dysfunctional mold
of  the  family.  In  the
death of  the family
D a v i d  C o o p e r
presented  as  both  a
d i a g n o s i s  a n d  a
p r e s c r i p t i o n .  H e
be l ieved  that  the
family  was  already
"dead"  in  a  spiritual
and  authentic  sense,
but  that  people  were
keeping its corpse alive
through  habit,  fear,
a n d  e c o n o m i c
necessity. The task, as
h e  s a w  i t ,  w a s  t o
perform  the  funeral

and create new, more
liberating  forms  of
human  connection.

THE ANTI-
PSYCHIATRY
CONTEXT: A
REJECTION OF
MEDICAL
AUTHORITY

To  fully  appreciate
Cooper’s  thesis,  one
must place it within the
b r o a d e r  a n t i -
psychiatry  movement
o f  t h e  1 9 6 0 s  a n d
1970s. This was not a
rejection  of  medical
treatment  for  mental
distress,  but  a  radical
c r i t i q u e  o f  t h e
p s y c h i a t r i c
establishment. Leaders
like R.D. Laing, Michel
Foucault,  and  Thomas
Szasz  argued  that
mental  i l lness  was
often a sane response
to an insane world. The
"mad"  person,  they
suggested,  was  often
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the  one  who  saw the
truth too clearly.
C o o p e r  t o o k  t h i s
argument  directly  into
the living room. While
Laing  focused  on  the
family  dynamics  that
p r o d u c e d
" s c h i z o p h r e n i c "
communication  (the
famous  "double  bind"
theory), Cooper argued
that  the  family  itself
was the pathogen. He
saw the nuclear family
as  a  closed,  paranoid
system that generates
a  k ind  o f  "no rma l
m a d n e s s "  b y
demanding  that  its
members  suppress
their authentic desires.
In  this  context,  the
death of  the family
D a v i d  C o o p e r
advocated  was  not  a
t r a g e d y  b u t  a
necessary liberation. It
was  the  death  of  a
social structure that, in
his  view,  had  already
killed  the  spirit  of  its

members.

CORE ARGUMENTS
OF "THE DEATH OF
THE FAMILY"

The
Family as
an
Ideologic
al State
Apparatu
s
Cooper drew heavily on
Marxist theory to argue
that the family serves
t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f
capitalism. He saw it as
a factory for producing
the kind of person the
s y s t e m  n e e d s :
s o m e o n e  w h o  i s
obedient,  respects
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pr ivate  proper ty ,
postpones gratification,
and  fears  authority.
The  father  is  the  first
boss, the mother is the
first  manager  of
domestic  discipline,
and  the  children  are
the  first  workers.  The
family,  Cooper  wrote,
is  the  "concentration
camp of the everyday."
This  is  not  hyperbole
for  poetic  effect.
Cooper  believed  that
the  psychologica l
v i o l e n c e  o f  t h e
family—the  endless
s t r e a m  o f  s m a l l
humi l ia t ions ,  the
shaming  of  sexuality,
the  enforcement  of
gender  roles—was  as
damaging  as  overt
physical  violence.  It
created what he called
"normalized madness,"
where  people  become
convinced  that  their
o w n  d e s i r e s  a r e
dangerous  and  must
be  hidden,  even  from

themselves.

The
Destructi
on of
Authentic
Love
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
poignant themes in the
b o o k  i s  C o o p e r ’ s
critique  of  what  the
family does to love. He
argued that the family
replaces  genuine,
spontaneous  affection
w i t h  o b l i g a t o r y ,
conditional  "love."
Children learn that love
is  a  commodity  to  be
earned  through  good
behavior,  not  a  free
gift. This creates adults
who  are  incapable  of
true  intimacy,  who
confuse  dependency
with  love,  and  who
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repeat  these  toxic
patterns  in  their  own
relationships.
Cooper  called  for  a
"permanent revolution"
i n  p e r s o n a l
re la t ionsh ips .  He
believed that authentic
love could only flourish
outside the walls of the
nuclear  fami ly ,  in
communities  where
people were free from
the guilt and obligation
that family ties impose.
For Cooper, the death
of  the  family  David
Cooper  demanded
was  not  an  end  to
caring  relationships,
but a transformation of
them. He wanted to kill
the  "family"  to  save
the  possibility  of  real
kinship.

Sexual

Repressio
n and the
Politics of
the Body
A  significant  portion  of
the  book  is  dedicated
to the family’s  role in
en fo r c ing  sexua l
repression.  Cooper,
influenced  by  Wilhelm
Reich,  believed  that
t h e  f a m i l y  i s  t h e
primary  institution  for
c o n t r o l l i n g  a n d
channel ing  sexual
energy.  It  creates  the
incest  taboo,  enforces
m o n o g a m y ,  a n d
shames  all  forms  of
sexuality  that  do  not
serve  its  reproductive
a n d  p r o p e r t y -
preserving functions.
Cooper  argued  that
this  repression  is  not
a c c i d e n t a l  b u t
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e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e
maintenance  of  the
social order. A sexually
liberated  person,  he
believed,  is  far  less
likely  to  accept  the
drudgery  of  alienated
labor or the obedience
demanded  by  the
state. By breaking the
f a m i l y ’ s  h o l d  o n
sexuality,  individuals
could  begin  to  break
free from all  forms of
domination. This was a
central  pillar  of  the
r e v o l u t i o n  h e
envisioned.

KEY CONCEPTS
AND
TERMINOLOGY

Cooper  developed  a
unique  vocabulary  to
describe  his  ideas.
Understanding  these
terms  is  essential  for
g r a s p i n g  h i s  f u l l
argument:

"Violence of
the Family" –

The
psychological
and emotional
violence inherent
in family
structures,
including
manipulation,
guilt-tripping,
and the denial of
individual reality.
"Normalized
Madness" – The
state of being
socially adjusted
but spiritually
dead; the
"normal" person
who has
internalized the
family’s
repressive
demands.
"Schizoanalysis
" – A term
Cooper borrowed
and adapted
from Deleuze
and Guattari,
referring to a
practice of
breaking down
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the family’s
psychic
structures to
liberate desire.
"Primary
Alienation" –
The fundamental
sense of
disconnection
from self and
others that the
family produces
in its members.

These terms were part
of Cooper’s attempt to
create a new language
for  l iberat ion .  He
b e l i e v e d  t h a t
t r a d i t i o n a l
psychological language
was  itself  a  tool  of
oppression,  and  that
new  concepts  were
needed to describe the
damage and  the  path
to healing.

THE LEGACY AND
CRITICISM OF
COOPER’S WORK

Influence
on
Radical
Thought
and
Practice
David  Cooper’s  ideas
had  a  significant
impact  on  rad ica l
psychiatry,  feminist
theory, and communal
l iving  movements.
Feminist  critics  of  the
f a m i l y ,  s u c h  a s
Shulamith  Firestone,
d r e w  o n  s i m i l a r
themes,  arguing  that
the nuclear family was
the  foundat ion  o f
patriarchy.  Cooper’s
work  also  inspired
t h e r a p e u t i c
commun i t i es  and
e x p e r i m e n t s  i n
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collective  living  that
sought  to  break down
f a m i l y - b a s e d
hierarchies.
The phrase the death
of  the  family  David
C o o p e r  c o i n e d
became a  rallying  cry
for those who saw the
family  as  an  obstacle
t o  p e r s o n a l  a n d
political  liberation.  It
resonated  with  the
c o u n t e r c u l t u r e ' s
rejection  of  traditional
values  and  its  search
f o r  n e w  f o r m s  o f
community.

Criticisms
and
Controver
sies
Of  course,  Cooper’s
book  was  not  without
its critics. Many argued
that  he  romanticized

mental illness and that
his  prescriptions  were
impractical  or  even
dangerous .  Some
accused  him  of  being
naive about the human
capacity  for  violence
a n d  e x p l o i t a t i o n
o u t s i d e  f a m i l y
structures.  Others
pointed  out  that  his
w o r k  w a s  o v e r l y
abstract  and  lacked
concrete  guidance  for
how  to  live  without
families.
Furthermore,  Cooper
has been criticized for
his  sometimes  dense
and  i naccess ib l e
writing  style,  which
re l i ed  heav i l y  on
M a r x i s t  a n d
existentialist  jargon.
For many readers, the
book was more a  call
t o  a r m s  t h a n  a
practical  manual.  And
some  argued  that  his
rejection of  the family
was  too  abso lute ,
failing  to  recognize



10

10 The Death Of The Family David
Cooper

2023-01-08

that  families  can  also
be  sources  of  love,
support, and resistance
against oppression.

Relevanc
e in the
21st
Century
Today,  we  live  in  an
era of profound family
d i v e r s i t y .  T h e
traditional  nuclear
family is no longer the
statist ical  norm  in
many  par ts  o f  the
world.  We  see  single-
p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s ,
b lended  fami l ies ,
chosen  families,  and
s a m e - s e x  p a r e n t
families. In many ways,
t h e  " d e a t h "  t h a t
Cooper  called  for  has
partially happened: the
f a m i l y  h a s  b e e n
decentered as the only

legit imate  form  of
intimacy.
Yet, many of Cooper’s
c r i t i q u e s  r e m a i n
painfully  relevant.  The
family is still  a site of
violence,  repression,
and  inequality.  The
pressure to conform to
family  expectations
s t i l l  d r i ves  many
people into depression
and  anxiety.  Cooper’s
c a l l  t o  c r i t i c a l l y
e x a m i n e  t h e
family—rather  than
treating it as a sacred,
u n q u e s t i o n a b l e
institution—is  more
important  than  ever.
Moreover, his focus on
the  psychologica l
i m p a c t  o f  s o c i a l
structures  offers  a
power fu l  l ens  fo r
understanding  modern
crises  of  meaning,
l o n e l i n e s s ,  a n d
a l i e n a t i o n .  T h e
p a n d e m i c ,  f o r
e x a m p l e ,  f o r c e d
millions of people back
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into  intense  family
environments,  often
replicating old patterns
of tension and control.
Cooper’s work provides
a  v o c a b u l a r y  f o r
naming  this  pain  and
imagining alternatives.

PRACTICAL
TAKEAWAYS:
WHAT COOPER
OFFERS TODAY’S
READER

Questioni
ng the
Naturalne
ss of the
Family
The  first  lesson  from
Cooper  is  to  question
the  assumption  that
the  nuclear  family  is
natural,  eternal,  or

inev i tab le .  I t  i s  a
historical  construct,
one  that  has  taken
many  forms  across
cultures  and  epochs.
Realizing  this  can  be
liberating  for  those
who  feel  trapped  by
family dynamics.

Valuing
Authentic
Connectio
n Over
Obligatio
n
Cooper  challenges  us
to distinguish between
genuine  affection  and
family  obligation.  He
encourages us to seek
relationships based on
free  choice,  mutual
desire,  and  shared
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values, rather than on
blood  ties  and  social
pressure.  This  is  the
foundation  of  "chosen
fami ly"  pract ices
common  in  LGBTQ+
communities.

Embracin
g the
Revolutio
nary
Potential
of Desire
For  Cooper,  desire  is
not  something  to  be
feared or controlled. It
is  a  creat ive,  l i fe-
affirming force that can
break  through  the
walls  of  repression.
Honoring  one’s  own
des i r e s ,  w i t h i n  a
framework  of  consent

and respect for others,
is  a  political  act.  It
challenges the family’s
authority  over  our
bodies  and  hearts.

CONCLUSION: A
CALL FOR RADICAL
KINSHIP

David  Cooper’s  The
Death of the Family
remains a challenging,
i n f u r i a t i n g ,  a n d
ultimately  hopeful
b o o k .  I t  i s  n o t  a
c e l e b r a t i o n  o f
destruction but a vision
of  transformation.
Cooper  wanted  to  kill
t h e  f a m i l y  a s  a
p o s s e s s i v e ,
hierarchical  institution
so  that  something
more  beautiful  could
be  born:  a  world  of
radical  kinship,  where
people  connect  freely,
love authentically, and
support  each  other
without  conditions  or
domination.
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The death of the family
David Cooper imagined
i s  n o t  t h e  e n d  o f
human closeness. It  is
the beginning of a new
kind of closeness—one
not  based  on  blood,
property, or obligation,
but on freedom, desire,
a n d  m u t u a l
recognition.  Whether
or not one agrees with
h i s  e x t r e m e
conclusions,  his  work
remains  an  essential
invitation to rethink the
m o s t  i n t i m a t e
structures of our lives.
And  in  a  world  sti l l
s t r u g g l i n g  w i t h
loneliness,  inequality,

a n d  s o c i a l
fragmentation,  that
invitation is  as  urgent
as ever.
To  read Cooper  today
is  to  be  challenged,
disturbed, and perhaps
inspired  to  imagine
new  ways  of  l iving,
lov ing ,  and  be ing
t o g e t h e r .  T h a t ,
u l t imate ly ,  i s  the
enduring legacy of the
death of  the family
David  Cooper  so
p a s s i o n a t e l y
advocated.  It  is  a  call
to  mourn  what  has
been  l o s t ,  and  t o
celebrate  what  might
yet be born.


