TUE 21/04: CLASS 2: Anthropologies of Kinship, Personhood, and Social Connectedness

0:00–0:50: PART 1 — Classical Kinship and Its Limits

1. Destabilising “Family”
Let me begin today with a question that sounds much more simple than it really is.
What is family?

Most of us begin with familiar terms: blood, marriage, love, parents, children, support, obligation. Sometimes home or care. Sometimes conflict, though usually that comes a little later. Those answers are exactly where we need to begin, because they tell us what family feels like in ordinary common-sense thought: close, moral, natural, personal.

And kinship is personal. Very personal. For some people it is warmth, trust, continuity, duty. For others it is pressure, expectation, injury, loss. For many, it is several of those things all at once. So we need to be careful at the start. We are not evaluating anyone person’s family. We are not trying to decide which family form is best, healthiest, most moral or modern. The task is analytical. We are asking how societies organise relatedness: how they decide who belongs to whom, who owes what to whom, who counts as close or distant, who is responsible for care and support, who may inherit or marry, who may claim another person, and on what grounds.

That shift matters because “family” is usually considered as naming something self-evident. It sounds like a word that almost does not need definition. But anthropology has a habit of beginning its questions precisely at that very point. The most familiar is often where the hardest assumptions hide. So often anthropology begins when that which feels most “natural” is held up to inspection and analysis.

Anthropology proceeds by treating the seemingly self-evident as an object of analysis rather than as an obvious truth. A category can feel intimate and necessary and still be historically specific. It can feel morally compelling and still be socially organised in very particular ways. This is one of anthropology’s most basic operations. It takes something that appears given and asks how it has been made to appear that way in order to see social life more clearly.
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So take the first term on the slide: blood.
Blood often appears as the deepest guarantee of family, as though biological connection is the foundation on which all else rests. But even in ordinary life, this turns out to be less stable than it first appears. Biological connection does not automatically produce closeness, care, solidarity, or obligation. Nor does absence of biological connection prevent people from becoming family in socially powerful senses. Even before we get to formal anthropology, ordinary life already gives us the problem. Some relations recognised as “blood” are emotionally thin, fractured, or practically absent. Some with no biological tie are treated as binding, durable, and unquestioned. So blood may matter, but its meaning and import are never solely biological.

Take the next term, marriage.
If marriage is treated as the defining route into family, what happens to relations not organised through marriage at all? What happens to households, long-term care relations, adoptive ties, step-relations, foster relations, chosen relations, or relations stretched by migration and separation? The moment we ask these kind of questions, marriage stops looking like a universal foundation and starts looking like one historically powerful way of organising legitimacy, inheritance, sexuality, and recognition. 

Take love.
Love feels even more self-evident, because it seems to rescue family from law and structure and make it something “special”. But love is not socially innocent. Love is organised, narrated, demanded, and recognised in particular ways. It is not opposed to social form. Very often it is one of the languages through which social form is lived and justified. And it is uneven and definitely not opposed to power relations. Indeed, family can be built through obligation without warmth or affection, while love can exist where institutions do not recognise a tie.

Then parents and children.
That pair often appears as an irreducible core. But even here we must pause. Who counts as a parent? The person who gives birth? The person who provides sperm? The person who raises a child? The person legally recognised by the state? The person who feeds, disciplines, protects, names, educates, loves? In many social worlds, those roles do not collapse neatly into one figure or household. Even where they do, they are interpreted through cultural assumptions rather than simply read off biology. The same goes for children: children are never just or only natural offspring. They are positioned differently in systems of inheritance, labour, obligation, sentiment, and future-making.

And then support, obligation and care.
Those words are important because they take us away from the sentimental view of family as pure feeling. Family is often where support is expected, but expectation is social, not natural. Obligation is one of the clearest signs kinship is not simply about affection. It is about organised claims. Who must care for whom? For how long? At what cost? Under what conditions? Anthropology has long been interested in kinship partly because these questions are never merely private. They are tied to property, labour, residence, gender, law, morality, power and wealth.

So when anthropology asks, “What is family?”, it is not looking for a better dictionary definition. It is asking a much more difficult question. How do different societies produce and recognise relatedness? Which relations are made visible, legitimate, and binding? Which are ignored, devalued, or denied? Once that question is on the table, “family” no longer appears as a single natural object but rather an always contested social field.

That is where we begin today. Not with the assumption that family is obvious, but with the recognition this apparent obviousness is something to be analysed.


2. Classical Kinship Anthropology
For a large part of the anthropology’s history, kinship was not one topic among others. Rather, it was treated as the central architecture of social life itself. If you wanted to know how a society reproduced itself over time, how authority was transmitted, how land was held, how marriage was organised, how succession worked, how obligations were distributed, and how political order was maintained, kinship was considered to offer the master key. That is why, for so long, anthropology gave kinship such extraordinary weight: it seemed to reveal the deep grammar of social organisation itself (Holy, 1996).

That claim took different forms at different moments, and it is worth separating these. In the nineteenth century, Lewis Henry Morgan gave kinship a major place within comparative anthropology. His Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family treated terminologies of relationship as evidence for wider social organisation and historical development (Morgan, 1871). The ambition was very large. Kinship terms were not just words. They were taken to preserve traces of social structure and to reveal something about how societies had evolved. Although Morgan was later criticised for the evolutionary nature of his framework, the scope and scale of his intervention mattered: after him, kinship became a definitive field through which societies could be classified, compared, and arranged.

Morgan’s nineteenth-century argument mattered because it offered a way to compare, contrast and classify societies through relationship terminologies and systems of descent. What later displaced the evolutionary frame was not a simple chronological shift in perspective, but a broader reworking of the problem, to which British social anthropology was central. Rather than asking what stage of development a system represented, British anthropologists increasingly treated relations of descent, marriage, and filiation as elements of a contemporary social order, analysing how they organised social life in the present. Kinship therefore became legible as a patterned arrangement of rights, duties, continuity, and group membership rather than as a residue of earlier human history (Morgan, 1871; Holy, 1996).
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Within that framework, structural-functionalism treated society as an organised set of institutions whose parts were linked to one another as part of a patterned whole, asking how things like kinship, law, ritual, and politics were interconnected and how they helped reproduce social order over time. Kinship therefore mattered because it linked persons to groups, groups to property, marriage to alliance, descent to authority, and reproduction to continuity across generations. A kinship system was not simply a set of names for relatives. It was one of the primary means by which landholding, succession, obligation, and political order were organised and sustained (Radcliffe-Brown and Forde, 1950).

What made this approach powerful was its insistence that kinship should be analysed as social structure: enduring relations between persons and groups that could be traced, compared, and formalised. The question was not primarily, or even at all, how people felt about one another, but rather how they were linked and positioned through descent, marriage, inheritance, and recognised obligation. That is why genealogies, descent groups, marriage rules, and alliance patterns became so central. They made visible the deeper, underlying principles through which social life was ordered and reproduced over time (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952).

That is why classical kinship anthropology became so closely tied to genealogical charts, which we will play around with ourselves later. The chart is not just a technical aid. It condenses a whole way of thinking about social life. If kinship is understood as a structured field of relations, then it becomes possible to map descent lines, trace marriage connections, locate inheritance pathways, and identify the principles by which persons are grouped and differentiated. Patrilineal, matrilineal, bilateral; clan, lineage, segment; cross-cousin marriage, parallel-cousin marriage; exogamy, endogamy, alliance. You do not need definitions of those terms at this level. What matters at this stage is to register the kind of language this is: formal, classificatory, comparative. It tells us something about the ambition of the field. Kinship was being turned into a systematic object of knowledge (Holy, 1996; Parkin, 1997).
CHANGE SLIDE

The concept of descent was especially important. In its broadest sense, descent refers to the social recognition of filiation, or the parent-child link, across generations. But anthropologically, it quickly became a way of thinking about group formation and continuity. Unilineal descent systems (in which an individual traces descent from only parent, whether patrilineal via the father or matrilineal via the mother) were treated as major organisational principles. They did not merely identify who one’s relatives were. They located persons within enduring collectivities through which rights and obligations were distributed. To belong to a descent group could mean access to land, claims on cattle, a ritual role, political loyalty, legal standing, and recognised membership in a moral and historical community.

This is why kinship could not be confined to the private sphere. In many of the cases that mattered most to classical anthropology, kinship organised public life in a very direct sense. Landholding was often structured through descent. Authority could be distributed through seniority within lineages. Marriage regulated alliances between groups rather than simply unions between individuals. Inheritance did not merely transfer property; it reproduced social order by fixing continuity between generations. Even where anthropology distinguished between economy, politics, religion, and domestic life, kinship often cut across all of them.
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Evans-Pritchard’s (1940) analysis of the Nuer remains one of the clearest examples of this. His account of segmentary lineage organisation showed how kinship could structure political order in the absence of a centralised state. Opposition and alliance were organised through graded genealogical distance. Those closer in descent would unite against those more distant, while those more distant would align at another level against outsiders. According to American novelist Leon Uris (1984), the classic Bedouin formulation goes “I am against my brother; my brother and I against my cousin; my brother and my cousin and I against the stranger”. The point is not that genealogy mechanically caused political action in every instance. The point is that descent offered a model of political segmentation and solidarity. Kinship was therefore not simply about domestic relatedness. It was part of the organisation of collective force, conflict, and authority (Evans-Pritchard, 1940).

Lineage theory developed from this wider field of concerns. In simple terms, lineage theory treated descent groups as corporate entities with social and political significance. A lineage was not just a list of ancestors. It was a group that could hold resources, exercise claims, maintain continuity, and act collectively. This is why lineage theory mattered so much in Africanist anthropology. It seemed to explain how relatively large-scale social and political systems could be reproduced through kinship principles rather than through centralised bureaucratic institutions. Fortes and Evans-Pritchard’s African Political Systems helped consolidate that line of thought by placing kinship and political organisation into close analytical relation (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard, 1940).

At this point, the intellectual attraction of classical kinship anthropology should be clear. It made society easier to analyse. It offered a way of moving from intimate relations to general structure. It allowed anthropologists to show that apparently scattered practices like marriage rules, residence patterns, inheritance norms, or authority relations were connected within and to broader systems. That systematic-ness mattered. It gave anthropology some of its strongest early claims to science-like analytical rigour.
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Claude Lévi-Strauss took the discussion in a different direction, while still remaining within the broad effort to make kinship systematically knowable. Instead of treating descent as the sole organising principle, he shifted attention toward alliance, especially the exchange of women between groups and the role of marriage between individuals in creating social bonds between groups. The elementary structures of kinship were not simply about reproducing descent groups; they were about constituting society through exchange and prohibition, above all through the incest taboo that requires someone to seek spouses beyond the immediate family, however that is defined (Lévi-Strauss, 1969). So even where the emphasis moved away from descent proper, kinship was still being treated as foundational, rule-governed, and structurally intelligible.

In classical anthropology, kinship then was very much treated as social structure: systematic, diagrammable, foundational. It was understood as an ordered field of relations that could be mapped, classified, and used to explain how societies reproduced land, authority, marriage, and political continuity across generations. 

But that is not the whole story, because this classical concern with kinship as structure was not produced in a historical vacuum. It emerged within colonial conditions, and in many contexts the mapping of kinship was inseparable from the mapping of governance. To classify a population into lineages, clans, tribes, or descent groups was never merely descriptive. It could also make that population administratively legible. Kinship knowledge could therefore feed into indirect rule, legal codification, chiefly authority, land adjudication, and the management of political order. The line between ethnographic description and administrative usefulness was not always clean.

This matters for two main reasons. First, it helps explain why kinship became so central in certain anthropological traditions. It was not only theoretically important; it was often politically useful to those governing colonised societies. Second, it warns us against treating kinship analyses as innocent mirrors of social life. They were selective representations, and sometimes highly consequential ones. A descent map can stabilise into official truth what may in practice be contested, flexible, or situational. It can freeze a social process into an administrative category.

That does not mean all classical kinship anthropology collapses into a handmaiden of colonialism. That is much too crude. The older literature contains substantial analytical achievements and real ethnographic insight. But it does mean that the very drive to render kinship systematic and governable has to be placed within a wider history of knowledge and power. Anthropology did not simply discover kinship as a neutral object. It helped produce particular versions of kinship as authoritative knowledge.

By the middle of the twentieth century, then, kinship had become one of anthropology’s most elaborated domains. It appeared to offer an answer to a huge question: how is society held together? The answer, in much of the classical literature, was that social life is organised through patterned relations of descent, alliance, inheritance, and group membership. Through those relations, societies allocate land, distribute authority, regulate marriage, reproduce hierarchy, sustain obligations, and secure continuity across generations.

That is why kinship mattered so much. Not because anthropologists were narrowly obsessed with “the family”, but because kinship (understood broadly) seemed to explain how social order itself was built. Before we critique this, it is worth seeing its force clearly. It gave anthropology one of its most ambitious propositions: that relations of kinship are not marginal or private, but central to the structure of collective life.


3. Limits of the Classical Model
The problem with the classical model was not that it noticed structure. Structure is real. Descent rules matter. Marriage rules matter. Inheritance matters. A society does not stop being organised simply because people also feel, care, desire, resent, or improvise. The problem was that classical kinship anthropology often became too confident that once the structure had been mapped, reality had been captured. That is the point at which a powerful model becomes a narrowing one.

The first narrowing move was to give biological descent too much explanatory weight. In the classical literature, descent was often treated as the secure basis of kinship: the line through which persons were grouped, rights were transmitted, and continuity was maintained across generations (Holy, 1996). In one sense, that was analytically productive. It made it possible to identify patterns of filiation, succession, alliance, and corporate group membership. But in another sense, it pushed anthropology toward the assumption that the truth of kinship lay in traced lines of origin. Once that happens, kinship begins to look as though it is fundamentally discovered rather than made.

That is where “blood” starts to do too much work. Blood appears, in this kind of thinking, as the natural substance of relatedness, the thing that makes kinship “real” prior to interpretation. But anthropology eventually had to recognise that blood is never just a brute biological fact in social life. It is always culturally interpreted. It is always given meaning through local ideas of reproduction, substance, inheritance, morality, and belonging. In other words, blood may be invoked as the language of kinship, but it is never self-explanatory. Its significance has to be socially produced and made culturally meaningful (Carsten, 2000).
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This is one of the major limits of the classical model. It tended to treat the idiom or ideas through which relatedness was expressed as though it were the universal foundation of relatedness itself. Yet social life is not organised everywhere through the same assumptions about what binds people. Shared substance may indeed matter, but substance does not always mean the same thing. And even where biological connection is recognised, it does not automatically settle the question of who counts, who belongs, who cares, or who is obliged.

A second problem follows from the first. Once kinship is treated primarily as formal structure, lived experience is flattened into social position. The genealogical chart is useful, but it is also selective. It can show lines of descent, permissible marriages, inheritance pathways, and the segmentation of groups. It cannot show what relations are actually like to live in. It cannot show attachment, estrangement, dependence, resentment, care, ambivalence, obligation reluctantly carried, or intimacy painfully absent. A chart can place a person in relation to others; it cannot by itself tell us how that relation is enacted, sustained, neglected, or refused.

That is not a minor omission. It means that a model designed to clarify social order may fail to grasp social life at the point where it is most ordinary and consequential. Kinship is not only a matter of classification. It is also a matter of everyday practice. People become bound to one another through feeding, co-residence, labour, memory, protection, sacrifice, and care. If those dimensions drop out of the analysis, then kinship becomes over-formalised. It is still visible, but in an abstracted way.

This is where later feminist anthropology mattered. One of its sharpest interventions was to show that classical models often claimed to describe total social systems while actually privileging the institutional forms most visible to male-centred, public, legal analysis. Domestic life, reproduction, childrearing, affective labour, and the gendered organisation of everyday dependency were often treated as secondary, even though they were fundamental to how social life was often reproduced in practice (Rosaldo and Lamphere, 1974). The problem, then, was not only that classical kinship anthropology was overly formal. It was that its formality often screened out the very processes through which relations were lived and maintained and felt.

A third problem is historical and political. In colonial settings, kinship was not simply an object of scholarship. It was often an object of administration. To map lineages, descent groups, marriage systems, inheritance rules, and local authority structures was also to make a population legible to government. The anthropological description of kinship could therefore feed into wider projects of classification and rule. This does not mean every kinship study was reducible to colonial administration. But it does mean that the preference for stable groups, clear lines, and diagrammable authority was never entirely innocent. It often aligned with the political desire to know who governed whom, who belonged where, and through what recognised structures power could be exercised.

That is one reason the classical model so often looks cleaner on paper than social life usually really is. Administration likes clarity. Ethnographic realities are often much messier. Relations overlap. Claims are contested. Belonging is negotiated. Households do not always fit descent models nicely or neatly. Obligations are unequally felt and unevenly enforced. The chart gives a formal order, but social life frequently exceeds it.

So the limit of the classical model is not that it was wholly wrong. It identified real principles of organisation and made kinship analytically visible in powerful ways (Holy, 1996). The limit is that it mistook one dimension of kinship for the whole of it. It overprivileged descent, allowed blood to appear too natural, flattened lived relation into structural position, and often ignored the affective, domestic, and gendered practices through which people actually become bound to one another (Carsten, 2000; Rosaldo and Lamphere, 1974).
And once that becomes clear, the question changes.
So what is kinship, if it is not simply blood and descent?


4. Anth Today Connections 1 
Recent work in Anthropology Today returns us to the classical problem of kinship, and helps make one point clear: descent remains important, but it no longer explains kinship on its own.

That point matters because the classical literature was right to take descent seriously. Descent still organises inheritance, memory, legitimacy, and claims of belonging in many settings. The problem is narrower and sharper than that. A line of biological connection can be established without settling what that connection means socially. Cveček argues exactly this in her critique of archaeogenetic reductions of kinship: tracing ancestry does not tell us whether a relation is socially recognised, politically consequential, morally binding, or even lived by anyone as kinship at all (Cveček, 2024). The old temptation is to assume that once pedigree has been established, kinship has been explained. It has not.

That same separation appears around birth and parenthood. Jiang argues that under contemporary secular conditions, procreation no longer appears as a self-evident natural beginning from which social relation simply follows. Contraception, abortion, and IVF do not just create new technical possibilities; they alter the very moral conditions under which birth is thought about. Parenthood is increasingly framed through intention, responsibility, and judgement rather than secured automatically by biological reproduction alone (Jiang, 2024). That is still a kinship problem, but no longer one that descent can resolve by itself. The question is not only who produced whom, but what kinds of claim, obligation, and legitimacy are understood to follow from that act.
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Medicine intensifies the same issue in a different register. Hoffman shows that precision medicine makes “family” important again through ideas of inherited risk, family medical histories, and anticipatory care, but this is not kinship in the old sense of stable structural map. Relations matter here because they become medically actionable. Some relatives acquire force because they alter a risk profile; some histories suddenly demand surveillance, testing, and preventive labour; the self and thus the family is reorganised through susceptibility, prognosis, and familial responsibility (Hoffman, 2024). Family has not disappeared but has been reactivated through medicine, data, and future-oriented anxiety. Biological connection still matters, but what now matters socially is the way those connections are interpreted, managed, and made consequential.

Zhang stretches the field further still. Her concern is not descent in any classical sense, but relatedness produced through digital mediation. Zhang argues that online ethnography can create a form of “limited intimacy” in which domestic access, closeness, and social knowledge are produced across physical distance, without relying on assumptions about how meaningful kinship relations need either co-presence or formally classified ties (Zhang, 2023). That is not a kinship article in the narrow sense, but it belongs here because it widens towards the argument we look at later: that if relatedness can be socially real in mediated, partial, and non-genealogical ways, then older models of kinship as a bounded structural domain looks ever less sufficient.

What these pieces do, then, is not to abolish the classical questions of the discipline. They sharpen them. Descent still matters. Birth still matters. Genealogy, family history, and inheritance still matter. But they no longer line up neatly with recognition, care, obligation, or lived belonging. Cveček shows that biological tracing does not exhaust social relation (Cveček, 2024). Jiang shows that birth has become an ethical and political problem rather than a merely natural beginning (Jiang, 2024). Hoffman shows that family is now activated through risk, surveillance, and anticipatory responsibility (Hoffman, 2024), and Zhang shows that meaningful relatedness can be stretched rather than confined (Zhang, 2023).

Classical kinship still frames the debate. Contemporary anthropology shows why structure alone no longer resolves it.


Break 0:50–1:00

1:00–1:40: PART 2 — Relatedness and the “New Kinship”

1. Janet Carsten and Relatedness 
As noted before the break, classical kinship theory became unstable once ‘blood’ ceased to be treated as a universal natural fact and was instead recognised as a culturally specific way of defining relatedness. Schneider’s (1980) argument was important because it showed that the problem was not simply an excessive emphasis on biology. More fundamentally, anthropology had too often taken a specifically Euro-American model of kinship and treated it as though it described kinship everywhere. In that model, blood was understood as the natural basis of relatedness, while marriage supplied its social and legal form. Schneider’s point was that this was not a neutral analytic framework, but a particular cultural understanding that had been generalised far beyond its own conditions of emergence. Once that critique is taken seriously, blood cannot remain the assumed foundation of kinship. It has to be analysed as one historically and culturally specific way of imagining relatedness (Schneider, 1980).

Carsten’s (2000) response was to stop defining kinship in advance through categories such as blood, descent, or marriage and instead examine how people create and recognise relations in practice. Her term ‘relatedness’ matters because it avoids assuming beforehand what kinship is made of or which ties must count most: descent, substance, residence, feeding, law, memory, or care. Instead, it asks how people become bound to one another in practice. Kinship, here, is not simply inherited through prior biological fact but made, enacted, and lived through the ordinary conditions of living everyday social life. This was a substantial shift in anthropological thought, because it relocated the question from formal positions to social processes.
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For example, co-residence becomes analytically central once relation is understood as made in practice rather than secured by descent. Living together is not just a secondary expression of kinship. In many contexts, it is one of the primary means by which kinship comes into being. Sharing a house, inhabiting the same domestic space, sleeping under the same roof, being drawn into similar rhythms of ordinary mutual dependence produce durable ties that do not simply mirror genealogical ones. A relation becomes socially thick through repetition, proximity, and practical interdependence. Carsten’s contribution was therefore to show that kinship can be produced through everyday domestic practices, rather than simply expressed through them (Carsten, 2000).

Feeding also had to move to the centre of analysis. Classical kinship models acknowledged nurturing, but generally treated it as secondary to descent. A relatedness perspective reverses that. Feeding is not just care performed within a pre-existing relation but one of the acts through which relation can get constituted. Shared food, shared substance, and the recurrent labour of nourishing others are ways people come to imagine and experience themselves as connected. Once that is recognised, blood stops being the privileged language of substance. Shared substance may still matter, but it no longer has a single biological meaning. Instead, it may be made through food, milk, bodily proximity, or histories of nurture rather than simply procreation (Carsten, 2000).
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Care has to be treated in the same way. Care is not only the emotional texture of kinship but one of the ways of making kinship socially consequential. Raising a child, tending the ill, maintaining dependants, carrying responsibility for others, absorbing the daily labour through which life is reproduced all create ties that cannot be reduced to genealogy. This is one reason the shift to relatedness cannot be mistaken as an anti-structural turn. It does not replace analysis with sentiment. It insists that practical acts of care are part of the structure of social life itself. Relations become durable because they are enacted in repeated forms of dependence, obligation, and support, not simply because they can be traced through descent.

Shared labour matters for the same reason. People do not become kin only through birth or naming, but through working, maintaining households, and reproducing life together. The labour of cooking, cleaning or earning, raising children or caring for elders, or sustaining a domestic unit is not external to kinship but a primary place where kinship is made and recognised. That is why relatedness is not just about feeling close to someone. It names a field of material, moral, and practical activity through which social bonds are produced and stabilised.

Domestic and reproductive labour therefore move to the centre of analysis once formal models of descent can no longer fully explain how relations are actually sustained. Rosaldo and Lamphere showed that the “domestic” sphere of childrearing, dependency, household organisation, and everyday social reproduction is constitutive rather than secondary to social order (Rosaldo and Lamphere, 1974). Once that was recognised, the practices through which people feed, raise, support, discipline, and endure one another are a fundamental part of how social relations are made durable, meaning kinship could no longer be understood through descent groups, marriage rules, and inheritance structures alone.
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Kinship and gender are not separate domains that merely intersect at marriage or reproduction. Collier and Yanagisako argue instead that both are organised through the same social processes: household formation, reproduction, authority, labour, generational continuity, and the distribution of dependence and obligation (Collier and Yanagisako, 1987). Relatedness therefore cannot be reduced to a soft language of intimacy or connection. Practices such as feeding, care, and co-residence are socially organised and unevenly distributed, often through gendered expectations and unequal responsibilities. To say that relatedness is enacted is to say that kinship is produced through structured social practice, not through sentiment alone.

Biology can still matter enormously, but it cannot be treated as self-explanatory. Procreation may matter deeply, and shared ancestry can carry considerable moral or political force, yet none of this determines by itself what kinship is or how it works. Biological connection becomes significant only through the social forms that recognise, interpret, privilege, minimise, or transform it. Schneider showed that ‘blood’ was never a neutral natural fact in anthropological thought, but part of a specific cultural model of relatedness (Schneider, 1980). Carsten extends that shift by showing that kinship may be produced through shared life as much as through origin (Carsten, 2000). Biology therefore remains part of the analysis, but no longer occupies a privileged explanatory position.

The contrast between relatedness and classical kinship is clear. Older models asked how persons were classified, grouped, and connected through descent, alliance, and inheritance. The relatedness perspective asks how social ties are made through substance, practice, and recognition. Classical kinship began from already-formed relations and mapped their structure. More recent analyses begin from how social bonds are actually made and asks what kinds of action, intimacy, and interpretation produce durable connection. One starts from a chart. The other starts from lived social process.

Everyday forms of intimacy therefore become analytically serious rather than anecdotal. Who sleeps in the same space, who cooks for whom, who tends whom when ill, who shares food, who performs the labour of continuity and the routine obligations of daily life; these are not details surrounding kinship but rather the everyday means by which kinship is enacted. That is why “relatedness” was such an important intervention. It did not abandon kinship; it made anthropology answer a harder question. Not simply: who is related? But: how does relation become socially real?


2. Contemporary Reshaping 
Once kinship is treated as something made in practice rather than only inherited through descent, important new directions in the anthropology of kinship such as assisted reproduction, adoption, same-sex parenting, and transnational family life come into sharper focus. These are no longer seen as sitting outside kinship but rather as practiced which make visible questions that were already there.

Reproductive technologies make it impossible to treat parenthood as a single, self-evident relation. IVF, donor conception, and surrogacy do not abolish kinship; they divide up what older models often assumed came together. Conception, gestation, birth, genetic transmission, legal parenthood, and everyday care can now be distributed across different persons. Once that happens, biology does not disappear, but it stops arriving in one stable form. A child may have a genetic mother, a gestational mother, an intended mother, and a legal mother, and those categories are not necessarily the same person. What changes is not just reproductive technique but the anthropological visibility of kinship itself. The old assumption that biology gives us a self-evident answer to who “parents” are becomes harder to sustain when technology redistributes biological roles (Strathern, 1992; Franklin, 1997).
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IVF makes that especially clear because it multiplies intervention without making the resulting relations any less social. Conception no longer appears as a single event anchored in sexual reproduction alone. It becomes medically managed, temporally extended, and institutionally mediated. Gametes are handled, embryos are selected or stored, reproductive labour is specialised, and parenthood is imagined in advance through clinics, contracts, and state regulation. The point is not that technology replaces kinship. It reveals that kinship was never only natural: reproduction has always been socially organised. IVF just makes that harder to ignore because the biological and social components of parenthood are no longer fused into one narrative (Franklin, 1997).

Surrogacy pushes the same issue further because it separates gestation from other parental claims. A person may carry and give birth to a child without becoming the recognised mother in the final legal or social sense, while another person may become the intended and legally recognised parent without gestating the child. That separation is analytically important because it shows that birth does not interpret itself. Gestation is powerful, but what it means depends on law, contract, moral expectation, and cultural ideas of maternity. Surrogacy therefore makes kinship look less like a fact of nature and more like a sociocultural field in which biological processes, legal recognition, market relations, and moral claims are negotiated together (Ragoné, 1994; Teman, 2010).
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Adoption makes the same point from the other side by showing that parenthood cannot be reduced to procreation. Adoptive kinship has long unsettled assumptions that “real” family rests on blood alone. Adoption show that kinship can be fully binding, emotionally dense, and institutionally recognised without genetic continuity. Anthropology has also shown that adoption is never simply a sentimental alternative to biology but is shaped by states, paperwork, class, race, and the unequal movement of children across households and borders. Adoption therefore reveals both how care creates kin and how law decides which forms of care count as parenthood (Howell, 2006; Fonseca, 2004).

Same-sex parenting exposes the limits of classical kinship models that assume family must rest on heterosexual reproduction. Research on LGBTQ kinship shows that families can be formed through care, commitment, and durable social recognition rather than through reproductive heterosexuality or conventional marital form. Weston (1991) examined LGBTQ kinship through the idea of ‘families we choose’, showing that relations made through friendship, care, and enduring responsibility are sidelined by dominant, heteronormative assumptions about what family “should” look like. Weston’s point was not that “chosen” families were social while others were natural. It was that kinship is always socially made, even if some forms seem more natural than others (Weston, 1991). Same-sex parenting brings that argument directly into questions of childrearing, legal recognition, assisted reproduction, and the distribution of parental roles.

Donor conception complicates the matter further by making genetic contribution both highly significant and socially ambiguous. A sperm or egg donor may be biologically consequential while remaining socially absent, legally excluded, or deliberately anonymised. At the same time, donor origins may become deeply meaningful to donor-conceived people seeking knowledge, identity, or connection. The donor can therefore be neither dismissed as irrelevant nor automatically absorbed as kinship. That ambiguity shows how genetic connection can matter intensely without determining what kind of relation it might become. Law, secrecy, disclosure, memory, and everyday care all enter help decide whether biology becomes socially thick or thin (Franklin, 2013).
CHANGE SLIDE

The state is not external to these cases but is rather a primary kinship producing institution. Parenthood is never only lived privately. It is registered and regulated, recognised or denied, through legal categories. Birth certificates, marriage  and adoption laws, citizenship and surrogacy rules, parental orders and welfare systems all participate in defining who and what counts as a family. The state does not simply recognise pre-existing relations. It authorises some, blocks others, forcing them into administratively legible forms. That is why kinship has to be linked to law and state power rather than seen as about personal feeling alone.

Legitimacy is therefore a central question in contemporary anthropologies of kinship. Not all relations lived as kin are recognised as such, and not all recognised relations are lived the same way. The gaps between these things matters. People may raise children without full legal authority over them. Genetic parents may be legally displaced. Intended parents may need courts to transform desire and care into recognised parenthood. Families stretched across borders may live through remittances, digital intimacy, and periodic reunification while never fitting the normative image of co-resident family life. Kinship here is neither simply biological nor invented but reproduced at the intersection of intimate practice and institutional recognition.

Migration stretches relatedness across distance. Transnational families do not stop being families because they are not co-resident. They reorganise care, authority, obligation, and belonging in multiple places at once. Parenting may be distributed between migrants, grandparents, siblings, or others. Economic support may travel one way while affective labour travels in another. Presence may be intermittent, mediated, or delegated. Relatedness is not weakened so much as reworked. Distance does not end kinship but changes the ways kinship is sustained. Remittances, phone calls, video contact, travel documents, flying visits, and circulating care all help maintain relation across otherwise separated lives (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002).

This is why a holistic view is necessary. Kinship is not just a narrow domestic arrangement but is inseparable from and continually reshaped through economy, law, migration, and the state. This contemporary reshaping intensifies rather than cancels older anthropological questions. Who counts as a parent when biology, gestation, intention, and care are distributed across different actors? What makes a relation legitimate when law and lived practice diverge? How does care travel across distance, and what kinds of family survive separation? The answer cannot be “biology alone,” but neither can it be “choice alone.” Contemporary kinship has to be understood as a field in which technology redistributes biological roles, the state regulates parenthood, law defines legitimate kin, and migration stretches relatedness across distance.


3. Anth Today Connections 2
This broader reshaping becomes easier to grasp when we return to some of the Anthropology Today readings. They let us see, in a more concentrated way, how relatedness is actually produced, where biology ceases to be enough, and where law, care, and lived connection fail to line up neatly. Read through a relatedness lens, these pieces make one thing unmistakable: kinship is not a fixed structure of descent but a field of relations made and remade through practice, law, technology, movement, and care.

What contemporary material keeps showing is that biology does not disappear, but neither does it settle matters. In Jiang’s discussion of secular procreation, birth no longer guarantees a stable social logic of parenthood. Reproduction is increasingly framed through judgement, intention, and responsibility, so that kinship emerges as something argued over rather than natural (Jiang, 2024).

The same point appears differently in Hoffman’s account of precision medicine. Family matters intensely there, but not as descent group so much as a moving field of inherited risk, individual surveillance, anticipatory labour, and personal responsibility. The relevant question is not just who is biologically related, but which relations become actionable, which become sites of care, and how the self and the family both get reorganised by those connections (Hoffman, 2024).

Zhang widens the frame by showing that relatedness can be produced across distance by mediated intimacies and domestic access. This matters because it breaks with assumptions that meaningful connection depends either on blood or co-presence. Here again, relation is enacted: through attention, access, and repetition that do not fit older kinship models but are still socially real (Zhang, 2023).

Together such research shows why a relatedness perspective became foundational. The central questions are no longer only who descends from whom, but how relatedness is produced, where care outweighs biology, and why law or institutional form fails to capture lived connection. Kinship has become a dynamic social field shaped by reproduction, medicine, mobility, regulation, and everyday practice. Rather than being a departure from anthropology’s central concerns, itt is where many of them converge.


BREAK 1:40-1:45

1:45–2:15: PART 3 — Personhood, Belonging, and Power

1. Personhood
What is a person?
The modern image of the person is usually that of what scholars call “an autonomous individual”: bounded, self-contained, psychologically interior, and prior to social life. In that account, relations matter, but they come afterwards. A person is imagined first as a singular self, and only then as a daughter, parent, neighbour, citizen, lover, believer, or friend. But this is by no means universal, nor is it a neutral description of a human being. Instead, it is a historically and culturally specific account of what a human being might be.

Anthropology does not begin from the assumption that personhood is a timeless, self-evident human constant. Mauss argued instead that ‘the person’ is a historically variable social category, not a natural given simply awaiting description (Mauss, 1985). On that basis, the analytical question shifts from what a person is in the abstract to how persons are socially constituted, recognised, and lived in different worlds. The issue is not whether people have interiority, but whether inwardness, boundedness, and autonomy can be assumed in advance as universal features of the self.
CHANGE SLIDE

Perhaps the most important anthropological concept here is “Relational personhood”, which is something different to the simple idea that human beings live alongside others. Instead, relational personhood says that, in some social worlds, relations are not just around the self but help make up the very idea of the self. The relational person is not imagined first as a sealed individual who then enters into family, exchange, ritual, or obligation. Instead, those relations make up what a person is. A person may be understood as made through kin ties, duties to others, exchanges of care or substance, ritual status, or relations with the dead. The self is not self-contained but formed in and through relations.

This becomes easier to see with concrete examples. If ancestors are understood to remain active in the lives of the living, then a person is not just an isolated present-day individual but someone shaped by obligations to the dead and a place within a lineage. If rituals like initiation, marriage, or mourning change a person’s status then personhood is not given at birth and left untouched but made and remade through ongoing collective practice. If care, feeding, or exchange create lasting ties, relation is not something added on to an already finished self but those practices become part of the person. Relational personhood is not just saying people are social but rather that what counts as a person depend on wider social relations.

Strathern (1988) developed the term ‘dividual’ to describe forms of Melanesian personhood in which the self is understood not as a bounded individual but as constituted through relations, exchanges, and the substance of others. In this account, a person is not imagined as a self-contained unit who then enters into social relations from the outside. Rather, relations are part of what a person is made of. Gifts, bodily substances, shared labour, reproductive processes, and ongoing exchanges all help to constitute the person. Her argument was therefore not that Melanesian persons lacked agency or individuality, but that personhood was not assumed to exist prior to social life in the way modern Western thought often suggests. To call the person ‘dividual’ is to say that persons are understood as composite, formed through connections and transactions that pass between people, rather than as sealed entities defined in advance of those relations. This matters because it breaks with the assumption that the bounded individual is the natural form of the person and instead requires anthropology to ask how persons are imagined, made, and sustained in particular social worlds (Strathern, 1988).

Gender is not something added to personhood after the fact. It is often built into the very terms by which a person becomes socially recognisable. What counts as a full person, a marriageable adult, a moral subject, or a legitimate social being is frequently organised through gendered labour, reproductive capacity, domestic responsibility, and authority. Rosaldo and Lamphere (1974) showed that domestic life could not be treated as a secondary sphere set apart from social structure, because it was one of the places where persons were formed and hierarchies reproduced. Personhood, then, is not only relational but socially differentiated.

Ritual can make personhood rather than merely show it. Initiation, naming, marriage, mourning, possession, and funerary practice may all alter what kind of being a person is understood to be, what statuses they carry, and what relations they are inserted into. A person is therefore not always imagined as fully formed at birth. In many settings, ritual changes a person’s status, substance, and place within wider orders of kinship, religion, and collective life.
CHANGE SLIDE

Ancestral presence unsettles the bounded self because it refuses the assumption personhood belongs only to the living. Where ancestors remain active moral and social presences, the person may carry inherited obligations, prior presences, and enduring ties to the dead. This is not just a set of “beliefs” attached to an otherwise universal understanding of the self but places personhood in an entirely different realm, one in which relation to lineage, ancestry, and spiritual force helps constitute the living person.

Similarly, obligation can be constitutive rather than merely restrictive. In strongly individualist accounts, duty is usually imagined as something imposed upon an already existing self. However, anthropological accounts often find that a person becomes who they are through ties of exchange, sacrifice, care, dependence, and responsibility. Mauss’s exchange theory that we discuss in greater depth tomorrow shows exactly this: the person is not separable from the relations through which gifts, services, honours, and commitments circulate (Mauss, 2002).

The anthropological point is therefore not that some societies happen to hold unusual beliefs about the self but that the autonomous, bounded individual is not a universal human default. Some social worlds privilege interiority, self-possession, and singular identity. Others privilege composite, distributed, or relational forms of personhood. Many combine these. Anthropology’s task is not to replace one universal with another, but to show that personhood is culturally produced, historically organised, and socially variable.

Once kinship has been rethought as relatedness, personhood cannot remain untouched. A social world in which living together, feeding, caring, exchanging, remembering, and inheriting create durable bonds is also a social world in which the self may be made by those bonds. Persons are not only linked by relation but can be constituted by it. Personhood therefore has to be analysed through the social processes that produce it.


2. Kinship, Race, and the State 
Once personhood is understood as socially produced, kinship is no longer the realm of the private. The regulation of family life is somewhere states decide who counts, what kinds of relation are legitimate, and how belonging is organised. Kinship is therefore never just about intimacy. It is entangled with law, bureaucracy, classification, and power (Asad, 1973; Collier and Yanagisako, 1987).

Citizenship makes that visible very quickly. States do not merely administer already existing persons. They recognise some relations as legitimate and deny others. Who inherits citizenship from whom, who may sponsor whom across borders, which marriages are recognised, which children count, and which family forms qualify are kinship questions as much as legal ones. Belonging is not just lived but is authorised (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002).

Migration shows that border systems not only distinguish between citizen and non-citizen, but legitimate and illegitimate family forms, recognised and unrecognised dependencies, and acceptable and unacceptable modes of care. A household lived across borders may be socially real and morally dense yet legally fragile. Long-distance parenting, remittance-based care, delegated childrearing, and multi-sited domestic life can sustain family while falling outside normative immigration law (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002). Migration therefore exposes how narrow official ideas of the family often are.

Adoption law highlights the same problem visible from another angle. Adoption is often presented as a humanitarian or private matter, but it is also a site where states decide what counts as a legitimate family and when. Race and class are never far from these decisions. Which children become adoptable, whose parenthood is treated as unstable, which households are allowed to receive children, and how transnational adoption moves children unequally are all political questions (Howell, 2006; Fonseca, 2004). Kinship here is made through legal recognition, but law is never neutral.

Reproductive policy is similar. Access to contraception, abortion, IVF, surrogacy, donor conception, and parental rights is never only about individual choice. It is also about which lives are encouraged, which forms of parenthood are protected, and which reproductive arrangements are rendered illicit or impossible. The state participates directly in deciding who may become a parent, under what conditions, and through which means. Reproduction brings personhood, kinship, and governance tightly together (Franklin, 1997; Strathern, 1992).
CHANGE SLIDE

Racial classification has long been bound up with kinship. Colonial and racial regimes have repeatedly relied on descent, blood, inheritance, mixture, and family line to classify populations and distribute status. Who counts as “mixed,” who inherits from which parent, which unions are prohibited, and whose children are called what are all part of how kinship gets put to racial and political use. Race is not simply added onto kinship but has often been one primary means through which race gets imagined, reproduced, and governed (TallBear, 2013; Wolfe, 1982). This is one reason the language of blood remains politically dangerous: it carries ideas not only of intimacy and belonging but also hierarchy and exclusion.

Colonial governance makes the political stakes even clearer. Colonial rule did not simply encounter kinship systems but, very often, helped produce official legible versions of them. Descent groups, customary marriage, native authority, inheritance rules, and tribal identities were all codified and stabilised in order to be governed (Asad, 1973). The study of kinship was thus never really separate from wider histories of rule. 

“Private” relations are also political in a very literal sense. Family is one of the institutions through which labour is distributed, property transmitted, care organised, migration managed, and populations classified. Questions that look intimate, such as who counts as family, parent, children, and so on, are also always questions about recognition, legality, race, and state power.

Kinship therefore must be understood in connection with the wider organisation of social life. It is tied to economy through inheritance, labour, and dependency; to religion through ancestry, ritual standing, and relations with the dead; to migration through transnational care, separation, and obligation across distance; and to law through custody, and citizenship, and parenthood. These are not distinct domains that touch kinship from time to time. Rather, kinship is one of the primary social sites through which they are organised.

The political dimension is therefore not something imposed on kinship from outside but is already present in the processes by which relations are recognised, authorised, denied, and regulated. As soon as we ask who counts as family, who is excluded from belonging, and which forms of relation are granted legitimacy, kinship becomes visible as a central terrain of power.


3. Anth Today Connections 3 
The final return to Anthropology Today shows that personhood, recognition, and belonging are not abstract themes but live political questions, worked out through disputes over who counts, who is recognised, and on what terms. They show that debates about kinship are also debates about who counts as a person, which relations count as family, and how belonging is authorised, denied, or made politically fragile.

The question of who counts as a person appears in Jiang’s discussion of secular procreation. Here, reproduction there is not merely biological process but an ethically charged decision about whether future persons ought to be brought into being at all, and under what conditions (Jiang, 2024). The issue is not only parenthood but the status of future humans, while debates about kinship are already debates about who may be made, by whom, and with what obligations.

Institutional recognition appears differently in Hoffman’s account of precision medicine, where family becomes consequential through inherited risk, clinical surveillance, and preventive responsibility. However, those relations do not arise from biology alone but are activated through medical expertise, institutional categories, and regimes of recognition deciding which ties matter, which histories become actionable, and how the present self is understood (Hoffman, 2024). Personhood here is not autonomous but relational, although this is a relationality being organised through medicine and governance.

Exclusion appears wherever categories of family and relation are made authoritative. Once law, medicine, and policy define which ties count, others are weakened or ignored. Zhang’s account of mediated intimacy pushes this further by showing how socially meaningful connection may exist in forms that do not fit stable, officially recognisable models (Zhang, 2023). Belonging is therefore not only lived but regulated, with some relations becoming socially real yet politically precarious.

These pieces show why it is difficult to keep kinship easily within the realm of private life. What counts as a person, family, or a recognisable relation are all shaped through law, medicine, technology, and institutional power. Debates about kinship are therefore also debates about the boundaries of both the human and the state.


4. Final Synthesis 
And so we come to the end. Across today’s lecture, the argument has been that kinship is not a natural given but a social and political field through which relations, persons, and belonging are made.

Classical kinship anthropology treated kinship as structure: descent, alliance, inheritance, genealogy, mapping. It sought the patterned principles through which societies organised land, authority, succession, and social reproduction. The critique of that did not abolish kinship but exposed its limits. Blood could no longer be treated as universal foundation while genealogy could no longer be considered lived relation.

Newer anthropology therefore shifted the emphasis toward relatedness: practice, enactment, co-residence, feeding, care, shared labour, everyday intimacy. Kinship became less a fixed system and more a field of relations made socially real. That shift widened what contemporary cases could be analysed. IVF, surrogacy, adoption, donor conception, same-sex parenting, and transnational family life show that technology redistributes biology, the state regulates parenthood, law defines legitimacy, and migration stretches relatedness across distance.

As analysis of personhood became central, the person came to be seen as relational, composite, divisible, culturally shaped, and politically regulated, and the autonomous individual was no longer considered a universal human default. New anthropological analyses of kinship are therefore not only about family forms but what kinds of persons a particular social world produces, recognises, and values.

And once kinship is directly connected to race, colonial governance, migration regimes, reproductive policy, and legal recognition, its political force becomes unmistakable. For family is never only private but is rather one of the most significant places where power classifies, regulates, and distributes belonging.

So kinship is not simply about blood ties. It is about how societies construct connection, obligation, belonging — and the limits of who counts as human. Tomorrow, we move from familial obligation to systems of exchange and value. Kinship does not disappear there either. Rather it, and especially personhood, leads directly into questions central to economic anthropology: value, reciprocity, debt, labour, dependency, and the moral organisation of exchange.
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Seminar: Drawing Kinship, Breaking Kinship
Aim
Students first learn how classical anthropology turned kinship into a diagrammable structure. They use their own diagrams to see what those diagrams capture well, what they miss, and why later anthropology moved toward relatedness, personhood, and the politics of recognition.

Learning outcome
By the end, students should be able to:
· read and produce a basic kinship diagram
· explain what classical kinship analysis was trying to do
· identify what diagrams can show and what they flatten or exclude
· connect that critique to relatedness, care, law, and personhood

0:00–0:05 — Opening and setup
Start simply. Explain the aim is not to master kinship notation in full, but to understand why anthropology once found diagrams so analytically powerful. 
Give legend on one slide: triangle equals male, circle equals female, horizontal line equals marriage or partnership, vertical line equals descent, and a marked figure equals ego. 
Tell students they may either sketch a family network they are comfortable with or use a fictional family from television, film, or literature. 
No one should feel pushed into personal disclosure.

0:05–0:15 — Build a classical diagram together
Share one example on screen and construct it with the class. This should be done live through screen share or whiteboard so that everyone can follow the logic step by step. 
Ask a few direct questions in chat or aloud: who are the lineal relatives, who are the collateral relatives, where are the maternal and paternal lines, and what descent or inheritance routes become visible?
 Keep the questions short and concrete. The purpose is to let students feel the appeal of the classical model: it produces order quickly and makes social structure look visible.

0:10–0:15 — Explain the individual task
Set up the next stage clearly before students begin drawing. Ask them to choose one ego, map at least three generations, include siblings, parents, and one wider branch, and add written notes wherever the standard symbols fail to capture what matters.
Encourage them to note step-relations, adoption, donor conception, estrangement, co-parenting, long-distance care, or non-co-resident but central ties if relevant. 
Stress that these notes are not an extra detail but part of the exercise. They are where the critique starts.

0:15–0:20 — Students draw their own diagram
Give five quiet minutes to sketch. Keep instructions visible on screen. 
A perfect chart is not needed, what matters is the diagram is clear enough to read and they begin to notice where the symbols help or flatten social life.

0:20–0:25 — Read the diagram classically
Ask students to look at their diagram through the lens of classical anthropology. Do not share it yet. 
Give prompts on screen: what does the diagram make visible, what descent lines can you trace, which marriage or partnership links matter, who appears central structurally, and if you knew only this chart, what would you think this family was? 
This keeps the older method serious so class can see why classical anthropology found the approach powerful.

0:25–0:30 — Break the diagram
Shift the frame. Ask students to annotate the same diagram with what it does not show. 
Put new prompts on screen: who actually does care work, who feels like family but is weakly visible or absent, which biologically close relations are socially thin, which legal relations are not emotionally central, where do co-residence, feeding, money, migration, or obligation matter more than descent? 
This is key. The point is not diagrams are useless, but that they do not exhaust kinship.

0:30–0:35 — Whole-group discussion
Bring class back together and ask for observations without pressing for personal details. 
The most useful questions are: what did the diagram capture well, what did it miss, did any important relation remain structurally marginal, and did biology, care, and legal recognition line up? 
What matters is to draw out the gap between formal structure and lived relatedness.

0:35–0:40 — Conceptual synthesis
Use final five minutes to connect observations back to the lecture. Classical kinship focused on structure, descent, alliance, inheritance, and mapping. Later work shifted toward relatedness, asking how people become kin through care, co-residence, feeding, and everyday practice. 
From there, personhood and power come into view: who is recognised, who is excluded, which ties are made legitimate by law, and how family becomes a site where authority and belonging are organised. 
End with the simplest possible synthesis: kinship diagrams remain useful, but only if students can also see what they leave out.


Glossary
Affinal kin
Relatives connected through marriage or partnership rather than descent.
Affinity
Kinship created through marriage or partnership.
Alliance
A connection created between families or groups through marriage.
Bilateral
Tracing kinship through both the mother’s and father’s sides.
Clan
A larger descent group whose members claim a common ancestor.
Collateral relatives
Relatives outside the direct line of descent, such as siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins.
Consanguineal kin
Relatives connected through birth or descent.
Consanguinity
Kinship based on birth or descent.
Cross-cousin
The child of a mother’s brother or a father’s sister.
Descent
Kinship traced through parent-child links across generations.
Descent group
A group whose members are connected through a recognised line of descent.
Ego
The person at the centre of a kinship diagram.
Endogamy
A rule or practice of marrying within a particular group.
Exogamy
A rule or practice of marrying outside a particular group.
Filiation
The recognised relationship between a child and a parent.
Genealogical chart
A diagram showing family relationships across generations.
Genealogy
A line of family connection traced across generations.
Inheritance
The passing on of property, status, name, or responsibility across generations.
Kin term
A word used to describe a family relationship, such as mother, uncle, or cousin.
Kinship
The socially recognised relationships that connect people to one another.
Lineage
A descent group whose members trace connection through known ancestors.
Lineal relatives
Relatives in the direct line of descent, such as parents, grandparents, and children.
Matrilateral
Related through the mother’s side.
Matrilineal
Tracing descent mainly through the mother’s line.
Parallel cousin
The child of a mother’s sister or a father’s brother.
Patrilateral
Related through the father’s side.
Patrilineal
Tracing descent mainly through the father’s line.
Procreation
The biological process of producing children.
Relatedness
The ways people become connected as kin, whether through descent, care, co-residence, or other social processes.
Residence
The place where a person or group lives, often important in kinship organisation.
Sibling
A brother or sister.
Unilineal descent
Tracing descent through one line only, either the mother’s or the father’s.
Vertical line
In a kinship diagram, a line showing descent from parent to child.
Horizontal line
In a kinship diagram, a line showing marriage or partnership.
Circle
In standard kinship diagrams, a symbol usually used for a female.
Triangle
In standard kinship diagrams, a symbol usually used for a male.

Symbol Key
Use these symbols only as a simple working system. They are not meant to capture every complexity perfectly. If the symbols become awkward, add a short note beside the diagram.
Basic symbols
Circle
Female
Triangle
Male
Shaded or marked symbol
Ego — the person at the centre of the diagram
Horizontal line between two people
Partnership / couple relationship
Vertical line down from a couple or parent
Parent-child relationship
Siblings
Shown on the same sibling line branching from parent(s)

Useful additions for more complex families
Partnership that ended / separation / divorce
Put a single diagonal slash through the horizontal couple line
Remarriage / new partnership
Draw a second horizontal line to the later partner
Parents not married
Use the same horizontal line as for a couple, and write a note if needed:
“not married” / “brief relationship” / “co-parents”
Step-parent
Draw the current partnership, and keep the child line attached to the relevant parent
Add a note if useful: “stepfather” / “stepmother”
Adoption
Draw the parent-child line to the adoptive parent(s) and label it “adopted” if relevant
If needed, show biological parent separately with a dotted line
Donor conception
Use an ordinary parent-child line for the social/legal parent(s)
Add a note for the donor if relevant: “sperm donor” / “egg donor”
Surrogacy
Use ordinary parent-child lines for the recognised parent(s)
Add a note if relevant: “gestational mother” / “surrogate”
Estranged or weak social tie
Use a dotted line or add a note: “estranged” / “no contact”
Socially central but non-biological relation
Use a dotted line and label it, for example:
“raised by” / “acts as father” / “like a sister”
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