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To what extent is kinship based on blood?


The Oxford English Dictionary defines kinship as a ‘blood relationship’[footnoteRef:1] or as ‘a sharing of characteristics of origins’[footnoteRef:2]. The dictionary itself provides two almost contradictory definitions of the term which in turn demonstrates the complicated nature of the term kinship and its definitive definition. As Fox said, “kinship is to anthropology what logic is to philosophy” (Fox, 1967). There are a number of arguments for what kinship is, whether it be that it is completely and undeniably based on blood or that kinship is relative and can be considered so much more than just biologically contributing factors. I am going to be arguing that although there are justifiable arguments to suggest that it is, kinship is not based purely on blood by any means and that there are a vast number of strong contributing factors to argue this. [1:  Murray, AHJ. 1961. The Oxford English Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press
]  [2: Murray, AHJ. 1961. The Oxford English Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press
] 


The biological definition of kinship is perhaps the definition that is mostly considered to be correct by the majority of people in every day life, the descent theory is supportive of this and demonstrates a belief that kinship is based on unilineal descent. Unilineal descent says that kinship is organised around descent groups; that all members of a kinship share a common ancestor of some form and are therefore related by blood, this descent can be matrilineal or patrilineal. Regardless of other contributing characteristics, descent groups are invariably focused on a common ancestor[footnoteRef:3] which is fully supportive of the suggestion that kinship is a concept that is entirely based on blood relations and procreation. This definition of kinship can be seen in day to day life, one example being the use of the term ‘next of kin’ which refers to a person’s closest living relative which alludes to a blood relative.  [3:  Parkin, R. 1997. Kinship, An Introduction to the Basic Concepts. Great Britain: Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 
] 


The descent theory accepts consanguinity, meaning that relatives on both sides of the family are related to a person by blood, and blood ties as the definition of kinship and is believing of the suggestion that kinship is entirely based on blood and that there are no other contributing factors. Evans Pritchard’s study of the Nuer provides  information that seems almost contradictory. Evans Pritchard wrote about the Nuer ghost marriages in Kinship and Marriage among the Nuer. On initial observation, the Nuer’s lineage and kinship may seem ‘natural’ and biological, but after further research, Pritchard shows that this is in fact not the case. The Nuer ghost marriages mean that if a woman’s husband dies before producing sons, the kinsmen will then marry the widow in his name. Therefore, once the children to this new husband have been born, they take the name of their mother’s deceased husband. This means that although biologically speaking the new husband who produced the children is their father, the legal father is in fact the deceased husband. This shows the Nuer’s belief in legality over sexual union. Pritchard uses the term ‘levirate’ to show that the bond stays between husband and wife, even after death. This example is almost a self-contradiction as it seems that their definition of kinship relates to blood whereas in biological terms it is in fact not. This can also be evidenced by the Nuer’s same sex marriages. Amongst the Nuer, a barren woman will marry another woman. In order to produce children, the barren woman will ask her kin to impregnate her wife and so similarly to the ghost marriages- the kin of the barren woman is technically the father to her children. However, the female ‘husband’ is in fact considered to be the father of the children. Therefore, based on this example, it cannot be said that kinship is entirely based on blood.

Pritchard’s work, however, seems almost contradictory in that the Nuer can also be considered an example of a group of people who do in fact follow the descent theory. He explains that “a Nuer clan is the largest group of agnates who trace their descent from a common ancestor between whom marriage is forbidden and sexual relations considered incestuous”.[footnoteRef:4] Descent theory explains that that exogamous marriages come under the umbrella of kinship being based on blood, an exogamous marriage being a marriage in which any member of the same kinship or a blood relative of any form are strictly prohibited to marry each other. It is effectively a social arrangement under which marriage is allowed only outside of a specific social group. This can be seen in the life of the Nuer; a man cannot marry a woman of the same clan or lineage so long as the relation between the two can be traced back up to six generations.[footnoteRef:5] This would come under the taboo of incest, a taboo spoken of widely under the anthropological study of kinship. Considering both of these views adopted by the Nuer, it becomes much more complicated and difficult to argue whether or not kinship is entirely based on blood, there is undoubtedly a strong sense of belief that it is- yet their ghost marriages contradict their belief that descent is related to a common ancestor. This could therefore open the question of whether kinship and descent are the same thing as speaking technically, despite Pritchard’s statement about the Nuer, their practices are utterly contradictory due to lack of genealogical links between father and child. [4:  Evans Pritchard, E.E. 1940. The Nuer. USA: Oxford University Press
]  [5:  Sc2218.wikifoundry-mobile.com. (n.d.). The Nuer Tribe - Anthropology & the Human Condition. [online] Available at: http://sc2218.wikifoundry-mobile.com/m/page/The+Nuer+Tribe [Accessed 14 Mar. 2018].
] 


The alliance theory is a stark contradiction to the beliefs held by those supporting the descent theory. The alliance theory challenges descent models, claiming that kinship is so much more than just biology. McLennan explored marriage in his work Primitive Marriage in which he said that he believed marriage is a form of capture[footnoteRef:6] in the sense that women are being ‘captured’ and taken away from other social groups to marry into another. Levi-Strauss agreed with McLennan’s suggestion to an extent, seeing capture as an exchange rather than a capture, that it is more like an alliance. The theory as a whole moves away from the idea of a nuclear family and is more open to interpretation, recognising factors and characteristics other than descent and blood. This theory can also be seen in the lives of societies such as the Trobriand Islanders. [6:  McLennan, J.F. 1865. Primitive Marriage. Great Britain: Edinburgh Adam & Charles Black
] 



The Trobriand Islanders are another example of why kinship is not always based on blood. Malinowski’s work on the Trobriand Islanders shows that the role of the father in their society is underplayed, there is an obvious matriarchy amongst them and their kinship is matrilineal; the relationship between a mother and child is recognised as a biological bond and is considered to be a part of the same kinship[footnoteRef:7] which would contradict the original statement that kinship is not always based on blood; fatherhood instead works in the way that a woman’s brothers support the family once she has had children rather than her husband. Although the husband does still help her with the children sometimes, sex is considered an act of pleasure- not procreation, meaning that paternity is not connected to sexual intercourse. Fatherhood is a social construction amongst the Trobriand Islanders which is demonstrative that kinship does not always have to be based specifically on blood and further supports this argument by adopting the same thinking as the biological perspective of kinship; women are biologically bonded to their children, yet it is possible for men to ‘come and go’. [7:  People.stu.ca. (n.d.). The Kinship of the Trobriand Islanders. [online] Available at: http://people.stu.ca/~belyea/2007/intersession/rite1/trobrianders.htm [Accessed 16 Mar. 2018].
] 


Something that may be considered to be a major aspect for the argument that kinship is not entirely based on blood is the process of adoption. Taking the suggestion that the term ‘kinship’ relates to blood and familial relations, the adoption of a child would mean that technically speaking they are not true kin of the adoptive parent(s). However in modern society, as far as many of us are concerned, once adopted the adoptee is considered an official member of the family and therefore part of that particular family’s kin. Robert Parkin’s work on kinship discusses both adoption and fostering in terms of this, suggesting that fostering is a term for temporary situations whereas adoption is seen as a permanent alteration of status for the adoptee.[footnoteRef:8] Henceforth, it is fairly simple to see why fostering may not be considered kinship as the person being fostered is not a permanent fixture, however it might be difficult to see the reasoning behind an adopted child not being considered to be kin after they become an official member of the family. [8:  Parkin, R. 1997. Kinship, An Introduction to the Basic Concepts. Great Britain: Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 
] 


Unlike the Trobriand Islanders, the Yanomami follow patrilineal descent. They also strengthen their relationships by two men marrying the sister of the other, this also builds a longer relationship. Members of the same patrilineage will refer to each other as ‘mash’ meaning people who are related patrilineally.[footnoteRef:9] It seems, therefore, that the Yanomami follow the theory of descent rather than alliance as Chagnon said, “In a word, everyone in Yanomamo society is called by some kinship term that can be translated into what we would call blood relatives”.[footnoteRef:10] This shows the vast difference in the way that different societies view kinship, which once again furthers the implication that kinship is nothing but a social construction rather than something that is or is not based on blood. [9:  Vasconcellos, F. (n.d.). Kinshipv. [online] Theyanomami.blogspot.co.uk. Available at: http://theyanomami.blogspot.co.uk/2014/07/kinship.html [Accessed 17 Mar. 2018].
]  [10:  Chagnon, N.A. 2009. Yanomamo, Sixth Edition: The Legacy Addition.     California: Linda Schreiber-Ganster
] 


The Chinese term ‘laiwang’ is shown to be explained by Stafford in Carsten’s work in relation to relatedness to be including of any form of relation, this includes the ties that may be formed between neighbours and friends.[footnoteRef:11] Evidently, this form of kinship is not based on blood and demonstrates that it is most definitely possible for kinship to be based on other factors rather than just genetics. This shows that relatedness and kinship are much more than just biology. Additionally, this may also be seen in modern day to day life; many people consider close friends or people they have known their whole lives to be family due to the closeness of their relationships, assuming that family and kin are closely related concepts this is once again a prime example that kinship does not have to be defined as a blood relation, it could instead be viewed as presenting kinship as a social construction. [11:  Carsten, J. 2000. Culture of Relatedness. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
] 


Overall, there are a number of strong arguments to suggest that kinship is both based on blood and that it is not. However, the given examples such as the Nuer and the Trobriand Islanders provide such powerful arguments that kinship and blood are not necessarily as closely related as one might initially believe that it becomes more difficult to argue that kinship is in fact based on blood. Undoubtedly, processes such as adoption show that people do not have to be biologically related to their family in order for them to be considered each other’s kin, despite the descent theory’s best efforts to suggest that kinship and blood are one and the same. However, it cannot be denied that there are certain elements of kinship within the given ethnographic examples that are based on blood such as a mother’s bond with their child, despite this there are too many other factors to decide that kinship is purely based on blood. There is also the suggestion that kinship is a social construction that is relative to each person or society meaning that kinship is not based on blood, kinship is different for everyone and to state that blood relations are the only way of defining the term would be ignorant.
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