To what extent is Kinship based on Blood?

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, kinship is defined as follows:
•	Kinship: Blood relationship.
•	Kin: One's family and relations.
(Thompson, 1995)
These definitions serve the purpose of highlighting the connections people make when they speak of kin. Kin is family, and family are those related to you by blood. 
However, in the study of Anthropology, this definition can be ambiguous, vague, and confusing, and both kin and kinship rest on a blurred line. The definition of kinship as a blood relationship can be countermanded by the fact that ‘family and relations’ do not stress that a blood connection is needed for someone to be considered as kin. Relatedness can be more than biological, as evidenced by the process of adoption which often leads to parent-child relationships that strongly match those of a blood-related parent-child relationship. There can also be a bond of kinship upon finding strong similarities with yourself and someone else and making a relationship based on that. Being very close to someone outside of romantic love can also lead to a bond of kinship (Godelier, 2012).

It must also be noted that an Anthropologist does not study the biology of kinship as a Biologist or a practitioner of another profession would do. An Anthropologist examines the social or cultural interpretations of the biological universals of kinship, not the Western ‘scientific’ approach. Anthropologists do tend to use Western notions of kinship in an effort to describe the representations of it elsewhere, which can cause issues, as this leads to a process of forcing kinship ideas and trends into moulds they do not fit into. Following this, Anthropologists use the terms ‘Pater’ and ‘Mater’ as an indication for the socially defined father and mother respectively. The physical and biological father and mother are known as the ‘Genitor’ and ‘Genetrix’. In whatever way a person has a parental tie, the bond between parent and child is known as ‘Filiation’ sometimes ‘Patrifiliation’ (father-child) or ‘Matrifiliation’ (mother-child) (Parkin, 1997).

The importance of kinship, whilst not overtly, is highly emphasised in our culture. All societies have some form of kinship. In many of these societies, kinship is the sole or main structural factor (Parkin, 1997). Being an orphan is often considered to be something negative, due to the fact that an orphan has no family and kin bonds to support them. They are alone. To counteract this, adoption is seen in a positive light because it gives people family, a kin bond in place of the one lost. This can also be used as a means to explain the level of care in place for orphans and those without a home. Subconsciously or not, being without kin bonds is considered abhorrent, and so, even though replacing them may not always be possible, support is given in an effort to alleviate the loss of the kin bonds.
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This occurs regularly in Western societies. The idea of a non-biological parent being accepted is prevalent in Western culture. Western societies recognise that one’s social parent may not also be the genetic or physiological parent to the child. The closest non-related kin bond to that of parents to a child is clearly that of the godparents. Traditionally, godparents are assigned to a child by the parents to be guides and support where the parents cannot be for whatever reason. This includes having a duty of care towards the child if the parents are unable to do so, say due to severe injury, health issues, or death. There is no limit on how many godparents a child can have (Parkin, 1997).

It would now be pertinent to note that, in examining kinship, kin groupings are important. The most typical in our culture are the nuclear,  elementary, or conjugal families, which consist of only the parents and children. Sometimes there is another member of these groupings - a widowed parent or an unmarried sibling, for example. A stem family links a nuclear family to that of a sibling of one of the parents such as an aunt or uncle to the children (Parkin, 1997).
The nuclear family is often declared to be the foundation of all human society. However, this idea and family grouping are not applicable to all cultures and families. Often families have some form of extended family, possibly meaning cousins or some other relative. These size of these family groupings is more suited to modern times than when looking at kinship throughout history. The size of a family has drastically decreased from what it has been in times past. This is partly due to the decrease in the number of children being born, the increasing number of one-parent families, which is caused by divorce rates and illegitimacy. Families in the past have tended to be a more close-knit and cohesive unit, generally due to the difficulties they faced compared to modern times.
Families may also be polygynous or polyandrous- that is to say, consisting of a parent who has had more than one spouse and corresponding sets of children, often living in a separate home. This is more typically known as a step-family (Parkin, 1997).
Regardless of the formation of these kin groupings, however, descent groups, another type of kin grouping, are typically ancestor focused. They consist of a family line or lines descended from their real or mythical ancestor or founder. All in a Descent Group tend to be able to trace their line back to one ancestor. Descent groups are therefore separate from kin, which may be a more ego-focused separation than anything else (Parkin, 1997).

An example of the complexities of kinship can be found in the difference in behaviour towards a leader and towards a parent. Whilst both are considered to be pillars of support and guidance, and people to obey, there is a distinct difference in the level of self shown to each of them. Though one might respect and obey a leader, placing them in a position of authority, there is far more dependence and vulnerability shown towards a parent. This is because they are the parent, and have raised and loved the child, supporting them through the trials of life. 

The bonds of kinship form a large part of the base of society as it stands today, and have held people together before societies, cultures, and urbanisation existed. Families grew into clans, clans made ties with other clans, and became civilisations, forming the world known today over a millennium.
An interesting aspect of kinship is how marriage, a legal and often spiritual ceremony that binds two people together as a couple, makes people from two different families kin and has one of the union, generally the wife, legally becomes a member of their partner’s family. They are now kin, regardless of any blood ties, or lack thereof. This by no means severs any blood ties or kin bonds held before marriage. 
Marriage has been used as a means of forming alliances. Marrying your daughter into a different family or clan would see the family of the daughter as ‘kin’ on some level, and so there would be a level of obligation of care and support. 

One of the subtlest bonds of kinship and that which does not fit well into the dictionary definition above is that one would feel and have for a place, group, or organisation. People feel a kinship with sports teams, when, often, the only thing that they would have in common is their place of origin. They support them because of the bond of kinship they share by means of their hometown, city or state. This bond has similarities with the old clan bonds that would join a group only together due to their leader. This bond could also be considered the base for patriotism.

In his book, Sahlins (2013) speaks often of the “Mutuality of being”, an interesting turn of phrase which he uses to explain the idea that being related to someone by blood is important because you are a part of them, and they a part of you. It is an unbreakable connection- blood ties can never be completely cut. Regardless of whether a blood tie is acknowledged, it is still in existence.
[bookmark: _GoBack]This idea of “Mutuality of being” is further solidified by the acts of a parent to a child of feeding, caring and protecting them. A tie that is merely a blood tie would only have the care behind it that this tie attains through its existence. Solidifying the tie through care, protection and love cements the relationship between parent and child and makes the bond unbreakable. Whilst this idea of “Mutuality of being” is aimed at blood kin, specifically the parents who have raised the child, aspects of his concept, particularly the idea of solidifying a bond with a child through care, can be used as a process of how to solidify a bond of adoption. What Sahlins (2013) speaks of here is the practice of solidifying and building a bond, a process that truly does not need a blood connection to work. It only needs a willingness from the participants to the bond (Sahlins, 2013).

Aristotle appears to support the view that a kinship bond must also have a base in the blood (Ostwald, 1986). Whilst Sahlins speaks of building up an existing bond into an unbreakable one, Aristotle is of the belief that the bond is unyielding and formed between parents and child from the first moment of life. The bond of blood, and of being from the other, is what he sees as important, as it joins the parents and child in an irrevocable sense. 

[bookmark: _Hlk508960152]Parents love children as being themselves (for those sprung from them are as it were other selves of theirs, resulting from the separation) children [love] parents as being what they have grown from the same sources: for the selfsameness of their relation to those produces the same with each other (hence why people say “same blood” “same root” and things like that). They are, then, the same entity in a way, even though in discrete subjects…The belonging to each other of cousins and other relatives derives from these, since it exists by virtue of their being of the same origins, but some of these belong more closely while others are more distant, depending on whether the ancestral common sources are near or further off.
Aristotle (2002, VIII.II6I-II62; emphasis in original)

By this thought process, then, the mother would have a stronger bond with the child from the start, as she has borne the child within her throughout its first stages of growth, when it is at its most vulnerable. The father must build the bond after the birth. That the bond needs strengthening once the child is born is natural. However, a new bond of any kind is bound to need strengthening to ensure that it is a dependable one. This cannot be solely declared a process to occur between father and child.


E.B Taylor (1994) echoes the idea that blood is important to kinship, though he focuses more on the relationship between the father, the ‘head’ of the family and traditionally the protector than on the mother for his opinion of a parental kin bond. He clearly sees the bond between father and child as the more important bond, or at least, the bond with the most strength behind it. 


[bookmark: _Hlk508702949]that the connexion between father and child is not only, as we think, a mere relation of parentage, affection, duty, but that their very bodies are joined by a physical bond so that what is done to the one acts directly upon the other…Not only is it held that the actions of the father, and the food that he eats, influence the child both before and after its birth, but that the actions and food of survivors affect the spirits of the dead on their journey to find their home in the afterlife E.B Taylor (1994)

It appears, in his mind, that whilst the mother may bear the child, the father’s act of procreation is what brings the child into being, and is vital in the formation of the body and soul, irrevocably linking the father and child through their lives. That the father needs to strengthen his bond with the child after the birth is an understandable thought process, but as has been mentioned previously,  is not a step solely for a father-child relationship. All fresh bonds must undergo a period of strengthening and firming, lest they are too fragile to hold through life.

In conclusion, whilst kinship is clearly an important field of study for an Anthropologist, a kin bond is based on more than blood. There are many ways for a kinship tie to exist without a tie of blood being involved. That is not to say that blood is not an important aspect of kinship, everyone has biological parents, no matter the state of the actual bond between parent and child. However, the importance of blood in a bond is only as important as the participants of the bond perceive it to be. The importance of the bond in life depends on the strength of the said bond. This cannot, however simply be declared as a foregone conclusion for the entire world. Different cultures have different views on what is important in their understanding of kinship. Some will focus entirely on blood relationships for a basis in kinship, whilst others will declare people kin regardless of blood ties. 
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