Bethany Townsend 
To what extent is kinship based on blood? 
If you were to ask a person who they classified as family or their kin most likely they would say their parents, siblings and other family members. The definition of kinship is simply “blood relations”. Two words that help us decide who we class as family and who we class as a close friend. For decades anthropologists and sociologists alike used this simple two word definition to gain a sense of understanding when it came to communities that showed no similarities to our culture and way of life. It was once said by Robin Fox that “Kinship to anthropology is what logic is to philosophy” (Fox, 1967). However, whilst in the field during the early stages of cultural anthropology many anthropologists discovered that kinship was not as simple as two words. In fact, organizing family structure became a huge challenge for those studying cultures far different to our own and even made many question if those two words “blood relations” are ever enough to describe kinship or family (something so emotionally valuable); even in our own society.
Family and kinship are extremely significant for not only the anthropology discipline but social sciences as a whole. Many theorists base their studies around the family as it plays the seemingly most important role in society. Functionalist sociologists believe that the nuclear family is ideal because it provides for all of the family members and it is ideal to fit the needs of an industrial society (Strong and Cohen 2016). The nuclear family also perfectly matches the definition of kinship. It is also believed that everyone in western civilizations will most likely be in a nuclear family at least at one stage in their life. However, even in western societies and communities there are family types that make it difficult to decide if kinship is really all that simple to define. Religious Mormon lifestyles often involve a man marrying two or more wives and having multiple children with each wife. Mormon families with multiple wives may follow the definition of kinship due to there being the blood relatedness through the children and father. However, it isn’t typically what social scientists like sociologists and anthropologists would expect a family to be like; especially in western society. This odd family structure only becomes more complicated as we travel to places further away from western society. This type of disruption in the field is why it’s was difficult for early anthropologists to truly gain an understanding as to how different types of communities and societies worked, because they had a very closed minded view of the family and kinship. Even though Mormonism isn’t viewed as ideal for it’s members or fitted for an industrial society by sociologists. Mormon lifestyle is actually believed to be the biggest religious success story in contemporary America (Browning and Clairmont, 2007). Mormon families actually tend to have better income, more maternal care and an overall happier family life. 
The definition of kinship only gets more blurred as we travel to the areas of South Sudan and Southern West Ethiopia to visit the Nuer tribe. The Nuer family structure is far different than western anthropologists are used too. Typically and ideally in a western family the structure of it would be; a father and a mother and then their children, this would continue like a tree branching out along with growing at the same time as more family members are made. The Nuer family structure follows a much different structure, where each clan lineage descends through the male line and follows through a single ancestor rather than a mother and father. This type of structure is important for the Nuer as clans control the distribution of resources as well as housing. It is also very important to marriage and children as marriages must be outside of your own clan (Jenkins, 1997). This type of kin structure made it extremely difficult for anthropologists to organize the community as a way to understand them. They often tried to make sketches of the lineages but many of them failed as it was far too complicated to map out. Marriage itself is also a vastly different tradition to the ones that we understand. The Nuer use cattle as a sort of currency, when it comes to gaining a wife the male must buy her from her father with cattle. Women have a significant role in linking their children with non-lineage kin allowing the two clans to coincide with one another and share resources. Which is beneficial to each clan. Marriages however, are not finalized until the woman has given birth to at least 3 children (Stone, 2013). So, this leads to another confusing question about kinship and blood. In the Nuer’s eyes, are the first two children born are not officially part of the family until the third is born? It also makes us question our own thoughts on family. For example; why do we class certain people as family just because we have the same DNA?
When we think of our family no matter if we define it as just blood relations or those that we are close too, we all would most likely think of humans. Occasionally some people may see their pet as a part of their family but most would only class other human beings as family. Some tribes and communities however, would very much disagree with us. Is it possible not non-living things can be classified as kin? From their point of view it is very much possible that a tree in the Amazon is their father and who are we to say it isn’t? When they have a deep enough connection with that tree to truly believe it is a part of their family. The Kogi are a tribe from Colombia that view the entire world as related. Although, from a biological view we are all in some sense distantly related through our ancestors. The Kogi view us, the outsiders of their tribe as the “young brother” and themselves as the “elder brother”. They also believe that there is a great mother called Aluna and that she is the force of nature and that humanity is her children. They believe that Aluna is also the mirror world and keep children in caves for 9 years before they are allowed to see Aluna as they believe this will allow the children to become Shaman leaders of the tribe (Wilde, 2007). This means that they base their entire lives around their/ our mother or Aluna. The Kogi also believe that they have a much more intertwined connection with Aluna than us and that she speaks to them about the problems happening in the world as a result of us (the younger brother). To many this may seem unrealistic or more of a spiritual connection to a genuine psychical bond of family; but to the Kogi it’s real. This would then lead you to believe that it is possible to have a real connection of love and the feeling of having a family type relationship with things that aren’t human or even physical. Again, their view of us being related to each other defeats the whole purpose of organizing ourselves into clans or families. Which again revokes meaning of the definition of kinship.
Malinowski is an anthropologist known for being the father of the discipline he saw kinship as a way of attempting to add structure to a way of life much different than he was used to. Whilst working in the Trobriand Islands Malinowski realized that their family life was vastly different to ours and therefore difficult to organize. The Trobriand Islanders believe that children are not made through sexual intercourse but instead are created when females go swimming near sea scum which is believed to be tiny spirits that then enter her womb and create children. This means that the husband is not regarded as the father and has no authority based on his sociological position in the family but instead it is based on his friendship with the children. The father is a close friend of the children and mother but is not the kinsman by the Trobriand Islanders belief. The only real kinship relates through the mother, meaning that unlike the male lineage of the Nuer. The Trobriand Islanders lineage is strictly matrilineal (Malinowski, 1927). Once again this leads us to a different answer to the original question. Although we may believe that the father of a children is kinship, to the Trobriand Islanders the only true kinship is through the mother. Therefore they believe that the blood relation is insignificant to who they class as family or kin. Malinowski was also known for having functionalist views which may mean that his ideal family would be nuclear and when he visited the Trobriand Islands he may have found it difficult to understand their lifestyle due to it being vastly different to his own. He even once spoke about how a relationship between a boy and his parents clashed with the incompatible principles of kinship and authority (Malinowski, 1927). This shows that he was very much used to a straight forward nuclear family approach to kinship and authority from parents. Malinowski’s ideas, theories and terminology for the field of kinship were also greatly influenced by Westermarck who directed his training in sociology and anthropology (Malinowski, 2001). This may be why he believed that he would easily be able to organize the Trobriand Islanders by kinship and family; due to him being taught that it would be a gateway into understanding more about them.
To conclude the arguments about kinship and blood relatedness the original question must be asked again. To what extent is kinship based on blood? One thing that was mostly apparent throughout each point was; that each kinship structure mention had some form of blood relationship in there. For example the Trobriand Islanders have a blood relationship with their mothers and the Nuer have children who are related to them by blood. This shows that blood relatedness is significant in deciding who we have as kin but it is not the only deciding factor. It has been said and widely believed by many that kinship is not just biological but social and emotional too (Schneider, 1984). As proven by many ethnographic examples family does not only have to be blood relations and not all blood relations have to be family. Although in many western societies it is believed that blood relatedness is the most important factor and legally it is what decides who are family members are.
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