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	To What Extent is Kinship Based on Blood?

The study of Kinship has always been at the heart of Anthropology (Carsten 2000 cites Schneider).  For 150 years anthropologists have wrestled with notions of kinship (Sahlins 2013) – initially defining it as a discrete domain of patrilineal descent based on bloodlines.  Kinship scholars were not concerned with family but with the social rules and roles which governed the actions of groups – clearly distinguishing between biological and social relationships (Harris, 1990). Over time scholarly ideas have been reworked leading to current understanding.  According to feminist anthropologists Yanagisako and Delaney (1995), our cultural stories of origin and creation (eg Genesis) inform individuals of their place in the world, building a sense of "natural" order into personal realities.  For early anthropologists, as Euro-Americans with a Biblical world view - the notion of "blood being thicker than water" and a Eurocentric folk model of biology, firmly fixed in their consciousness - ideas relating to kinship were for a long time restricted to social stability and structure, marriage, paternity and bloodlines.  Since the 1970s a shift in anthropological thinking and a focus on day to day practice rather than structure, has led to a more inclusive and wider understanding of Kinship, extending from lines of descent to a concept of “Relatedness.”  Relatedness is a term coined by Carsten (2000) for comparing ways of being related in varying cultures without relying on biology or blood.  In this essay I shall offer a brief outline of the changes in anthropological thought, providing a variety of examples to demonstrate how kinship can be understood beyond notions of blood.

Parkin and Stone (2004) offer a condensed timeline of changing anthropological thought.  Historically the domain of kinship was a way of understanding "stateless societies,” and a way of distinguishing how society was structured and organised, focusing on public life rather than domestic, with an assumption that family life was “natural”.  Maine in 1861, whose views were based on Indo European data suggested the earliest form of social organisation was patrilineal and under the absolute authority of a single father/husband - with other institutions of society rightly mirroring this authoritarian model.  Societies not functioning in this way were believed to be in a state of “primitive promiscuity.”  Malinoswki during the 1920s/'30s believed the nuclear family to be fundamental and universal in all societies although Boasian students began to suggest that kinship was rooted in territory rather than descent - hinting at a 

change in scholarly thought.   Radcliffe Brown recognised that marriage was not the only way of understanding kinship yet his approach still privileged genealogical descent - despite evidence showing it contradicted many indigenous beliefs relating to reincarnation and the return of ancestral spirits to the living world.  Levi Strauss during the 1940's began looking for universalities of human behaviour, proposing kinship was based purely on the exchange of women, building alliances and clan houses.   

Carsten (2004) states a century of cross cultural comparisons showed that 19th and 20th Century Euro American ideas of kinship were in fact the aberration in human history and historical records in Europe indicated  that late marriage, high rates of celibacy, pregnancy outside of wedlock and high mortality rates suggested marriage was actually short lived - meaning real lived experience of kinship was always rooted in forging bonds rather than biology and that relationships were "made rather than given" ( Carsten 2004, pxiii).   Over the course of the 1970’s and 80s Schneider was coming to his conclusion that there was "no such thing as kinship" and called for the abandonment of the discrete anthropological domains of kinship, economics, politics and religion (Sahlins 2013).   Schneider argued that the study of kinship was a Eurocentric cultural construct which assumed a connection of kinship to biology and procreation that could not be applied universally.  He had noted whilst working with the Yapese that they believed children were produced by ghosts.  Malinowski had also noted similar ideas relating to paternity whilst working amongst the Trobriand Islanders.  It is interesting to note that despite not forming these thoughts into anthropological theory, as far back as 1930, Malinowski stated (Carsten 2000, p14):

 “the average anthropologist … has his doubts whether the effort needed to master the bastard algebra of kinship is really worthwhile.  He feels that after all, kinship is a matter of flesh and blood, the result of sexual passion, and maternal affection, of long intimate daily life, and a host of personal intimate interests.”

With time anthropologists began to connect Schneider’s approach with everyday social practices and to describe kinship as a process.  Yanagisako and Collier (1987) cite Schneider as quoting Fortes, “The facts of sex, procreation and the rearing of offspring constitute only 

the universal raw material of kinship systems.”  Kinship in its broadest sense is grounded in the way people forge similarities and differences between themselves (Carsten 2004), with love (Schneider 1997) and blood long symbolising the way in which Americans construct “natural” relations (Yanagisako and Delaney).  Nowhere can this be seen more clearly than in the struggle to legitimize gay and lesbian relationships in America, the desire of gays and lesbians to form lasting partnerships and raise families within established forms of American kinship and the powerful homophobic response to that struggle. Schneider (1997) refers to Hayden, “biology is not quite the same for straights and gays” with surrogacy, artificial insemination and assisted conception as well as adoption all contributing to the process of creating kinship bonds within homosexual families.  

Weston (1995) describes the confusion with which Tony Paige tried to make sense of “real” enduring blood relations and the less enduring and unstable “chosen” homosexual relationships and non-biological ties.   Weston quotes Tony as saying: “When ‘the gays’ talk about their ‘chosen families’ they’re telling me that anybody can be a relative.  How will we know who’s family and who’s not?”  He was equally confused by the notion that biological relatives might sever relationships after learning that relatives are gay: “Parents are parents and blood is blood.  What kind of a person could cut off a child that way?”  Weston tells us from the 1980’s onwards family trees dropped or sprouted new branches in the complicated process of negotiating kinship ties alongside stigmatized sexuality and homosexuals “coming out” - sparking national concern around authenticity and enduring ties.  For gay and lesbian families, notions of “forever” could not rely on blood alone and “enduring solidarity” was built through ongoing reciprocal exchange – through “being there” and every day social support.  For many gay and lesbian families blood ties acquired the very fragility that advocates of “traditional” family values attributed to their adoptive kin.

Drawing on Schneider, Sahlins (2013) argues Kinship is culture, a "mutuality of being" and a sense of belonging between people.   He claims that “whatever can be constructed genealogically may be constructed socially” (p2) and writes "Kinsmen are persons who belong to one another, who are parts of one another, who are co-present in each other, whose lives are joined and inter-dependant" and he reads potential for kin to share a single entity despite being discrete individuals.  To illustrate this, he points to Aristotle highlighting how 

parents love children for being a part of themselves, an excerpt from the epic Hindu poem "Mahabharata" where Arjuna refers to a single person as "his brother, his offspring and his ancestor", the way in which a Maori refers to his entire kinship group collectively (both past and present) as "I”, the collective sense of belonging in a small English town and the fractured sense of self, described by Carsten as experienced by adopted persons searching for their "birth" family.  He also draws on an observation made by Stasch relating to the emotional and moral values of love, care, unity and enduring solidarity experienced within kinship relationships.

The symbol of blood in the context of kinship is so deeply entrenched within Euro American cultural beliefs it continues to inform some corners of current anthropological thought. Shapiro (2012) is strongly opposed to the concept of Relatedness and is brutal in his critique of Schneider and the scholars who build on his theories.  As within the national debate on homosexual families, Shapiro is concerned with authenticity of "real" kin rather than "metaphorical" kinship.  He also admits he prefers to focus on the performative aspects of his own father/son relationship rather than the actual act of procreation.  Despite this seeming recognition of the way in which everyday practice contributes towards to the formation of kinship bonds, he is highly critical of Carsten's work - citing Malay ethnographies he perceives to contradict her.   He argues that Carsten ignores "actual" Malay kin classification and the way in which Malays frequently refer to both blood kin and "the influence of bad seed" (2016).  

Schneider’s argument of cultural relativity extends to an idea that cultural symbols are arbitrary, suggesting direct connections between the symbol and what it symbolises are not always present or necessary.  He argues that the things a symbol stands for “do not exist in external reality but are themselves culturally constructed” (Stone 2004, p244).  In this vein Sahlins (2013) cites Harraway and her assertion that despite science being perceived as "fact" and pure truth, even “facts” are socially constructed by scientists situated in a specific cultural milieau and are thus social symbols.   For Sahlins (2013) there are many cultural symbols that denote kinship ties which extend beyond blood – including bone, flesh, semen, milk, genes, memories and soul – which may be transmitted to others either through procreation or day to day practice.  He describes the mutual transaction and “transmission of 

life capacities” (p29) - such as love, nurturing, shared food and fortunes, physical labour, living together and name giving – as producing modes of kinship.  Reciprocal sharing of food is a common symbol of kinship across the globe and Carsten (1995) takes a closer look at the way giving and receiving of nourishment plays a vital role in constructing social relationships amongst Malays in Pulau Langkawi. 

Carsten (1995) describes how in Langkawai, birth only starts the process of becoming a person, how siblingship is conferred in the womb and the way in which living and eating together forms both person and their relationships to others.  She recounts how the womb is understood as a child’s first home and the placenta is understood as a younger sibling - meaning co eating and commensality starts before birth.  In the womb both child and placenta sibling are nourished by their mother’s blood and after birth the mothers blood transformed into milk, creates a physical and emotional relationship between mother and child.  Should the mother breastfeed a child she has not given birth to, that child becomes a “milk sibling” of her own children and henceforth is prohibited from marrying within the family.  Fostering is common and co feeding creates kinship, indicated by the local saying “if you drink the same milk you become kin.”  Likewise, food cooked at the same natal hearth shares similar qualities to mother’s milk and through the sharing of rice, strangers and outsiders can be incorporated into the family.

Carsten (2004) discusses E. Valentine Daniel’s (1984) monograph which illustrates the Tamils belief that blood, milk and sexual fluids are permutations of each other. These fluids mix, separate and rejoin, transferring moral and spiritual qualities from person to person as a direct result of sexual contact, living side by side or sharing food. This overlapping and sharing of substances can also be applied to the sharing of memories, stories, traditions and territories – a notion of consubstantiality which can be extended to produce even wider notions of kinship like nationalism, religion or spiritual families.  Delaney (1995) described how the use of familial and procreative imagery, poetry, the substances of soil, seed and physical toil created a national identity and the birth of Turkey as a nation state.

Schneider highlighted the rift between nature and culture within Anthropology (Bouquet 2000) and Sahlin’s concept of “mutuality of being” and perception of kinship purely as 

[bookmark: _GoBack]culture seems to skate over the inequalities bound up in kinship relations.  Cucchiari refers to Pitt-Rivers: "unlike friendship he views kinship as relations of prescribed amity" and described it as "a sociocultural system of differentially distributed rights, duties, roles and statuses founded on an ideology of shared substances" (p36).   Whilst Shapiro describes current notions of relatedness as "emotionally appealing conclusions that are reached with little or any evidence” and the "fantasy of those unable to wean themselves from Marx and Engels”, Carstens concept of Relatedness attempts to bridge the gap between nature and culture, creating an idea of kinship that includes both biological "fact", amity and consubstantiality whilst acknowledging rights, rules and obligations.

I have looked at the history of anthropological discourse relating to kinship and considered the nature/culture debate, describing notions of authenticity and enduring kinship ties within homosexual families fighting for recognition in America.  I have considered Sahlin’s ideas on the Mutuality of Being and cited examples of consubstantiality, illustrating how the transformation of food, milk, memories, earth and many other symbols create kinship bonds way beyond euro-american ideas of blood.
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