To what extent is kinship based on blood?
To ask, ‘to what extent is kinship based on blood?’ is to argue that kinship is a universal structure that can be defined, described and evaluated as one uniform construct. As contemporary anthropologists now know, the extent to which kinship is based upon blood is relative to the social group within which one is raised, and social norms of relatedness and genealogy are recognised.
The trouble with this essay question is its assumption that kinship and blood are related, and its further assumption that the relationship between the two is binary. This outlook is outdated and stems from British notions of kinship, thus making describing and accounting for other ethnographic groups’ kinship theories more challenging, as one must translate them back into British ideas of kinship.
Therefore, I will attempt to outline and conclude each ethnographic group’s theories towards kinship, and the extent to which it is based upon blood, individually. To compare each group’s kinship structures and to conclude with one straightforward answer is futile since kinship is not one concludable structure.

Interestingly, there is a clear link between social and academic change in European kinship theory. Traditional European kinship structures were based upon blood. Hence, early anthropological writing on kinship searched for structures recognisable to European interpretations of relatedness.
 European kinship theory was based upon blood, and hence, social changes were mirrored by academic changes in kinship and relatedness. European anthropologists attempted to define kinship as having a base upon blood, by researching other ethnographic groups; assuming kinship was a universal, unchanging structure, which in some cases resulted in overlooking empirical facts. 
Levi-Strauss is one such example, who ‘assumes, as we might expect, that any particular system of kin terms is a syntagm of the “system” of all possible systems.’ (Edmund Leach 1970:95) The issue with this approach is that ‘Levi-Strauss is liable to become so fascinated by the logical perfection of the ‘systems’ […] that he disregards the empirical facts’. 
However, this academic outlook has changed along with social outlooks on relatedness. Carsten (1995, 2004) is one example of these changes, as she ‘prefer[s] to use the term relatedness, to allow for the fluid and processual nature of relation making and to move beyond anthropological notions of kinship.’ (Abbots, 2017:04)

In British society the extent to which kinship is based upon blood is changing. In previous years kinship was almost entirely based upon blood, the use of surnames is a clear result of patrilineal lines of decent based upon blood, (although contemporary changes to the use of surnames is to some extent a result of the changing kinship structure). I believe that the current changes of blood as the base of kinship stem from a rigid construct of relatedness that did not allow for social change, this has resulted in political and social strains, evidence of which can be found in the Warnock Report.
Peter Rivière’s anthropological connotations of the Warnock Report outline the social and political issues that technological advancement in fertility treatments has caused, due to the separating of genitor/genitrix and pater/mater. I will go on to discuss how the separation of these roles means that the previous kinship structure is made somewhat redundant. 
AID (Artificial Insemination by Donor) separates the roles of pater and genitor. Due to blood being the base of kinship, an AID child was seen as illegitimate and all rights of the child were to the donor; ‘in the eyes of the law the genetic father [was] the father and no allowance is made for social fatherhood; the role [was] not even recognised.’ (Rivière, 1985:03). However, Rivière points out how the Committee recommended ‘the AID child should in law be treated as the legitimate child’. Although this is a step that has taken place and has successfully brought question to the rigidity of British notions of kinship, Rivière points out how the use of language (‘treated’) shows the ‘ideas and values of wider society, and […] an underlying determination to hang on to’ traditional British notions of kinship. (Rivière 1985:04)
‘Perhaps one of the earliest lessons in social anthropology is that genealogies are social and cultural constructs, and not biological pedigrees’. (Rivière, 1985:04) This is a sentence that can well describe how the structure of and outlook upon kinship is changing in British society. Moving from a base of blood; prioritising the roles of genitor/genitrix, to prioritising the social roles of parenthood, and therefore kinship having less of a base upon blood.

One example of an ethnographic group whose kinship is not based upon blood is the Nuer of South Sudan. Although unilineal lines of decent are a component of their kinship structure, the practice of ghost marriages and same-sex marriages highlights the greater importance placed upon social parenthood rather than links of blood. 
A same-sex marriage among the Nuer (described as a ‘woman-marriage’ by Evans Pritchard (1951:108) often occurs between two women, one of whom is barren. The barren woman is regarded as a man and is called simply; the ‘woman-husband’ (Evans Pritchard, 1951:108). Children born into the marriage are regarded as the children of both women, and the woman-husband; 
is the pater of their children, and on the marriages of their daughters she receives “the cattle of the father” […] her children are called after her, as though she were a man, and […] they address her as “father” […] being treated by her wives and children with the deference they would show a male husband and father. (Evans Pritchard, 1951:109)
I am not citing this passage to ogle at the notion of a woman being freely given the luxuries of a man, but more to contextualise the situation of a ‘woman-marriage’ (Evans Pritchard, 1951:108), and to show the social structures that are at play. A woman takes on the role of pater, and therefore kinship easily, and blood is not the base of this, since not even a kinsman is required for the patrilineal lines of decent that are created.
 ‘When the marriage rites have been completed the husband gets a male kinsman or friend or neighbour, sometimes a poor Dinka, to beget children to her wife’. The lack of importance placed upon the genitor of this genealogy is interesting. The casual manner in which a genitor is found for the woman-marriage highlights the irrelevance of blood as a base upon which to form kinship in this context and is demonstrative of the greater importance given to the roles of pater and mater. 
Evans Pritchard’s example of ‘ghost marriages’ in the Nuer describes how genealogy is based upon the roles of pater rather than genitor. Thus, blood is not the base of kinship in this ethnographic group. Ghost marriage is a situation where a man marries a woman in the name of his dead kinsman; her late husband. Any children born into the resultant family are kinned to the dead husband of their mother, despite no blood being shared. Evans Pritchard describes this as ‘raising up seed’ to the dead husband and father. (Evans Pritchard 1951:109) 
‘The family that develops out of a ghost-marriage may be called a ghost-family in acknowledgment of the ghostly status of the pater of the children.’ (Evans Pritchard, 1951:110) It is possibly the most clear example of the link (or lack there-of) between blood and kinship, as the acknowledged genitor of the children does not even need to be alive to carry on his kinship.

An interesting interpretation of kinship can be seen in Carsten’s 1995 and 2004 writing with Mayans (as cited from Abbots, 2017), and Abbots 2017 writing The Agency of Eating 2017. What strikes me in each of these writings is the perceived fluidity and manipulability of kinship. Not only can relatedness be strengthened and weakened, but it can also be created through the understanding that common blood can be physically made between people. ‘Carsten presents the boundaries of bodies as porous; they become united through the flow of shared substances of food and blood.’ (Abbots 2017:04) This perceived fluidity of bodies is reflective of the fluidity of relatedness. 
In these examples, blood is the base of kinship, but kinship is also the base of blood, as they’re both equally manipulatable and neither can be made without the other. ‘Those who continually eat together […] are regarded as having the same blood in common, as being related. Food, in this context, is therefore blood.’ (Carsten 2008 as cited by Abbots 2017:04)
Of course, this interpretation of kinship structure is based upon blood, but not to the same extent or in the same way as any other ethnographic example in this writing. The structure of kinship here is flexible, blood is an inextricable component, but not the base upon which kinship is formed. 

‘There is a huge variety in the way in which people classify others around them, and relations which we might at first think of as kin may actually have little to do with genealogical connections. They may also be inextricably tied up with economic transactions, the political systems and religious beliefs of the people concerned.’ (J, Hendry. 1999:184)
This statement from J. Hendry. writing An Introduction to Social Anthropology. Other People’s Worlds. (1999:184) is demonstrative of the different ways in which kinship can be measured and defined and highlights the difficulty in prioritising only one aspect of a universally altered ‘system’. This passage provides a clear overview of the ways in which kinship may be defined, and blood may not play as big a part, or be as overriding a factor as automatically assumed.
Therefore, kinship and blood are related. But the extent to which kinship is based upon blood is relative to the social group within which one is raised. British society believed that kinship was entirely based upon blood, however, due to technological advancements in fertility treatments and greater social freedom, the extent to which kinship is based upon blood has become lesser. This change of view is mirrored in academic anthropology, with the field of kinship being redefined. The extent to which kinship is based upon blood in the Nuer society is lesser than that of British society, as afore discussed with ‘woman-marriages’ and ‘ghost-marriage/ families’. The extent to which kinship is based upon blood in Malay and Ecuadorian culture is greater than that of the Nuer, but lesser than that of European society. As blood is seen as important with kinship ties, but it is manipulatable, and therefore, kinship is not ‘based’ upon blood, as it is a component of creating and continuing ties of kinship.
Therefore, the extent to which kinship is based upon blood is relative and cannot be defined or described other than by the point of view of those who define it. 


Each of these ethnographic examples show the ways that different cultures have interpreted and manipulated kinship and is hence demonstrative of how defining the extent to which kinship is based upon blood is not possible, or at least not anthropologically contemporary.
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