Q) Select any one social institution and discuss the variability in beliefs and practices among the communities citing two stories/case studies from two different parts of the world. Try to identify and understand the commonality and differences among these traditions while emphasising on the underlying cultural codes and social values. (essay word count 2180)
Introduction: To highlight the complexities of defining kinship, this essay will be an auto-ethnographic study that investigates my own interpretation of my kinship. I shall also compare my findings with the kinship system that Henry Morgan pioneered in the late nineteenth century. To date there are two different types; matrilineal and patrilineal. During my lifetime I have had two families from different cultures, by assessing the contrasts and similarities I hope to gain insight into cultural codes and social values. My main argument will be that the current kinship system is outdated and does not acknowledge my experience of kinship as a woman estranged from her patriarchal lineage. To support my argument, I will use Marilyn Boxer’s feminist perspective (Boxer and Stimpson, 1998), British anthropologist Tim Ingold’s theories regarding approaches to ethnography will also strengthen my argument (Ingold, 2006). I shall conclude that who the ego regards as their kin and who the anthropologists consider their kin are two very different things. It is not progressive to just examine the elements of a person’s life that accords with ‘normality.’ 
  Auto Ethnography: I have experienced kinship within two groups, contrasting in their cultural codes and social values. Below are photos taken of both my biological family and my current Vaisnava family. I have made kinship diagrams to reflect both families.[image: ][image: ]Pictured left: A 1981 photo of myself seated far right with baby cousin on my knee, two sisters and five of my cousins. We are wearing our ‘Sunday best’ and party hats because it is Boxing day (UK national holiday celebrated 26th December). Three of my cousins and myself were denied kinship as punishment for confronting abuse within the family. The children that stayed silent remained part of the family group. All the names within my biological family are chosen according to personal taste of the parents e.g. my sister Candice was named after my mother’s favourite actress Candice Bergman.
 Pictured on the right: Some of my Vaisnava family taken in 2017. I am standing to the right of Gurudeva who is holding a microphone and dressed in Saffron robes, which indicates His renunciation from self-gratification. His clothes, shoes and spectacles are His only material possessions. Dressing to impress is considered egotistical. My mother and one of my spiritual mentors (Devaki) is standing on my right, the other devotees are my God brothers and sisters. I have never witnessed or experienced a denial of kinship; family is always cared for regardless of personal conflict. All devotee names are taken from religious texts involving Radha & Krishna and their dearest devotees e.g. Devaki is named after Krishna’s first mother and I was named Narayani after Lord Caitanya’s niece and Lord Narayana’s eternal consort   
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Above: My biological kinship diagram of all the blood relations I have personally met in my lifetime. At present I have a close relationship with my daughter, a telephone relationship with my mother, three cousins and one sister. 
Below: My self-identity kinship diagram depicting who I identify as my kin today. The Guru Parampara are still considered living regardless of the physical body being absent.  Gurus with a physical body connect with the Guru lineage in the spiritual world to deliver what Vaisnavas regard as the absolute truth.  
Vaisnava Kinship Diagram;
2012-2020Guru Parampara = Grandfathers

Srimati Uma Didi= my siksa Guru


Sripad Vana Maharaja = my Gurudeva and diksa Guru


Punya Sloka=God father
Devaki =God mother
=



Ego

 GOD SISTERS: South America=500+ UK=100+ Europe=400+ USA=200+ India=500+ Russia=200+ Philippines=100+ 
GOD BROTHERS: South America=400+ UK=100+ Europe=500+ USA=200+ India=500+ Russia=100+ Philippines=50+                                                    

Daughter 

[bookmark: _Hlk33816136]Results: Looking at what anthropologists’ regard as my kin I feel a deep disconnection. Although the diagram reveals biological information it does not reflect my self-identity. I have a large extended family and my biological father is still living. Why, when and how did my kinship change? Answering these questions is more relevant to the cultural codes and social values I now follow. When identifying who the ego’s kin are anthropologists should not concentrate on biological kinship alone (Ingold 2006: 217). Many people are estranged from their biological family and love is a vital ingredient when defining kinship. Using the current kinship system how do we define the Kenyan women from Omajan, who were rejected by their families after being raped, but went on to create their own social group (Where Women Rule - Kenya, 2020)? Between 1988 and 2012 I had no family in my life. The current system is not socially inclusive and doesn’t accommodate dysfunctional biological families. The past five years there has seen a 5% increase in children living within the care system (NSPCC Learning, 2020). By examining the major events of an individual’s life, we make sense of who the ego has chosen to claim as their kin. Perhaps members of a group do not feel comfortable with being generalised despite the satisfaction anthropologist feel when pushing groups into neat piles (Ingold 2006). Franz Boas declared that ‘any attempt to explain cultural form on a purely biological basis is doomed to failure’ (Boas 1940: 165). There is nothing wrong with accounting for any aspect of cultural form on a ‘purely biological basis’ so long as the biology in question is of development, not genetics (Ingold 2007: 216). Ingold also points out, “Memories of prior actions and relationships are responsible for the concrete effects of engagement, which are felt in the present” (Ingold 2006: 217). 
[bookmark: _Hlk33816270]Anthropologists’ investigating a particular kinship system are now interested not only in that particular kinship system but also in advancing their understanding of the working of all kinship systems, or at least of all kinship systems of that particular type (Beattie 1964: 34). It would seem contemporary anthropologists are beginning to change their approach when defining kinship.
Below is a timeline of major events in my life that changed my kinship diagram from genetic kin to self-identity.Met my stepson 2019

Met Devaki & Punya (God parents) 1996
Met my Gurudeva2012
Daughter Born 1999
Father’s sexual abuse begins 1975

Left home 1989


Uncle’s sexual abuse begins 1978
Met daughter’s father 1998 1998

Diagnosed With epilepsy and aneurysm 2007

Went to Vrindavan 2016
Born 1972


Homeless 1995-1998

                                                                                                                      2012-2020 Vaisnava kinship
1998-2020 Chosen Biological kinship kinship

1972-1989
 Biological kinship
1989 – 1998 
No kinship 

   

The similarities and contrasts between my chosen family and my biological family are as follows. The Vaisnava community has a shared goal; Krishna prema and success is measured according to the level of bhakti. My biological family however, measure success according to the level of material wealth accumulated. In both groups the success of a marriage is measured by the number of offspring produced and length of relationship. The measure of a woman’s success is generally not via her personal achievements or career choices, both groups choose instead to measure a woman’s success via her husband’s achievements. If a woman chooses not to marry, to get divorced or to have no children to concentrate on her career, she is offered pity by other women within both groups and labelled as ‘weird’, for rejecting gender norms.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The most notable contrast is the way each group prepares and shares food. Vaisnavas eat a sattvic diet that excludes meat, fish, eggs, onion, mushrooms, garlic & carrots. A ritual is performed as the food is offered to Guru in the heart so that He can offer to Radha and Krishna. Water, flowers, incense, fire and bhajans are offered to Radha and Krishna and Gauranga (see images below). The kitchen belongs to Krishna. Once the food has been offered to Guru it is called prasadam, all who share the feast are blessed by Krishna. Every eleventh Luna day a fast is observed from grains, leafy greens, root vegetables and all spices except for ginger, turmeric, salt and pepper. The fast is broken by eating grains the following day. Rules and regulations surrounding food are observed by all devotees to a greater or lesser extent. Everyone is seated on the floor side by side and everyone is considered family. Cooking and eating are a shared sacred experience.  Generally, women cook, and men serve prasadam.Pictured left: Sripad Vana Maharaja seen here doing Gaura Arati (see below) with devotees before taking prasada (food blessed by the Lord). Pictured right are Radha and Krishna deities.

[image: ]                                                                                            Pictured right: Hundreds of people are being fed sacred, cruelty free food by devotees of Lord Krishna. Every meal is free of charge, and everyone is welcome to join the feast. Prasad is distributed all over the world.
Pictured right is Lord Chaitanya (also known as Gaura) and His associates. He is the incarnation of both Radha and Krishna manifested as Gaura (meaning golden one). The prayer sung before eating is to glorify Him and is called Gaura Arati.  

                                                                [image: ][image: ]                                                 [image: ]Left: Sripad Vana Maharaja (my Gurudeva) singing Gaura Arati with vaisnava devotees.
Right: Radha and Krishna manifesting as deities.

Within my biological family food was a way of enforcing the power structure. It was my mother’s job to cook when my father came home for dinner. Men’s experiences are valued and authorized by culture (M. Boxer 2007). From the age of nine I usually cooked for myself without supervision, I ate oven chips and tinned products. Every meal my mother cooked contained meat. Apart from sugar I was free to eat whatever I wanted however, each side of the kitchen had restrictions e.g. no slicing or chopping on the right-hand side & no bread to be buttered on the left-hand side. The kitchen of my biological family had its own rules and regulations that changed according to my mother’s mood and my father’s presence. The kitchen belonged to my mother. It is the only place she controlled in the house. On boxing day, we ate a feast together with extended family, but generally we ate alone at separate times. Television was forbidden whilst eating.
From these differences it is obvious that my spiritual family have an intricate belief system., my biological family, however, are devout atheists who hold nothing sacred. Vaisnava families revolve around worship and religious ritual beginning at 4:30 am with morning prayers. The four main regulative principles in Vaisnavism are; No Meat fish or eggs, no gambling, no illicit sex and no intoxicants. The only regulative principles I can remember in my biological family were as follows: No swearing, no smoking and never tell anyone about the abuse within the family. A surprising similarity is that no matter what conflict is happening within each group privately, publicly a united front is presented to avoid shame and judgment from ‘outsiders.’ The more dedicated a family member is to my father the higher their position in my biological family. However, the more dedicated a Vaisnava is to serving Krishna the higher their status within the Vaisnava community. Dress codes are very specific within both groups. More formal attire is required for important events and experimenting with fashion is ridiculed by both groups. 
[image: ]  [image: ]                                                
[bookmark: _Hlk33818753]Left: Typical dress of women in my Vaisnava family. Traditional Indian saris are worn, the more formal the event the more elaborate the sari. The modest garments, worn with petticoats are to discourage a man’s ‘lusty’ glance. If women exude sexual energy, they are considered animalistic or of a weak nature. Women are held responsible for man’s ‘uncontrollable’ lust.
Right: Typical dress of women in my biological family. American and European fashion is followed. Colour and style of dress differs from season to season. Being up to date with current trends in fashion is an indication of wealth. Fertile women are encouraged to dress provocatively until married. Women are held responsible for man’s ‘uncontrollable’ lust.


                                                                                  




In conclusion, cultures are now mobile so the current system of measuring things according to cultural norms are outdated. We must examine the egos timeline asking; What is key to the ego’s survival? Who loves and nurtures the ego? Who shares the ego’s relatedness?
 By asking how each ego chooses to define their kinship, anthropologists create a socially inclusive system that is far more revealing. By the end of our life we rarely consider our entire blood line to be our kin. We may regard a close aunt or grandmother to be our mother or a great friend to be our sister and Guru to be our father. If the ego has no contact with their biological families, what relevance are they? Only the ego can decide who is their kin and anthropologists are beginning to take a more individual approach to being human We create egalitarian social values if, like Marilyn Boxer, we are “challenging of previously accepted authorities of text and tradition” (Stimpson 2001).
Annotated Bibliography:
Boxer, M. (1998). When women ask the questions. Baltimore (Ma.): The John Hopkins University Press. Marilyn Boxer has been making valuable contributions to women’s studies since it began in 1969. Chapter four examines the necessary changes needed to the current methods of teaching everything through the ‘male gaze’. Boxer challenges the idea of ‘add women and stir’ and concludes it is not a viable solution. This book forces anthropologists to see the complexities of introducing the feminist perspective in a male dominated environment, and the conflict it creates amongst both women and men giving rise to ‘bourgeoise feminism.’ 
Ingold, T. (2006). Key debates in anthropology. London: Routledge. This book contains six debates which span from 1988 to 1993. Each debate has four principle speakers; one proposes the motion another opposes the motion and the remaining two are the seconders. My main source was the fifth debate, it questions how we view the past in relation to the present. This unique debate format highlights complexities within the current theoretical agenda.
Ingold, T. (2007). Beyond biology and culture. The meaning of evolution in a relational world. Social Anthropology, 12(2), pp.209-221.  Tim Ingold explores the relevance of biological kinship within social anthropology. Whilst he exposes the floors of using biology alone to define a person’s kinship, he does not dismiss its contribution entirely. He concludes that if biology and genetics are used together with other more contemporary methods of gathering information then it can be a useful attribute but warns that focusing entirely on biology creates a scientific study as opposed to an anthropological study.
Beattie, J. (1964). Other cultures: Aims, Methods and achievements in Social Anthropology. New York: Free Press of Glencoe. As the title suggests John Beattie takes an in depth look at the different methods used in social anthropology and examines what anthropologists are aiming for. He looks at what has been achieved and how contemporary anthropologists are changing their approach to ethnography by slowly dismantling the one size fits all biological kinship system. Social change is an important theme throughout the book.
where women Rule - Kenya. (2020). [film] journeyman pictures. A short film about the Omajan women that were accused of bringing shame to their families after British soldiers raped them. Their solution was to set up a separate village consisting only of women. The camp is run with great success and the chief from the men’s village clearly has no authority. The women rule their village and they are living in safety, free from abuse. This is a fascinating insight into patriarchal and matriarchal social groups. By examining the methods each group uses to maintain social order it exposes the deterioration of the men’s camp once the women have departed.
  Oed.com. (2020). Home: Oxford English Dictionary. [online] Available at: https://www.oed.com/ [Accessed 29 Feb. 2020]. This the online Oxford English dictionary.
NSPCC Learning. (2020). NSPCC Learning home. [online] Available at: https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/ [Accessed 29 Feb. 2020]. Web site of UK charity NSPCC; dedicated to safe-guarding children they post statistics relating to children at risk of abuse and neglect.



Glossary:
Auto Ethnography; Interactive study involving the anthropologist’s own experiences.
Bhajans; Devotional prayers sung for God’s pleasure.
Bhakti; Devotional service
Biological; Genetically related.
Bourgeoisie; Middle class with conventional views and materialistic tendencies.
Bourgeoise feminism; Female member of the bourgeoise supporting equality.
Cultural; Relating to the ideas, customs and social behaviour of a society.
Diksa Guru; The initiating Guru the disciple is devoted to.
Ego; The person being studied.
Feminist; A person who supports feminism, the fight for equality of all people.
Gaura; AKA Lord Caitanya is an incarnation of Krishna with Radha’s complexion and mood.
Gaura Arati; Prayers sung to Lord Caitanya and His associates after offering the deities’ food.
Gurudeva; Dearest or Diksa Guru.
Guru Parampara; Guru Lineage that can be traced back to Lord Caitanya.
Kinship; A sharing of characteristics or origins / close relationships.
Krishna; God of pure unadulterated love.
Krishna prema; Krishna’s love, protection and affection
Lord Narayana; Incarnation of Lord Visnu, residing in the celestial waters in a yogic slumber.
Matrilineal; Kinship with the mother or female lineage
Patrilineal; Kinship with the father or male lineage
Prasadam; Remnants of The Lord. Meals are referred to as prasadam after being offered.
Radha; Goddess of pure unadulterated love.
Relatedness; The state of being related or connected.
Sattvic diet; Sattvic diets place emphasis on seasonal foods, fruits if one has no sugar problems, dairy products if the cow is fed and milked in the right conditions, nuts, seeds, oils, ripe vegetables, legumes, whole grains, and non-meat-based proteins. 
Siksa Guru; Renounced holy man or woman that mentors and encourages the diksa Gurus disciples.
Social; Relating to a society or community- based collective
Social anthropology; the branch of anthropology concerned with the study of human societies, cultures and their development.
Vaisnava; Devotees of Lord Krishna and Srimati Radhika. 
image4.png




image5.png




image6.png




image7.png




image8.png
El alamy stock photo -




image1.png




image2.jpg




image3.png
W
bkﬁ,

Gaura Arati





