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Preface







Kinship is often a difficult concept to grasp—but as I learned through many years of undergraduate teaching, the idea of kinship came alive in a new way for students when we focused on the issue of gender. Similarly, students more easily understood the nuances of gender in different cultural contexts when they had a cross-cultural knowledge of kinship.


This book, then, is designed to provide an accessible yet comprehensive introduction to kinship for use in undergraduate classes on kinship, on gender, or, as with my own course, on the two combined. Most chapters adopt a historical perspective, giving a sense of how ideas in this field have developed over time. The book also includes fifteen ethnographic case studies to give students a strong sense of the intricate interconnections between kinship and gender as a lived experience and among a variety of cultural groups.


The book may be used as a supplementary text in courses that focus on gender or families cross-culturally but do not otherwise deal with anthropological kinship. However, in these courses, instructors might wish to skip over Chapter 5 (“Double, Bilateral, and Cognatic Descent”), since the material there on kinship is more technical and complex than in other chapters.


When I began the first edition of this book in the 1990s, I could not have chosen a more difficult time to write an introductory text on kinship. At that time, kinship, possibly the most tortured topic in anthropology, nearly slipped off the edge of professional interest. Yet, particularly when linked with gender, kinship has since seen a revival, as briefly covered here in Chapter 1. There are many current issues and debates related to kinship that are of keen interest to professional readers, but that I could not delve deeply into in this introductory text. I have, however, tried to give students a sense of the directions that contemporary investigations of kinship and gender are taking. The “suggested further reading” and references concluding each chapter will guide readers in search of greater detail.


Along with general updating, this fifth edition of the book contains a new chapter, “The Globalization of Kinship.” Here I discuss some interesting twists and turns in kinship and the family under the impact of urbanization, transnational migration, and international adoption. This chapter includes a new case study on child circulation in Peru. In Chapter 4 (“Through the Mother”) I have expanded the case study about “visiting husbands” to cover the Mosuo of southwest China as well as the Nayar of India. Chapter 7 (“A History of Euro-American Kinship and Gender”) also contains a new case study on “breadwinning women” in the United States. Here I consider changes in gender relations and family life that are occurring as increasing numbers of women outearn their male husbands or partners. In this edition I have also expanded the list of websites at the end of each chapter; these were last accessed in February 2013.


For their helpful comments on earlier editions of the book, I thank Karen Sinclair, Barry S. Hewlett, Jessica Lynch Alfaro, Andrew Strathern, Jeannette Mageo, and Nancy P. McKee. I am grateful to Lynn Bennett, Bernard Chapais, Alma Gottlieb, Diane King, Jessaca Leinaweaver, Nancy E. Levine, and Miranda Warburton for their assistance with particular chapters or specific case studies. This fifth edition of the book benefited from very useful suggestions from Westview Press’s developmental reviewers, including William Donner, Lina Fruzzetti, Raymond Hames, Robert H. Lavenda, Nancy E. Levine, and Shane J. Macfarlan; I extend a special thanks to all of them. For his considerable help and support during the preparation of the book through all editions, I am deeply grateful to my husband, Paul F. Lurquin. Finally, I thank Karen Sinclair’s undergraduate students at Eastern Michigan University and my undergraduate students at Washington State University, who gave me valuable feedback on particular chapters.


LINDA STONE
NOVEMBER 2012
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GENDER, REPRODUCTION, AND KINSHIP







Women and men today are raising new questions about gender identity and status. In the process of forming these questions, we have seen a growth of interest in approaching the subject both cross-culturally and historically. This approach has been essential in that it allows us to address some of the larger concerns, such as whether and to what extent women have been universally subjugated to men or treated as “second-class citizens.” In addition, many students have sought to look beyond the confines of their own cultures and times to gain a broader perspective on particular gender issues in their own societies.


As a field of study, gender refers not only to people’s understandings of the categories “male” and “female” but also to the ways in which these understandings are interwoven with other dimensions of social and cultural life. The latter include the social roles that women and men play, the values surrounding male and female activities, and people’s particular conceptions of the nature and meaning of sexual differences.1 All of these aspects of gender vary widely from culture to culture.


In this book I explore gender cross-culturally through the framework of kinship. Specifically, I seek to introduce new ways in which some cross-cultural variations in gender can be understood. Kinship is an old, established specialization in anthropology, noted more for its difficult jargon and tortuous diagrams than for the light it sheds on gender. Indeed, Michael Herzfeld (2007: 313) notes that “students who have never confronted [kinship’s] more technical aspects still profess boredom with the topic and relief that they do not have to deal with it.” Of course, my intention is not to bore yet another generation of students but, instead, to show that kinship, when stripped of certain of its more advanced complexities and focused on the subject of gender, can be both interesting and illuminating.


There are many areas in which the study of kinship and the study of gender intersect (for example, in religion or in political organization), but the one I emphasize in this book is reproduction. In all societies, human offspring are a vital concern; in fact, the very survival of any society depends on successful reproduction. And in all societies, human reproduction is regulated. Laws, norms, and cultural ideologies define where, when, and in what contexts heterosexual intercourse is permitted or prohibited, encouraged or discouraged. When intercourse results in reproduction, a whole host of laws, norms, and values come into play to define this situation, especially as it relates to the allocation of children to particular individuals or groups. The meanings of “marriage” and “divorce,” and the idea of child “legitimacy,” are all a part of how different human groups handle reproduction. Kinship is everywhere a part of the social and cultural management of reproduction and, as such, is intimately interlinked with gender. A primary concern of the book, then, is the sexual and reproductive roles of women and men. We will see how kinship shapes these roles and, in the process, affects gender.


Both ambivalence and controversy have surrounded the discussion of reproductive roles in relation to gender status. We know that, biologically speaking, women play a special role in reproduction—that they, and not men, undergo pregnancy and childbirth. Some scholars hold that gender is rooted in these biological facts of life, or that gender is rooted in sex differences. Consider Alice Rossi’s (1985) work, which focuses on uncovering the influences of biological factors on women’s behavior, showing, for example, how pregnancy stimulates certain maternal responses in women. Or consider the many studies suggesting that even at very young ages, males are more aggressive than females and exhibit greater competition and dominance striving (MacIntyre 2009). Yet many social scientists feel that studies of biology do not go very far in accounting for differences in gender, as these differences vary considerably across cultures and, in their view, are largely learned. Barbara Miller (1993: 22) summarizes this view: “A simple rule of science is that variables (sex and gender hierarchies) cannot be explained by constants (genitals and chromosomes).” In other words, if male/female biological differences are everywhere constant, then we cannot refer to those differences to account for the variable gender patterns we see around the world.


Other scholars have linked gender with biology by focusing on what they propose all human groups do have in common with regard to reproduction. For instance, evolutionary social scientists have suggested that human males and females have evolved different mating strategies, as have all other animal species. Thus males and females are biologically oriented to maximize their genetic “fitness,” or reproductive success—that is, they pursue strategies to ensure that their genes will be maximally transmitted to and represented in subsequent generations (see Chapter 2). Men’s best strategy is to mate with a plurality of females. Women, by contrast, do not seek to become pregnant and give birth as often as possible (this would only weaken them and lessen the survival chances of their many children) but rather seek fewer offspring who can be well cared for and so themselves survive and eventually reproduce. A woman does not need many sexual partners to maximize her fitness, but only one good mate, or perhaps a few, to impregnate her. Thus, as expressed by one evolutionary ecologist, males go for “mate quantity” whereas females go for “mate quality” (Smuts 1995: 5). In the end, then, men seek sexual activity with a number of partners, or are inherently more promiscuous than women, since this will help maximize their fitness.


An additional idea along these lines is that men and women also differ in parental investment, or how and how much they care and provide for offspring to help the offspring’s survival and reproduction. For a woman the situation is simple since a woman always knows who her offspring are. Investing in her offspring will directly increase her fitness, although some circumstances may alter her strategies. For example, if the woman has poor resources and cannot provide well for all of her children, she may favor those of her children who are more likely to survive, and neglect the others. But for men the situation is very different: Their parental investment depends on “paternity certainty,” or the extent to which a man can be assured that a particular child is biologically his. Paternity certainty will be higher where there are greater restrictions on female sexuality. Some have argued, then, that many practices around the world (female seclusion, a sexual double standard, etc.) developed to increase paternity certainty (Smuts 1995). Women may also support these restrictions because they know, however unconsciously, that higher paternity certainty will increase the chances that men will help provide for the women and their children.


Evolutionary psychologists maintain that these different male and female strategies for mating and parental investment evolved during a particular period in time (the Environment of Evolutionary Adaptation, or the Paleolithic period of human prehistory) but they continue to shape human behavior. David Buss (1994) claims that as a result men everywhere are attracted to women who look young and healthy, as these are signs of good fertility. By contrast women care less about looks and youth (older, less attractive men may still be good impregnators) but are instead attracted to men who exhibit wealth and power, as these men are likely to be good providers. Buss also argues that men evolved greater sexual jealousy than women: A man’s female mate’s infidelity threatens a man’s fitness since it reduces his paternity certainty, whereas a man’s infidelity does not really threaten his mate’s fitness. These ideas from evolutionary social science remain controversial. Some writers charge that they merely justify male infidelity, ideas about female dependence on male resources, restrictions on female sexuality, and hence female subordination (Tang-Martinez 1997).


Evolutionary ecologists have used these ideas on human mating strategies, or more generally strategies for reproductive success, to address questions about women’s status and life options. Here, attention is given to ecological and social factors (such as marriage forms and subsistence systems) that shape reproductive and parenting strategies. In this approach some cross-cultural generalizations emerge. For example, Bobbie Low (2005) has shown how, across cultures, male and female children tend to be raised differently in accordance with the strategies for reproductive success of each gender. “Cross-culturally, sons are more strongly trained than daughters in behaviors useful in open competition, while daughters are more strongly trained in such values as sexual restraint, obedience, and responsibility—traits widely sought by men in their wives” (2005: 74). Low also found that in those societies where women do control important resources, daughters are less likely to be raised to be submissive.


Other scholars have avoided or discounted discussion of gender and biological reproduction, not wishing to fuel the notion that “biology is destiny.” They are concerned that these approaches can be used to justify the subordination of women as “natural,” inevitable, and unchangeable. By contrast, their approach minimizes the difference in men’s and women’s reproductive roles (Rothman 1987). They stress, for example, that just because women get pregnant and give birth, it does not necessarily follow that they must be the primary caretakers of children, remain confined to the home, or be excluded from important political and economic pursuits. In particular, these writers argue that a subordinate status of women is not biologically rooted but socially imposed (or imposed by men).


Still other writers reject the idea that biology determines gender but nevertheless hold that women’s reproductive roles do work as an instrument of their oppression or subordination to men. For example, Michele Rosaldo (1974) claimed in her earlier writing that women’s reproductive roles confine them to the home and to domestic tasks. She argued that this domestic, “private sphere” of women is everywhere less valued than the “public sphere” of men, or the broader male world of politics and extra-domestic authority. The idea was that the male public sphere is superior because it encompasses the female domestic realm and involves economic and political activities of concern to larger social groups. However, critics countered that not all societies exhibit such a sharp division between private and public spheres, that women in some societies do have public roles, and that female domestic activities are not necessarily everywhere devalued. Rosaldo (1980) later came to agree with many of these criticisms; in particular, she concurred that gender conflicts in relation to a private/public dichotomy may be a characteristic of Euro-American society rather than a human universal.


In contrast to Rosaldo, others argued that women are generally oppressed not because their reproductive and domestic roles are devalued but precisely because their reproduction is highly valued socially and thus controlled by men (Moen 1979). Men have power over women because men are in greater control of the political and economic forces that control human reproduction (Robertson 1991: 41). Faye Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp (1995) also look at human reproduction in terms of the forces regulating it and the effects of this control on individuals and groups. They suggest many ways in which global processes perpetuate social inequalities through the international politics of reproduction (see Chapter 10).


More recently, many have come to question not only whether a subordination of women is universal but also along what criteria such a claim could ever be made. How should we define the “status” of women, especially cross-culturally? Women in a particular society might be seen as “oppressed” by outsiders and yet have a very different view of their own situation and status. A good example is the veiling of women in public, as practiced in several Islamic areas of the Middle East and Southwest Asia. Outsiders may see these practices as “oppressive” to women, but women within these societies may have an entirely different view. They may see veiling as a good and necessary protection of their persons in the world outside the home and as a symbol of their own self-respect. To what extent, then, can we define “female oppression” in a way that is free of our own cultural biases?


In addition, it has become clear that women, even within one society, can differ widely in their perceptions of gender, depending on factors such as class position. Also, any woman’s status will vary according to the different roles she plays within her society and the different situations she encounters over her life course. Faced with these kinds of considerations, studies of gender have subsequently moved somewhat away from the issue of whether and in what sense there is a universal subordination of women, focusing instead on the different interests and strategies of women and men in the performance of gender in everyday life and on gender in relation to other social divisions such as race, ethnicity, class, and age (di Leonardo 1991: 18; Lamphere 1993: 72; Lamphere, Ragoné, and Zavella 1997). There is still great interest in cross-cultural studies of gender; although many of these do not invoke the idea of a universal subordination of women, they do compare societies in terms of their level of equality between men and women in different spheres of life, as will be seen throughout this book.


ENACTING AND EMBODYING GENDER


How do women and men come to play the gender roles that they do in any society? One set of ideas on this issue focuses on socialization (or enculturation), that is, how we internalize certain culturally specific behaviors and attitudes as we grow from infants to adults. A simple example concerns the effects of parents in the United States giving Barbie dolls to girls and toy military weapons to boys. Later in life peer groups become powerful forces behind gender construction and role performance. This internalization of ideas about gender and gender roles is often unconscious. While socialization theory is still used in studies of gender and gender roles, some scholars came to feel that this approach went too far in characterizing culture as a static set of ideas and practices and depicting human actors as passive recipients of culture; that is, it downplayed human agency. A more contemporary approach sees culture and human action in dynamic interaction with each other. In this view we are influenced by our culture (we internalize it through socialization) but at the same time we act within it (sometimes conforming, sometimes resisting) and so affect it, potentially bringing about culture change in the process.


Another question for gender studies has been: Through what common forms is gender expressed? Here, anthropologists and others have come to see the human body as among the most powerful and prominent of such forms. Ideal male and female bodies, body adornment, body language, posture, clothing, medical handling of bodies, and so on resound with gender messages in any culture. Bodies are sites for the expression and negotiation of gender. One has only to look at some historical transformations in the United States to see how body ideals and manipulations of bodies encode gender. Here, in the nineteenth century, the ideal male body was “lean and wiry” (Bederman 1995: 15) and the ideal man had a “pale complexion and languid air” (Kimmel 1996: 28). Over the twentieth century (and increasingly so into the twenty-first) this ideal shifted to a large, muscular body. Historians have analyzed how this shift reflected a transition away from a cultural concern with “manliness” (focused on nineteenth-century ideas of male honor and self-restraint) toward a concept of “masculinity” (focused on virile male power). These historians have shown how this shift coincided with nineteenth- and early twentieth-century challenges to middle-class male security and breadwinning capacity—economic depressions, political challenges from lower-class males and immigrants, and the women’s suffrage movement (Bederman 1995, Kimmel 1996). As a result middle-class men lost confidence in the earlier image of manly self-control and adopted a rougher, tougher ideal body exuding raw power.


Over the same period there were changes in the ideal female body as well. In the nineteenth century women’s bodies were perceived as frail and vulnerable to breakdown at the slightest physical or mental challenge; perhaps to counter this inherent tendency to break down, the ideal female body was relatively plump and voluptuous (McKee and Stone 2007). Today the ideal is an extremely thin female body, variously interpreted as symbolic of self-discipline and control. Reflecting this trend, even Barbie lost weight in 1997 when her new model came out with slimmer hips and reduced breasts (Reischer and Koo 2004: 298). Also interesting is that women in the United States are now strongly focused on other body modifications—tummy tucks, Botox, face-lifts—to say nothing of daily regimens of skin care and hair treatment, all of which is leaving many women with a sense of perpetual inadequacy as they fall short of impossible ideals (Bordo 1997). Even more recently, a slightly muscular female ideal body has come into vogue. This has been seen as echoing women’s substantial and yet problematic entry into the workforce, where barriers to gender equality are still experienced. For some women, muscles, symbolizing strength and discipline and previously considered unfeminine, are now to be seen as equally characteristic of women and men (Reischer and Koo 2004). In many ways, then, bodies both reflect and challenge the dominant social order and power relationships.


Today we study gender as a social process. Cultural constructions of gender are considered to be something that we as human actors ourselves continually generate in our everyday lives. And yet our actions do take place within specific social and cultural structures. One of those structures is kinship.


GENDER AND REPRODUCTION


Human reproduction is clearly important to social life, yet its connections to gender remain controversial. We will encounter some additional debates in subsequent chapters. For now, however, I offer my own position, at least with respect to biology: Although biology is not destiny, a male/female difference in reproduction is universal and everywhere affects gender. But the way in which this difference is related to gender is not everywhere the same. Local conceptions of and interests in reproduction, and the meaning it has to and for men, women, and social relations generally, do show considerable variation across time and place.


Thus I do not follow Sylvia Yanagisako and Jane Collier (1987), who argue that the study of kinship and gender should not be positioned with reference to biological “facts” of reproduction. These authors hold that biological “facts of life” are themselves culturally constructed and therefore cannot be taken for granted in a study of kinship or gender in any society.2 They emphasize that different cultures may have different ideas about what counts as sexual differences between males and females, as well as different notions about the nature of human reproduction itself, and hence that each culture must be approached on its own terms in the study of kinship and gender. Their points are valuable and they raise fundamental issues that must be considered seriously. But my view is that a male/female difference in reproduction is universal (however varied the cultural constructions of this difference might be) and that on the basis of this fact we can begin to make meaningful cross-cultural comparisons.


In drawing out the connections between kinship and gender in the chapters ahead, I focus on two dimensions of reproduction with regard to women. One is women’s sexuality, and the other is women’s fertility or reproductive capacity. My aim is not only to show how various human groups perceive, evaluate, or negotiate these two dimensions of womanhood but also, more specifically, to consider how cultural ideas about female sexuality and reproductive capacity are related in different societies. In some, female sexuality is given relatively free rein while rights over a woman’s children are established by rules unrelated to her sexual behavior; in others, a woman’s sexual behavior can devalue her reproduction (Chapter 4). In Euro-American culture, female sexuality and fertility historically seem to have been at odds with each other (Chapter 7). Meanwhile, new reproductive technologies have resulted in further divisions and conflicts (Chapter 9).


This relationship between female sexuality and fertility will affect another important dimension in women’s lives, namely their reproductive autonomy. To what extent and in what ways does a woman in any particular culture or society have reproductive options and to what extent can she exert relatively unfettered control over her reproduction? As we will see, societies vary in the extent to which social and cultural constraints govern women in their roles as producers of children. We will also see that in general terms, in societies where women’s reproductive autonomy is high, there is greater gender equality in other spheres of life.


Men and women not only play different roles in reproduction, they may also have different reproductive goals, as we have already seen with respect to evolutionary theory. This difference is sometimes dramatically enacted. In one township in Oaxaca, Mexico, men tell tales of their collective destruction of a “birth control” tree, an actual tree whose bark was locally believed to work as a contraceptive. Men believed that many women who wished to prevent conception were secretly drinking tea prepared from this bark. “The women weren’t having babies. They were lazy and didn’t want to produce,” said one man, and so eventually “a group of men banded together one day and tore the tree down” (Browner and Perdue 1988: 93–94).


Relationships among female sexuality, fertility, and reproductive autonomy are defined largely by the concerns of families and kin groups. The remainder of this chapter presents some basic terms and concepts in the study of kinship that I use as a foundation for exploring gender.


WHAT IS KINSHIP?


Kinship is conventionally defined as relationships between persons based on descent or marriage. If the relationship between one person and another is considered by them to involve descent, the two are consanguineal (“blood”) relatives. If the relationship has been established through marriage, it is affinal. Thus, in the United States, relatives such as one’s mother, father, brother, sister, cousin, grandparent, and grandchild are consanguineal relatives, whereas one’s father-in-law, sister-in-law, and so on are affinal relatives. In America, one’s uncle is a consanguineal relative if he is one’s father’s brother or mother’s brother, but if the uncle is a father’s sister’s husband or mother’s sister’s husband, he is an affinal relative.


Societies vary in the extent to which kinship connections form the basis of their social, economic, and political structure. In some, kin groups are political groups, and economic relationships between people are kinship relationships. The whole fabric of such societies is woven with strands of kinship. In others, the major groups in the society are formed on other bases, and socioeconomic or political institutions are, at least technically speaking, separated from kinship. Yet even in these latter cases, kinship may play a powerful (if unofficial) role in economic and political life. It may be that a person lands a job or gets into a school because he or she is qualified “on paper,” but, in fact, nearly everything valuable in society is distributed through links of kin. In the United States there is little tolerance for the use of kinship to achieve positions in public or professional life, but we are all aware of cases of this sort.


Although the official and other roles played by kinship vary considerably across societies, kinship relations in general entail the idea of rights and obligations. Some of these are codified in law, as when legal rules specify the order of succession to property when a person dies without a will. It is this aspect of kinship that gives it social force.


Kinship involves much more, however, than relations through descent and marriage, social structure, and rights and obligations between kin. Indeed, kinship is also an ideology of human relationships; it involves cultural ideas about how humans are created and the nature and meaning of their biological and moral connections with others. This dimension of kinship, its cross-cultural variations, and the implications for gender are reflected in different people’s ideas about human procreation. For example, in her study of a group of people in Malaysia, Carol Laderman (1983, 1991) encountered the local belief that a baby begins not in the mother’s womb but in the father’s brain, where it exists in liquid form. She writes (1991: 1x):


When I asked my midwife-teacher what that meant, she was equally startled. Imagine a grown, highly educated woman not knowing that a baby develops within its father’s brain for forty days before its mother takes over! She pointed to her husband as an example, reminiscing about the time he carried their youngest child, and how he had craved sour foods during his pregnancy.


The liquid fetus is thought to pass through the father’s body and into the mother through sexual intercourse, a belief that has an important connection with gender. These people consider that in the process of their creation as humans, they acquire a rationality that distinguishes them from animals and, furthermore, that men have more rationality than women. “It makes sense, therefore, for a baby to begin life within its father’s brain . . . where it acquires rationality from a developed source” (Laderman 1991: 92). This example is but one of many illustrating the considerable variation among cultural beliefs about the nature and extent of male and female contributions to conception and fetal development.


Connections between gender and ideas about procreation can also be seen in Euro-American societies, despite the popular notion that Euro-Americans think about procreation only in a modern, scientific way. For instance, Carol Delaney (1991: 8) writes about the procreative metaphor of active, generative, male “seed” implanted in a passive, nurturing, female “soil.” This is a metaphor emphasized by the Western Christian tradition and other monotheistic traditions that portray a male God as creator of the world. This metaphor, which attributes a special life-giving force to males, continues to exist alongside our scientific understanding of human conception.


The ways in which a society defines and uses relations of kinship can collectively be called its kinship system. Along with ideas about reproduction, this system encompasses the rights and obligations recognized between kin or groups of kin, the categories into which kin are linguistically classified, and the rules, or norms that specify modes of descent, patterns of residence, and forms of marriage. To understand these concepts, and to follow the discussions of kinship and gender throughout this book, the reader needs to become familiar with a basic tool of kinship studies: the Kinship Code.


THE KINSHIP CODE


Anthropologists use the elements of the Kinship Code to diagram kin relationships. The elements applicable to this book are presented in Figure 1.1. Note the term ego at the bottom of the figure. This term refers to the discrete individual upon whom a particular kinship diagram is centered. In Figure 1.2 and other such “egocentric” diagrams, it is conventional to shade in ego symbols.


FIGURE 1.1  The Kinship Code


[image: FIGURE 1.1 The Kinship Code]


FIGURE 1.2  An Illustration of the Kinship Code
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Figure 1.2, which focuses on a female ego, shows how all the symbols of the Kinship Code can be used. Here we see that Jennifer has two living parents. She has grandparents, too, but only one of them is still living. Her father was an only child, but her mother has a sister who has a son, Jennifer’s cousin. Her mother also has a brother, who in turn has children. Jennifer herself is unmarried. She has two sisters, Isabell and Nancy. Nancy was married but then divorced and remarried. She has a daughter by her second marriage. The other sister, Isabell, is not officially married, but she has a partner and, through this union, a daughter. Jennifer’s brother is married, and the diagram tells us that he is having some kind of affair on the side. (It does not specify whether others know of this affair; rather, it shows only that the person who constructed the diagram presumes to know.)


This egocentric diagram readily presents Jennifer’s kindred, or a set of relatives traced to one particular ego. Although the diagram appears to suggest some biological relationships, it (and other diagrams) should not be understood as representing actual biological or genetic connections. On the contrary, it represents what these people are claiming to be the relationships between them or, more precisely, what the person who drew the diagram understood and wanted to show about these people in terms of their kinship. Based on the diagram, then, we cannot say, for example, that Jennifer’s father is or is not her actual biological father. Possibly her father himself believes he is but in fact is not. The point is that kinship diagrams show kinship relationships that may or may not also involve biological relationships.


There are some things this diagram does not show. For example, it does not show whether any of Jennifer’s siblings are older or younger than she. Nor does it show whether Jennifer was adopted. But if we wanted to represent such details, it would be easy to do, so long as we specified what is meant by the new notations we are using. For example, Figure 1.3 shows us that a particular female ego was adopted and that she has one younger sister and two younger brothers.


FIGURE 1.3  One Way to Show Adoption and Sibling Order on a Kinship Diagram
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Another convention in kinship notation involves a very simple set of symbols, as follows:











M = mother


F = father


B = brother


Z = sister


W = wife


H = husband


D = daughter


S = son


P = parent


C = child










These letters can be used as a shorthand system for designating relationships. They also can be strung together to indicate the paths of a relationship. For example, we can indicate that a particular male ego has a relative who is his MFBSD. This connection could be diagrammed as shown in Figure 1.4.


Kinship diagrams can, and should, be tailored to show only what the diagram drawer feels is necessary to make his or her key points. For example, Figure 1.4, showing an ego’s MFBSD, could be more simply and efficiently presented as shown in Figure 1.5. If our only objective is to trace the connection between an ego and his MFBSD, we need not indicate that ego has a father as well as a mother or that his MF and MFB have spouses, even if all of these relationships also exist.


FIGURE 1.4  A Kinship Diagram Connecting Ego to an MFBSD
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FIGURE 1.5  A Simplified Diagram Connecting Ego to an MFBSD
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Not all kinship diagrams are egocentric. Some diagrams can be used simply to show relationships between sets of people or groups. In Figure 1.6, for example, there is no ego as a reference point, nor is an individual’s kindred depicted. The diagram merely indicates that two sisters have married two brothers.


I will continue using these triangles, circles, letters, and other symbols throughout the book, beginning with the following section, which introduces some of the key concepts involved in the study of kinship.


FIGURE 1.6  Two Sisters Married to Two Brothers
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KEY CONCEPTS


Descent


Humans live in groups. To survive, they must be able to construct and maintain more or less cohesive groups. One reason kinship became and remains important in human societies is that it serves as a means of group formation. Indeed, kinship can be used efficiently to form discrete, stable groups that persist over time, beyond the lives and deaths of the people of a single generation. In Chapter 2 we will examine the evolution of human kinship more fully. But for now, to appreciate how kinship can be used to form groups, we can picture a hypothetical early human population seeking to utilize an area’s natural resources in an organized way. There is no government and no mechanism to regulate who gets to use which resources when. Nor are there rules regulating who gets to live where, so these humans are engaged in a struggle to establish occupancy of land and use of resources. They do, however, recognize kinship links among themselves; many are related to one another in some way, and many others are not. Figure 1.7 shows a fraction of this population of humans, along with the kinship relations that they acknowledge.


These people have kinship but, as yet, no groups based on kinship or, for that matter, on anything else. Now let’s assume that one woman, Z, in the figure forms a group with herself as its point of reference. She calls together all of the people related to her by any kinship connection (her siblings, cousins, nephews, nieces, and so on). She then stakes a claim to a section of land and a set of resources and establishes the right of members of her group to occupy the land and use the resources. A problem would immediately arise here whenever another person (for example, the man R in Figure 1.7) tries to implement the same strategy. There is no mechanism to regulate who can or should be the central node of a group; even if only a few people try to set themselves up as central nodes, many others will eventually find that they are potential members of two or more groups. Which group, for example, should the man F join, that of Z or that of R, given that he is equally related to both? In fact, this early human population could never form discrete groups on the basis of ego-centered kin groups, or kindreds, since membership in these groups would always be overlapping. And even if, say, Z managed to pull together a group for a while, it would collapse upon her death and the next generation would have to start all over again.


FIGURE 1.7  Kinship Connections in a Hypothetical Early Human Population


[image: FIGURE 1.7 Kinship Connections in a Hypothetical Early Human Population]


But there is another possibility: the formation of groups on the basis of ancestors rather than living persons. The woman Z could pick her grandfather, B, and establish a group consisting of all the descendants of B. This way will work. The population could now have stable, discrete groups based on descent, as illustrated in Figure 1.8. Everybody now knows to which group he or she belongs, and the groups themselves can persist through generations yet unborn. Even F knows with which group to affiliate; he is a member of the group that traces descent from the ancestor C. In short, these humans now have stable, ongoing descent groups.3 The descent groups are now able to stake territorial and other claims, and to transmit these claims or rights to their descendants. This hypothetical example demonstrates how the notion of descent from a common ancestor can be used to form stable human groups that persist over time (Keesing 1975: 17). In fact, most of the societies we will be examining in this book use descent as the basis for forming important groups.


The tracing of descent from a common ancestor is found in many, though not all, human societies. And among societies that do trace this descent, not all base the formation of groups on descent from a common ancestor. Still, all societies reckon descent in some way or another, whether or not they make use of common ancestors or the kin groups traced from them. Basically, there are three modes of descent in human societies.


     1.   Cognatic descent, which is based on links through both men and women.


     2.   Patrilineal descent (also called agnatic descent), which is based on links through males only.


     3.   Matrilineal descent (also called uterine descent), which is based on links through females only.


FIGURE 1.8  The Formation of Descent Groups from Common Ancestors
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Cognatic descent is the mode that the woman Z used to form her descent group and that the other groups of the population later adopted. Euro-Americans also tend to conceptualize descent as traceable through males and females; however, the term cognatic is best reserved for societies that actually use this mode of descent to form groups. Most Euro-American societies do not use descent to form groups. In America, for example, people are not divided up or organized according to their membership in descent groups, although many Americans individually recognize their ancestors and consider that they are descended from them. In this book the term bilateral society refers to a society that traces kin connections over the generations through both males and females, but without the formation of descent groups.


Cognatic societies are further discussed in Chapter 5, and the Euro-American system and its history are covered in Chapter 7. Patrilineal and matrilineal descent are cases of unilineal descent, traced through only one sex. Examples of both are provided in Chapters 3 and 4. There is also a fourth mode, called double descent. This is a very rare form and is covered in Chapter 5.


Labeling two or more societies patrilineal, matrilineal, or cognatic does not indicate that they necessarily have much in common aside from mode of descent. Indeed, these modes are employed in different ways and to different ends by the groups that use them. In later chapters we will see how modes of descent are interwoven with gender in different ways. Chapters 3 and 4 reveal specifically how patrilineal and matrilineal descent work and how discrete groups are formed using a rule of unilineal descent. But here we need to discuss the idea of descent groups a bit further.


With reference to kinship, Roger Keesing (1975: 9–11) drew attention to the distinctions among category, group, and corporate group. The term category refers to things that are classed together. All the items included in a particular category have something in common. Thus “opera lovers of San Francisco” refers to all those people who share (1) a love of opera and (2) residence in San Francisco. This is a category of people, but it is not a group. Those included in the category may never meet; they need not even know of one another’s existence. But suppose there is a real organization, called Opera Lovers of San Francisco, that consists of actual members who meet every year or so to discuss and celebrate opera. This organization would be considered a group. A social group refers to human beings who not only have something in common but regularly interact with one another. Now suppose that the people in this group decided to collect dues from members, set up a common treasury, and use the money to provide fellowships for young, gifted people to study opera. The people of this group now own something in common, the money in their treasury. We would consider them a corporate group; their organization is a corporation. Should the organization then purchase property—say, an opera house—it becomes even more strongly corporate. When the organization must pay taxes or when it is sued by an individual, its members become very aware of their corporate existence. A corporate group, then, is a group of persons who collectively share rights (usually rights to some property or resource), privileges, and liabilities.


In the context of the societies discussed in this book, we will encounter kinship categories, kinship groups, and kinship corporations, so it is important to keep these distinctions among category, group, and corporation in mind. Societies have a way of reckoning descent; hence, they can construct descent categories, such as “all the descendants of ancestor X.” But not all societies form real groups on this basis. And within those that do, the groups so formed may or may not be actual corporate groups.


In many societies, corporate groups are formed on the basis of descent. Corporate descent groups operate very much like businesses or other kinds of corporations in society, and they may be very powerful in terms of regulating the lives of their members. They may not only hold corporate property or assets but may also function as political units and as religious cults. Like all corporations, they are, legally speaking, single entities and can persist despite the loss of individual members.


We saw earlier that society in the United States is not organized on the basis of descent groups. Yet it would be possible for a particular set of kin to establish themselves as a descent group within this society. For example, if one set of kin decides that all the descendants of some common ancestor will regularly meet once a year to honor this person, we would have to say that this is a descent group. We could even say that some prominent American families, such as the Rockefellers, whose members collectively own property or share some rights on the basis of descent, are corporate descent groups. But apart from these exceptions, descent groups are not relevant to American social organization.


Residence


In any society, descent needs to be considered in conjunction with residence patterns, since the physical closeness of people related by descent has a lot to do with the strength of the ties between them. There are many different possibilities. For example, the people of one descent group may all live in the same area. If this is the case, they are likely to be quite a solid group. Alternatively, the descent group may have grown too large, prompting some subgroups to move elsewhere. Over time, migrations of this sort may result in descent groups that are highly dispersed. Two possible outcomes are shown in Figure 1.9. (For additional variations, see Keesing 1975: 39–43.) The two descent groups at the top of the figure are localized. As they grow and expand over time, their members continue to reside adjacent to one another. By contrast, the three descent groups at the bottom are dispersed. As time passes, the various branches of each group split up geographically, such that each residence area eventually contains members of different descent groups.


Whatever the outcome, the combination of descent and residence patterns affects the texture of life in communities. In many cases, people’s ties to and identification with a locality may be as strong and as important as their ties of descent. For example, among the Nuer people (see Case 2 in Chapter 3), villages consisted of members of different descent groups. Each village was itself a corporate group, owning common rights to the use of certain resources. Among these people, loyalty to one’s descent group was strong, but so was loyalty to one’s village.


FIGURE 1.9  Localized and Dispersed Descent Groups
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Residence is also important in terms of how it affects the structure of a domestic group, which consists of people who live together and share resources for their subsistence. Here we need to consider types of postmarital residence. All societies have conventions or norms specifying where or with whom couples should live after marriage. The standard postmarital residence patterns are as follows:


     1.   Patrilocal (also called virilocal), whereby a married couple lives with or near the groom’s kin.


     2.   Matrilocal (also called uxorilocal), whereby a married couple lives with or near the bride’s kin.


     3.   Ambilocal, whereby a married couple can choose to live with or near the kin of either the groom or the bride.


     4.   Neolocal, whereby a married couple moves to a new household or location, living neither with kin of the groom nor the bride.


     5.   Natolocal, whereby a wife and husband remain with their own natal kin and do not live together.


     6.   Avunculocal, whereby a married couple moves to or near the residence of the groom’s mother’s brother(s).


A given society may have one dominant mode of postmarital residence but will at the same time show exceptions to it. For example, a society may be largely patrilocal, but some couples may live matrilocally or neolocally under certain circumstances at different times in their lives. In the United States different types of postmarital residence are possible, but the norm, and the ideal, is neolocal residence. Avunculocal residence may seem a bit curious, but its significance will become clear in Chapter 4 when we examine matrilineal descent.


Domestic Cycles


Whatever the norms of residence, domestic groups or households are never static; they change composition over time as new members are born or recruited and as other individuals marry, die, or disperse. All domestic groups are best seen as in flux. To capture this dynamic nature of domestic groups, Meyer Fortes (1949, 1958) developed the concept of the domestic cycle. As individuals go through their “life cycles”—marked by stages such as birth, puberty, marriage, reproduction, and death—so too will domestic groups in all societies show cyclical development as they move through different stages of family reproduction, or phases of establishment, growth, and decline. Thus at any one time within a society, there will be various forms or types of households because the households are at different stages in a general domestic cycle pertaining to that society.


In the United States, a new household will typically start with the marriage of a couple; it then expands with the birth of children, later shrinks down with the dispersal of these children during adulthood, and finally ends with the death of the founding couple. Variations and additional fluctuations may be brought about by divorce and remarriage, but the overall pattern of the establishment of new households at marriage in each generation remains. Throughout much of patrilineal/patrilocal South Asia, by contrast, one household may endure over many generations and the flow of people in and out of households is quite different. A married couple reproduces; their daughters will disperse out and brides of their sons will move in. The domestic group at some point may become quite large as brothers born into it stay together and each produces additional offspring. Theoretically, this could go on for generations (and this is the cultural ideal in many areas), but typically the household will split with the death of the oldest senior male (usually a grandparent to the resident children), with most or all of the remaining married couples moving out with their dependent offspring, setting up new households and starting the cycle over again.


The concept of domestic cycles has been applied very usefully to cross-cultural studies of family systems (Harrell 1997) and studies of the social organization of human reproduction (Robertson 1991). Different domestic cycle patterns found around the world can be studied in relation to political and economic factors, the use of human and natural resources for subsistence, the transmission of property, and other cultural and historical factors. The domestic cycle of the so-called stem family pattern, for example, can be seen in relation to particular economic interests. This pattern once existed (and sometimes still does) in particular rural farming areas of Europe and Japan. In these areas, the household operated as an economic unit, and farmland had to be kept at a certain size to remain viable. Fragmentation of household farmland was seen as economically disastrous. In this pattern, only one son (or if there were no sons, a daughter) married and inherited the land. He and his wife then lived with his parents, cared for them in old age, gradually took over the farm, and raised children of their own. This heir’s siblings all moved out and sought their livelihood in some other way, usually with some initial financial contribution from the stem household. This system, although often challenging for the nonheirs, kept the farmland intact and prevented its continual fragmentation, as would have occurred if all children or all sons inherited separate plots.


Marriage


Aside from relations based on descent, kinship concerns affinal relationships, or relationships established through marriage. Marriage is found in some form or other in all societies, and it is widely (though not universally) associated with the legitimization and allocation of children. Yet there is great diversity among institutions of marriage, and among the ways in which marriage both reflects and influences gender. There are three basic marriage forms: (1) monogamy, or marriage between two persons, generally a man and a woman; (2) polygyny, or marriage of a man to two or more women at the same time; and (3) polyandry, or marriage of a woman to two or more men at the same time. On a world scale, monogamy is the most common form of marriage. Even within societies that permit polygyny, most marital unions are monogamous. Polyandry is the rarest form.


With regard to marriage, two other important terms are exogamy and endogamy. Exogamy refers to the rule whereby persons must marry outside a certain social category or group. In many societies, descent groups are exogamous. Another example would be a society that imposed a rule of village exogamy. In this case, all persons of one village would be prohibited from marrying within it and would have to find spouses from other villages. Conversely, endogamy refers to the rule whereby persons must marry within a certain social category or group. For example, societies that are stratified by caste usually have rules prescribing caste endogamy, or marriage within the caste. In the United States, there are no exogamy or endogamy rules as such. But some states prohibit marriages within a certain range of kin (for example, between first cousins), thus imposing a kind of kindred exogamy. And although there is no rule, we do see a norm of class and ethnic-group endogamy in the United States.


As we will see in the next chapter, exogamy (specifically descent-group exogamy) is not just a common marriage rule or practice but is also important to the evolutionary origins of human kinship. It is widely believed that our human ancestors “invented” exogamy as a way of promoting peaceful relationships between groups and avoiding conflict. Descent-group exogamy forces the group to depend on other groups for marriage partners. Intermarriage between or among different local groups may have indeed prevented these groups from hostile, fatal encounters. There is little doubt that descent-group endogamy, which is practiced among some people today, came later in human history. It probably emerged in some contexts as a means of keeping wealth within a descent group (see Chapter 6).


KINSHIP THEORY


Anthropologists have been researching and analyzing kinship and marriage around the world for over a century. For many of these decades, kinship was at the core of anthropology, reflecting the major theoretical currents in the field. Then interest in kinship waned for about a twenty-year period covering the 1970s and 1980s. Beginning in the 1990s, kinship study saw a revival and it has been gaining momentum ever since. This contemporary study of kinship is quite different from that of earlier times. Taking just the period from the mid-twentieth century to the present, there have been, among many changes, three major shifts.


1. From Social Structure to Culture


Anthropologists once saw kinship as important primarily because it was understood to constitute social structure; kinship was seen to play a fundamental role in the formation of many societies’ social groups and was as well a key to many peoples’ political, economic, and religious organizations. By the mid-twentieth century, anthropological models of kinship systems in relation to social structure had become quite complex; the field was highly technical, and its concepts a bit static and rigid. Anthropologists debated how particular kinship systems worked, or the function of certain widespread features of kinship systems. They argued over whether relationships based on descent or relationships formed through marital alliances were more fundamental to social organization.


Meanwhile field research was showing that there was often a less-than-perfect fit between anthropologists’ abstractions about kinship and the way that local people themselves were conceptualizing and using their own kinship systems. Some felt it was almost as though anthropologists had become so fixated on systems, definitions, and diagrams that they had lost sight of the real people experiencing their own systems of kinship. This helped to bring about a shift of focus. The question moved somewhat away from “How do kinship systems organize societies?” (a question of social structure) and toward “What does kinship mean to people in different cultures?” and “How do individuals use their own cultural understandings of kinship, and to what ends?” (questions of culture). All this is not to say that an interest in kinship in relation to social structure has disappeared. It is rather that understanding the connection of kinship with social structure has been modified considerably by greater attention to the internal cultural meanings of kinship.


2. Back and Forth with Biology


To what extent should “kinship” relations be understood to involve biological relationships between people? Is kinship everywhere inseparable from human procreation? These questions have been fundamental to debates within the field and, as discussed earlier with gender, the study of kinship has seen a tense and unsettled relationship with biology that continues to this day. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, anthropologists very much saw kinship relationships as connected with acts of birth and human understandings of procreation. The idea was that people are linked together through biological ties that form the basis of their kinship systems, and this appeared to some to be a human universal. These scholars recognized, of course, that not every kinship tie was necessarily a true biological (genetic) link. All societies also had, in this view, what came to be known as “social kinship,” relationships formed, for example, through adoption. Still, behind all of this, in the view of these anthropologists, was the notion that all societies recognized genealogical links among their members and these either were presumed to be true biological links or were “as-if” kin links that, for all practical purposes, amounted to the same thing. Behind social kinship was, in any case, the idea of links formed through acts of birth, or procreation. Social kinship was modeled on ideas of biological kinship.


By the 1970s this view of kinship was severely challenged, most notably by David Schneider (1984). Schneider charged that what anthropologists understood as “kinship” did not necessarily exist cross-culturally. He said that anthropologists had been following a Euro-American notion of kinship as based on or modeled on presumed biological connections between people. Other people, however, may base their own ideas of their own connections on common residence, feeding, and nurturing or on the performance of certain rituals. Schneider went so far as to pronounce that “kinship,” as conceived by anthropologists, was not a tenable or valid cross-cultural category. Many agreed and, with that pronouncement, kinship studies suffered a twenty-year decline.


The study of kinship was kept alive and later revived in part through feminist anthropology, and it is here that we see a growing interest in connecting kinship with gender. Feminist anthropologists of this period sought to study kinship/gender in each culture separately to understand how notions of relatedness, sexual difference, and gender are culturally constructed from within (Yanagisako and Collier 1987). The result was a richer ethnography of both kinship and gender in different cultures.


When kinship began to revive in the 1990s, no one any longer blindly assumed that what might look to an outsider as biological or genealogical “kinship” in a given society is locally understood to be (or even modeled on) biological relatedness, and this approach has continued to the present time. The emphasis on uncovering local conceptions of human relationships, whatever those may be, has continued. Nowadays a locally perceived notion of biological relatedness is understood to be just one of a number of possible bases for local “kinship” constructions, although it is the most common basis worldwide.


And yet, even with the sharp severing of kinship and biology in anthropological kinship studies, biology did not go away; indeed, in some respects biology is now seeing a revival with respect to the study of kinship. First, one current approach is to see human biology not just as one common basis for local kinship constructions but as, evolutionarily speaking, a force behind the construction of kinship in the first place. In this view, humans have evolved a propensity to construct kinship to enhance their survival and reproduction. In other words, human evolutionary biology is seen to lie behind the cultural construction of kinship. A kind of “capacity for kinship” then becomes comparable to the human capacity for language. In this light certain patterns in human kinship systems are analyzed in relation to, for example, mating strategies and reproductive success. Second, growing evidence shows that a variety of nonhuman primates exhibit many of the basics of humanlike kinship systems. This finding supports the idea that human kinship is a part of our primate heritage and that it is best understood in relation to primate and human evolution. Both of these issues will be covered in Chapter 2.


3. Kinship as Process


By the 1980s most anthropologists came to agree that among many people and in many different cultural contexts, “kin” were often made, not born. This realization opened the way for another shift in kinship studies, one that sees kin relations as not necessarily established once and for all (for example, through acts of birth) but as processural, as established or maintained over time through various actions. The work of Janet Carsten (1995), for instance, shows how among Malays on the island of Langkawi, people are not born once and for all into kinship positions, but rather kinship emerges over time through acts of receiving and giving food and through sharing of hearth space. These actions can create “kinship” between people who are not considered biological kin. In turn, if these acts are discontinued, even among biologically related people, the sense of “kinship” between them is likewise seen to lapse. With the work of Carsten and many others on relatedness as process, kinship is now seen as more fluid and dynamic than previously assumed.


KINSHIP AND GENDER


With this brief introduction to kinship we have covered the distinction between consanguineal and affinal kin, the idea of an individual’s kindred, and the concept of descent from ancestors as a basis for forming groups. We have also noted the importance of residence, as well as the various forms of postmarital residence and marriage. All of these dimensions of kinship combine in different ways in different societies and influence social structure to varying degrees. The same dimensions of kinship are also interwoven with gender relationships. But before delving into the subject of human societies and cultures, we must address some more basic questions: How did the recognition of kinship come about? When, where, and with what consequences did humans first come to think of one another as kin or nonkin? To what extent do our primate cousins “recognize” one another as kin or nonkin? When and why did human groups first begin to use kinship to form groups, or first begin to “invent” marriage and follow residence rules? And what can the study of the evolution of human kinship tell us about human gender? Not all of these questions can be precisely answered, but the next chapter presents what we know so far.


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


1. What is your own position on the question of whether women are universally subordinate to men? What evidence or reasoning lies behind your position?


2. Using the Kinship Code and yourself as “ego,” construct a kinship chart showing your relatives over as many generations as possible. Compare your chart to those of other students. Do you see any patterns over the generations? For example, many students’ genealogies may show that over the generations, cases of divorce and remarriage increase. Do you find other patterns? Discuss what might account for the patterns you find.


3. What examples of nonbiologically based kinship do you find in your own society? Do you think these types of kinship bonds are as strong as biologically based ones?


SUGGESTED FURTHER READING


Fox, Robin. 1980 [orig. 1967]. Kinship and Marriage: An Anthropological Perspective. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press. This is the classic kinship text. Although now an older work, it remains amazingly current in terms of basic definitions and concepts. It is highly entertaining and user-friendly.


Parkin, Robert. 1997. Kinship: An Introduction to the Basic Concepts. Oxford, England: Blackwell. Covers basic terms, provides a good history of the topic, and discusses ethnographic examples.


Pasternak, Burton, Carol R. Ember, and Melvin Ember. 1996. Sex, Gender and Kinship: A Cross-Cultural Perspective. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. This text does not provide much coverage of kinship, but it is an excellent introduction to the anthropology of sex, gender, marriage, and the family.


Strathern, Andrew, and Pamela J. Stewart. 2011. Kinship in Action: Self and Group. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. This text provides an introduction to the field by focusing on kinship as social process.


SUGGESTED CLASSROOM MEDIA


The Yucatec Maya: A Case Study in Marriage and the Family. 1983. KOCE-TV (Television station: Huntington Beach, CA); produced by Coast Community College in cooperation with Holt, Rinehart, and Winston. Faces of Culture (series) No. 10. Thirty minutes. This video follows the lives of members of an extended family among the Maya of the Yucatan region of Mexico. Close family relationships are important in the operation of slash-and-burn horticulture. The video shows how this family responds to new forces of change affecting its community. The importance of kinship and family to these Mayan people and the connection between kinship and the local economy is well portrayed.


Kinship and Descent. Pt. 1. 1983. KOCE-TV (Television station: Huntington Beach, CA); produced by Coast Community College in cooperation with Holt, Rinehart, and Winston. Faces of Culture (series) No. 11. Thirty minutes. This program gives a good introduction to the basics of kinship and descent. It contrasts kinship/descent in the United States with that of the matrilineal Trobriand Islanders.


WEBSITES


www.ancestry.com/default.aspx. For students wishing to search their own genealogies online, Ancestry.com is a good place to start. Some searches through this source may require a paid subscription.


www.as.ua.edu/ant/Faculty/murphy/436/kinship.htm. A Kinship Glossary: Symbols, Terms, and Concepts. Department of Anthropology, University of Alabama. This site provides a useful and comprehensive glossary of terms used in the study of kinship.


NOTES


1. It was once common to distinguish “gender,” understood as a cultural construct that varied from culture to culture, from “sex,” or the biological facts of life, presumed to be the same everywhere (Oakley 1972). But some scholars have more recently suggested that different cultures have different ways of constructing sex as well as gender (Laqueur 1990) and that this variation must be taken into account in the study of gender. For this reason, Yanagisako and Collier (1990) suggest that the distinction between sex and gender should not be maintained.


2. Yanagisako and Collier (1987) build upon the earlier work of David Schneider (1984) in kinship. Schneider argued that anthropologists influenced by Western culture perceive kinship in terms of biological or biogenetic relationships, but that such relationships cannot be assumed to apply to other cultures in the same way or to the same extent. Collier and Yanagisako direct a similar critique against the concept of gender. For a critique of their position, see Scheffler (1991).


3. Strictly speaking, this way of forming descent groups would not necessarily produce discrete, nonoverlapping groups. For example, if members of any of these descent groups intermarry, their children would be members of two groups at once. This matter will be taken up in Chapter 5.
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THE EVOLUTION OF KINSHIP AND GENDER







In this chapter we briefly depart from human society to enter the world of the nonhuman primates. How much of what we see in human kinship systems is really unique to our species? After exploring kinship and gender among nonhuman primates, we will consider some ideas on the evolution of kinship, and the implications for gender, in humans.


Primates are a natural grouping (an order) of mammals that include prosimians (that is, tree-dwelling animals such as lemurs and tarsiers), monkeys, apes, and humans. Some of the physical characteristics that distinguish primates from other mammals are binocular vision and the grasping hand with mobile digits and flat nails. Evolutionary trends characteristic of the primate order and most pronounced in humans also include lengthening of gestation of the fetus, prolongation of the period of infant care, and expansion and elaboration of the brain.


Some primates—for example, gibbons and many prosimians—live in “monogamous” units. Others, such as gelada baboons, live and mate “polygynously” in units consisting of one adult male and several females. Still others, including chimpanzees, live in multimale, multifemale units where mating is largely promiscuous. There are even cases of “polyandrous” primates, such as the saddle-backed tamarins in South America, where two to four males stay and copulate with one female. Nonhuman primates also show different dispersal patterns that resemble human patterns of postmarital residence (as reviewed in Chapter 1), although the human patterns are more varied. In most nonhuman primate species females stay put and males typically disperse out at maturity to join and breed within other groups. But in some species (for example, chimpanzees), females disperse and in still others (for example, gibbons and orangutans) both females and males disperse at maturity. These dispersal patterns are important because they determine what types of kin are left within local groups.


A significant feature in the social life of many nonhuman primates is dominance and the formation of dominance hierarchies. Primatologists consider a “dominant” animal to be the one who usually wins in an aggressive encounter with another (Silk 1993). Very often (but not always) the dominant animal will have greater access to resources such as food, water, or sexual partners. In some primate groups the dominance hierarchy is fairly clear-cut; in others it is difficult to discern or varies considerably by context. And at any one time dominance relationships may be in flux. Also noteworthy is that there are egalitarian primate species, such as the muriqui monkeys, with no dominance hierarchies (Strier 1992).


Nonhuman primates are fascinating in their own right, but many researchers study them primarily to gain perspectives on human behavior and evolution. In this respect certain trends in the study of primates are important to bear in mind. First, research has shown that nonhuman primates are far more intelligent and skilled, and live in vastly more complicated social orders, than was previously supposed. Not so long ago, particular adaptations, such as tool manufacture and use, food sharing, and cooperative hunting, were believed to be uniquely human. Then came Jane Goodall’s (1988) reports of chimps in Tanzania’s Gombe National Park that were modifying and using twigs to extract termites and using leaves as sponges to soak up water for drinking. Other reports from the Taï forest (Ivory Coast) showed chimps using wooden clogs and stone hammers to crack open nuts (Boesch and Boesch 1990). Goodall also observed food sharing among Gombe chimps: Not only do mothers share food with infants, but adults share meat with one another, especially males with males (Goodall 1986: 374). Moreover, forms of cooperative hunting were observed among the chimps of Gombe, where a few females hunt along with the males (Goodall 1986: 286). Year-round sexual receptivity was long thought to be unique to human females, but research now reveals that certain nonhuman female primates can and do mate outside their estrous periods. Young female bonobo chimpanzees (a species closely related to the common chimpanzee) are almost continually receptive (Kano 1992: 154). In addition to these findings came the startling discoveries about the vocal communicative abilities of wild chimps and the learning of human sign language among captive chimps. And today scholars are even discussing how the evolutionary roots of human morality are expressed in primates (de Waal 2006).


Second, in the past, humans were often directly compared with only one or a few major primate species. For example, some types of baboons (such as hamadryas baboons and savannah baboons) were once favored for comparison because, like our ancestors, they left the trees during their evolution and made adaptations to open country. Research later focused on chimpanzees in comparison with humans, since analyses of chromosomes, blood proteins, and DNA confirm that chimps are our closest evolutionary “cousins.” By these measures, humans and chimps are evolutionarily more closely related than chimps and gorillas. Although comparisons between chimpanzees and humans are still popular, human behavior is currently often analyzed in relation to the whole spectrum of primate behavior and social organization. Only such broad comparisons among many species can allow researchers to distinguish the effects of ecological pressures from the effects of close common ancestry in bringing about similar behaviors among human and nonhuman primates (Strier 2002).


A third trend in recent decades has been the recognition of a far greater behavioral diversity among and within primate species than was previously presumed. For example, studies of the bonobo chimpanzees in the Democratic Republic of Congo (formerly Zaïre) show important contrasts with common chimpanzees, such as those of the Gombe National Park in Tanzania. In terms of mating behaviors, wild bonobo chimpanzees not only copulate more frequently but also engage in ventro-ventral copulation, in contrast to the ventro-dorsal copulation seen among common chimpanzees (Kano 1992: 140). Male dominance over females, evident among common chimpanzees, is not expressed among bonobos (Kano 1992; de Waal 2002). And most notably the bonobos—now famous as the “make love, not war” primates—use sexual behavior (including homosexual behavior) as a mechanism to curtail aggression and reduce social tension (de Waal 2002).


Finally, primate observers are now able to precisely determine genetic relationships among individuals. Previously it was hard to tell, beyond mother-child and maternal sibling connections, which animals were related and in what ways. Particularly among primate groups where mating is promiscuous, one could not tell who the father was or who was related to whom through the father. Then one study at Gombe devised a handy technique for discovering genetic connections within chimpanzee groups by collecting hair samples for DNA analysis from the abandoned sleeping nests of chimps (Morin et al. 1994). These and similar noninvasive techniques of collecting DNA samples have considerably enhanced the study of primate kinship and have allowed for the testing of many hypotheses about primate behavior (Morin and Goldberg 2004; Woodruff 2004).


KIN RECOGNITION


Kin recognition is known to be widespread among insects, birds, and mammals. In many species, behavior toward kin is markedly different from that toward nonkin. Thus, for example, mole rat aunts will care for nieces and nephews but not for nonrelated young, and Japanese quails show a clear preference for mating with first cousins (Wilson 1987). And in the case of the desert isopod, an insect who lives in burrows in nuclear family units but wanders about outside for food, any family member will drive out a non-family stranger who comes to the burrow embankment (Linsenmair 1987).


Nonhuman primates, too, are known to be able to recognize close kin. There is evidence that some primates are able to recognize not only their own kin but also those of others as well. This trait has been observed among baboons, for example (Smuts 1985). And among pigtailed macaques, nonrelated individuals in aggressive encounters later “reconcile” not just with each other but also with each other’s close kin (Judge 1983). In one interesting experiment with vervet monkeys, researchers played tape-recorded vocalizations of infants’ calls to their mothers from a hidden speaker. Not only did individual mothers recognize their own infants’ voices—as evidenced by the fact that they looked directly at the source of the call—but other nearby females looked directly at a particular mother when her own infant’s calls were being played (Cheney and Seyfarth 1980). Subsequent studies have confirmed this ability to recognize one another’s kin among other primate species (Cheney and Seyfarth 2004).


Other behaviors in primates suggest additional expressions of kin recognition. One is incest avoidance, which will be discussed later. Another is that among some primate species, when groups grow too large, they tend to split up along lines of kinship, specifically matrilineal segments (Chapais 2008: 278–279). In species such as rhesus monkeys, in which males emigrate to join other groups, related males sometimes leave together, joining the same new group; males also tend to transfer to new groups into which a male relative has previously immigrated (Gouzoules and Gouzoules 1987: 302). There is also the adoption of orphaned infants by older female siblings, as observed among Gombe chimps (Goodall 1986: 101) and other primate species.


Nonhuman primates recognize their kin, but how exactly do they do so? Regrettably, this is not known, and as yet we have no way to probe into their consciousness. But with primates we know that something more than the innate mechanisms of mole rats and desert isopods is involved. Some research suggests the possible existence of recognition mechanisms based on phenotypic matching, that is, visual or olfactory recognition of “family resemblances.”1 Another, and more certain, possibility is an association mechanism whereby an infant primate simply grows up forming a definite recognition of and a close bond with the mother, and gradually learns to distinguish, or classify, others on the basis of their interaction with the mother and him- or herself (Bernstein 1991; Silk 2001). The implication is that what exists inside the minds of primates are not “categories of kinship” as such but various learned “categories of association.”


Let us assume, then, that primate kin recognition develops through association mechanisms focused on the mother. For most primates paternal kin will not be recognized, at least not through an association mechanism, since among them there are not close associations of fathers with mothers. Among maternal kin, then, what is the range of kinship recognition; how far out does maternal recognition of kinship go? To assess this, our best bet is to look at species where females stay together and young males disperse so that there are a number of maternally related individuals in a group. Reviewing recent studies of such primates, Bernard Chapais (2008) concludes that in these groups a female ego could recognize her mother, maternal grandmother, mother’s maternal grandmother, maternal siblings, own offspring, daughters’ offspring, and granddaughters’ offspring. Ego’s maternal aunts and sisters’ daughters (nieces) are in a “gray zone of kin recognition” (Chapais 2008: 39) and apparently maternal cousins are not distinguished from nonkin.


IMAGE 2.1  Chimpanzee kin.


[image: IMAGE 2.1 Chimpanzee kin.]


Drawing by Andrew S. Arconti, author’s collection.


However kinship recognition occurs, many primates appear not only able to recognize some of their kin but to develop strong emotional attachments to them. This aspect of primate kinship is illustrated in the case study below.









CASE 1: DEATHS IN THE FAMILIES OF CHIMPS


Takayoshi Kano (1992) studied bonobo chimpanzees in the Democratic Republic of Congo. He gives an account of an adolescent male, Tawashi, and his year-old little sister, Kameko. The young male appeared to be strongly attached to his sister:


Tawashi often approached his mother, peered into her face, and after looking a while carried Kameko and took her for a walk. Once he made a nest 10 m from Kame [his mother] and, lying on his back, played with Kameko on top of his stomach. He tickled her, held her up by the arms, embraced, and kissed her . . . pressing his large open mouth everywhere on her body. (Kano 1992: 172)


But then Kameko died. Kano writes: “When we found Kameko dead, her small body was being held and carried around by Tawashi. He carried his little sister’s body with all four limbs hanging down lifelessly; one of his arms pressed her against his chest; and he walked slowly in the tree apparently in deep thought” (Kano 1992: 172).


Walking with his mother and older brother, Tawashi continued to carry his dead sister, protecting her from his older brother who tried to touch her. In this state, the little family group separated from the other chimps and foraged for food on its own. Kano’s observations continued over the next day:


The following morning, the first to leave his nest and approach the corpse was Tawashi. He lightly touched the corpse. . . . [The] mother, Kame, came later. She lingered near the corpse and stared at it. As the sun rose, flies started to swarm around the corpse. Several times Kame grabbed quickly at the air with her hand as she shooed them. . . . For a while, Kame’s family seemed, in general, to live separate from the others. Then the family left together and did not come back to the feeding site. Six days later when we found Kame, she did not have the corpse. (Kano 1992: 173–174)


This account suggests an emotional side to chimpanzee relationships, and one can clearly detect an emotional compassion on the part of the human observer. The observer in this case admits to a bit of “anthropomorphizing this situation” but wishes to make the point that “in chimpanzees, we may have to admit that feelings exist that are similar to those of human beings” (Kano 1992: 174).


Male bonobo chimps often groom their younger siblings and seem quite tolerant of them. Kano (1992: 174) also notes that male siblings continue their associations into adulthood but that the same is not observed among females, who usually disperse from the group at maturity. Adult association among male siblings has also been observed among the common chimpanzees of Gombe National Park in Tanzania—the site of years of research on chimp behavior by Jane Goodall and her coworkers. Goodall (1988) gives one account of a relationship between two male siblings, one that also became emotionally expressed through a death.


This account concerns a chimp whom the Gombe researchers called Mr. McGregor and his younger brother, Humphrey. Both were adult males. These two traveled together and, often, when other chimps threatened Humphrey, Mr. McGregor would intervene. Then, when Mr. McGregor was an old male, he came down with polio; this occurred at a time when a polio epidemic was afflicting the entire chimpanzee community at Gombe, leaving many animals dead or crippled. The Gombe staff vaccinated themselves and the animals, but it was too late for Mr. McGregor. Goodall writes that she and others discovered Mr. McGregor’s crippled condition when they heard other chimps making “worried calls” around a bush near the camp:


We hurried down to see what was happening. We saw the flies first. . . . As we moved closer, we expected to see some dead creature—but it was Mr. McGregor and he was still alive. He was sitting on the ground reaching for the tiny purple berries that grew on the bush above his head and stuffing them into his mouth. It was not until he wanted to reach another cluster of the fruit that we realized the horror of what had happened. Looking toward the berries the old male seized hold of a low branch and pulled himself along the ground. Both legs trailed uselessly after him. (Goodall 1988: 219)


Over the next ten days the human researchers observed that Mr. McGregor stayed close to the Gombe feeding area. With his paralyzed legs he had trouble making nests and climbing trees. Securing his own food became more and more difficult for him. The researchers tried to help by giving him water and fruit. “He seemed to sense that we were trying to help, and after this he even lay back and allowed me to pour water from a sponge into his open mouth” (Goodall 1988: 220).


What struck Goodall most deeply, and painfully, was the way the other chimps reacted to poor Mr. McGregor. Much of the time they stayed away from him, but occasionally they attacked. One day


the adult males, one after the other, approached [Mr. McGregor] with their hair on end, and after staring began to display around him. Goliath actually attacked the stricken old male, who, powerless to flee or defend himself in any way, could only cower down, his face split by a hideous grin of terror, while Goliath pounded on his back. (Goodall 1988: 221–222)


But it was the social isolation of Mr. McGregor that seemed to affect Goodall the most. She notes one time when the poor animal approached other chimps as they were grooming one another, obviously seeking contact and inclusion in their group. “With a loud grunt of pleasure he reached a hand toward them in greeting” (1988: 222). These chimps quickly moved away and continued their grooming far from Mr. McGregor. Goodall writes: “I watched him sitting there alone, my vision blurred, and when I looked up at the groomers in the tree I came nearer to hating a chimpanzee than I have ever been before or since” (1988: 222).


But there was a singular exception to this social exclusion of Mr. McGregor. His younger maternal brother, Humphrey, stayed close by him. One time, when Goliath attacked Mr. McGregor, Humphrey intervened: “Humphrey, who had always been extremely nervous of Goliath, actually leaped into the tree, displaying wildly at the much higher-ranking male, and for a brief moment attacking him. I could hardly believe it” (Goodall 1988: 223).


Humphrey displayed loyalty to Mr. McGregor up to the time of the older chimp’s death. At this point the other chimps in the group, including Humphrey, were moving up the valley. Mr. McGregor tried to follow them, either dragging himself or somersaulting, but he simply could not keep up. The others moved on, but Humphrey came back repeatedly to check on his brother. Eventually Humphrey gave up on following the group and made his nest near Mr. McGregor. Later Mr. McGregor dislocated an arm and was clearly dying. The Gombe researchers kindly put him out of his misery at a time when neither Humphrey nor any of the other chimps were watching. Goodall reports the effect of Mr. McGregor’s death on Humphrey:
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