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Ties That Connect

Marriage, Family, and Kinship

Ina “free” society like our own, one should have the right to have sexual rela-
tions with anyone one chooses, isn’t that so? Why does the government have to
tell us who we may or may not marry? By what right does the United States gov-
ernment tell us that we may have one, and only one, spouse? We open a news-
paper and read that in Pakistan, in the year 2002, a woman was gang raped
because her brother had a sexual affair with a woman of a higher caste. Barbaric!
Sexual affairs should be no one else’s business. Why should the sister be held re-
sponsible for her brother’s actions? In the case just cited, the Pakistani caste
groups are endogamous, and this sexual affair violated the rules of endogamy.
Families and clans are frequently held collectively responsible when a member
violates the rules, and a sister was punished for her brother’s transgressions.
There are strict rules about sex, even in free societies like our own. If you live in
Massachusetts, you can marry your first cousin. In Pennsylvania or Oregon, you
cannot. Though polygamy, marriage with more than one wife, was practiced
among the ancient Isrealites, as described in the Bible, it is not permitted among
Orthodox Jews today. Mormons had to give up polygamy so that Utah could be-
come a state.

As we will see, kinship plays a fundamental role in weaving the tapestry of
culture. In the societies anthropologists studied earlier, most of daily life was or-
ganized on the basis of kinship relationships. In these small-scale societies, all reli-
gious, economic, and political behavior took place within the context of the social
structure. This social structure was organized on the basis of kinship, which is why
the study of kinship was so important in anthropology. Even with increasing in-
dustrialization and globalization in so many parts of the world today, kinship con-
tinues to be important. As Parkin notes, “Many societies still think in terms of
lineages, affinal alliance systems, residence rules and marriage payments, while
virtually all are still organized in families of some sort and use kin terms to iden-
tity and classify relatives” (1997: ix-x). One of the striking features an examination
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of kinship reveals is the limited number of possibilities of rules regarding whom
one can marry—that is, marriage rules, family organization, residence patterns
after marriage, forms of descent and descent groups, and other aspects of kinship.
We must also remember that these are the rules for societies and that people’s ac-
tual practices may vary from these rules, as is always the case for all rules, even
rules about an explosive topic like incest.

In Chapter 2, when we described weddings in two different societies, kinship
played a role in the proceedings. In each case, groupings of kin played significant
roles in the course of the event. The Kwakiutl have groups based on kinship that
they refer to as numayms. How does one become a member of a numaym? What are
one’s responsibilities toward other members of the numaym? What are one’s rights
and privileges as a member of a numaym? What is one’s relationship with people
in different numayms? Are all one’s kin in one’s own numaym?

In contrast to the Kwakiutl wedding is the American wedding described in
Chapter 2. Once again, groupings of people based on kinship participated—the
bride’s side and the groom’s side, immediate relatives and distant relatives. In ad-
dition, there were those who were not relatives at all but who attended as friends,
neighbors, and fellow workers. What are the differences between the ways rela-
tives are grouped in Kwakiutl society and the ways they are grouped in our own
society? What do these differences mean? This chapter presents concepts that an-
thropologists have developed to answer these questions.

In Chapter 2, we point out that a Kwakiutl wedding is an example of what
are called total social phenomena. This means that political, economic, reli-
gious, and aesthetic aspects of the society, as well as kinship, are brought into
play simultaneously. Despite the interwoven nature of all these aspects of cul-
ture in a Kwakiutl wedding, kinship can be disentangled for the purposes of
analysis. The discussion of marriage, family, and kinship that follows will deal
with the cultural rules to be found in a variety of societies. It is important to note
that in every society, there will always be variations in behavior and deviations
from these cultural rules. Through time, these cultural rules may be trans-
formed. In the succeeding chapters on religion, politics, economics, and art, we
will see that kinship plays a crucial role in these various cultural domains of
small-scale societies.

Such societies were shaken to their roots as they were incorporated into colo-
nial empires and then into new nations. However, kinship and kin groups have
continued to be very significant in people’s lives, whether they remained in their
rural villages or migrated to look for work in expanding cities like Lagos in Nige-
ria, or Port Moresby in Papua New Guinea. Until recently, it was widely believed
by anthropologists that kinship relations withered in modern industrial societies.
The sociologist Lewis Wirth had hypothesized that with the growth of urbanism,
kinship bonds would weaken and decline in importance. As we shall see later, re-
search on kinship in America has revealed just the opposite. New forms like the
transnational families in parts of Europe, Asia, and the Americas have been cre-
ated. Though relatives may not be living in the same town or city, they maintain
contact by letter, phone, and e-mail.
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. MARRIAGE

Almost all known societies recognize marriage. The ritual of marriage marks a
change in status for a man and a woman and the acceptance by society of the new
family that is formed. However, the Na, which we describe later in this chapter, do
not have marriage or marriage rituals. Marriage, like all other things cultural, is
governed by rules. Just as the rules vary from one society to another, so does the
ritual by which society recognizes and celebrates the marriage. In the American
wedding, the bridegroom places a ring on the third finger, left hand, of the bride
and repeats the ritual formula, “With this ring, I thee wed.” In the Kwakiutl wed-
ding, the bridegroom comes as a member of a feigned war party to capture the
bride and “move” her from her father’s house with the payment of many blankets.
These represent just two of the many ways that societies recognize and accept mar-
riage and the formation of a new family. At both Kwakiutl and American wed-
dings, large numbers of guests are present who represent society, serving as
witnesses to the marriage signifying that marriage is more than a private affair and
is recognized publicly by society. Sometimes, the ritual may be as minimal as in the
Trobriand case mentioned in the previous chapter, where marriage is symbolized
merely by the couple’s publicly eating together.

MARRIAGE PROHIBITIONS

Societies also have rules that state whom one can and cannot marry. Rules about
whom cne cannot marry are directly related to the incest taboo. Like marriage, the
incest taboo is found in all societies and is therefore a cultural universal. The incest
taboo forbids sexual relations between certain categories of close relatives. Almost
universally, forbidden categories include mother and son, father and daughter,
and brother and sister. Since sexual partners cannot be sought within the immedi-
ate family because of the incest taboo, they must be sought elsewhere. The incest
taboo that forbids sexual relations also necessarily forbids marriage, since mar-
riage almost always includes sexual access. In many societies, there are people
with whom one can have sexual intercourse but whom one cannot marry. Marriage
prohibitions, therefore, are wider in scope than the prohibitions against sexual in-
tercourse. Both the incest taboo and prohibitions against marrying certain close rel-
atives have the effect of compelling individuals to seek sexual partners and mates
outside their own group. Beyond the immediate family, there is great variation
from one society to another in the rules regarding which categories of relatives one
is forbidden to marry. Even within the United States, there is variation among the
states in the laws regarding which relatives one may not marry. Some states permit
marriage between first cousins while others prohibit it; still others prohibit mar-
riage between second cousins. For example, the Office of Human Services of the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts decrees: “No man may marry his.. .. stepmother,
grandson’s wife, wife’s mother, wife’s daughter, brother’s daughter, sister’s
daughter, father’s sister or mother’s sister” in addition to other relatives (Registrar
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of Vital Records and Statistics, Commonwealth of Massachusetts, courtesy of Ron
Palazzo). However, first cousins are absent from this list.

There are a few striking examples of marriage between members of the imme-
diate family that seem to violate the universality of the incest taboo. Among the
pharaohs of ancient Egypt, such as Tutankhamen, the boy king, as well as among
the royal lineages of Hawaii and the Incas in Peru, brother and sister married. In
each instance, the ruler had to marry someone equal in rank, and who could be bet-
ter qualified than one’s own brother or sister?

ENDOGAMY AND EXxoGAMY

In anthropological terms, marriage within the group is called endogamy and
marriage outside the group is called exogamy. A rule of exogamy, like the incest
taboo, requires that members of the group seek spouses outside their own group.
A rule of exogamy is frequently conceptualized as an extension of the incest
taboo in that the same term is used for both. For example, among the Trobriand
Islanders, the term suvasova is used for the incest taboo and is also extended to
forbid sexual relations and marriage with women of one’s own larger kin group,
or dala, all of whom are called sisters. A rule of endogamy requires individuals
to marry within their own group and forbids them to marry outside of it. Reli-
gious groups such as the Amish, Mormons, Catholics, and Jews have rules of en-
dogamy, though these are often violated when marriages take place outside the
group. As noted in Chapter 5, castes in India and the castes of the Newari of
Nepal are also endogamous. Rules of endogamy preserve separateness and ex-
clusivity, and are a means of maintaining boundaries between one group and
other groups. In this sense, the brother-sister marriages referred to above reach
the absolute limit of endogamy in order to preserve sanctity and power within
the ruling families of those societies. More typical are those cases where the im-
mediate family is exogamous, while the larger group, frequently.an ethnic group
or religious sect, is endogamous. :

SI1STER EXCHANGE

Since a rule of exogamy demands that spouses come from outside one’s group, re-
lationships are created through marriage with other groups. If a man cannot marry
his own sister, he gives his sister to someone in another group. According to the ba-
sic principle of exchange, something given, if accepted by the receiver, must be re-
turned with its equivalent. If a man accepts another man'’s sister, he must therefore
return his own sister as the equivalent. After all, the receiver, too, may not marry
his own sister. In fact, in a number of societies over the world, there is a rule re-
quiring that two men exchange sisters; anthropologists refer to this as sister ex-
change. If a man does not have a biological sister, he returns a woman for whom
he uses the same kinship term that he uses for his sister. Recently, feminist anthro-
pologists have argued that this form of marriage could just as easily be conceptu-
alized as brother exchange. However, where men are dominant in a society, this is
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seen as sister exchange “from the native point of view.” When Margaret Mead
went to study the Mountain Arapesh in New Guinea, she asked them why they
didn’t marry their own sisters, expecting a response indicating revulsion at the
very thought. Instead, Mead's informant stated, “What is the matter with you any-
way? Don’t you want a brother-in-law?” (Mead, 1935: 68). This is because one
hunts, gardens, and travels with one’s brother-in-law among the Arapesh. Thus a
marriage creates a link not only between husband and wife but also, through the
wife, between two men who are brothers-in-law to each other.

MARRIAGE PAYMENTS

In many societies marriage involves a transfer or exchange of property. Sometimes,
payments are made by the groom and his family to the family of the bride, as occurs
among the Kwakiutl. This payment is known as bridewealth. In other instances, the
bride brings property with her at the marriage. This is known as dowry. When dowry
is paid, goods move in the opposite direction from bridewealth payments. In societies
that practice sister exchange, there may be an option to give bridewealth if one does
not have a sister to'exchange. However, it is also common to find sister exchange ac-
companied by the payment of bridewealth, so that groups are exchanging both
women and bridewealth payments. In China, both bridewealth and dowry were paid.

BRIDE SERVICE

Sometimes the groom exchanges labor for his bride, in lieu of the payment of
bridewealth. When the groom works for his wife’s family, this is known as bride serv-
ice. It may be recalled that in the Old Testament Jacob labored for seven years in or-
der to marry Leah and then another seven years to marry Rachel, Leah’s younger
sister, thus performing fourteen years of bride service for his father-in-law. Bride serv-
ice is also practiced by the Yanomamo, a people living in the lowlands of Venezuela.
During this time, the groom lives with the bride’s parents and hunts for them. Since
the Yanomamo also have sister exchange, one might say that during this period of
bride service, when men live with the bride’s parents, they really are practicing
brother exchange. However, since men determine whom women will marry, the
Yanomamo do not conceptualize this as two women exchanging their brothers. After
the period of bride service is over, the husband takes his wife back to his group.
Yanomamo women prefer to marry within the same village rather than into some dis-
tant village; that way they can remain close to their families after marriage so that their
brothers can offer them a degree of protection from husbandly abuse.

NUMBER OF SPOUSES

Another set of rules concerning marriage is exemplified by the biblical case of
Jacob—rules regarding number of spouses. Some societies, like our own, prac-
tice monogamy; that is, only one spouse at a time is permitted. However,
according to the Bible, husbands could have more than one wife. This is known




118 Chapter 6 Ties That Connect

as polygyny and is still permitted in many societies in the world, particularly Is-
lamic societies. Jews living in Muslim countries continued to practice polygyny,
as occurred in the Bible, up until recently but not in Christian countries. Jews
coming to Israel from Muslim countries were allowed to bring several wives,
but they were forbidden to marry more than one wife in Israel itself. Sometimes,
as in the case of Jacob, a man marries several sisters. This practice is known as
sororal polygyny. In the societies in which it occurs, it is usually explained by
saying that sisters have a good relationship with one another, and this will help
overcome the inevitable jealousy that arises between co-wives. On the other
hand, many people, such as the Trobriand Islanders and the Kanuri of Nigeria,
explicitly forbid sororal polygyny. The Kanuri explanation for this prohibition
is that the good relationship between two sisters should not be undermined by
the unavoidable friction that arises between two co-wives. This simply demon-
strates that whatever rules are in effect, the people will offer an explanation for
their existence that is perfectly rational in their eyes. An alternative form of mar-
riage, known as polyandry, in which one woman may have several husbands,
occurs but is rather rare. In almost all cases, a woman marries several brothers;
this is known as fraternal polyandry. Today, among ethnic Tibetans in north-
west Nepal, the ideal form of marriage is fraternal polyandry, in which the eld-
est brother is the primary husband and nominally the father of all the children,
whether or not he is the biological father (Levine, 1987). Sometimes, anthropol-
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Tibetan polyandrous family—the twelve-year old bride with 3 of her
5 husbands.

ogists wish to refer to plural spouses in general, either husbands or wives. In
that case, they use the term polygamy, in contrast to the term monogamy. Because
of the frequency of divorce and subsequent remarriage in the United States, itis
sometimes said that Americans practice serial monogamy. We may not have
more than one spouse at a time, but some people have numerous spouses, one
after the other. Some of the Mormons in the southern part of Utah still practice
polygamy, usually sororal polygamy, and the law looks the other way unless the
bride-to-be is under the legal age for marriage. The rest of the Mormons for-
mally gave up polygamy in order to be able to form the state of Utah.

LEVIRATE AND SORORATE

The exchange of a woman for another woman or the exchange of a woman for
bridewealth is an indication that more than the bride and groom are involved in
a marriage. Marriage is a significant concern of the kin groups of the marrying
couple. A further demonstration of this is found in the customs of the levirate and
the sororate. Under the levirate, if a man dies, his widow then marries one of his

iL
|

G ey e

—evis e oo

o e Sy e e S e —

Py e sy

e
S

A




120 Chapter 6 Ties That Connect

brothers. The brother of the dead man steps into the deceased’s place, thereby
continuing the relationship between the two kin groups established by the first
marriage. In the levirate, a woman marries one brother after the death of another
brother; in fraternal polyandry she can be married to two brothers simultane-
ously. Orthodox Jews today still practice the levirate if the brother of the deceased
husband is unmarried. When a deceased wife is replaced in the marriage by her
sister, usually an unmarried younger sister, this is known as the sororate. It is like
sororal polygyny, but in the sororate a man marries two sisters, the second after
the death of the first. The levirate and sororate illustrate what the British anthro-
pologist Radcliffe-Brown referred to as the equivalence of siblings (1952), where
one same-sex sibling can be substituted for another.

DISSOLUTION OF MARRIAGE

Stability of marriage varies from one society to another. Almost all societies pro-
vide a means for divorce or the dissolution of a marriage; however, this may be
very difficult in some societies. Divorce is invariably more difficult after children
have been born to the couple. Where bridewealth has been paid, it would have to
be returned if the wife leaves her husband. This may be difficult to achieve if the
bridewealth, paid several years before, has been spent, dispersed, or consumed.
Some anthropologists have argued that the higher the bridewealth payment, the
more stable the marriage and less likely a divorce, since it would require the return
of bridewealth, which is so difficult in such societies. Others have said that fre-
quency of divorce and stability of marriage are related not to the amount of
bridewealth but to the degree of incorporation of a wife into her husband’s family
or kin group. Among the Manchus of Manchuria, who conquered Chinain the sev-
enteenth century, the wife went through a fire ceremony in front of the hearth in
her husband’s house. This ritual served to conceptually incorporate her perma-
nently into his kin group. In contrast, as noted in Chapter 2, at marriage, the Kwak-
iutl paid bridewealth to the bride’s family. At a subsequent ceremony, the bride’s
family paid a large amount of goods to “repurchase” her, thereby reiterating her
membership in the kin group of her birth. The husband must make a new
bridewealth payment if he wishes her to continue to be his wife. The bridewealth
and repurchase payments of the Kwakiutl, which were integral parts of Kwakiutl
marriage, symbolize how two people may be joined in marriage and yet retain an
identity in their own kin groups. The difference in these ceremonies indicates that
divorce was more difficult among the Manchus than among the Kwakiutl.

Where the newly married couple live after the marriage ritual is performed is also
governed by cultural rules, which are referred to as rules of postmarital
residence, In the North American wedding described in Chapter 2, the newly
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married couple set up their own household. In the case of a couple with two ca-
reers in two different cities, two households are often created, though it would ap-
pear that the primary residence of the Schwarzeneggers was their Pacific
Palisades home. The postmarital residence rule in American society is that the
new couple form an independent household. This is referred to as neolocal
residence (see Figure 6-1). It is clear that this is a rule in American society, since
breaching it brings sanctions. If the newly married couple live for an extended pe-
riod with the family of either the husband or the wife, this move is typically ex-
plained in terms of economic hardship or the couple’s student status. Gossips will
make snide comments about the lack of independence of the couple, since they
continue to live as though they were children, and gossip is a strong sanction. If
the newly married couple move in with the husband’s parents, comments are

FIGURE 6-1 Rules of residence.
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made about two women in the same kitchen and the mother-in-law problem; if
they move in with the wife’s parents, the result is inevitable difficulties between
father-in-law and son-in-law. Neolocal residence not only characterizes our soci-
ety but is found in other societies as well.

Probably the most common form of postmarital residence is the situation in
which the newly married couple live in the household of the groom'’s parents. This
is known as virilocal residence (also referred to as patrilocal residence). With arule
of virilocal residence, the wife is incorporated, to a greater or lesser extent, into the
household of her husband'’s kin, since it is she (the bride) who must leave her own
family. The groom merely remains in his household.

Less frequent is the case in which the newly married couple live in the
household of the bride’s parents. This is called uxorilocal residence (also re-
ferred to as matrilocal residence). In this instance it is the husband who must be
incorporated into his wife’s family. In the past, in some Pueblo societies of Ari-
zona and New Mexico that had a rule of uxorilocal residence, the degree of in-
corporation of the husband into his wife’s family was so slight that the wife
could divorce him simply by leaving his belongings on the doorstep. Today in
the Pueblo area, neolocal residence prevails, reflecting the influence of the larger
American society. When a groom performs bride service for his wife’s father, as
Jacob did for Laban in the Bible, he lives uxorilocally for the period of the bride
service. Then, like Jacob, he usually returns with his wife to live virilocally, with
his own family.

Still another rule of postmarital residence is the arrangement in which, after
marriage, the wife joins her new husband, who is living with his mother’s brother
rather than with his own father. This is called avunculocal residence. This rule of
residence involves two separate and distinct moves. The earlier move occurs
when a man, as an adolescent, leaves his father’s house to go to live with his
mother’s brother, from whom he will inherit later in life. The incorporation of the
young man into the household of his mother’s brother is associated with matri-
lineal descent, discussed below. After the marriage, the wife joins her husband at
his maternal uncle’s house. The Trobriand Islanders have an avunculocal rule of
postmarital residence. '

Sometimes a society will have a rule of residence stating that after marriage,
the couple can live either with the bride’s family or with the groom’s family. In
contrast to our own society, they cannot establish an independent household.
This is called bilocal residence. On Dobu, an island near the Trobriands, the mar-
ried couple spend one year in the bride’s village and the following year in the
groom’s village, alternating in this manner between the two villages every year.
Among the Iban of Borneo, however, a choice must be made at some point after
marriage between affiliation with one side or the other, and this choice becomes
permanent.

Lastly, there is a postmarital residence rule in which husband and wife live
with their respective kin, apart from one another. This is known as duolocal
residence. The Ashanti of Ghana, who traditionally lived in large towns, have this
form of postmarital residence. Husbands and wives live in the same town, but not
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in the same household. At dusk, one could see young children carrying the evening
meal from their mother’s house to their father’s house for their father to eat.

FAMILY TYPES AND HOUSEHOLDS

The rules stating where a couple should live after marriage result in different types
of families. People who are related to one another by some form of kinship consti-
tute a family, while people who live together under one roof form a household. The
members of a household may not necessarily all be related by kinship to one an-
other. Family-and household units, therefore, may not coincide. In the Ashanti ex-
ample just discussed, the family unit of husband, wife, and children live in two
separate households. With neolocal postmarital residence, as exists in America, the
family that is formed is the nuclear family (see Figure 6-2). It consists of the hus-
band, the wife, and children until they marry, at which point those children will es-
tablish their own nuclear families. The nuclear family is an independent household
that operates autonomously in economic affairs, in the rearing of children, and in
other phases of life.

What happens when there are plural spouses, as in societies that practice
polygyny or polyandry? Among the Kanuri, where polygyny is practiced, only a
small proportion of men actually have more than one wife. However, in polygy-
nous families, each wife must have her own house and hearth. This is typical of a
number of African societies. The husband must visit each wife in turn, at which
time she cooks for him, and he must stay the night with her. Though he may favor
one wife over another, he should treat them equally. A man’s house and those of
his wives form a single walled compound or household. Even though they have
separate hearths and separate houses, they are all under the authority of the hus-
band, who is the head of the household. Such a household might also include
slaves belonging to the head of the household. In polyandrous societies, like Tibet,
a woman and her several husbands, usually brothers, live in the same house and
form a single household.

When several related nuclear families live together in the same household,
they form an extended family. When there is a rule of virilocal residence, the
household consists of an older married couple, their married sons and wives, and
the unmarried children of both the older couple and their married sons. These all
form one extended family. Their married daughters will have left the household to
join the households of their husbands. The center of this type of extended family is
a core of related men. Their in-marrying wives come from many different places
and are not related to each other. Uxorilocal postmarital residence results in ex-
tended families of a very different sort. In this case, a core of related women remain
together, and their husbands marry into the extended family. With avunculocal res-
idence there is once again a core of men forming the basis of the extended family,
but this core of men is linked through women. Avunculocal residence occurs when
a young man moves to his mother’s brother’s house during adolescence. The
wives in this case also marry into the family.
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FIGURE 6-2 Family types.
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A Kirghiz extended family from the Pamir Mountains posing in front of
their yurt.

Extended families also vary in their extent. The most extensive extended
family is the one that consists of parents and married children of one sex, their
spouses, and their own children. Some extended families consist only of parents
and one married son and his family. Such a family is known as a stem family and
occurs in parts of rural Ireland. Since the amount of land inherited is small and
cannot be profitably subdivided, only one son, typically the youngest one, in-
herits the land, while his older brothers go off to the cities, become priests, or em-
igrate to Boston or Hong Kong. Another type of extended family is the joint
family, which includes brothers and their wives and children who stay together
as a single family after the parents have died. In most of the examples discussed
above, family type and household coincide and perform a variety of functions,
including the socialization of children, cooperation in economic activities, and
political decision making.

The kinds of family groups that we have just described are based on both kinship
and common residence. Beyond the family, there are groups based upon shared
kinship or descent where the members need not live in the same place. Descent
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groups are those whose memberships are descended from a common ancestor.
These groups are usually called clans by anthropologists. We have previously dis-
cussed exogamy, that is, the rule that one must marry outside one’s group. In most
societies that have clans, though certainly not in all, clans are exogamous, and one
must marry outside one’s own clan.

PATRILINEAL DESCENT AND MATRILINEAL DESCENT

Societies have rules that state that the child belongs either to the mother’s clan or
to the father’s clan. A rule that states that a child belongs to his or her father’s clan
is called a patrilineal rule of descent. This means that children belong to their fa-
ther’s clan, the father belongs to his father’s clan, and so forth, as illustrated in the
diagram (see Figure 6-3). A daughter belongs to her father’s clan, but her children
do not. Children share common clanship with only one of their four grandparents;
however, the other three grandparents are still their relatives and kinsmen. As one
goes back through the generations, ties of kin relationships form a web of kinship.
A rule of descent carves out of this web of kinship a much smaller segment, which
comprises the members of one’s own clan. Clans continue to exist through time,
beyond the lifespan of individual members, as new generations continue to be
born into the clan.

A matrilineal rule of descent states that a child belongs to the clan of his or her
mother, not that of the father. The Trobriand Islanders have such a rule of descent.
Among the Trobrianders, as in all matrilineal societies, the continuity of the clan is
not through a man’s own children but through those of his sister.

In societies where either matrilineal or patrilineal clans are present, the clans
have certain functions; that is, they carry out certain activities. Some of the activi-
ties of clans concern rituals. For example, the matrilineal clan of the Trobrianders
serves as host at the ceremonial distribution (sagali) accompanying a funeral when
amember of their clan dies. Ritual objects and spells are owned by clans. Clans also
have political functions and may compete with one another for power and politi-
cal positions and may even fight with one another. Each clan has some kind of lead-
ership, almost always male, to organize these political activities. The chief (the
leader) of a Trobriand clan directs the accumulation of large amounts of food to be
given away at a Trobriand sagali. Finally, what has frequently been seen as the most
important function of the clan is its ownership of land. Members of a clan have the
right to use its land by virtue of the fact that they are born into the clan. Clan mem-
bers may work together at tasks, such as building a communal house or canoe, that
benefit the clan as a whole. The common ancestor from whom all the members of
a clan believe that they are descended is sometimes conceived of as an ancestral or
clan spirit. This ancestral spirit may be thought of as having a nonhuman form,
perhaps that of an animal. In that case all members of the clan are thought of as
having a special relationship to that animal, and they may be forbidden to eat it.
Such an animal is called the clan totem, and, as noted in Chapter 5, it is a symbol
that represents the clan and could be graphically represented, as depicted in the
totermn pole on page 100.




Descent

A. Patrilineal descent B. Matrilineal descent

OTA =

C. Members of a patrilineal clan D. Members of a matrilineal clan

A = male O = female

FIGURE 6-3 Descent and clan membership.

The clan is frequently referred to by anthropologists as a corporate descent
group, because it has many of the characteristics of a modern corporation. Like a
corporation, it has an existence independent of its individual members. Old clan
members die and new ones are born, while the clan continues to operate through
time. The corporation owns property, and so does the clan. However, anybody can
buy stock in a corporation and become an owner, but membership in a clan is re-
stricted to certain kinds of kin, as defined by the rule of descent.

In Chapter 5 we noted the way in which elements of the human body can be
used metaphorically to discuss kinship. They can also be used to contrast relation-
ships through the mother and relationships through the father. The way in which
the contrast is symbolized differs in patrilineal and matrilineal societies. In many
patrilineal societies, the connection between the child and the mother is seen in
terms of mother’s milk and menstrual blood. In these societies, milk or blood sym-




