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The study of kinship has been central to cross-
cultural research. Marriage customs, systems of
descent, and patterns of residence have been
described and compared in a range of societies
around the world. At the heart of traditional
studies of kinship is the opposition between the
domestic domain on the one hand and the pub-
lic, political, and jural domain on the other. An-
thropologists, particularly those working in Af-
rica, studied kinship in this latter domain, They
delineated large corporate descent groups
called lineages that managed property and re-
sources and that were the basic building blocks
of political organization (Fortes 1949, 1953).
Marriage, for some kinship theorists, is a political
transaction, involving the exchange of women
between men who wish to form alliances (Lévi-
Strauss 1969; see also Ortner, this book). A
woman, from this perspective, is a passive pawn
with little influence over kinship transactions.
She is viewed “in terms of the rights her kin have
to her domestic labor, to the property she might
acquire, to her children, and to her sexuality”

(Lamphere 1974:98). The dynamic, affective,
and even interest-oriented aspects of women’s
kinship are essentially ignored in an approach
that is rooted in androcentric principles: women
have the children; men impregnate the women;
and men usually exercise controt (Fox 1967).
Recent critiques of the traditional study of
kinship have pointed out that it is “no fonger ad-
equate to view women as bringing to kinship
primarily a capacity for bearing children while
men bring primarily a capacity for participation
in public life” (Collier and Yanagisako 1987:7).
A gendered approach to kinship takes a number
of different directions but focuses on the status
of men and women in different kinship systems
and on the power (defined as the ability to make
others conform to one's desires and wishes) that
accrues to women through their manipulation of
social relations. Cross-cultural variations in the
status of men and women have been examined
in relation to rules of descent and postmarital
residence (Martin and Voorhies 1375; Fried!
1975). Among horticulturalists, for example,
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women, have higher status in societies charac-
terized by matrilineal descent (descent through
the female line from a common female ances-
tor} and matrilocal residence (living with the
wife and her kin after marriage) than in societies
characterized by patrilineal descent (descent
through the male line from a common male an-
cestor) and patrilocal residence (living with the
husband and his kin after marriage). In matrifin-
eal systems descent group membership, social
identity, rights to land, and succession to politi-
cal office are all inherited through one’s mother.,

When matrilineality is combined with matri-
local residence, a hushand marries into a house-
hold in which a long-standing domestic coalition
exists between his wife and her mother, sisters,
and broader kin relations (Friedl 1975}, These
women cooperate with one another in work en-
deavors and provide mutual support. Although a
man retains authority in a matrilineal system
over his sisters and her children, the coalitions
formed by kin-related women can provide them
with power and influence both within and be-
yond the household (Brown 1970; Lamphere
1974) and also with a degree of sexual freedom.
The important issue for women’s status, as
Schlegel (1972:96) has argued, is not the de-
scent system per se but the organization of the
domestic group.

In contrast to matrilineal and matrilocal sys-
tems, in patrilineal and patrilocal societies
women do not have their own kin nearby. A
woman enters her husband’s household as a
stranger. Separated from her own kin, she can-
not forge lateral alliances easily. However, other
opportunifies are open to women that enhance
their power and status in patrilineal and patrilo-
cal societies. Taiwanese women, for example,
marry into the household of their husbands
(Wolf 1972). A Taiwanese wife must pay hom-
age to her husband’s ancestors, obey her hus-
band and mother-in-law, and bear children for
her hushand’s patrilineage. According to Wolf
(1972:32). “A woman can and, if she is ever to
have any economic security, must provide the
links in the male chain of descent, but she will
never appear in anyone's genealogy as that all-
important name connecting the past to the fu-
ture.”

After a Taiwanese wife gives birth to a son,

her status in the household begins to change,

and it improves during her life course as she -

forges what Wolf calls a uterine family—a family
based on the powerful relationship between
mothers and sons. The subordination of conju-

gal to intergenerational relationships that is ex- -

emplified by the Taiwanese case, as well as the
opportune ways in which women take advan-
tage of filial ties to achieve political power within
and beyond the household, are apparent in
other societies around the world—for example,
in sub-Saharan Africa (Potash 1986).

When a Taiwanese wife becomes a mother-

in-law she achieves the greatest power and sta-

tus within her husband’s household. Wolf -
(1972:37) concludes that “the uterine family -
has no ideology, no formal structure, and no -

public existence. It is built out of sentiments and
loyalties that die with its members, but it is no
less real for all that. The descent lines of men are

born and nourished in the uterine families of

women, and it is here that a male ideology that
excludes women makes its accommodations
with reality.” Similarly, Hausa trading women
are able to compensate for an ideology that

keeps them in residential seclusion by depend- :

ing on their children to distribute their goods,
provide information on the world outside the

household, and help with child-care and cook- -

ing (Schildkrout 1983). _

Wolf's research on Taiwanese women sub-
stantiates Lamphere’s {1974:99) observation
that “the distribution of power and authority in
the family, the developmental cycle of the do-
mestic group, and women'’s strategies are all re-
lated.” By strategies Lamphere is referring to the
active ways in which women use and manipu-
late kinship to their own advantage. The strate-
gic use of kinship is a mechanism for economic
survival among the African-American families of
a midwestern town described by Stack (in this
book).The households of these families are flexi-
ble and fluid; they are tied together by complex
networks of female kinship and friendship. If the
boundaries of the household are elastic, the ties
that unite kin and friends are long-lasting.
Through these domestic networks, women ex-
change a range of goods and services including
child care. They rely on one another and
through colfective efforts keep one another

afloat. When one member of the network
achieves a degree of economic success she can
choose to withdraw from kin cooperation to
conserve resources. However, by reinitiating
gift-giving and exchange, at some point she can
easily reenter the system. Stack’s research shows
one example of a strategy pursued by many
families in the United States who must cope
with urban poverty and the constant threat of
unemployment.

A similar approach is shown in research on
Afro-Caribbean families, who also live in condi-
tions of economic uncertainty and stress. This
research has generated a vigorous debate about
a complex of characteristics, including female-
headed households, women’s control of house-
hold earnings and decision making, kinship net-
waorks linked through women, and the absence
of resident men. This complex of characteristics
has been referred to as matrifocality. Drawing
on data from her research in Jamaica, Prior (in
this book) reviews the concept of matrifocality, a
concept first introduced by Raymond Smith in
1956 to describe the central position and power
of the mother within the household. Rather than
viewing these households as disorganized or
pathological results of slavery and colonialism,
anthropologists recently have stressed their
adaptive advantages (Bolles and Samuels 1989)
for women who are both mothers and economic
providers. Furthermore, as Prior suggests, the
composition of households in the Caribbean is
fluid; they can be female-headed at one point in
time and nuclear at another. Arguing against a
widely held conception within anthropology,
Prior suggests that fathers and male partners are
by no means marginal to the household.

Prior points out that very little work has been
done on the relations between men and women
in such households because men were always
assumed to be absent. One neglected aspect of
male-female household relations is domestic vi-
olence. Such violence often emerges because
the expectations that women held for men,
whether they are monetary contributions to the
household or fidelity, are not fulfitled. The po-
tential for violence that can erupt when women
challenge men about these unfulfilled obliga-
tions can undercut the power that women oth-
erwise maintain within the household.
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Women-centered families like those of Afri-
can-Americans and Afro-Caribbeans have been
described for other parts of the world (Tanner
1974). Cole (in this book) introduces us to
Maria, a fisherwoman who lives in a small town
on the northern coast of Portugal. Forced into
productive activity because her husband emi-
grated to Brazil and abandoned her for many
years, Maria has taken control of her life and her
personhood. Like Taiwanese women, she has
invested in her relationship with her children
rather than in the conjugal tie with her husband,
aithough in this case the significant children are
daughters rather than sons. Children, says Cole,
are a resource for women. This is most evident
in the high rates of illegitimacy that have charac-
terized this town, and northern Portugal in gen-
eral, until fairly recently. Also characteristic of
the region are the significant inheritance of
property by women and the tendency for matri-
local residence or neclocal residence near the
wife’s kin. These women-centered patterns are,
as Cole and others {Brettell 1986) stress, closely
linked to a long-standing pattern of male emi-
gration. Whether in agriculture or in fishing,
many women in northern Portugal must fulfill
both male and female roles within the house-
hoid.

The matrilateral bias in kinship described by
Cole for northern Portugal is also apparent
among Japanese-American immigrants in the
urban United States (Yanagisako 1977). Mani-
fested in women-centered kin networks, this
bias influences patterns of coresidence, residen-
tial proximity, mutual aid, and affective ties.
Rather than stressing the economic reasons for
the maintenance of kinship ties, Yanagisako
draws attention to the role of women as kin
keepers who foster and perpetuate channels of
communication and who plan and stage elabo-
rate family rituals.

The social and ritual importance of kinship is
precisely what di Leonardo (in this book) focuses
on in her discussion of the female world of cards
and halidays. The Italian-American women she
describes work in the labor market and at home,
but they are also engaged in “kin work.” Kin
work is women's work and involves maintaining
contact through all kinds of mechanisms with
family members who are deemed important.
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Unlike child care and house cleaning, it is a task
that has to be carried out by the woman herself.
Though it is often burdensome work women un-
dertake kin work, according to di Leonardo, be-
cause through it they can set up a chain of valu-
able and long-term obligations within a wide
circle of social relations.

Although di Leonardo identifies other parts of
the developed world in which women have
greater kin knowledge than men and work hard
at maintaining kinship networks (for example,
Lomnitz and Perez-Lizaur 1987}, several ques-
tions are apen to further empirical investigation.
For example, why in some societies does kin
work take on ritual significance, and why is it
culturally assigned to women in some contexts
and to men in others? Di Leonardo interprets
the emergence of gendered kin work in associa-
tion with a relative decline in importance of the
domain of public male kinship that is found, for
example, in African societies characterized by a
powerful principle of descent. The shift, she sug-
gests, is part of the process of capitalist develop-
ment. Recently, Enloe (1990) has taken these ar-
guments much further by demonstrating how
both global politics and global economics are
engendered. Without kin work, for example,
Hallmark (the card manufacturer) would be out
of business.

Collier and Yanagisako (1987} have recently
argued that gender and kinship are mutually
constructed and should be brought together into
one analytic field. Kinship and gender are
closely allied because they are both based in,
but not exclusively determined by, biclogy and
because what it means to be a man or a woman
is directly linked to the rules of marriage and
sexuality that a culture constructs. As Linden-
baum (1987:221} has observed, “Relations of
kinship are in certain societies, relations of pro-
duction. If kinship is understood as a system that
organizes the liens we hold on the emotions and
labors of others, then it must be studied in rela-
tion to gender ideologies that enmesh men and
women in diverse relations of productive and
reproductive work. The variable constructions
of male and female that emerge in different
times and places are central fo an understanding
of the character of kinship.”
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Domestic Networks: “Those You

Count On”

Carol Stack

In The Flats the responsibility for providing
food, care, clothing, and shelter and for so-
cializing children within domestic networks
may be spread over several houscholds.
Which household a given individual belongs
to is not a particularly meaningful question,
as we have seen that daily domestic organiza-
tion depends on several things: where people
sleep, where they eat, and where they offer
their time and money. Although those who
cat together and contribute toward the rent
are generally considered by Flat’s residents to
form minimal domestic units, household
changes rarely affect the exchanges and daily
dependencies of those who take part in com-
mon activity.

The residence patterns and cooperative
organization of people linked in domestic
networks demonsirate the stability and collec-
tive power of family life in The Flats. Michael
Lee grew up in The Flats and now has a job in
Chicago. On a visit to The Flats, Michael de-
scribed the residence and domestic organiza-

Excerpis [rom At Qur Kin by Carol Stack, Copyright @

1974 by Carol B. Stack. Reprinted by permission of

HarperCollins Publishers,

tion of his kin. “Most of my kin in The Flats
lived right here on Cricket Street, numbers
sixteen, eighteen, and twenty-two, in these
three apartment buildings joined together.
My mama decided it would be best for me and
my three brothers and sister to be on Cricket
Street too. My daddy's mather had a small
apartment in this building, her sister had one
in the basement, and another brother and his
family took a larger apartment upstairs. My
uncle was really good to us. He got us things
we wanted and he controlled us. All the
women kept the younger kids together dur-
ing the day. They cooked together too. It was
good living.”

Yvonne Diamond, a forty-ycar-old Chi-
cago woman, moved to The Flats from Chi-
cago with her four children. Soon afterwards
they were evicted. “The landlord said he was
going to build a parking lot there, but he
never did. The old place is still standing and
has folks in it today. My husband’s mother
and father took me and the kids in and
watched over them while T had my baby. We
stayed on after my husband’'s mother died,
and my husband joined us when he got a job
in The Flats.”
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When families or individuals in The Flats
are evicted, other kinsmen usually take them
in. Households in The Flats expand or con-
tract with the loss of a job, a death in the fam-
tly, the beginning or end of a sexual partner-
ship, or the end of a friendship. Welfare
workers, researchers, and landlords have
long known that the poor must move fre-
quently. What is much less understood is the
relationship between residence and domestic
organization in the black community.

The spectrum of economic and legal pres-
sures that act upon ghetto residents, requir-
ing them to move—unemployment, welfare
requirements, housing shortages, high rents,
eviction—are clear-cut examples of external
pressures aflecting the daily lives of the poor.
Flats’ residents are evicted from their dwell-
ings by landlords who want to raise rents, tear
the building down, or rid themselves of ten-
anis who complain about rats, roaches, and
the plumbing. Houses get condemned by the
city on landlords’ requests so that they can
force tenants to move. After an eviction, a
landlord can rent to a family in such great
need of housing that they will not complain
for a while.

Poor housing conditions and unenforced
housing standards coupled with overcrowd-
ing, unemployment, and poverty produce
hazardous living conditions and residence
changes. “Our whole family had to move
when the gas lines sprung a leak in our apart-
ment and my son set the place on fire by acci-
dent,” Sam Summer told me. “The place be-
longed to my sister-in-law’s grandfather. We
had been living there with my mother, my
brother’s eight children, and our eight chil-
dren. My father lived in the basement apart-
ment ‘cause he and my mother were sepa-
rated. After the fire burned the whole place
down, we all moved to two places down the
street near my cousin's house.”

When people are unable to pay their rent
because they have been temporarily “cut off
aid,” because the welfare office is suspicious
of their eligibility, because they gave their
rent money to a kinsman to help him through
a crisis or illness, or because they were laid off
from their job, they receive eviction notices

almost immediately. Lydia Watson describes
a chain of events starting with the welfare of-
fice stopping her sister's welfare checks, lead-
ing to an eviction, co-residence, overcrowd-
ing, and eventually murder, Lydia sadly

related the story to me. “My oldest sister was.
cut off aid the day her husband got out of jail.
She and her husband and their three children

were evicted from their apartment and they

came to live with us. We were in crowded con-
ditions already. I had my son, my other sister

was there with her two kids, and my mother

was about going crazy. My mother put my’
sister’s husband out 'cause she found out he'
was a dope addict. He came back one night'
soon after that and murdered my sister. After
my sister’s death my mother couldn’t face living
in Chicago any longer. One of my other sisters -

who had been adopted and raised by my

mother's paternal grandmother visited us and -
persuaded us to move to The Flats, where she

was staying. All of us moved there—my mother,
my two sisters and their children, my two baby
sisters, and my dead sister’s children. My sis-

ter who had been staying in The Flats found -

us a house across the street from her own.”
Overcrowded dwellings and the impossi-

bility of finding adequate housing in The

Flats have many long-term consequences re-’
garding where and with whom children live:

Terence Platt described where and with -
whom his kin lived when he was a child. "My
brother stayed with my aunt, my mother’s sis- :

ter, and her hushand until he was ten, 'cause
he was the oldest in our family and we didn’t

have enough room-hut he stayed with us -
most every weekend, Finally my aunt moved -

into the house behind ours with her husband,

her brother, and my brother; my sisters and -

brothers and I lived up front with my mother
and her old man.”

KIN-STRUCTURED
LOCAL NETWORKS

The material and cultural support needed to
absorb, sustain, and socialize community
members in The Flats is provided by networks
of cooperating kinsmen. Local coalitions
formed from these networks of kin and

friends are mobilized within domestic net-
works; domestic organization is diffused over
many kin-based households which themselves
have elastic boundaries. .

People in The Flats are immersed in a do-
mestic web of a large number of kin and
friends whom they can count on. From a so-
cial viewpoint, relationships within the com-
munity are “organized on the model of kin re-
lationships”™ (Goodenough 1970, p. 49).
Kin-constructs such as the perception of par-
enthood, the culturally determined criteria
which affect the shape of personal kindreds,
and the idiom of kinship, prescribe kin who
can be recruited into domestic networks.

There are similarities in function between
domestic networks and domestic groups
which Fortes (1962, p. 2} characterizes as
“workshops of social reproduction.” Both do-
mains include three generations of members
linked collaterally or otherwise. Kinship, jural
and affectional bonds, and economic factors
affect the composition of both domains and
residential alignments within them. There
are two striking differences between domestic
networks and domestic groups. Domestic net-
works are not visible groups, because they do
not have an obvious nucleus or defined
boundary. But since a primary focus of do-
mestic networks is child-care arrangements,
the cooperation of a cluster of adult femalesis
apparent. Participants in domestic networks
are recruited from personal kindreds and
friendships, but the personnel changes with
fluctuating economic needs, chaqging_ life
styles, and vacillating personal relationships.

In some loosely and complexly structured
cognatic systems, kin-structured _locai net-
works (not groups) emerge. Localized coali-
tions of persons drawn from personal kin-
dreds can be organized as networks of
kinsmen. Goodenough (1970, p. 49) correctly
points out that anthropologists frequently de-
scribe “localized kin groups,” but rarely de-
scribe kin-structured local groups (Good-
enough 1962; Helm 1965). The localized,
kin-based, cooperative coalitions of people
described in this chapter are organized as
kin-structured domestic networks. For brev-
ity, I refer to them as demestic networks.
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RESIDENCE AND DOMESTIC
ORGANIZATION

The connection between households and do-
mestic life can be illustrated by examples
taken from cooperating kinsmen and friends
mobilized within domestic networks in The
Flats. Domestic networks are, of course, not
centered around one individual, but for sim-
plicity the domestic network in the following
example is named for the key participants in
the network, Magnolia and Calvin Waters.
The description is confined to four months
between April and July 1969. Even within this
short time span, individuals moved and
joined other houscholds within the domestic
network.

THE DOMESTIC NETWORK
OF MAGNOLIA AND CALVIN WATERS

Magnolia Waters is forty-one years old and
has eleven children. At sixteen she maoved
from the South with her parents, four sisters
(Augusta, Garrie, Lydia, and Olive), and two
brothers (Pennington and Oscar). Soon after
this she gave birth to her oldest daughter,
Ruby. At twenty-three Ruby Banks had two
daughters and a son, each by a different fa-
ther.

When Magnolia was twenty-five she met
Calvin, who was forty-seven years old. They
lived together and had six children. Calvin is
now sixty-three years old; Calvin and Magno-
lia plan to marry soon so that Magnolia will
receive Calvin’s insurance benefits. Calvin has
wwo other daughters, who are thirty—eigl}t and
forty, by an early marriage in Mississippi. Cal-
vin still has close ties with his daughters and
their mother who all live near one another
with their families in Chicago. )

Magnolia’s oldest sister, Augusta, is child-
less and has not been married. Augusta has
maintained long-term “housckeeping” part-
nerships with four different men over the past
twenty years, and each ol them has helped
her raise her sisters’ children. These men
have maintained close, affectional ties with
the family over the years. Magnolia’s youn-
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gest sister, Carrie, married Lazar, twenty-five
years her senior, when she was just fifteen.
They stayed together for about five years.
After they separated Carrie married Kermit,
separated from him, and became an alco-
holic. She lives with different men from time
to time, but in between men, or when things
are at loose ends, she stays with Lazar, who
has become a participating member of the
family. Lazar usually resides near Augusta
and Augusta’s “old man,” and Augusta gener-
ally prepares Lazar's meals. Ever since Carrie
became ill, Augusta has been raising Carrie’s
son.

Magnolia’s sister Lydia had two daughters,
Lottie and Georgia, by two different fathers,
before she married Mike and gave birth to his
son. After Lydia married Mike, she no longer
received AFDC henelits for her children.
Lydia and Mike acquired steady jobs, bought
a house and furniture, and were doing very
well. For at least ten years they purposely re-
moved themselves from the network of kin
cooperation, preventing their kin from drain-
ing their resources. They refused to partici-
pate in the network of exchanges which Lydia
had formerly depended upon; whenever pos-
sible they refused to trade clothes or lend
money, or if they gave something, they did
not ask for anything in return. During this pe-
riod they were not participants in the domes-
tic network. About a year ago Lydia and Mike
separated over accusations and gossip that
each of them had established another sexual
relationship. During the five-month-period
when the marriage was ending, Lydia began
giving some of her nice clothes away to her
sisters and nieces. She gave a couch to her
brother and a TV to a niece. Anticipating
her coming needs, Lydia attempted to re-
obligate her kin by carrying out the pattern
which had been a part of her daily life before
her marriage. After Lydia separated from her
husband, her two younger children once
again received AFDC. Lydia’s oldest daugh-
ter, Lottie, is over eighteen and too old to re-
ceive AFDC, but Lotrie has a three-year-old
daughter who has received AFDC benefits
since birth,

Eloise has been Magnolia's closest friend
for many years. Eloise is Magnolia’s first son's

father’s sister. This son moved into hi
father’s household by his own choice when he
was about twelve years old. Magnolia and Elo
ise have maintained a close, sisterly friend
ship. Elvise lives with her hushand, her fou

children, and the infant son of her oldest

daughter, who is seventeen. Eloise's hus

band's brother’s daughter, Lily, who is

twenty, and her young daughter recent!
joined the houschold. Eloise’s husband
youngest brother is the father of her sister

child. When the child was an infant, that sister

stayed with Eloise and her hushand.

Billy Jones lives in the basement in the:

same apartment house as Augusta, Magno
lia’s sister. A temperamental woman with
three sons, Billy has become Augusta’s closes
friend. Billy once ran a brothel in The Flats

but she has worked as a cook, has written’
songs, and has attended college from time to’
time. Augusta keeps Billy's sons whenever:

Billy leaves town, has periods of depression
or beats the children too severely. '

Another active participant in the network:
is Willa Mae. Willa Mae’s younger brother;:
James, is Ruby’s daughter’s father. Even:
though James does not visit the child and has’
not assumed any parental duties toward the .
child, Willa Mae and Ruby, who are the same*
age, help each other out with their young

children.

Calvin's closest friend, Cecil, died several
years ago. Cecil was Violet’s hushand. Violet,

Cecil, and Calvin came from the same town in:

Mississippi and their families have been very:
close. Calvin boarded with Violet's family for’
five years or so before he met Magnolia. Vio-

let is now seventy years old. She lives with her
daughter, Odessa, who is thirty-seven, her

two sons, Josh, who is thirty-five and John,

who is forty, and Odessa’s three sons and
daughter. Odessa’s hushand was killed in a

fight several years ago and ever since then she -
and her family have shared a household with

Violet and her two grown sons, Violet's sons
Josh and John are good friends with Magno-
lia, Ruby, and Augusta and visit them fre-
quently. About five years ago John brought
one of his daughters to live with his mother
and sister because his family thought that the
mother was not taking proper care of the
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CHART 1. Spatial Relations in Magnolia and Leo’s Domestic Network

child; the mother had several other children
and did not object. The girl is now ten years
old and is an accepted member of the family
and the network,

Chart 1 shows the spatial relations of the
households in Magnolia and Calvin’s domes-
tic network in April 1969. The houses are
scattered within The Flats, but none of them
is more than three miles apart. Cab fare, up to

two dollars per trip, is spent practically every
day, and sometimes twice a day, as individuals
visit, trade, and exchange services. Chart 2
shows how individuals are brought into the
domestic necwork.

The following outline shows residential
changes which occurred in several of the
households within the network between April
and June 1969.
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Domestic Arrangement

Magnolia (38) and Calvin (60} live in a
common-law relationship with their eight
children (ages 4 to 18).

. Magnolia's sister Augusta and Augusta’s

“old man,” Herman, share a nvo-bedroom
house with Magnolia’s daughter Ruby (22)
and Ruby’s three children. Augusta and
Herman have one bedroom, the three chil-
dren sleep in the second bedroom, and
Ruby sleeps downstairs in the living room.
Ruby’s boyfriend, Art, stays with Ruby
many evenings.

- Augusia’s girlfriend Billy and Billy’s three

sons live on the first floor of the house.
Lazar, Magnolia's and Augusta’s ex-
brother-in-law, lives in the basement alone,

413

6.

-1

. Willa Mae (26), her husband, her son, he

. Violer (70}, her wwo sons, Josh (35) an

JOHM o

CHART 2. Kin-structured
Domestic Network

or from time to time, with his ex~wife Car:
rie. Lazar eats the evening meal, which Au
gusta prepares for him, at houschold #2.
Magnolia's sister Lydia, Lydia's "old man,”:
Lydia's two daughters, Georgia and Lottie
Lydia's son, and Lottie’s three-year-ol
daughter live in Lydia's house.

sister Claudia (32), and her brother Jame
(father of Ruby’s dauglhter) share a house
hold.
Eloise (37), her husband Jessie, their fou
children, their oldest daughter's (17) son
and Jessie’s brother’s daughter Lily (20)
and Lilv's baby all live together. '

John (40), her daughter Odessa (37), and
Odessa’s three sons and one danghter kv
together. Five years ago John's daughte
(10) joined the household.

_ jUNE 1969

Huousehold Domestic Arrangement

. Household composition unchanged.

2, Augusta and Herman moved out after
quarreling with Ruby over housekeeping
and cooking duties. They joined house-
hold #3. Ruby and Art remamed in house-
hold #2 and began housckeeping with
Ruby’s children.

4. Billy and her three sons remained on the
first floor and Lazar remained in the base-
ment. Augusta and Herman rented a
small, one-room apartment upstairs.

4. Lottie and her daughter moved out of
Lydia's house to a large apartment down
the street, which they shared with Lottie's
girl friend and the friend's daughter. Geor-
gia moved into her boyiriend's apariment.
Lydia and her son (17) remaied in the
house with Lydia’s “old man.”

5. James began housckeeping with a new girl
friend who lived with her sister, but he kept
most of his clothes at home. His brother
moved into his room after returning from
the service, Willa Mae, her husband, and
son remained in the house.

6. Household composition unchanged.

7. Odessa’s son Raymond is the father of
Clover's baby. Clover and the baby joined
the household which includes Violet, her
two sons, her daughter, Odessa, and
Qdessa’s three sons and one daughter and
John's daughter.

Typical residential alignments in The Flats
are those between adult mothers and sisters,
mothers and adult sons and daughters, close
aclult female relatives, and friends defined as
kin within the idiom of kinship. Domestic or-
ganization is diffused over these kin-based
housecholds.

Residence patterns among the poorin The
Flats must be considered in the context of do-
mestic organization. The connection between
residence and domestic organization is ap-
parent in examples of a series of domestic
and child-care arrangements within Magnolia
and Calvin's network a few years ago.
Consider the following four kin-based resi-
dences among Magnolia and Calvin’s kin in
1966.
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Houschold Domestic Arrangement

1. Magnolia. Galvin, and seven young chil-
dren.

9. Magnolia’s mother, Magnolia's brother,
Magnolia’s sister and her sister’s husband,
Magnolia's oldest daughter, Ruby, and
Ruby's first child.

3. Magnolia's  oldest  sister,  Augusta,
Augusta’s “old man,” Augusta's sister’s
{Carrie) son. and Magnolia’s tvelve-year-
old son.

4. Magnolia’s oldest son, his father, and the
father's “old lady.”

Household composition per se reveals little
about domestic organization even when co-
operation between close adult females is as-
sumed. Three of these households (1, 2, 3)
were located on one city block. Magnolia’s
mother rented a rear house behind Magno-
lia’s house, and Magnolia's sister Augusta
lived in an apartment down the street. As we
have seen, they lived and shared each other’s
lives. Magnolia, Ruby, and Augusta usually
pooled the food stamps they received from
the welfare office. The women shopped to-
gether and everyone shared the evening meal
with their men and children at Magnolia’s
mother’s house or at Magnolia's. The chil-
dren did not always have a bed of their own or
a bed which they were expected to share with
another child. They fell asleep and slept
through the night wherever the late evening
visiting patterns ol the adult females took
them.

The kinship links which most often are the
basis of new or expanded houscholds are
those links children have with close adult fe-
males such as the child's mother, mother's
mother, mother's sister, mother's brother’s
wife, father’s mother, father's sister, and
tather’s brother’s wife,

Here are some examples of the flexibility
of the Blacks’ adaptation to daily, social, and
economic problems (Stack 1970, p. 309).

Relational Link Daomestic Arrangement

Viola’s brother married his first
wife when he was sixteen. When
she left him she kept their
daughter.

Mother
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Mother's mother Viola's sister Martha was never
able to care for her children be-
cause of her nerves and high
blood. In between husbands,
her mother kept her twvo oldest
children, and after Martha's
death, her mother keptall three
of the children.

Mother's brother A year after Martha's death,
Martha's brother took Martha's
oldest daughter, helping his
mother out since this left her
with only two children to care
for.

Maother's mother Viola's daughter (20) was living
at home and gave birth to a son.
The daughter and her son re-
mained in the Jackson house-
hiold until the daughter married
and set up a separate household
with her husband, leaving her
so1l to be raised by her mother.

Mother’s sister  Martha moved to Chicago into
her sister's household. The
household consisted of the two
sisters and four of their chil-
dren.

Father'smother Viela’s sister Ethel had four
daughters and one son. When
Ethel had a nervous breakdown,
her husband took the three
daughters and his son ro live
with his mother in Arkansas.
After his wife's death, the hus-
band took the oldest daughter,
to join her siblings in his
mother’s home in Arkansas.

Father'smother When Viola's younger sister,
Christinte, leli her husband in
order to harvest fruit in Wiscon-
sin, Christine left her two
daughters with her husband’s
mother in Arkansas.

Father's sister When Viola’s brother’'s wife
died, he decided to raise his two
sons himsell. He kept the two
boys and never remarried al-
though he had several girl
friends and a child with one. His
residence has always been near
Viola's and she fed and cared
for his sons.

The basis of these cooperative units is mu-
tual aid among siblings of both sexes, the do-
mestic cooperation of close adult females,

and the exchange of goods and services be-
tween male and female kin (Stack 1970). R.T

Smith (1970, p. 66) has referred to this pat-
tern and observes that even when lower-class
Blacks live in a nuclear family group, what is
“most striking is the extent to which lower-
class persons continue to be involved with
other kin.” Nancie Gonzalez (1970, p. 239)
suggests that “the fact that individuals have s

multaneous loyalties to more than one such

grouping may be important in understanding’

the social structure as a whole.”

These co-residential socializing units do
indeed show the important role of the black

female. But the cooperation between mal

and female siblings who share the same.

household or live near one another has been
underestimated by those who have consid-
ered the female-headed household and the
grandmother-headed household (especially
the mother's mother) as the most significant
domestic units among the urban black poor. -

The close cooperation of adults arises from:
the residential patterns typical of young:

adults. Due to poverty, young females with or
without children do not perceive any choice
but to remain living at home with thei

mother or other adult female relatives. Even

ifyoung women are collecting AFDC, they say:
that their resources go further when they

share goods and services. Likewise. jobless

males, or those working at part-time or sea-

sonal jobs, often remain living at home wit

their mother or, if she is dead, with their sis-

ters and brothers. This pattern continues
long after men have become fathers and have

established a series of sexual partnerships.

with women, who are living with their own
kin, friends, or alone with their children. A re-.

sult of this pattern is the striking fact that

households almost always have men around:

male relatives, by birth or marriage, and boy-:
{riends. These men are often intermittent:
members of the households, boarders, or

friends who come and go; men who usually

eat, and sometimes sleep, in the households.
Children have constant and close contact with -
these men, and especially in the case of male’

relatives, these relationships last over th
years.

The most predictable residential pattern’

in The Flats is that men and women reside in
one of the households of their natal kin, orin
the households of those who raised them,
long into their adult years. Even when per-
sons temporarily move out of the household
of their mother or of a close relative, they
have the option to return to the residences of
their kin if they have to.

GENEROSITY AND POVERTY

The combination of arbitrary and repressive
economic forces and social behavior, modi-
fied by successive generations of poverty,
make it almost impossible for people to break
out of poverty. There is no way {or those famn-
ilies poor enough to receive welfare to acquire
any surplus cash which can be saved for emer-
gencies or for acquiring adequate appliances
or a home or a car. In contrast to the middle
class, who are pressured to spend and save,
the poor are not even permitted to establish
an equity.

The following examples from Magnolia
and Calvin Waters’ life illuserates the ways in
which the poor are prohibited from acquiring
any surplus which might enable them to
change their economic condition or life style.

In 1971 Magnolia's uncle died in Missis-
sippi and left an unexpected inheritance of
$1,500 to Magnolia and Calvin Waters. The
cash came from a small run-down farm which
Magnolia’s uncle sold shortly before he died.
It was the first time in their lives that Magno-
liz or Calvin ever had a cash reserve. Their
first hope was to buy a home and use the
money as a down payment.

Calvin had retired from his job as a sea-
sonal laborer the year before and the family
was on welfare. AFDC allotted the family
$100 per month for rent. The housing that
the family had been able to obtain over the
years for their nine children at $100 or less
was always small, roach infested, with poor
plumbing and heating. The family was fre-
quently evicted. Landlords complained about
the noise and oflten observed an average of
ten to fifteen children playing in the house-
hold. Magnolia and Calvin never even antici-
pated that they would be able to buy a home.
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Three days after they received the check,
news ofits arrival spread throughout their do-
mestic network. One niece borrowed $25
from Magnolia so that her phone would not
be turned off. Within a week the wellare office
knew about the money. Magnolia's children
were immediately cut off welfare, including
medical coverage and food stamps. Magnolia
was told that she would not receive a wellare
grant for her children until the money was
used up, and she was given a minimum of
four months in which to spend the money.
The first surplus the family ever acquired was
cffectively taken from them.

During the weeks following the arrival of
the money, Magnolia and Calvin’s obligations
to the needs of kin remained the same, but
their ability to meet these needs had tempo-
rarily increased. When another uncle became
very ill in the South, Magnolia and her older
sister, Augusta, were called to sit by his side.
Magnolia bought round-trip train tickets for
both of them and for her three youngest chil-
dren. When the uncle died, Magnolia bought
round-trip tram tickets so that she and Au-
gusta could attend the funeral. Soon after his
death, Augusta’s first “old man” died in The
Flats and he had no kin to pay for the burial.
Augusta asked Magnolia to help pay for dig-
ging the grave. Magnolia was unable to re-
fuse. Another sister’s rent was two months
overdue and Magnolia feared that she would
get evicted. This sister was seriously ill and
had no source of income. Magnolia paid her
rent.

Winter was cold and Magnolia's children
and grandchildren began staying home from
school because they did not have warm winter
coats and adequate shoes or boots. Magnolia
and Calvin decided to buy coats, hats, and
shoes for all of the children (at least fifteen).
Magnolia also bought a winter coat for herself
and Calvin bought himself a pair of sturdy
shoes.

Within a month and a hall, all of the money
was gone. The money was channeled into the
hands of the same individuals who ordinarily
participate in daily domestic exchanges, but
the premiums were temporarily higher. All of
the money was quickly spent for necessary,
compelling reasons.
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Thus random fluctuations in the meager
flow of available cash and goods tend to be of
considerable importance to the poor. A late
welfare check, sudden sickness, robbery, and
other unexpected losses cannot be overcome
with a cash reserve like more well-to-do fami-
lies hold for emergencies. Increases in cash
are either taken quickly from the poor by the
welfare agencies or dissipated through the
kin network.

Those living in poverty have little or no
chance to escape from the economic situation
into which they were born. Nor do they have
the power to control the expansion or con-
traction of welfare benefits (Piven and
Cloward 1971) or of employment opportuni-
ties, both of which have a momentous effect
on their daily lives. In times of need, the only
predictable resources that can be drawn upon
are their own children and parents, and the
fund of kin and {riends obligated 1o them.
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Gender

and confusing. The variations in terminology
and a preoccupation with the origin of these
units is responsible for much of the confusion.
In addition, two biases, prevalent throughout
the twentieth century, have influenced our
understanding and acceptance of female-fo-
cused units. One bias has been the predomi-
nant view that nuclear families are “normal”;
the other bias is the failure to recognize the
full extent of female roles in soctety. The un-

fortunate result of this is that very little is
known about the dynamics within and be-
wween female-focused kinship units.

The term matrifocal, which is most com-
monly used to refer to households compaosed
of a key female decision maker, was coined by
R.T. Smith in 1956. Recognition of such
houscholds precedes the usage of this term,
however. As early as the 1930s scholars noted
that African-American and African-Carib-
hean househoelds were not composed of nu-
clear families as were the majority of middle-
class households in the United States and
Great Britain. Observers were struck by the
authoritative role of women in these house-
holds and the limited role of the father in the
family. Mothers controlled the earnings
brought into the household and made key de-
cisions. Fathers were either absent or did not
appear to play a major role in economic con-
tributions and in household decision making.
However, attempts to address this situation
reveal more the attitudes and biases prevalent
at that time—many of which remain with us
today —than any real insight as to the nature
of such units. These maternal families, as they
were often called during this early period,
were viewed by scholars as deviant structures
(Mohammed [988). The high rate of illegiu-
macy and instability among mating partners
was cited as proof that these families were dis-
organized and detrimental to the well-being
of their members (Henriques 1933; Simey
1946; see also Moynihan 1965).

The bhias toward nuclear family organiza-
tion that dominated early studies stems from
nineteenth century evolutionists who viewed
the nuclear family as a superior system of kin-
ship organization and from Malinowski who
argued that nuclear families are universal
{Collier, Rosaldo, and Yanigisako 1982).
Thus, societies that exhibited large numbers
of non-nuclear houscholds were considered
abnormal, and it was essential that their de-
velopment be explained.

Scholars naturally turned to the common
characteristics of these female-focused socie-
ties, noting that they were former slave socie-
ties from Africa. One explanation, suggested
by Frazier (1939), held that maternal families
were an adapiive strategy to the slave system
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that defined slaves as individual property who
could be traded to another plantation at any
time. Nuclear families would have been torn
apart with frequent trading of aduit slaves.
Plantation owners were less likely, though, to
tear apart mother-child dyads, at least until
the child reached adolescence. Thus, the sta-
ble unit in a slave system was a household
consisting of mothers and their children. The
other explanation common during this time
period, argued that the maternal family
stemmed from the traditional African system
that survived in spite of the Africans’ forced
migration and subsequent integration into
the slave system (Herskovits 1941). These two
theories enjoyed a lively debate until the mid-
1950s when scholars moved away from histor-
ical explanations and emphasized the role of
present social or economic conditions.

M.G. Smith (1962) argued that family
structure in the West Indies was determined
by the already existing mating systems that
vary somewhat throughout the region. Clarke
(1957), R.'T, Smith (1956), and Gonzalez
(1960) focused more on the effect that the
current economic system had on household
organization. The prevalent household struc-
ture found among African descendants in the
United States and the Caribbean was viewed
as an adaptive strategy to poverty, unemploy-
ment, or male migration. Nuclear families
with only two working adults per household
are believed by some to be at risk in socioeco-
nomic environments in which poverty condi-
tions exist, unemployment is high, and adult
men must migrate to find work (see Durant-
Gonzalez 1982; Gonzalez 1970:242). Thus, in
such societies we are more likely to see house-
holds composed of a mother, a grandparent,
and children; a mother and children; adult
siblings and their children; or adult siblings,
their children, and a grandparent.

The emphasis placed on the sociceco-
nomic environment marked a new trend in
matrifocal studies whereby the relationship
between men and women took a more prom-
inent position. However, the studies placed
more emphasis on the "marginal” or absent
man than they did the ever-present woman
and were criticized for ignoring the wide
range of roles and tasks performed by




312 Ceﬁd.er., Household, and Kinship

women. Furthermore, Smith noted (1962:6)
specific ethnographic data were used to gen-
eralize about matrifocal socicties throughout
the Caribbean. This proved to be problematic
in understanding matrifocal societies theoret-
ically, and it generated confusion as scholars
used different terms to refer to similar types
of kinship and household organizations.

R.T. Smith used the term matrifocal to refer
to the type of structure he originally wit-
nessed among lower class British Guianese
(1956). Taking a developmental approach,
Smith noted that matrifocal households arise
with time after a man and woman begin to
cohabitate. Early in the cycle the woman is
economically dependent on the male part-
ner. Her primary role is to provide care for
the children, but as the children grow older
and earn money for small tasks and labor it is
the mother who controls their earnings. The
father, meanwhile, has been unable to make
significant contributions to the houschold
economy due to his overall low status within a
society that maintains prejudicial hiring poli-
cies. Smith’s concept of matrifocality focuses
on two criteria—the salience of women in
their role as mothers and the marginality of
men (e, their inability to contribute eco-
nomically to the household) (1956; 1973;
1988).

The study of household structure con-
ducted by Gonzalez on the Garifuna (Black
Carib) of Guatemala was not intended, nor
originally identified, as a study on matrifocal-
ity per se¢, but Gonzalez did note the effect
that male emigration had on household struc-
ture (1960). Gonzalez observed that house-
holds were comprised of members who were
related to each other consanguineally
(through blood); no two members of the
household were bound by marriage. These
consanguineal houscholds developed in re-
sponse to a socioeconomic environment that
encouraged men to migrate as they sought
employment (see also Gonzalez 1984 for
comments regarding the applicability of di-
viding households into consanguineal and af-
final types).

The terms and definitions for the house-
hold structures observed by R.T. Smith and
Gonzalez were created to fit specific ethno-

graphic data. They were later applied by var
ous scholars to other societies that exhibite
similar structures, which created confusio
(see Kunstadter 1963; Randolph 1964; M.G
Smith 1962:6; and R.T. Stmith 1973:126) an
was exacerbated by the use of other terms ¢
rectify the problem (e.g., the use of matrice
ric or female headed). Thus, in the literatur
we see these terms used interchangeably ¢
refer to structures in which women contrg
household earnings and decision making an
men are viewed as marginal, though the im
petus behind such household formation ma
differ from one society to the next. The whol
concept became so clouded with terms an
biases that Gonzalez astutely noted that de
pending on which scholar one is reading
matrifocality can suggest {1} that women ar
more important than the observer had ex
pected, (2) that women maintain a good dea
of control over moeney in the household, (3
that women are the primary source of in
come, or (4) that there is no resident mal
(1970:231-232).

Recent authors have criticized the empha
sis on men’s marginality and the focus o
women's domestic tasks that arose in th
study of matrifocality (Barrow 1988; Moham
med 1988; Tanner 1974). Concentration on
women's domestic tasks ignores the full exten
of women’s networks, their access to ré
sources, control over resources, relations wit
men, and relationship between househol
and society, all ofwhich are important consid
crations when discussing matrifocality. Mal
marginality is problematic in part because th
term is difficult to define. Does it mean that
the father does not live in the household? Ha
he migrated out of the community? Does h
contribute sporadically, or not at all, to the
household economy? Is he not around t
make household decisions? :

As Tanner has remarked matrifocalic
should not be defined in “negative terms
(i.e., by the absence of the father). Instead, w
should focus on the role of women as moth
ers, and note that in matrifocal systems motl
ers have at least some control over economnii
resources and are involved in decision mak:
ing. According to Tanner, however, matri
focality goes beyond these two criteria. Tob

matrifocal a society must culurally value the role

" of mother—though not necessarily at the ex-

ense of fathers. In matrifocal societies the
woman's role as mother is central to the kin-
ship structure, but Tanner does not limit this
role to domestic tasks. As mothers women
may participate in cultivation, petty market-
ing, wage labor, in rituals, and so forth
(1974). This broader definition allows us to
recognize matrifocal units within a variety of
kinship systems. Matrifocal units can exist in
matrilineal or patrilineal societies, within nu-
clear families, and in bilateral systems. In any
society with an emphasis on the mother-child
dyad where this unit is culturally valued and
where the mother plays an effective role in
the economy and decision making of the unit,
that unit can be defined as matrifocal (Tanner
1974:131-152).

Tanner's definition finally allows us (o
avoid some of the problems that previous
studies encountered and permits us to further
address issues pertinent to matrifocal units.
We can examine gender relations within the
context of gender hierarchies and the
broader socioeconomic environment of which
matrifocal houscholds are a part. One area
that has received little attention is the rela-
tionship between physical violence against
women and matrifocality. Violence against
women and matrifocality seem to contradict
each other due to the assumptions regarding
power and the authoritative role of women in
matrifocal households.

Women, having access to and control over
resources and authority to make household
decisions, are viewed as powerful. This view
has been particularly evident in studies of
women in the Caribbean where a large num-
her of matrifocal households exist (Massiah
1982). Caribbean wemen are frequently por-
traved as powerful, autonomous individuals
(Ellis 1986; Powell 1982, 1086; Safa 1986).
Although Caribbean women's control and
power over resources and decisions is not to
be discounted, fieldwork in a low-income
community in Jamaica suggests that matri-
focality and physical violence against women
are not mutually exclusive. To understand
the relationship between these two phenom-
ena requires knowledge of sociocultural ele-
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ments that affect both gender relations and
matrifocal household organization.

The community of study is a low-income
urban neighborhood approximately 0.05
square miles located in the parish of St. An-
drew, Jamaica. During the time at which data
were collected, 1987 to 1988, there were an
estimated 210 houscholds with a population
ol 1,300. The majority of the households were
of wooden construction, many without elec-
tricity, and very few with running water. Some
of the wealthier residents maintained houses
consaructed of concrete. No telephones were
present in any household because telephone
lines were not available,

Within the community a variety of house-
hold organizational units were observed. Nu-
clear families based on conunon-law mar-
riage, legal marriage, or coresidency existed.
There were also single female-headed house-
holds, single male-headed households, and a
variety of extended and collateral arrange-
ments. Finally, there were households whose
membership mcluded Kin and nonkin (i.e., a
friend or acquaintance may reside in the
household). This range in domestic organiza-
tion demonstrates that household member-
ship may vary in response to economic and
social conditions.

What makes these arrangements more in-
teresting is that the households are subject to
change. During the course of the fieldwork
households altered their membership; thus, a
nuclear arrangement would shift to single fe-
male-headed with children as the father
moved out, and it might have shifted again if
a grandmother or sister moved in. Regardless
of the various household arrangements,
matrifocality was observed. Women certainly
maintained control over the economic re-
sources and were responsible for many house-
hold decisions. Women as mothers were
structurally central to the kinship units, and
mothers were culturally valued as indicated
by both male and female informants.

Although Caribbean women are portrayed
as powerful and autonomous, male-female
relations, as anywhere in the world, are based
on some form of interdependence. Within
this community social and economic status
are intricately tied to gender relations. Both




314 Gender, Household, and Kinship

genders support the basic notion that women
are to provide sexual services and domestic
labor for men, and men are to provide
women with money and gifts. However, the
relationships are not a simple equation
whereby women provide sexual services and
domestic labor in exchange for money.
Women often spoke of sexual activity as
something that they desired and enjoyed, and
men fele free to request money from women
with whom they have had relations (especially
if she is the mother to any of his children).
Nevertheless, there is an understanding that
ifa wornan will not provide sexual services or
domestic labor or if the man does not provide
cash or gifts from time to time, the relation-
ship will end. These expectations played key
roles in understanding gender relations and
the behavior of men and women.

In addition to these expectations, adult
status is primarily attained by the birth of a
child. At this socioeconomic level higher edu-
cational degrees, prestigious employment,
and ownership of cars and houses are out of
most community members’ reach. Both men
and women view the birth of'a child as an op-
portunity to announce their own adult status.
Thus, children are normally desired and are a
source of pride for both the mother and fa-
ther.

The instability that marks male-female re-
lationships is recognized by community mem-
bers and can be related to cultural values as
well as to the socioeconomic environment
that encourages men and women to seek
more resourceful partners. Male and female
informants readily acknowledged the shifting
allegiances between men and women. Men
were known to keep several girlfriends at one
time, and marriage, common-law or legal,
was 110 guarantee that monogamy will {ollow.
Women also admitted to keeping an eye out
for a better partner and said they would initi-
ate a change if they so desired. Gouples
tended to set up visiting relationships
whereby the couple did not coreside. Chil-
dren, of course, may be born from these
unions. If a Jamaican woman of this socioeco-
nomic class married at all, it was more likely
to occur after the age of thirty (see Brody
1981:253-255).

As households were observed and data co
lected through the course of feldwork, it be
came apparent that fathers and male par
ners were not marginal to the household:
Whether or not they resided in the sam
household as the woman, they could poten
tially be very influential. It also became clea
that in certain situations female control ove
household issues could be jeopardized. ;
brief look at some of the households and th
gender relations among men and women wi
demonstrate these points.

MARY’S HOUSEHOLD

Mary is a twenty-seven-year-old mother occu
pying a one-room wooden house—no elec
tricity or running water—with four children
The two oldest children were fathered by on

man; the youngest two were fathered by an
other. Sexual relations with the first fathe

had ceased several years ago; however, Mary,
does maintain sexual relations with the youn.
ger children’s father, though he keeps othe

girlfriends.

Mary’s primary source of income stem:
from sporadic petty marketing. When Mary
has the capital to mvest in goods, she sell
clothing and shoes in a downtown Kingstor
stall that is rented by her mother. Mary is very
much involved in politics; she attends meet:
ings, distributes literature, and talks to any;
one about her party’s political candidates and
officials, She was able to work for a fev
months as an enumerator during a nationa
campaign to register voters. Mary depend;
on contributions {rom the two fathers of her
children, The first father rarely comes to visit
but he is in the National Guard, draws a
steady paycheck, and consistently sends
money for the children, :

The father of her two youngest children
who works as a cook and a driver, is usually
good about bringing money but has, on occa;
sion, lapsed. Such lapses can be a severe stress
on Mary’s limited household budget and was
the source of domestic violence on one occa-
sion. Earl, the father of Mary’s youngest chil-
dren, had promised to bring some money.
When he showed up at her doorstep she
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.asked for the money, and he told her that he
‘didn’t have any. This made her angry so she

hegan yelling at him, and a fight ensued.

“They began hitting each other with their fists,

but the fight escalated when Earl picked up a
shovel and hit Mary on the wrist. Mary fought

~pack by taking a cutlass and striking him on

the shoulder. Earl then left the premises, and
Mary sought medical reatment for the pain
in her wrist.

This was the first and only act of viclence
between the two in a seven-year period. Mary
stated that they rarely even quarrel. Though
not typical, the violence demonstrates the
economic dependence of Mary on the contri-
butions of the fathers and the stress that can
surface when she is threatened by the lack of
such contributions. Mary admitted that she
was extremely angry when he told her that he
had no money to give her because he had
promised earlier that he would bring her
some. She was convinced that he had the
money to give but was holding out on her.

DORA’S HOUSEHOLD

Dora, twenty-eight years old, lives under sim-
ilar circumstances as Mary and has had com-
parable experience regarding fathers and
money. Dora is the mother of three children.
Two live with her; one stays with relatives in
the country. Dora’s one-room house has nei-
ther electricity nor running water.

The father of Dora’s first two children pro-
vides some money to the household. Dora is
almost totally dependent on these contribu-
tions because she is confined to the house and
cannot work due to a crippling disease. Ned,
the father of her youngest child, provides
nothing to the household, which is a continu-
ous source of grief to Dora. Dora is quiet and
normally avoids conflict. Her one attempt to
address Ned's negligence resulted in vio-
lence, as had Mary’s. Dora had decided that
because Ned did not provide clothes or
money for their son, Michael, he did not de-
serve to see the child. She packed up
Michael's belongings and sent him over to
Ned's sister’s house for a short while, believ-
ing that the sister would feed Michael and buy

him some clothes. When Ned arrived to take
Michael for a visit to his own house, he gues-
tioned the child’s whereabouts and became
angry when Dora told him that he had been
sent to Ned's sister’s house. Ned began hit-
ting Dora. She struck back once but relented
when Ned punched her in the side and ran
ofl. She did not see him again for several days.
This incident occurred six months prior to
our interview, and Dora has not asked Ned
for anything since and vows that she never
will.

RITA’S HOUSEHOLD

Rita lives in a houschold consisting of six
members, including herself. Two of her four
children, a granddaughter, a friend of her
daughter, and Rita’s boyfriend occupy a
three-room apartment without electricity or
running water. Rita is thirty nine years old.
Her boyfriend, Tom, is 40 and has lived with
her for four years. They have no common
children.

Rita runs a successful neighborhood bar,
giving her control over the major portion of
the household budget. She receives some fi-
nancial contribution from the father of one
daughter. Rita and Tom have established a
reciprocal relationship regarding money. She
does expect him to contribute from his earn-
ings as a taxi driver when he is able, but she
may be just as likely to provide Tom with
money when he is in need. Rita is aware of
Tom’s other girlfriends and realizes that a
good deal of his earnings go to entertaining
these women. With her own successful busi-
ness Rita is less financially dependent on her
male partner than other women. She does
look to Tom, however, for companionship
and emotional support. The time he spends
with other women is reluctantly accepted,
though on one occasion his infidelities did re-
sult in conflict. One night, as he came home
late, Rita began cursing Tom and made de-
rogatory remarks about Tom's other girl-
friend. Tom responded by punching Rita.
She fought back for a few minutes then they
both simply let it go. In the past year Rita has
avoided comment on Tom'’s affairs and is de-




316  Gender, Household, and Kinship

that offers high unemployment. In addition
to this interdependence these women are
members of a culture that may value women
as mothers, but women in general do not nec-
essarily enjoy a high status. In other words the
mother role 1s valued, but women are overall
subordinate to men (Henry and Wilson
1975). Male informants felt it was their right
to physically coerce or punish women as they
saw fit, but a man would almost never physi-
cally abuse his own mother.

In relating the cases cited previously the
intent is not to suggest that the women were
weak, powerless, and always dominated by
men. Women often fought back and worked
to become as independent as possible, These
cases are also not intended to promote nega-
tive unages of men. I recount incidences of
abuse to demonstrate the extreme to which
men can affect matrifocal households, but 1
must emphasize that male influence can also
be positive and rewarding for members of the
household. Fathers were observed visiting
their children, taking them to the health
clinic, and providing money, {ood, and cloth-
ing.

The data collected from this study remind
us that, in spite of a long interest in
matrifocality, we still have much to learn. We
must rid ourselves of biases that narrow our
focus. Just as it was wrong to assume that men
are marginal, that women perform only do-
mestic tasks, and that the nuclear family is
“normal,” we must not assume that women in
matrifocal societics are always powerful or
that they consistently enjoy a high status
within that society. The power that women
exert must be documented and integrared
into the overall cultural context that would
also note gender relations, the socioeconomic
environment, the political environment, and
cuttural values. Only then can studies on
matrifocality provide us with a better under-
standing of human behavior.

tle and cut him with it. Gerald then left th
premises, never bothering her much afte
wards.

termined to put up with it, for now at least,
because she is not ready to end the relation-
ship. Rita's autitude is that most men do this,
so there is little point in severing this relation-
ship to find another boyfriend who will do the
same. SUMMARY

Although women in matrifocal household
often maintain control over resources and e
cision making within the household, the pré:
vious data indicate that the power associatec
with such control and authority can be com:
promised. Power, as defined by Adams, is th
control over one's environment and the abil:
ity to control the environment of others base
on access and control of resources that are o
value to the other (1975:12). In the cases
cited above the interdependence betwee
men and women and the access that me
have to certain resources must be addressed
to understand female power and domestic v
olence.

As indicated previously, both genders vie
women as exercising control over sexual se
vices and domestic {abor, and men have a
cess to some (though not all) of the economi
resources thut women need. At this socioeco
nomic level men may not be able to contrib
ute significantly to the household economy
Nevertheless, women view men as a source of,
monetary and material needs and feel the
have the right to demand these resource
Though women are constantly seeking way
to earn money and often don’t want to rely o
contributions from male partners, many,
again due to the socioeconomic environmen
are dependent on male contributions, n
matter how small. The data suggest that whil
men are dependent on women, they ca
more easily circumvent the control that fe
male partners have over desired resource$
than women can circumvent the resource
that men control. In this culture it is accep
able for men to have more than one female
parter. While women complain of this it i
expected and negates the control that indi
vidual women can exert. Women, on th
other hand, may try to circumvent male con
trol over economic resources, but they ari
also subjected to an economic system that ex:
ploits the ower class for their cheap labor an

HANNAH'S HOUSEHOLD

Thirty-six-year-old Hannah is an articulate
and ambitious woman. She lives in a two-
room house with seven other people (live of
her six children live with her along with a
friend her age and a friend of one of her
daughters). Hannah worked as a domestic
but [ost her job during my stay in the commu-
nity. She did have a job lined up, cleaning the
office of a dentist.

Hannah's first three children were fa-
thered by ene man; her fourth child was fa-
thered by another man; and her last two chil-
dren were fathered by a third man. The first
man to father her children is now sick and un-
able to work. He does not provide any finan-
cial support to Hannah's househeld. The
other two fathers help out every now and
then, but the support is not enough for her to
rely on. She rarely sees any of her children’s
fathers now, but Hannah did relate an inci-
dent involving the last father, Gerald, that oc-
curred nearly five years prior to our interview.
At the time of the incident Hannah and Ger-
ald were still intimately involved but did not
coreside. Hannah had grown dissatisfied with
the relationship because Gerald provided no
support for herself or his children. Thus, she
had decided to break off the relationship.
When Gerald learned of her decision he be-
came angry and abusive. One night after ev-
eryone had gone to bed, he came to her
house, began yelling at her, and proceeded to
destroy some of her belongings: He broke a
lamp and smashed a small table. Another
night he came to her window, tore off the
screen, and began yelling at her again. He
threw a bucket of water on her and the chil-
dren and threw stones. Hannah, not wanting
the children to get hurt, went outside to con-
front him, and he began physically assaulting
her. Hannah managed to grab a broken bot-
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Maria, A Portuguese Fisherwoman

Sally Cole

Maria lives in the small town of Vila Cha on
the north coast of Portugal. She is a retired
pescadetra (fisherwoman) who siill goes to the
beach each day to help bait traps or unload
fish or just to talk with other fishermen and
women. The illegitimate daughter ol a poor,
landless woman, Maria began fishing when
she was only ten years old. And throughout
her life she worked both at sea and on land.
She fished by net and hand line in one of the
small, gaily painted, open wooden boats that,
until the 1960s, were powered by oar and sail
and were typical in the inshore fishery; on
land she, like the other women, harvested

Original marerial prepared for this text.

and dried seaweed and sold it to local peasaﬁ_
farmers for fertilizer. By the age of thirty-liv

she was a licensed boat skipper, had bought

her own boat and gear, and was fishing dail
with crew she hired to work for her, Mari
says this was simply the only way she knev
how to make a living. She fishes, she tells us
because she was forced to, because her hus
band emigrated to Brazil abandoning he
with three daughters. Nonetheless, she like
her profession and knows she is good atit—a
good as any man. Fisherwomen like Maria say
they fished “like men,” and they mean thal
not onily did women have the skill of fisher:
men, but at sea they became social men. They.
stress that women’s sexuality was never tar

geted when they were working with men.
“There was more respect {respeite) on the sea
than there was on the land,” some say.

Maria is a large-boned women who dresses
in the characteristic manner of rural Portu-
guese women who were born, raised, and
married during the Salazar regime before
1960. She wears her hair pulled into a bun at
the back of her head and covered with a head
scarly she wears a dark wool shawl, skirt,
socks, and chinelas (the mass-produced open-
backed flat shoes that have replaced the
home-made traditional clogs). Underneath

her skirt she wears trousers—unheard of

among women of her generation, and she
walks with a masculine, lumbering gait and
speaks in a deep, quiet authoritative voice.

On one hand Marna [ound my interest in
her life surprising: “There is nothing remark-
able about my life,” she said. On the other
hand, like other women in Vila Cha, Maria
tells stories from her every day life in conver-
sations with daughters, neighbors, relatives,
and even clients for her fish. Women's daily
activities on the beach, on the street, and at
the fish auction, provide them with continual
opportunities to constitute the female subject
and to constitute the self. With this strong
sense ol self, Maria and other Vila Cha
fisherwomen comfortably and skillfully con-
structed their life stories.

In the following narrative Maria assures us
that she only did what she had to do. But we
see, in her refusal of her estranged husband’s
request to take him back and care for him in
his old age, how through her life of hard work
and economic independence, she has consti-
tuted herself as an autonomous person and
finds it impossible to do what her husband
asks and what he considers to be a wife's duty.

There is nothing remarkable about my life. 1
am a poor woman. I did what I had to do. I
worked hard—all the women here did. I have
worked very hard all my life.

1was born in 1926, the third of four children.
We had no father. Iwas raised in Vila Cha by my
mother who worked as a jornaleira (an agricul-
wral day laborer), harvested seaweed, and sold
fish in order to feed us. But often there was no
food, and we had to beg from our neighbors.
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In my childhood girls used to collect seaweed
both from the beach in a hand net and from
hoats using a type of rake. It was also common
for them to accompany relatives fishing. When
only ten years old I began to accompany neigh-
bors when they went fishing. When 1 was four-
teen I took out my license, and 1 continued to
fish as a crew member on boats owned by neigh-
bors. These men are all dead now but it was
they who taught me this work.

I married when 1 was only owenty years old,
and I think this is too young. My husband was a
pescador (Bsherman) from a neighboring parish.
He came to live with me and my mother and my
grandmother and took up fishing in Vila Cha. 1
continued fishing whenever 1 could, and after
my daughters were born I left them in my
mother's care so that I could go out on the sea.
1 also worked on the seaweed harvest often
going out alone in the boat to collect seaweed.

From the beginning my husband was selfish,
He never helped me with my work but would in-
stead go off to attend to his own affairs (¢ vida
dele). T married too young. We had two daugh-
ters, and when I was pregnant with the third my
husband emigrated to Brazil. He was gone for
almost four years, during which time I heard
nothing from him, and he sent no money. I de-
cided to go to Brazil to find him, In 1955 Twent
by ship with my sister-in-law who was going to
join her husband, my brother, in Brazil. [ found
my hushand involved in a life of women and
drink, and after a few months I returned home
alone. T wanted to make my life in Vila Cha, and
I missed my daughters. I ook up fishing full-
time and harvested seaweed when 1 wasn't hish-
ing, and in this way I supported my mother and
my children. In 1961 I bought a boat of my own
and rook out my skipper’s license.

I like my profession, but I fished because 1
was forced to. My marriage became difficult. My
hushand went away to Brazil, leaving me in the
street with three children, and 1 had 1o face life
on nty owr, Fishing was not as productive then
as it s now, and the life of a fisherwoman was a
hard one. But I had to turn to whae I knew. First
I fished in a boat belonging to another pesc-
ador and then for eighteen years I owned and
fished in my own boat "Trés Marias.” About
fourteen years ago I managed to buy this small
house, which, little by lictle, I have fixed up, and
this is where I live now.

Atlthough in recent years | have been the only
woman skipper, there have been no difficuliies
for me at all because [ know my profession very
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well—as well as any of my comrades. Men used
to like to fish with me because they knew [ was
strong. C., a member of my crew, used o say
that I was sironger than he. Fishing holds no se-
crets for me, and besides 1 think that women
have the vight 1o face life beside men. What
suits men suits women. { am respected by every-
one, men and women. [ have many friends, and
when the weather prohibits fishing we all stay
here on the beach working on the nets and en-
joving conversation. 1 have always enjoyed my
work on the sea. I was never one who liked to
stay at home.

When my daughters were small Tused to be at
sea day and night—whenever there was fish,
They stayed at home with my mother. Later,
when they were older and 1 was fishing, my
daughters assisted my mother harvesting sea-
weed, and in this way they contributed to the
maintenance of the household. As soon as I re-
trned from fishing 1 would start the house-
work. You see, Twas at the same time housewile
and fisherman (Olhe, en era ao meswo tompo dona
de casa ¢ pescador).

I retired in 1979, I sold my boat, and | gave
my fishing gear to my son-in-law. I sold my hoat
to a fAsherman in Matosinhos because 1 conld
ntot bear 1o see it anymore here on the beach. In
1982 I bought a piece of fand, and wo of my
daughters are building a duplex on it now. My
youngest daughter lives with me in my house
along with her husband and three children. 1
have helped ali of my daughters to establish
their houscholds, T have been very good to
them. And, now that I am old and my heart is
not good, they are looking after me. When Ire-
rurned from Brazil leaving my husband there, I
could have found another man 1o live with. [
could have lived with another man. But I never
wanted to do that because, if things didn’t work
out with us, I worried that he would take it out
on my daughters because they were nothing to
him. I preferred to have my daughters.

Recently, my husband has begun writing to
me from Brazil. He wants to return to Portugal,
and he wants me to take him back. He needs
someone to care for him now in his old age. Bur
Fwon't take him back. It's not right at all. [ liked
him once, but that's all over now, The best part
of the life of a couple is passed. I'm not inier-
ested in his returning. I'm not an object to be
put away and then picked up, dusted off, and
used again. I am not an object. [ am a person. |
am human. I have the right to he treated like a
person, don't you think? I managed to make a

good life for myself and my children here, hi
he arranged nathing for himself there—nay
ing. He's got nothing there, but he's also go
nothing here. He has never done anything fo
me or my daughters, and now he wants to conip
back. Who does he think he is? I'm not craz
He has no right whatsoever.

Maria describes her life of work in the in
shore fishery as it existed in Vila Chi undl th
1970s, by which time most households in the
community had come to depend primarily on.
the wages earned by women in factories an
men in construction work, This household
based maritime economy had depended on
an annual round of diverse activities and on
the seasonal availability of natural resources.
like fish and seaweed. On one hand the un
predictability of resources and weather en
sured their poverty; on the other hand mar
time production required the participation of
all household members (including women
and children) and thus created the conditions:
for the social and economic autonomy of
women. The sale of fresh fish and seaweed
fertlizer—both commodities that women:
controlled—enabled women like Maria to
support themselves and their children with
out the assistance of men. Because Vila Chi;
like other rural communities in northwestern:
Portugal, has sustained high rates of male
emigration since at least the nineteenth cen-
tury, the autonomy of women was also strate
gic.

Maria describes how she invested in prop
erty—a house, a boat and gear, and land fo
her daughters. Perhaps because men were
often absent due to either temporary or per:
manent emigration, property in Vila Cha be-
came identified primarily with women. It was
a woman's responsibility to look after the
house and garden plot and to look after the
beoat and gear—either by fishing herself or by:
hiring others to fish for her. Daughters wer
favored over sons to inherit property, and
younger daughters (or the last to marry) were’
favored over older daughters. Daughters
were favored not only because sons might em-
igrate but also because parents wanted a:
daughter to stay on in the house to care for’

them in old age and to tend their graves after
death.

The relationship between women and
property also determined residence patterns
after marriage. As Maria describes after their
marriage her husband came to live with her
and her mother and her mother's mother.
Maria was the third of four children and the
oungest daughter. Maria lived with her
mother all her life. Now, her own youngest
daughter and her husband and children live
with Maria and are caring for her in her old
age.

The relations between these four genera-

tions of mothers and daughters are typical of

relations among blood-related women in Vila
Cha. Women's strong ties with their children,
especially daughters, may be interpreted as
having been among women's multiple strate-
gies to provide for themselves and for their
households in the absence of men. Thus, not
only did women maximize their economic au-

tonomy through their control of the sale of

fresh [ish and seaweed fertilizer and by as-
suming responsibility for the household
property, but they also conceived of their chil-
dren as a resource. Having children gave a
woman adult status and the prerogatives (and
responsibilities) of managing a household;
having children also ensured that a woman—
especially an unmarried woman or a deserted
wife like Maria—would have someone to care
for her in the [railty of her later years.

The importance women placed on having
children may be seen in the high rates of ilie-
gitimacy that were common in Vila Cha until
the 1960s and that are correlated with land-
lessness and male emigration. Poor, landless
women were already limited to finding mar-
riage partners who were of the same low eco-
nomic position. Male emigration further cre-
ated a demographic asymmetry, so there
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were not enough marriageable men to go
around. Under these conditions poor women
often were less concerned about getting mar-
ried than they were desirous of having chil-
dren. Maria’s mother and her mother's
mother are both women who never married
but who had children and managed house-
holds. Although Maria herself did marry she
tells us divectly that her daughters were more
itnportant to her than any man could ever be,
and for this reason, she says, she chose to live
without a male partner when, still a young
woman, she was abandoned by her hushand.
“I preferred to have my daughters,” she said.

Finally, Maria describes how gender is ne-
gotiated through the relations of daily life
and especially through work. Maria negoti-
ated a dual or androgynous gender identity.
She spent her entire life working with men in
a profession that was locally defined as a mas-
culine pursuit despite the fact that women
also fished. This work enabled her to assume
masculine roles and prerogatives in other
spheres of iife and to live without the support
of a male companion. At the same time Maria
fulfilled a woman’s role: she was the mother of
three children and the manager of a house-
hold. When Maria tells us that she was both
“housewife and fisherman” she is telling us
that to her children she was both nurturer
and economic provider, both mother and fa-
ther, and in the community she was both
woman and man. Now, nearing the end of
life, Maria and her husband have reversed
positions: Maria once traveled to Brazil to en-
treat her hushand to return and was refused;
now her husband is begging her to take him
back into her home and she is refusing,
Maria, with her life of hard work behind her,
cannot even entertain the contradiction. 1
am not crazy,” she said. I am not an object. 1
amm 4 perser.
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The Female World of Cards

women from competition over or heavy emo-
tional investment in demanding, high-paid
employment.”

and Holidays: Women, Families,

and the Work of Kinship'

Micaela di Leonardo

Why is it that the married women of America
are supposed to write all the letters and send all
the cards to their husbands’ families? My old
man is a much better writer than I am, vet he
expects me to correspond with his whole f:amily.
If I asked him to correspond with mine, he
would blow a gasket.

Letrer 1o Ann Landers

Women's place in man’s life cycle has been that
of nurturer, caretaker, and helpmate, the
weaver of those networks of relatonships on
which she in wrn relies.

Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice®

Feminist scholars in the past fifteen years
have made great strides in formulating new
understandings of the relations among gen-
der, kinship, and the larger economy. As a re-
sult of this pioneering research, women are
newly visible and audible, no longer sub-
merged within their families. We see house-
holds as loci of political struggle, inseparable
parts of the larger society and economy,
rather than as havens from the heartless
world of industrial capitalism.” And historical
and cultural variations in kinship and family
forms have become clearer with the matura-
tion of feminist historical and social-scientific
scholarship.

Two theoretical trends have been key o
this reinterpretation of women’s work and
family domain. The first is the elevation to
visibility of women's nonmarket activities—
housework, child care, the servicing of men,

Reprinted with permission of The University of Chicago
Press [rom Signs 12{3): 440453, 1987, © 1987 by the
University of Chicago. All rights reserved.

and the care of the elderly—and the defin
tion of all these activities as labor, to be enii.
merated alongside and counted as part g
overall social reproduction. The second theég:
retical trend is the nonpejorative focus on
women's domestic or kin-centered networks
We now see them as the products of consciou;
strategy, as crucial to the functioning of ki
ship systems, as sources of women's auton
mous power and possible primary sites o
emotional fulfiliment, and, at times, as the ve:
hicles for actual swrvival and/or political resis-
tance.’

Recently, however, a division has devel:
oped between feminist interpreters of the
“labor” and the “network” perspectives on
women’s lives. Those who focus on women's
work tend to envision women as sentient
goal-criented actors, while those who concern
themselves with women’s ties to others tend
to perceive women primarily in terms of nur=
turance, other-orientation--altruism, The
most celebrated recent example of this divi-
sion is the opposing testimony of historians.
Alice Kessler-Harris and Rosalind Rosenberg
i the Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission’s sex discrimination case against
Sears Rocbuck and Company. Kessler-Harri
argued that American women historically
have actively sought higher-paying jobs and:
have been prevented from gaining them be-
cause of sex discrimination by employers. Ro-
senberg argued that American women in the
nineteenth century created among them-
selves, through their domestic networks, a’
“women’s culture” that emphasized the nur-
turance of children and others and the main--
tenance of family life and that discouraged

I shall not here address this specific debate

but, instead, shall consider its theoretical
packground and implications. 1 shall argue

that we need to fuse, rather than to oppose,
the domestic network and labor perspectives.
In what follows, I introduce a new concept,
the work of kinship, both to aid empirical
feminist research on women, work, and family
and to help advance feminist theory in this
arena. 1 believe that the boundary-crossing
nature of the concept helps to confound the
self-interest/aliruism dichotomy, forcing us
from an either-or stance to a position that in-
cludes both perspectives. I hope in this way to
contribute to a more critical feminist vision of
women’s lives and the meaning of family in
the industrial West.

In my recent field research among Italian-
Americans in Northern California, I found
myself considering the relations between
women's kinship and economic lives. As an
anthropologist, [ was concerned with people’s
kin lives beyond conventional American nu-
clear family or household boundaries. To this
end, [ collected individual and family life his-
tories, asking about all kin and close friends
and their activities. [ was also very interested
in women’s labor. As I sat with women and lis-
tened to their accounts of their past and pres-
ent lives, I began to realize that they were in-
volved in three types of work: housework and
child care, work in the labor market, and the
work of kinship.f

By kin work I refer to the conception,
maintenance, and ritual celebration of cross-
household kin ties, including visits, letters,
telephone calls, presents, and cards to kin;
the organization of holiday gatherings; the
creation and maintenance of quasi-kin rela-
tions; decisions to neglect or to intensify par-
ticular ties; the mental work of reflection
about all these activities; and the creation and
communication of altering images of family
and kin vis-2-vis the images of others, both
folk and mass media. Kin work is a key ele-

ment that has been missing in the synthesis of

the “household labor” and “domestic net-
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work” perspectives. In our emphasis on indi-
vidual women's responsibilities within house-
holds and on the job, we reflect the common
picture of households as nuclear units, tied
perhaps to the larger social and economic sys-
tem, but not to each other. We miss the point of
telephone and soft drink advertising, of
women's magazines’ holiday issues, of
commentators’ confused nostalgia for the
mythical American extended family: it is kin-
ship contact across households, as much as
women’s work within them, that fulfills our
cultural expectation of satisfying family life.

Maintaining these contacts, this sense of
family, takes time, intention, and skill. We
tend to think of hwman social and kin net-
works as the epiphenomena of production
and reproduction: the social traces created by
our material lives. Or, in the neoclassical tra-
dition, we see them as part of leisure activi-
ties, outside an economic purview except in-
sofar as they involve consumption behavior.
But the creation and maintenance of kin and
quasi-kin networks in advanced industrial so-
cieties is work; and, moreover, it is largely
women’s work.

The kin-work lens brought into focus new
perspectives on my informants’ family lives.
First, life histories revealed that often the very
existence of kin contact and holiday celebra-
tion depended on the presence of an adult
woman in the household. When couples di-
vorced or mothers died, the work of kinship
was left undone; when women entered into
sanctioned sexual or marital relationships
with men in these situations, they reconsti-
tuted the men's kinship networks and organ-
ized gatherings and holiday celebrations.
Middle-aged businessman Al Bertini, for ex-
ample, recalled the death of his mother in his
early adolescence: “I think that's probably
one of the biggest losses in losing a family—
yeah, I remember as a child when my Mom
was alive . .. the holidays were treated with
enthusiasm and love . . . after she died the at-
tempt was there but it just didn’t materialize.”
Later in life, when Al Bertini and his wife sep-
arated, his own and his son Jim's participa-
don in extended-family contact decreased
rapidly. But when Jim began a relationship
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with Jane Batemen, she and he moved in with
Al, and Jim and Jane began to invite his kin
over for holidays. Jane single-handedly
planned and cooked the holiday feasts.

Kin work, then, is like housework and child
care: men in the aggregate do not do it. It dif-
fers from these forms of labor in that it is
harder for men to substitute hired labor to ac-
complish these tasks in the absence of kins-
women. Second, I found that women, as the
workers in this arena, generally had much
greater kin knowledge than did their hus-
bands, often including more accurate and ex-
tensive knowledge of their husbands’ families.
This was true both of middle-aged and youn-
ger couples and surfaced as a phenomenon in
my interviews in the form of humorous argu-
ments and in wives' detailed additions to
husbands’ narratives. Nick Meraviglia, a mid-
dle-aged professional, discussed his Italian
antecedents in the presence of his wife, Pina:

Nick: My grandfather was a very outspoken
man, and it was reported he ook off for
the hills when he found out that Musso-
lini was in power.

Pina: And he was a very tall man; he used 10
have to bow his head to get inside doors.

Nick: No, that was my uncle.

Pina: Your grandfather wo, I've heard your
mother say.

Nick: My mother has a sister and a brother.

Pina: Two siseers!

Nick: Your're rightl

Pina: Maria and Angelina.

Women were also much more willing to
discuss family feuds and crises and their own
roles in them; men tended to repeat formu-
laic statements asserting family unity and re-
spectability. (This was much less tue for
younger men.) Joe and Cetta Longhinotti’s
statements illustrate these tendencies. joe re-
sponded to my question about kin relations:
“We all get along. As a rule, relatives, you got
nothing but trouble.” Cetta, instead, dis-
cussed her relations with each of her grown
children, their wives, her in-laws, and her own
blood kin in detail. She did not hide the fact
that relations were strained in several cases;
she was eager to discuss the evolution of prob-

lems and to seek my opiniens of her action
Similarly, Pina Meraviglia told the followig
story of her fight with one of her brothers witly
hysterical laughter: “There was some bitin
and hair pulling and choking . . . it was te
ble! I shouldnt even tell you.... " Nick
meanwhile, was concerned about maintainin
an image of family unity and respectability
Also, men waxed fuent while women were
quite inarticulate in discussing their past an;
present occupations. When asked about thej
work lives, Joe Longhinotti and Nick
Meraviglia, union baker and professional, r
spectively, gave detailed narratives of thei
work careers. Cetta Longhinotti and Pin;
Meraviglia, clerical and former clerical, ¢
spectively, offered only short descriptions f
cusing on factors of ambience, such as the
“lovely things” sold by Cetta’s firm. :
These patterns are not repeated in th
younger generation, especially among youn
ger women, such as Jane Batemen, who have
managed to acquire training and jobs with
some prospect of maobility. These younger
women, though, have added a prolessiona
and detailed interest in their jobs to a felt ret
sponsibility for the work of kinship.?
Although men rarely took on any kin-work
tasks, family histories and accounts of con-
temporary life revealed that kinswomen often
negotiated among themselves, alternating
hosting, food-preparation, and gift-buying

responsibilities—or sometimes ceding entire

task clusters to one woman. Taking on or ced-
ing tasks was clearly related to acquiring or di-

vesting oneself of power within kin networks, .
but women varied in their interpretation of

the meaning of this power. Cetta Lon-
ghinotti, for example, relied on the “family
Christmas dinner” as a symbol of her central
kinship role and was involved in painful nego-
tiations with her daughter-in-law over the
issue: “Last year she insisted—this is touchy.
She doesn’t want to spend the holiday dinner
together. So last year we went there. But I sill
had my dinner the next day . . . [ made a big
dinner on Christmas Day, regardless of who's
coming--candles on the table, the whole rou-
tine. I decorate the house mysell too . . . well,
[ just feel that the time will come when maybe

[ won't feel like cooking a big dinner—she
should take advantage of the fact that [ feel
tike doing it now.” Pina Meraviglia, in con-
crast, was saddened by the centripetal force of
the developmental cycle but was unworried
about the power dynamics involved in her ne-
gotiations with daughters- and mother-in-law

" pver holiday celebrations.

Kin work is not just a matter of power
among women but also of the mediation of
power represented by household units.?
Women often choose to minimize status
claims in their kin work and to include num-
bers of households under the rubric of family.
Cetta Longhinotd’s sister Anna, for example,
is married to a professional man whose par-
ents have considerable economic resources,
while Joe and Cetta have low incomes and no
other well-off kin. Cetta and Anna remain
close, talk on the phone several times a weelk,
and assist their adult children, divided by dis-
tance and economic status, In remaining
untted as cousins.

Finally, women perceived housework,
child care, market labor, the care of the el-
derly, and the work of kinship as competing
responsibilities. Kin work was a unique cate-
gory, however, because it was unlabeled and
because women felt they could either cede
some tasks to kinswomen and/or could cut
them back severely, Women variously cited

the pressures of market labor, the needs of

the elderly, and their own desires for freedom
and job enrichment as reasons for cutting
back Christmas card lists, organized holiday
gatherings, multifamily dinners, letters, visits,
and phone calls. They expressed guilt and
defensiveness about this cutback process and,
particularly, about their failures to keep fami-
lies close through constant contact and about
their failures to create perfect holiday cele-
brations. Cetta Longhinotti, during the pe-
riod when she was visiting her elderly mother
every weekend in addition to working a full-
time job, said of her grown children, “I'd have
the whole gang here once a month, but I've
been so busy that I haven't done that for
about six months.” And Pina Meraviglia la-
mented her insufficient work on family
Christmases, “I wish I had really made it tra-
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ditional . . . ltke my sister-in-law has special
stories.”

Kin work, then, takes place in an arena
characterized simultancously by cooperation
and competition, by guilt and gratification.
Like housework and child care, it is women's
work, with the same lack of clear-cut agree-
ment Concerning its proper components:
How often should sheets be changed? When
should children be toilet trained? Should an
aunt send a niece a birthday present? Unlike
housework and child care, however, kin work,
taking place across the boundaries of norma-
tive households, is as yet unlabeled and has
no retinue of experts prescribing its correct
forms. Neither home economists nor child
psychologists have much to say about nieces’
birthday presents. Kin work is thus more eas-
ily cut back without social interference. On
the other hand, the results of kin work—fre-
quent kin contact and feelings of intimacy—
are the subject of considerable cultural ma-
nipulation as indicators of family happiness.
Thus, women in general are subject to the
guilt my informants expressed over cutting
back kin-work activities.

Although many of my informants referred
to the results of women's kin work—cross-
household kin contacts and attendant ritual
gatherings—as particularly Italian-American,
I suggest that in fact his phenomenon is
broadly characteristic of American kinship.
We think of kin-work tasks such as the prepa-
ration of ritual feasts, responsibility for holi-
day card lists, and gift buying as extensions of
women's domestic responsibilities for cook-
ing, consumption, and nurturance. American
men in general do not take on these tasks any
more than they do housework and child
care—and probably less, as these tasks have
not yet been the subject of intense public de-
bate. And my informants’ gender breakdown
in relative articulateness on kinship and
workplace themes reflects the still prevalent
occupational segregation—most women can-
not find jobs that provide enough pay, status,
or promotion possibilities to make them
worth focusing on—as well as women's per-
ceived power within kinship networks. The
common recognition of that power is re-
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flected in Selma Greenberg's book on non-
sexist child rearing. Greenberg calls mothers
“press agents” who spensor relations between
their own children and other relatives; she ad-
vises a mother whose relatives treat her disre-
spectfully to deny those kin access to her chil-
dren !

Kin work is a salient concept in other parts
of the developed world as well. Larissa Adler
Lomnitz and Marisol Pérez Lizaur have
found that “centralizing women” are respon-
sible for these tasks and for communicating
“family ideology” among upper-class families
in Mexico City. Matthews Hamabata, in his
study of upper-class families in Japan, has
found that women’s kin work involves key fi-
nancial transactions. Sylvia Junko Yanagisako
discovered that, among rural Japanese mi-
grants to the United States, the maintenance
of kin networks was assigned to women as the
migrants adopted the American ideology of
the independent nuclear family household.
Maila Suvens notes that urban Australian
housewives' kin ties and kin ideology “tran-
scend women'’s isolation in domestic units." 1

This is not to say that cultural conceptions
of appropriate kin work do not vary, even
within the United States. Carol B. Stack docu-
ments institutionalized fictive kinship and
concomitant reciprocity networks among im-
poverished black American women. Women
in populations characterized by intense feel-
ings of ethnic identity may feel bound to em-
phasize particular occasions—Saint Patrick’s
or Columbus Day—with organized family
feasts. These constructs may be mediated by
religious affiliation, as in the differing em-
phases on Friday or Sunday family dinners
among Jews and Christians. Thus the person-
nel involved and the amount and kind of
labor considered necessary for the satisfac-
tory performance of particular kin-work tasks
are likely to be culturally constructed.!! But
while the kin and quasi-kin universes and the
ritual calendar may vary among women ac-
cording to race or ethnicity, their general re-
sponsibility for maintaining kin links and rit-
ual observances does not.

As kin work is not an ethnic or racial phe-

nomenon, neither is it linked only to one sg
cial class. Some commentators on Americ
family life still reflect the influence of worl
done in England in the 1950s and 1960s (&
Elizabeth Bott and by Peter Willmott and ¥
chael Young) in their assumption that wor
ing-class families are close and extended
while the middle class substitutes friends (o
anomtie) for family. Others reflect the prey
lent family pessimism in their presumpticn
that neither working- nor middle-class fam
lies have extended kin contact.' Insofar 3
kin contact depends on residential proximity
the larger economy’s shifts will influence par:
ticular groups’ experiences. Factory workers;
close to kin or not, are likely to disperse when
plants shut down or relocate. Small business-
people or independent professionals may;
however, remain resident in particular
areas—and thus maintain proximity to kin—
for generations, while professional employees
of large firms relocate at their firms’ behest:
This pattern obtained among my informants.
In any event, cross-household kin contact
can be and is effected at long distance
through letters, cards, phone calls, and holi:
day and vacation visits. The form and func-
tions of contact, however, vary according o
economic resources. Stack and Brett Williams
offer rich accounts of kin networks among
poor blacks and migrant Chicano Ffarm-
workers functioning to provide emotional
support, labor, commodity, and cash e
change—a funeral visit, help with laundry,
the gift of a dress or piece of furniture. Far
different in degree are exchanges such as the
loan of a vacation home, a multifamily hoat-
ing trip, or the provision of free professional
services—examples from the kin networks of -
my wealthier informants. The point is that
households, as labor- and income-pooling: .
units, whatever their relative wealth, are
somewhat porous in relation to others with -
whose members they share kin or quasi-kin -
ties. We do not really know how class differ- -
ences operate in this realm; it is possible that
they do so largely in terms of ideology. It may -
be, as David Schneider and Raymond T. -
Smith suggest, that the affluent and the very

por’ are IMOTe Open in recognizing necessary
economic ties to kin than are those who iden-
tify themselves as middle class.™

Recognizing that kin work is gender rather
than class based allows us to see women's kin
networks among all groups, not just among
working-class and impoverished women in in-
dustrialized societies. This recognition in
gurn clarifies our understanding of the privi-
leges and limits of women’s varying access to
economic resources. Affluent women can
“buy out” of housework, child care —and even
some kin-work responsibilities. But they, like
all women, are ultimately responsible, and
subject to both guilt and blame, as the admin-
istrators of home, children, and kin network.
Even the wealthiest women must negotiate
the timing and venue of holidays and other
family rituals with their kinswomen. It may be
that kin work is the core women’s work cate-
gory in which all women cooperate, while
women’s perceptions of the appropriateness
of cooperation for housework, child care, and
the care of the elderly varies by race, class, re-
gion, and generation.

But kin work is not necessarily an appro-
priate category of labor, much less gendered
labor, in all societies. In many small-scale so-
cieties, kinship is the major organizing princi-
ple ofail social life, and all contacts are by def-
inition kin contacts.'” One cannot, therefore,
speak of labor that does not involve kin. In
the United States, kin work as a separable cat-
egory of gendered labor perhaps arose histor-
ically in concert with the ideological and ma-
terial constructs of the moral mother/cult of
domesticity and the privatized family during
the course of industrialization in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries. These phe-
nomena are connected to the increase in the
ubiquity of productive occupations for men
that are not organized through kinship. This
includes the demise of the family farm with
the capitalization of agriculture and rural-
urban migration; the decline of {amily re-
cruitment in factories as firms grew, ended
child labor, and began to assert bureaucra-
tized forms of control; the decline of artisanal
labor and of small entrepreneurial enter-
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prises as large firms took greater and greatey
shares of the commodity market; the declife:
of the family firm as corporations—and thejy
managerial work forces—grew bevond the ¢q.
pacities of individual families to provision:
them; and, finally, the rise of civil service buy-.
reaucracies and public pressure against nép()';'
tism.'® e
As men increasingly worked alongside of
non-kin, and as the ideology of separate
spheres was increasingly accepted, perhaps..
the responsibility for kin maintenance, like
that for child rearing, became gender-fo-.
cused. Ryan points out that “built into theup-
dated family economy . . . was a new measure.
of voluntarism.” This voluntarism, though;.'
“perceived as the shift from patriarchal an-
thority to domestic affection,” also signaled
the rise of women’s moral responsibility for
family life. Just as the “idea of fatherhood it-
self seemed almost to wither away” so did
male involvement in the responsibility for
kindred lapse.”” B
With postbellum economic growth and:
geographic movement, women's new kin bur-.
den involved increasing amounts of time and.
labor. The ubiquity of lengthy visits and of
frequent letter-writing among nineteenth-
century women attests to this. And for visitors.
and for those who were residentially proxi--
mate, the continuing commonalities of:
women's domestic lahor allowed for kinds of
work sharing—nursing, childkeeping, cook-"
ing, cleaning—that men, with their increas- .
ingly differentiated and controlled activities,
probably could not maintain. This is not to
say that some kin-related male productive
work did not continue; my own data, for in-
stance, show kin involvement among small
businessmen in the present. It is, instead, to
suggest a general trend in material life and a
cultural shift that influenced even those
whose productive and kin lives remained
commingled. Yanagisako has distinguished
between the realms of domestic and public
kinship in order to draw attention to
anthropology’s relatively “thin descriptions”
of the domestic (female) domain. Using her
typology, we might say that kin work as gen-
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dered labor comes into existence within the
domestic domain with the relative erasure of
the domain of public, male kinship. '

Whether or not this proposed historical
model bears up under further research, the
question remains, Why do women do kin
work? However material factors may shape
activities, they do not determine how individ-
uals may perceive them. And in considering
issues of motivation, of intention, of the cul-
tural construction of kin work, we retumn to
the altruism versus self-interest dichotomy in
recent feminist theory. Consider the epi-
graphs to this article. Are women kin workers
the nurturant weavers of the Gilligan quota-
tion, or victims, like the fed-up woman who
writes to complain to Ann Landers? That is,
are we to see kin work as yet another example
of “women’s culture” that takes the care of
others as its primary desideratum? Or are we
to see kin work as another way in which men,
the economy, and the state extract labor from
women without a fair return? And how do
women themselves see their kin work and its
place in their lves?

As T have indicated above, I believe that it
is the creation of the sell-interest/altruism di-
chotomy that is itself the problem here. My
women informants, like most American
women, accepted their primary responsibility
for housework and the care of dependent
children. Despite two major waves of feminist
activism in this century, the gendering of cer-
tain categories of unpaid labor is still largely
unaltered. These work responsibilities clearly
interfere with some women's labor force com-
mitments at certain life-cycle stages; but,
more important, women are simply discrimi-
nated against in the labor market and rarely
are able to achieve wage and status parity with
men of the same age, race, class, and educa-
tional background.”

Thus for my women informants, as for
most American women, the domestic domain
is not only an arena in which much unpaid
labor must be undertaken but also a realm in
which one may attempt to gain human satis-
factions—and power—not available in the
labor market. Anthropelogists Jane Collier
and Louise Lamphere have written com-

pellingly on the ways in which varying kinshi
and economic structures may shape women'
competition or cooperation with one anothe
in domestic domains.® Feminists considering
Western women and families have looked at
the issue of power primarily in terms of hus
band.wife relations or psychological relations
between parents and children. If we adopt:
Collier and Lamphere's broader canvas,
though, we see that kin work is not onl
women’s labor from which men and childre
henefit but also labor that women undertake
in order to create obligations in men and chil
dren and to gain power over one another,
Thus Cetta Longhmnotti’s struggle with her
daughter-in-law over the venue of Christimas
dinner is not just about a competition over al-
truism, it is also about the creation of future
obligations. And thus Cetta’s and Anna's
sponsorship of their children’s friendship
with each other is both an act of nurturance
and a cooperative means of gaining power
over those children.

Although this was not a clear-cut distinc-
tion, those of my informants who were more
explicitly antifeminist tended to be most in-
vested in kin work. Given the overwhelming

historical shift toward greater autonomy for -

younger generations and the withering of

children’s financial and labor obligations to

their parents, this investment was in most
cases tragically doomed. Cetta Longhinotti,
for example, had repaid her own mother’s

devotion with extensive home nursing during

the mother's last years. Given Cetta’s general
failure to direct her adult children in work,
marital choice, religious worship, or even fre-
quency of visits, she is unlikely to receive such
care from them when she is older.

The kin-work lens thus reveals the close re-
lations between altruism and self-interest in
women's actions. As economists Nancy Folbre
and Heidi Hartmann point out, we have in-
herited a Western intellectual tradition that
both dichotomizes the domestic and public
domains and associates them on exclusive
axes such that we find it difficult to see self-in-
terest in the home and altruism in the work-
place.? But why, in fact, have women fought
for better jobs if not, in part, to support their

children? These dichotomics are Procrustean
beds that warp our understanding of women’s
lives both at home and at work, “Altruism”
and “self-interest” are cultural constructions
that are not necessarily mutually exclusive,
and we forget this to our peril.

The concept of kin work helps to bring into
focus a heretofore unacknowledged array of
tasks that is culturally assigned to wormen in
industrialized societies. At the same time, this
concept, embodying notions of both love and
work and crossing the boundaries of house-
holds, helps us to reflect on current feminist
debates on women's work, family, and com-
munity. We newly sce both the interrelations
of these phenomena and women'’s roles in
creating and maintaining those interrela-
tions. Revealing the actual labor embodied in
what we culturally conceive as love and con-
sidering the political uses of this labor helps
1o deconstruct the self-interest/altruism di-
chotomy and to connect more closely
women's domestic and labor-force lives.

The true value of the concept, however, re-
mains to be tested through further historical
and contemporary research on gender, kin-
ship, and labor. We need to assess the sugges-
tion that gendered kin work emerges in con-
cert with the capitalist development process;
to probe the historical record for women'’s
and men’s varying and changing conceptions
of it; and to research the current range of its
cultural constructions and material realities.
We know that household boundaries are
more porous than we had thought—but they
are undoubtedly differendally porous, and
this is what we need to specify. We need, in
particular, to assess the relations of changing
labor processes, residential patterns, and the
use of technology to changing kin work.

Altering the values attached to this particu-
lar set of women's tasks will be as difficult as
are the housework, child-care, and occupa-
tional-segregation struggles. But just as femi-
nist research in these latter areas is comple-
mentary and cumulatdve, so researching kin
work should help us to piece together the
home, work, and public-life landscape—to
see the female world of cards and holidays as
it is constructed and lived within the changing
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political economy. How female that world is
to remain, and what it would look like if it
were not sex-segregated, are questions we
cannot yet answer.
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