
(kinship)

Ki ns hip and marri age.

[The following intr oduction is taken fr om the r eport to the E.S.R.C. by Alan Macfarlane,
wr itten in 1983]

        I n s o far  as one can deduce these things in the abs ence of listings, it would s eem
that complex hous eholds wer e als o lar gely absent in Earls  Colne. The recor ds also allow 
us  to examine the kins hip ter minology, both the terms of refer ence and those of  addr ess ,
and how  thes e change over the centuries . There seems  to have been little variation f rom
the 'Es kimo'  kins hip ter minology of present-day England, w hich ter minologically
is olates the nuclear f amily. The other major  ar ea for anthr opological analysis, concepts
of  descent, that is  how people consider  themselves to be related to each other, ar e readily
apparent in the r ecords. The mater ial f or both paris hes indicates an identical sys tem of an
ego-centres  and bilater al type, r eckoning kins hip thr ough both males  and females
equally, though employing patronymics . This bilateral sys tem f its w ith the kins hip
terminology and als o w ith the inheritance pr actices which are also bilater al. The formal
system seems  to have changed ver y little over this per iod and appears  to be s tr uctur ally
similar  in the tw o par is hes .

     The recor ds allow  us not only to s tudy the f ormal system and the ideal level, but the
actual pr actice, the contents  of  kins hip. In the documents we have many tr ans actions 
betw een individuals  - bor row ing, witness ing, acting as pledges or  guar antor s, as  well as 
negative acts such as as sault and theft. We can w atch the f amily system in relation to
religion, economics  and politics . Similarly we can devise meas ur es of  'kinship density' ,
that is  the degree to which f ellow  villagers  also tended to be kin. The impor tance or
unimpor tance of quasi-kins hip and fictive kinship, of ins titutions such as godparenthood,
fostering, adoption can be analysed. Although many s tr ands again take us  outs ide the
parish, it is pos sible as a r esult of  very cons iderable eff ort to r econs tr uct kins hip charts 
for many village families, a number of those we have created s tr etching back over
several generations .

     Likewis e we have made some pr eliminar y analyses  of mar riage patterns. The social
and geogr aphical range of mar riage partner s and the degree to which diff er ent
occupations inter -mar ry have for some years  now been subjects  of his tor ical analysis, as 
has the ques tion of  marr iage age. Les s widely analys ed as  yet has been the ques tion of
payments at marriage, dowry and br idewealth, as  w ell as mar ital property after
separation, divor ce or  death. All these economic aspects of  marr iage are r eas onably well
recorded in local documents , par ticular ly for the wealthier  gr oups in the village. What
ar e only mentioned in passing ar e the topics  of  cour ts hip and love, of mar riage ar ranging
and of the quality of the mar ital relationship. Likewise the r ituals of the w edding its elf
and the s ubs equent relations between husband and bride's kin are hardly alluded to. The
historian has to turn to records  outs ide his  sample to answ er the questions concer ning
ritual, s ymbol and str uctur e which interes t anthr opologis ts . A s in so many cases, we can
observe s omething of the statistical patterns, but the as sumptions and nor ms which
pr oduced these patterns are r arely even indirectly expres sed. What ar e the kinds of
impr ess ions which are beginning to emer ge fr om our w or k?



  Kinship and mar riage are without doubt the most important pr inciples of social
integration in the major ity of human societies. Whether one looks at the economic, s ocial
or  r itual worlds, the family and w ider kin provide the pr ime unit f or  support. This has  led
to the many accounts of an oppos ition betw een the world of the f amily and the r est of
society, sometimes ter med ' amoral familism'. It has led many anthropologis ts to devote
most of  their monographs  to the pr actical consequences  of  kins hip. Because of  the high
geographical mobility, thos e who lived near each other  were char acter istically not kin.
The bas ic unit of  production was  not the f amily, but the individual f armer , labour er  or 
ar tisan and his w if e. Those w ho co-oper ated in village life were mainly non-kin. In other
words, kinship, it appears, did not provide the organizing principle for  the economy. N or 
did it do so f or politics. There is only a very little evidence that feuds  and factions  w ere
or ganized on kins hip lines. N or was kinship impor tant from a r eligious or ritual
view point. There is  no trace of ances tor belief s, of  f amily rituals  ( apart fr om rites de
pass ages)  that stretched outs ide the nuclear  family.

     The weakness  of kinship outside the group of  husband, wif e and s mall children, als o
appears  r eflected in mar riage institutions . In most tr ibal and peas ant s ocieties, where kin
gr oups ar e dis crete and str ong, marriage is, in Radcliffe-Br ow n's  w ords, a
'r e-ar rangement of  social s tr uctur e'. H ence a mar riage deeply concerns the whole
community and par ticular ly the two sets  of  kin. I t is thus arr anged by the kin, of ten w ith
the aid of a marr iage inter mediary, a broker . The individual male and female have little
say in the arr angement. Often the bride is  very young, for her  f amily must marr y her  of f
at puberty. There is no question of r omantic love or  pers onal choice and little
encouragement for  the young couple to get to know  each other bef ore the wedding. A fter
marr iage, the two often maintain their str onges t link with other s, particular ly their
siblings and parents; towar ds  each other there is  of ten r es erve, of ten expres sed in
separate eating, walking, and peremptor y commands  by the husband. M ar riage in s uch a
situation is  ultimately a political alliance, about the r e-or ganization of f lows of  wealth,
and in or der  to produce children.

     The glimpses  afford by the local r ecords f or  Earls Colne and K ir kby Lons dale do not
conf irm to this model. Ther e are no traces  of mar riage br okers . Clear ly the young couple
were of ten f ir st attracted to each other. They appear to have been allow ed cons iderable
fr eedom to get to know  each other. Af ter mar riage, there ar e a number  of  hints in the
records  that the husband-wife relations hip w as more important than any other  and that it
was far  more egalitarian than one might have pr edicted. A bove all, since w hat s eem to
have held the society together w er e not the per sonal ties  of blood, but the impers onal ties
of  money (the Mar ket) and of off ice ( the S tate) , mar riages did not in any sense
'r e-ar range the social str uctur e' . A  marr iage af fected the participants  very deeply, but it
was ultimately, as the Chur ch emphasized, an individual contract betw een two
individuals. Even the neighbours ' veto could be avoided, as  it often was  in Ear ls Colne,
by purchasing a mar riage licence w hich avoided the necess ity of the s aying of  the
'banns' . Thus individuals w er e not deeply embedded in family r elationships , they had
fr eedom of movement. F rom the time they left home, in their  teens, they stood alone.
This  makes England probably the most unfamilistic pr e-industr ial s ociety known to us.


