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From the emergence of anthropology as a discipline in the late 19  century until at least the 1970s, kinship had a
prominent place in anthropological research and theory. In 1967, Robin Fox aptly remarked that ‘kinship is to
anthropology what logic is to philosophy or the nude is to art; it is the basic discipline of the subject’ (Fox 1967, 10).
Subsequently, although the interest in kinship never disappeared, the anthropology of kinship lost its privileged
position within the discipline. Following a radical critique of kinship studies’ ethnocentrism, expressed particularly by
David Schneider, kinship research declined and courses on kinship were eliminated and marginalized in anthropology
degree programmes. Relatively recently, however, there has been a revival of interest indicating kinship’s dynamic
return to the anthropological agenda. Contrary to the once dominant structural-functionalist model of kinship that
emphasized fixity and ascription, newer approaches to kinship, intellectually influenced by feminism, studied and
conceived kinship in terms of practices and processes of becoming (Carsten 2020). Kinship was no longer seen as an
institution of ‘tradition’ that was only relevant in small, stateless, and isolated societies.
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Some of the latest studies have considered kinship in settings of mobility, change, and transformation, demonstrating,
on the one hand, the vital role of kinship for these processes and, on the other hand, how kinship transforms and
adjusts itself in these conditions (Andrikopoulos and Duyvendak 2020). Most significantly, kinship provides an
infrastructure for people to stay connected in transnational social spaces. Examining transnational processes shows us
that, in shifting and uncertain settings, people turn to kinship in search of security and stability.

 

The JRAI has been at the forefront of these theoretical and empirical innovations in studying kinship in transnational
contexts. This virtual issue draws together articles from the journal’s back catalogue that demonstrate in the most
compelling way how kinship can be relevant for understanding contemporary social issues, such as migration, global
capitalism, and the politics of belonging. The articles are organized into seven sections, as outlined below, that
represent key themes in recent studies of kinship and transnationalism, which could map onto weekly reading lists in a
course.

 

In classic anthropological theory, kinship and the state were construed as two different modes of political
organization for traditional and modern societies respectively, and therefore, as mutually exclusive. Nowadays, this
view has been reconsidered and instead kinship and the state are seen as mutually co-produced (Thelen and Alber
2018). Nationalism appeals to ideologies of kinship to draw a distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’. The cultural
reproduction of the nation takes place not only through formal institutions, such as education, but also through
families. The state has the symbolic power to define what a legitimate family is and to differentiate between
acceptable and unacceptable forms of family life. This makes ‘the family’ a site of particular interest for national
politics of belonging and explains why states often perceive migrants and their families as a threat to the ‘family of the
nation’.

 

Two of the most well-researched themes in the literature on transnational kinship are the topics of cross-border
marriage and transnational adoption. Both phenomena are subjected to the state’s control since they raise
questions of belonging and provide a route to citizenship through kinship. From European nation-states’ perspectives,
transnational marriages endanger the normative construction of the ‘good family’ as the social institution that
produces and raises new members of society and the nation (Moret et al. 2021). Conceiving transnational marriages as
an ‘integration problem’, states impose increasingly severe restrictions and requirements. State authorities also screen
transnational adoptions, albeit in very different ways. The target of inspection is primarily the adoptive family that will
raise the adoptee and subject the child to a process of kinning. Ideals of what constitutes a ‘proper family’ also inform
the state’s scrutinization of transnational adoptions. Yet, as adoptive parents are usually middle class citizens, the new
kinship that transnational adoptions generate is not perceived by the state as a threat, at least not as much as the
families created by cross-border marriages.

 

Even though the state has the monopoly to determine who has the right to migrate, it is not the only entity that
regulates human mobility across borders. Operating under different logics and moralities, kinship and the market
can also facilitate or constrain transnational mobility. The interrelatedness between kinship, the market, and the state
affects the dynamics, volume and direction of transnational flows. Many women in the Global North, for example, are
able to combine their professional careers with family life due to the cheap care work of migrant women whose own
children remain in their countries of origin under the care of other relatives. These global care chains (Hochschild
2000) are obviously shaped by global inequalities.

 

However, migrants’ kinship arrangements and practices are not just passive responses to global forces. It is common
that migrants engage in numerous and interconnected exchanges with their relatives and other people who are
important to them. Affective circuits–the social formations that emerge from the exchange of different material and
emotive resources—span over national borders and connect migrants with their kin in the country of origin and
elsewhere (Cole and Groes 2016). Through transnational mobility, migrants gain access to new resources that they can
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channel to their networks. The motivation of migrants to remit money and engage in other forms of exchange with
their kin is not always out of concern for their relatives’ well-being. Transnational migrants’ acts of giving allow them
to fulfil kinship roles and gain respect and recognition within their kinship networks.

 

Moreover, kinship also has a dark side. Besides the desire to improve their position within kinship networks,
migrants often feel pressure to comply with norms of kinship and the enormous expectations of their relatives. They
might even be terrified by the possible consequences of disappointing their relatives. In several instances, migrants
from Africa and Asia interpreted failures and misfortunes they have experienced as outcomes of occult attacks from
dissatisfied and jealous relatives. In addition to feelings of love, care, and solidarity for their kin, the fear of
malevolent practices by relatives also affects migrants’ behavior and their transnational engagement.

 

Migration and other transnational processes affect how already existing kinship relations operate and create conditions
for the development of new forms of kinship. Sometimes these forms of innovative kinship transgress ethnic
boundaries and connect people of different cultural backgrounds. What new and older forms of kinship share in
common is that they provide resources for people to envision the future. This is a more general quality of kinship
and not specific to forms of kinship emerging in transnational contexts. Nevertheless, in situations of change and
uncertainty, people need more than ever to foresee their future and, if possible, to control it.

 

This collection of articles showcases new directions in the anthropology of kinship. The topics covered by these
articles make clear how central kinship is in transnational processes. Continuing developments in anthropology
indicate that kinship is here to stay.
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