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CHAPTER 1

THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF
SIBLING RELATIONS

EXPLORATIONS IN SHARED PARENTAGE,
EXPERIENCE, AND EXCHANGE

Tatjana Thelen, Cati Coe, and Evdmute Alber

Since the 1990s, after a gap following David Schneider’s critique
(1984), there has been a remarkable revival of kinship in anthropol-
ogy. The new kinship studies shifted interest to practices, processes,
and meanings in contrast to a previous focus on jural rights and obli-
gations, kin terms, and structures. Within this efflorescence of the lit-
erature, certain issues have dominated, while others have been largely
overlooked. Exciting issues entailing moral and legal dilemmas or con-
testing biological notions of kinship dominate the research agenda.
These include reproductive technologies (Rapp 1999, Franklin and
Ragoné 1998), international adoption and the constructions and
surrogates of parenthood (Howell 2006, Leinaweaver 2008, Marre
and Briggs 2009, Stryker 2010, Yngvesson 2010), and “new” legally
recognised forms of alliance (Smith 2001, Weston 1991). Their com-
mon ground is to highlight how kinship is produced through social
practices rather than determined by the physical act of birth.
However, the “new” kinship studies have something in common
with “classical” anthropological research on kinship: much of the
scholarship generated by the new approach has remained within the
frame of what was formerly called, in the older kinship literature, alli-
ance and descent. In contrast to the multifaceted discussions around
biological as well as social parenting (“descent”) on the one hand, and
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marriage and other forms of connecting and disconnecting couples
on the other (“alliance”), other relations within the web of kinship, as
Meyer Fortes (1949) called it, remain largely neglected. One of these
neglected themes is the relations between brothers and sisters—the
theme of our book. We argue that these relations are as important to
the maintenance of families and households as parenthood and mar-
riage.! Thus a focus on siblingship, we argue, not only puts a largely
neglected relation at the center of attention but allows us to revise the
“old” problem of social cohesion.

Linked to this first issue, our second point is that putting sibling
relations at the center allows for insights into the making and break-
ing of kinship ties across the life course. Michael Lambek (2011) and
Tatjana Thelen (2010) point out that the recent literature on kinship
focuses on the first stages of life rather than other forms of kinship
that may be more significant later in life and that involve separation,
alliance, and changing forms of exchange and reciprocity. Siblingship
gives us an opportunity to explore how relatedness is created, main-
tained, and broken over the entire life course and even thereafter.
It constitutes a unique entry point into questions of flexibility and
stability, as people creatively enact their cultural understandings of
kinship roles in changing circumstances. This is so, among other rea-
sons, because relations between siblings do not start inevitably at the
moment of birth, nor even during childhood. As the papers by Erd-
mute Alber and Cati Coe in this volume show, people may discover or
mobilize sisters or brothers during different phases in their life cycle
and for different purposes; moreover, the actual behavior as well as
the role expectations of siblings may change over time. And finally, as
Lambek (2011) argues, looking at kinship from the perspective of the
end of life makes the relations of siblings even more important. Suc-
cession frequently depends not only on the parent-child relations but
also on the (mutual) acceptance of siblings.

Furthermore, the diversity of sibling relations involving different
genders, generations, and norms makes it an extremely fruitful field
for looking at how meaningful relations are generated and maintained
in various contexts. In the West, with its emphasis on the central-
ity of parent-child and conjugal relations, “the rules for conducting
a sibling relationship have never been established; ambivalence is its
keynote, and instability its underlying condition” (Sanders 2002: 1).
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Although in other contexts, like in South Asia, sibling relationships
across the life course are more strongly defined and articulated (Weis-
ner 1993), even there, there is variability in the emotional intensity
and level of contflict that specific siblings experience. Siblingship seems
to be established and maintained through diverse means. Brothers and
sisters may be defined by their common biological fathers or mothers,
such as through being the children of the same sperm donor (Sabean
2009). However, shared childhoods may be as significant as shared
parenthood in establishing the feelings associated with siblings—
whether warmth and affection, or jealousy and rivalry. Through shared
experiences in households where they are fostered, the children of sib-
lings or even nonkin can grow attached to one another and call one
another sisters and brothers, as the paper by Julia Pauli shows. Fur-
thermore, as adults, providing economic support can be a significant
part of the relation, including raising or supporting siblings’ children,
as discussed by Helena Obendiek and Erdmute Alber. These norms
can vary during different life phases of siblings and be brought to
bear differently at different points in the life course. For example,
economic and social support, or a sense of intimacy, between adult
siblings may be mobilized on the basis of mutual suffering during a
shared childhood (Pauli) or on the basis of shared parentage despite
not knowing one another, whether at all or well, in childhood (Alber).

Some of the reason for the diversity of norms, other than that they
may change across the life course, is because siblings are constructed
simultaneously as equal or similar (as children of the same parents)
and as different, because of their differences in birth order, age, and
gender status. A. R. Radcliffe-Brown posited that siblings were equiv-
alent to one another generationally (we discuss his ideas further in the
next section), and sibling relations do entail relations between peo-
ple of more or less the same age. However, they also entail relations
between older and younger siblings, between sisters and brothers,
and between adult siblings with different social class positions, eco-
nomic and social capital, and connections through marriage. In both
their similarity and diversity, sibling relations are modeled on other
relations and simultaneously provide models for other kinship rela-
tions. For instance, the “motherly care” of an older sister toward her
younger sibling builds on conceptions of parenting, but it does not
make the relation a parent-child bond, yet the relation is also different
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from a sibling relation that builds on shared suffering in the past.
Similarly, “equality” or closeness as a norm in sibling relations might
be the basis for the ideal marriage or friendship, as Sjaak van der Geest
discusses. We do not fully develop this theme in this volume, but it is
important to keep in mind that calling somebody “brother” in order
to express solidarity is a very frequent expression of closeness in many
regions of the world (Dent 2007; see also Baumann 1995 on “cous-
ins”). Furthermore, imaginaries of brotherhood and sisterhood have
been used to mobilize social movements and provide a sense of inti-
macy to the abstract concept of the nation (Herzfeld 2007) and to
community life within religious orders (Hiiwelmeier 2009).

The diversity not only of forms but also of norms might be a reason
that the analytic exploration of siblingship has been hampered. The
contributions in this volume take the opposite perspective, however:
they show that it is exactly this variety that provides insights into the
creating, maintaining, and breaking of meaningtul relations. Because
of its inherent variety, siblingship proves to be a privileged entry point
to revisit “old” questions regarding the relation between friendship
and kinship, intimacies conceptualized as incest, and forms of sup-
port across social class, generation, and geographic distance. In the
following pages, we give a short overview on the scattered reflections
on siblingship within anthropology, followed by a tentative system-
atization of the three ways siblingship is therein conceived, before
proceeding to the contributions of the collected papers.

SIBLINGS: BACK TO BEGINNINGS

There is a remarkable silence around siblingship in anthropology, not
only compared to the amount of literature on other kin relations, but
also given the significance placed on sibling relations in many other
popular and scientific discourses.? Moreover, the existing anthropo-
logical literature on the complex relation between brothers and sisters
does not form a unified body but seems to be scattered among the lit-
eratures on kinship and socialization.? Some attention was given to sib-
lingship in classic kinship anthropological works, but there have been
different regional traditions in doing so, leading to different insights
and gaps. This section does not attempt to give a comprehensive over-
view of the anthropological literature on siblingship, nor does it deal
with the many empirical case studies. Rather, we summarize some
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central theoretical arguments about siblingship and their underlying
reasoning. As with so many themes in the anthropology of kinship,
we return to the structural-functional “classics” as the fathers—not
parents, as mothers are largely missing—of anthropological thinking
about siblingship. Like Michael Herzfeld (2007) in his discussion of
global kinship, we return to these classical works reflexively, in the
spirit of mining them for what is useful.

As far as we can see, the first theorem was formulated by Radcliffe-
Brown, who already in 1924 was thinking about the prominent position
of the mother’s brother in South Africa (Radcliffe-Brown 1924). Inter-
estingly, the debates about the central position of the mother’s brother
that started with this essay and continued in the kinship literature rarely
examined the cross-gender sibling relation between the “mother” and
her “brother.” Rather, a way of thinking about the intergenerational
effects of siblingship was invented, without examining the sibling rela-
tion itself. An underlying rationale for this thinking was the orientation
toward descent theory within structural functionalism and its interest
in social cohesion through kinship. A key question has been how far
the special position and ambivalent authority of the mother’s brother
toward the children of his sister expressed an old and still underly-
ing matrilinearity or whether the extent of the relation between the
mother’s brother and the sister’s son confirmed the relations between
children and their matrilateral descent group within a general setting
of patrilineality (Radcliff-Brown 1924, Goody 1959; for a review
of the debate see Bloch and Sperber 2004). Although structural-
functionalist studies aimed at explaining social cohesion, they failed to
see the contribution of the interaction between the mother’s brother
and his sister, including the role played by the children in creating and
sustaining a relation between the adult siblings.

The second contribution of Radcliffe-Brown to the study of sibling-
ship is his notion of the “principle of the unity of the sibling group”
(1950), which is connected to what he names the “principle of the
equivalence of siblings” (1971). What he meant by this is that siblings
are mutually substitutable, because they all hold the same position in
the kinship structure. This perspective comes from a way of think-
ing about kinship that is oriented around descent and descent alone.
It tends to oversee the vast differences in the position of siblings—a
point to which we return later.
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The structural conception of marriage, which soon was to chal-
lenge descent as the dominant organizing principle of kinship in
anthropological thinking, was characterized by a similar omission in
theorizing sibling relations. Claude Lévi-Strauss, for instance, in his
work on the structures of kinship (1969) perceived the exchange of
women, through marriage, to be a form of communication between
two groups of brothers. How these brothers specifically interacted
with their sisters who were given in marriage was not considered
interesting. One reason for the neglect of the sibling relation was that
structuralists saw the core family (and the incest taboo in particular)
as the basis of other social relations. Thus, besides marriage, all other
kinds of cross-gender relations between women and men were not
of particular interest in kinship theory (see Weiner 1992 for a similar
argument). Marriage was viewed as the exchange par excellence on
which other forms of exchange were modeled, so that women were
seen mainly as wives, rather than as sisters, who enabled their broth-
ers’ marriages through the exchange of bride price.

With the symbolic and later postmodern turn, yet another focus
on siblings and the basis of their relations became central. Follow-
ing David Schneider, Mac Marshall was most explicit in emphasizing
that siblingship is a cultural category with a specific meaning used for
“full” as well as for “half” or “fictive” brothers. In view of the Poly-
nesian material, he rejected descent-oriented thinking, which viewed
classificatory naming as first used for “full consanguines” and then
extended to other, like relations (Marshall 1983: 2). In contrast, he
argued in favor of a notion of siblingship that takes different prac-
tices of co-residence or created kinship into account. Thereby he put
stress on what Schneider had called “the code of conduct”: “To act
like siblings is to become siblings” (1977: 649; emphasis in original).
Contributing to more than a sense of diversity, Marshall’s research
pointed to the importance of mundane practices of nurturing as well
as feelings of closeness in establishing and maintaining meaningful
ties. The interest in processes of making kin was later expanded within
what became known as “new kinship.” For example, Mary Weisman-
tel (1995) in her study on Zumbagua adoption in the highlands of
Ecuador showed the importance of feeding practices for establishing
parenthood. Similarly, Janet Carsten’s work (1997) on the making of
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kinship among the Malay highlights the central role that processes of
sharing food play.

Although presented here in chronological order, all three ways of
constructing and understanding siblingship are still salient in theory
as well as practice. In the next section, we explore these different ways
of constructing siblingship, as each highlights different aspects and
constraints of a possible relation, before turning to the ways siblings
are seen as a model of and for other relations.

THREE WAYS OF CONSTRUCTING SIBLINGSHIP

In line with the proposition put forward by Mac Marshall in 1977 in
relation to kinship in general, we formulate the three different defin-
ing criteria of siblingship as different modes of sharing. First, sibling-
ship as shared parenthood focuses attention on the wider ramifications
of the sibling relationship, particularly intergenerationally. Second,
the construction of siblingship as based in shared experience high-
lights siblings’ childhoods and similarity. Finally, siblingship through
the lens of exchange and care facilitates a longitudinal perspective and
highlights the differences between siblings, particularly as adults.

Siblings through Shared Parentage—
Highlighting Intergenerational Significance

As noted, in the structural-functional paradigm, relations between
siblings are perceived as deriving from shared parentage: Radcliffe-
Brown understands a sibling group to be “the body of brothers and
sisters of common parentage” (1950: 24).* Common descent from
the same parents often entails sharing intergenerational obligations
such as managing care for aging parents, calling the same people with
the same kinship term, and being jointly involved in legal cases of
inheritance, among others. These characteristics make the sibling rela-
tion unique. Shared parentage could be extended to social siblings;
it could be plural or exclusive; but, in any case, it would remain par-
entage.® Sharing parents can give siblings a sense of similarity and
connection.

However, that siblings share parents—be it shared mothers, fathers,
or both—does not necessarily mean that they experience equivalence in
relation to their parents, which is the second part of Radcliffe-Brown’s
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formulation. The principle of the unity of the sibling group has been
criticized, among other reasons, for not emphasizing the importance of
the seniority principle. Seniority can, for example, be expressed by dif-
ferent kinship terms, as it is in the case in many African languages (Van
der Geest, this volume). In Baatonum, the language of the Baatombu
Alber writes about in this volume, for instance, the older brother or
sister is called by a different kinship term than the younger brother or
sister. Additionally, sharing parents can result in sibling rivalry or ten-
sion, which is a prominent theme in Western culture; the Bible is full
of violent sibling rivalry (Schwartz 1997). The psychodynamics within
families means that siblings tend to react to one another in responding
to situations, such as taking on the roles of “the good child” and “the
bad child.” The siblings of a terminally ill child may put on a front that
they are fine to prevent a parent from worrying about them, because
their ill sibling is causing such anxiety and concern within the family
(Bluebond-Langner 1991). The topic is highlighted particularly well
in the psychological literature (Adler 1924, Sutton-Smith and Rosen-
berg 1970, Sanders 2009), and rivalry appears not only in childhood
but also later in life, especially in issues around succession, inheritance,
and caring for elderly parents (Hohkamp 2011; Lambek 2011; Gluck-
man, Mitchell, and Barnes 1949; Van Vleet 2008).

Even though it is easy to reject the idea of the unity of the sib-
ling group as well as the principle of equivalence of siblings based on
the empirical evidence, nevertheless we think that Radcliffe-Brown’s
concept is valuable in grasping at least one aspect of sibling relations.
When boys or men call themselves brothers in order to emphasize
their mutuality, equality, and closeness, they are mobilizing the con-
cept of sibling unity for social purposes. The same happens, of course,
in the case of girls or women who call themselves sisters in order to
express their closeness. In addition, closeness and mutuality are also
constructed between brothers and their sisters, as various European
fairy tales, such as “Hansel and Gretel,” prove. Moreover, the con-
ceptualization of siblingship as shared parenthood by Radclitfe-Brown
and others gives us the sense that sibling relations are significant in
creating and sustaining ties across the generations. As Igor Kopytoff
points out, siblingship is not solely an intragenerational connection.

The ecarly insight gained from the discussion of the role of the
mother’s brother toward his nephews and nieces has to be extended,



