Preface to the Second Edition

This is a book that develops relationships between Jane Austen and
anthropology, particularly the anthropology of kinship. In the nine
years since this book was first published, a great deal has happened
to both. Jane Austen has had a successful career in Hollywood.
Anthropological studies of kinship, thought to be dead in the wake
of the Schneiderian critique, have been revitalized, thanks to work
on “new” forms of kinship, notably lesbian motherhood and the
complex genealogies produced by new reproductive technologies.
Jane Austen’s Hollywood career and the form of kinship’s revival
are not, we think, unrelated phenomena.

The five major motion pictures of Austen’s novels that appeared
between 1992 and 1997 participated in and furthered a long-standing
practice of making Austen’s stories stand for a European past when
kinship and courtship—that is, sexual relationships—were “nor-
mal,” rather than complex, unruly, or (in contemporary terms)
“queer.”? The movies follow Austen closely in showing that the cen-
tral courtships of each tale are deeply embedded in social conven-
tion; they are fastidious—and even go beyond the novels—in get-
ting every period costume just right. Yet they fail to make visible
what we regard as one of the central aspects of Austen’s narratives:
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in Austen, the most conventional of matches are often quite dreary
and the heroines all court aberrently or, as we phrase it below,
“alter-culturally.” Austen, in our view, is a keen and reflective
observer of social convention, neither its apologist nor champion.
Yet in the movies, Austen’s critical distancing—her illumination of
convention as convention—is lost. As such, the movies make Austen’s
concrete historical moment stand for a premodern order within which
social convention was untroubled by difference and critical reflection.
To the acclaim of their disproportionately urban, professional-class
audiences, the movies thus confirmed what was always known—
that the family forms and sexual lives of the audiences’ world, so
visibly marked by both difference and self-consciousness, are an
unprecedented break with the traditional past. This is not to say that
the movies or their audiences adopted the reactionary goal of advo-
cating a return to this mythic past—as did the U.S. Congress when,
during this same time period, it passed the so-called Defense of
Marriage Act, which sought to make same-sex marriages impossible
by law. Rather, without engaging in these reactionary politics, the
movies marked their viewers’ liberation from the Old Order, while
allowing them to consume, in comfort, its visible distinctions. A
more general point of theory here is one we stress below: polarized
views inevitably depend upon what they typically mask—a com-
mon structuring or patterning of thought.

A second incident of roughly these same years reveals a similar
desire, even insistence, that Austen and her texts mark the pur-
ported novelty of contemporary sexuality by standing in opposition
to it. In 1989, Eve Sedgwick presented a paper at the Modern Lan-
guage Association, “Jane Austen and the Muse of Masturbation,” in
which she suggested that certain passages in Sense and Sensibility
could be read for signs of female masturbation and its pleasures. As
Sedgwick has documented in a subsequent written text, the paper’s
very title was quickly made into an emblem of all that had suppos-
edly gone wrong in the humanities in the wake of the 1960s (Sedg-
wick 1991). For Sedgwick’s critics, to read Austen’s texts with atten-
tiveness to masturbation was somehow politically and intellectually
equivalent to removing Shakespeare from the curriculum to make
room for Alice Walker or Annie Sprinkle.? Sedgwick’s heresy was
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even noted in the pages of The New York Times.? But why all the
fuss? Why was it so obvious to Sedgwick’s critics that Austen’s texts
could not possibly contain suggestions of female masturbation? Or
that to consider such a possibility signaled that something had gone
terribly awry in academe? If Sedgwick’s reading was demonstrably
in error, why was it necessary to do anything more than prepare an
academic response? Sedgwick’s critics, we would note, showed no
interest in moralistically opposing female masturbation or even
women who spoke favorably about masturbation (as did President
Clinton during this same period, when he fired Surgeon General
Jocelyn Elders). Rather, what again was at issue was the imperative
that Austen’s novels be read only in ways that left untroubled their
received status as icons of the rupture between tradition and
modernity.

Though our sympathies are much more with the “new kinship”
than with either the recent spate of Austen flicks or the attacks on
Sedgwick’s MLA paper, we would nonetheless note that much of
the “new kinship” scholarship also participates in sharply dividing
the past from the present, even if the dividing line is placed closer
to the present moment. Kinship is once again worth studying, we
are told, because it is different now. It’s no longer David Schneider’s
kinship. Kinship today, the story goes, has been “liberated”—
whether from “biology” by lesbian and gay families or from the “old
biology” of sexual intercourse by the “new biology” of new repro-
ductive technologies. Yet it would be careless of us to conflate these
two claims for novelty, for they offer very different orientations
toward the future. In the case of work on gay and lesbian families,
the proclamation of newness has served the politically important
goal of affirming contingency, and thus the possibility of agency
and change (Strathern 1997). By contrast, work on new reproduc-
tive technologies often seems to have either a «- or dystopic qual-
ity. It typically appears to herald the imminent arrival of The Tech-
nological Future—a time when, whether for good or for bad, all
things human are in the hands of a singular science and, conse-
quently history (that is, agency and change) has come to an end.

What is striking to us, looking at our own book after nine years,
is how much it goes against the grain of both the Austen movies and
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the new kinship studies. Our work looked backward at Austen not
to announce our distance from her and her world, but to rethink cer-
tain aspects of doing anthropology by reading Austen as, so to
speak, an anthropologist transposed. Our goal was not to collapse
or overlook the differences between late-twentieth-century cultural
anthropology and Austen’s novels, but to recognize Austen as some-
one doing something like ethnographic writing in a different time
and place and to recognize courtship, marriage, and family in her
world as something like our “kinship,” though again transposed.
The underlying strategy, in short, was to allow a degree of displace-
ment or difference to be mutually illuminating between present and
past, social science and literature, our “kinship” and Jane Austen’s.
We were drawn to this approach very much in response to David
Schneider’s polemical attacks on all-previous-work-in-kinship. On
the one hand, we found (and continue to find) compelling what we
regard as Schneider’s most basic points. Ties between people that
are figured or fashioned as “natural” are always contingent and cul-
tural. The notion that ego and the person who gives birth to ego are
‘relatives” is a cultural notion; however unlikely it may be that peo-
ple make nothing of the fact that one person emerged from
another’s womb, there is nothing inevitable about making “rela-
tives” out of those two persons in any specific sense of the term.
Rather, to establish this as a universal requires that we project a hol-
low abstraction onto, and thereby mask, myriad cultural particular-
ities. Consider, for instance, how central to our own understanding
of “family” and “love” is the proposition that these are unlike so
much else that they cannot be bought or purchased for any price.
Money can't buy love, we tell each other. But this core proposition
of kinship (as we know it) can hardly be present in contexts in
which the market is not so aggrandized and institutionalized. Our
kinship is provincially capitalist—or more precisely, our kinship
might well be described as an exception to capitalism our society
produces so as to make false the allegation that capitalism deper-
sonalizes all our social relations. “It’s not true,” we reassure our-
selves. “We still have ‘families’; we still have ‘love.” To return to
Schneider’s brief against the universal status of kinship, while it is
undoubtedly true that in all human social orders to date some men
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and some women have engaged in reproductive intercourse, and
true as well that most births in human history have been a result of
intercourse of just this sort, there is nothing inevitable about mak-
ing a distinct category of persons (“kin” or “relatives”) by lumping
together, on the one hand, persons who are ongoing sex partners
and, on the other, genetic parents and their children. While there
are always such persons in human societies, this does not mean that
they are always classified together as kin and categorically opposed
to non-kin. With these central points in Schneider’s work, we were,
and remain, in agreement.

Where we found ourselves discomforted by Schneider’s work
was, first of all, in his recurring suggestion that there was, in effect,
no precedent in anthropology, or even in all of Western thought, for
his own awareness of the contingency of kinship. This was a grand
“space-clearing gesture” on Schneider’s part, and it was equivalent
to figuring his own recognition of the contingency of kinship as a
“breakthrough” that rendered passé all previous social science stud-
ies of kinship. In other words, this claim by Schneider implied a
Whiggish tale of scientific progress—however much both his critics
and followers converge in locating his cultural anthropology as
Other to science. Our second concern with Schneider’s work was
with his mapping of cultural understandings of “kinship” onto a
bounded social unit. For Schneider, at the “cultural level,” there was
no variation in the construction and understanding of kinship any-
where in “America,” and at times he even extended this to all of
“Western societies.” From the perspective of late 1990s cultural and
social anthropology, it seems amazing that Schneider not only flat-
tened differences of class and ethnicity, but that he found it possi-
ble to bracket the presence in his America—and the presence as
Americans—of new immigrants whose cultural worlds were
undoubtedly plural and syncretic. Of course, these two points are
not unrelated. For Schneider, the American (or Western) cultural
understanding of kinship was simply and fully present (here in
America or here in the West) or simply and fully absent (every-
where else), with no border zones or mixing—until Schneider’s
own work brought cultural analysis to bear on American culture. In
other words, if one asks where David Schneider found “variation,”
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other than all or nothing variation, in relation to the culture of
American kinship, the answer would be in his own work. For
Schneider, then, it was Schneider himself who was the originary
moment of variation in an otherwise totalized and homogenized
cultural system identified with a bounded social whole, be it “Amer-
ica” or “the West.”

The problem, of course, is that this totalization—Ilike any and all
mappings of cultural principles on to bounded social wholes—fig-
ured the culture of American kinship as something less than cul-
tural, for such totalization obscured the contingency, hybridity, and
historicalness of American kinship (of any and all moments in time).
One effect of this reduction of culture by means of a posited corre-
spondence with a bounded social whole was to figure all cultural
difference as distributed into discrete and autonomous units (corre-
sponding to social wholes), and this left Schneider and many of his
readers uncertain about how to continue to do comparative work.
If “kinship” was only an American phenomenon—or again, perhaps
only a “Western” phenomenon, given Schneider’s fudging on just
which bounded social whole “kinship” belonged to—*“kinship”
ceased to be a common denominator defining a cross-cultural field
of study. Kinship thus became, in Schneider’s famous harangue, “a
non-subject” (1972: 50).

Reading Jane Austen’s novels while studying with Schneider as
graduate students (and confessedly finding her prose a welcome
relief from many of the assigned social science readings), we found
that in narrating fictional stories of marriage and families, Austen
repeatedly made visible the fictional status of social conventions,
including social conventions about what was natural. For example
(and it is one replete with Austen’s vaunted irony), at the end of
Sense and Sensibility we are told that Marianne and Elinor, “though
sisters,” were able to maintain “that constant communication which
family affection would naturally dictate” (380). In other words,
Austen’s narrative shows us that Marianne’s and Elinor’s amity is a
social state to be achieved and maintained, that is, constructed,
even between two people conventionally defined as naturally
bonded. Moreover, the entire novel, the plot of which is at least
partly generated out of tension and estrangement among siblings,
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shows that “natural” relationships (such as those between siblings)
do not not reliably exhibit their “natural” qualities.

Thus Austen provides a precedent for the very core of Schnei-
der’s anthropology, that is, for his insistence on the contingency of
cultural principles, even those defined by the “natives” as natural.
But in finding this precedent in Austen’s much earlier fictional writ-
ing, we hoped to suggest that Schneider’s insights into the cultural
construction of “the natural” and “kinship” were not so much the
result of a scientific “breakthrough” as they were a self-conscious
realization of an immanent quality of any and all cultural systems.
Precisely because cultural systems are made-up, they always
remain open, at least in principles, to being thought and re-made
otherwise—that is, they always remain open, at least in principle, to
reflexivity and alter-cultural moves, even at moment when the
range of social action is drastically limited, as it is in contexts
defined by domination. Among examples of alter-cultural moves,
we would include the sort of re-writing of social convention repre-
sented by Austen’s ethnographically attentive prose. That cultures,
as cultures, are always open to both reflexivity and alter-cultural
moves means that cultural systems are never hermetically shielded
from sources of variation, nor so compartmentalized that they can-
not be cross-clarified or compared. In short, by turning to Jane
Austen’s fiction we hoped to locate Schneider’s central insights in a
more robustly cultural theory of culture and to thereby open the
door to comparative work that does not rely on any universal, or
common, denominator.? In the theoretical view that we developed
in dialogue with Austen’s texts, culture is not “shared understand-
ings,” much less a fully realized system of such understandings held
by a bounded social group; rather, culture is a structuring or pat-
terning of meaning-making that is at once received and ongoing,
shaped by its past versions and open to alterations by meaningful
action (or “agency™). In this view, culture is not a thing with defini-
tive sites of closure or boundaries, and it is thus neither a system nor
something that can be mapped on to any social whole or unit.

Nine years later, it seems to us as if too much of the “new kinship”
replicates at least one of the central weaknesses of Schneiderian
anthropology, notwithstanding frequent claims to being “post-



xvi | Preface to the Second Edition

Schneiderian.” Along with insisting, as it often has, on the novelty
and singularity of the contemporary and futuristic cultural phenom-
ena it studies, the “new kinship” has largely eschewed comparison.
We are struck by how very little the “new kinship” looks at the
world beyond urban, technological, North Atlantic societies, and
how little it uses cross-cultural comparison to illuminate the implicit
presuppositions and contingency of the phenomena it studies.’
Much as in social theory and histories that unembarrassedly tell of
“modernization,” in too much of the “new kinship” we find visions
of a Final Future, a uniform outcome for all humanity, that makes
difference little more than a folkloristic curiosity. Such uniformitar-
ianism can never, we would argue, be cultural and anthropological,
for it privileges a narrow segment of what Ruth Benedict called the
“great arc” of human possibilities (1934: 24). Today, as when we
published the first edition of this work, we would resist this unifor-
mitarianism by looking for modes of representation that have the
capacity to illuminate the polyphony and contingency of social
orders and, concomitantly, to proliferate rather than reduce com-
parative vantages on human particularities. For these complex pur-
poses, Jane Austen remains exemplary in our view.

Notes

1. The Austen films of the 1990s are Emma, directed by Douglas
McGrath (1996); Emma, directed by Diarmuid Lawrence (1997); Persua-
ston, directed by Roger Mitchell (1995); Pride and Prejudice, directed by
Simon Langton (1995); and Sense and Senstbility, directed by Ang Lee
(1995). Much the same approach to making Austen into cinema is present
as well in Northanger Abbey, directed by Giles Foster (1987).

2. For the prime attack on Sedgwick, see Kimball (1990: 145-46).

3. For the moments when this surfaced in The New York Times, see
Bernstein (1990), Rosenblatt (1990); Taylor (1991).

4. Among Schneider’s many discussions of the problem of comparison,
one that we have found particularly fruitful and open to renewed compar-
ison, without depending upon universal common denominators such as
“kinship,” “religion,” and so on, is Schneider and Boon (1974).

5. For a discussion of a broader disengagement with cross-cultural per-
spectives in the “new cultural studies,” see Segal (1999).
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