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Nunca he sido afecto a esa vanidad necréfila que lleva
atanta gente a inquirir el pasado y a quienes pasaron buscando
las ramas y los injertos del 4rbol genealdgico. Entiendo que
cada uno de nosotros es, por encima de todo, hijo de sus obras,

de lo que va haciendo durante el tiempo en que por aqui anda.

José Saramago, Las Maletas del Viajero

v

Popular Genealogies and the Crisis of Connectivity:

With a little anthropological, or better bio-anthropological,
imagination we can easily conceive of a different possible world than
the one we have evolved to live in, as the social animals we seem so
decidedly to be. Suppose, like so many of the ungulates and ruminants,
we were only ephemerally social --social annuals that 1s, socializing
for annual reproductive purposes only, and otherwise and mainly living
in lonely self isolation-- pursuing herbivorously and relatively
pacifically our separated lives. What a solution that would be to the
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abiding war between the sexes, and to the war over and with the next
generation --although even more marked, perhaps, would be a
gendered view of the world. But we are, for better or for worse,
perennials with perennial social interests in others of our ilk.

In recognition of current cybernetic usages we might redescribe
that enduring social interest in making connections with others as a
preoccupation with connectivity. That interest is troubled --as we have
been especially made aware in this century now ending-- by feelings of
repugnance and repulsion.' These feelings are frequently in play in the
relations between groups and cultures. And they energize “the politics
of cleanliness” a phenomenon taking many forms: from such mildly
callous humiliations such as “blazon populaire” and ethnic jokes,?

Foradiscussion of some of these issues of cleanliness and hierarchy as between
rural and urban society in Iberia, see J. A. Fernandez de Rota, “Betanzos, Siglos
XVI-XX: Suciedad Aldeanay Limpieza Urbana.” in Historiay Fuente Oral No.
9. 1993, See also the response of the author of this essay commenting upon the
public health notion of “fecal cycle” : the relative rapi-dity with which human
and animal effluent returns to be a part of and both a sustenance to and an
infective factor in ongoing social life: as for example in the rapidity in rural life
in which manure, human and animal, is returned to the earth as plant and
eventually human nutrients. The pacing of that cycle has also been a point of
hierarchy as between northern and southern European society. J.W. Fernandez,
“El Ciclo Fecal: Comentario al Articulo de J. A. Fernandez de Rota”, Historia
¥ Fuente Oral,NO.9. 1993:87-89. Urban or urbane society has long held the
rapidity of the rural cycle in repugnance. Perhaps it is all summed up best in
the term “untou-chable” in the Indian caste system which has in part to do with
the fecal cycle!. .

2 The WWW has become a trove, not to say “treasure trove”, of ethnic jokes as

can be confirmed by searching <ethnic jokes> in any search engine. In
America the predominant ethnic objects of these jokes, immigrant ethnics
identified by national origin in contrast to the national objects in Europe, are
Polish, ltalians, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Norwegians Swedes and Irish.
Spaniards, that is people of direct Spanish descent, are hardly present in
keeping with their scarce representation as a community in American life. It is
arguable that the surge of ethnic jokes on the Internet may be a displacement
o a kind of authorless cyber-underground caused by the new pluralism in
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through such harsher separatisms as ghetto-izatiqn and caste systems,
to the cruel and ruthless efforts at ethnic cleansing and genocide we
have witnessed in this century. Recently, as we are well aware, the
powers that be in Europe and America have wishfzq to end the century
and begin the new millennium by taking a militant stand against
“ethnic cleansing.” The purpose of this paper is to make a pracncql bul
more pacific contribution to our understandin.g of that dchumamz.mg
phenomenon. That is, we will try to exercise l}_le. anlhropol.ogncul
imagination in a rather different way than by.rcvnvmg evolulnonux:y
scenarios by examining what the widespread interest in the .world‘ in
genealogy --a topic of some obvious interest to al.nhrc.)pologlsls after
all-- may contribute to it. The fundamentgl guesuon is: What do we
imagine when we imagine that genealogy is important? And what do
we imagine by ‘family resemblances’ when t.hese. --‘very mpch
nourished by genealogy-- are made definitive of identity? Our aims
must be modest, but we engage very big questions in human relations,
well worthy of anthropological inquiry and effort.

This appropriate anthropological meditation or speculation on
our social animality®, to begin with, and our favoring of “family resem-

America and the increasing criticism of inter-ethnic imoleraqcc in any l}mn
made in such ‘positive thinking” movements as “affirmative action or
“political correctness.” See Thomas Horenkamp, “Contemporar.y Follflore}n
the United States: Ethnic Jokes onthe Internet”. Unpub. MA Thesis. University
of Chicago.1997. That ethnic jokes relate to our subject matter hcrc.‘ lhc
dynamics of genealogical linkage, can be seen in the advertising blurbs for
Ethnic Heritage books and Heritage CDs that appear on the same web page
with Ethnic Joke collections.

3 For who better than an anthropologist to speculate about olhgr ways ol being
human, not only about the constructedness of culture which is our more
frequent speculation on the ontology in our ontogeny bul'ubo:n possible
alternate consequences of evolution and adaptation, the choices” made and
the"‘choices not made in phylogeny such as we might better undcrslgnd the
fatefulness of the human career.! And such speculation may be particularly
important at this moment of millennial turnover!
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blances”, to end with --which is a speculation on the ultimate social
configuration of human worlds-- comes to mind when one
contemplates this new world of our daily engagement with “others”
(others who, by familistic criteria, may resemble us very little if at all)
that has suddenly sprung full blown and with great eclat into our lives:
the World Wide Web. A new and absorbing way to be connected with
the works and lives of others. ‘Connectivity’ has become the name of
the game ... though, of course, it always has been, in one sense, the
name of the game for any social animal, a fact that is deeply embedded
as figurations in our language games, as I mean to make clear. Anthro-
pologists repeatedly recognize that what, in the end, our discipline is
about and about which it is particularly informed is ‘the problems of
social relationships™ . It seems that we cannot, alas, solve our
problems in any permanent way through ‘loneliness,’ for that is a state
of only passing or pathological interest to a social animal. We are
destined to be animals in which connectivity, relationship, is nearly
everything to us; and we will often enough --as the 20" century, if not
the entire 2" millennium has taught us-- ‘cleanse’ or kill in search of
it --or in denial of it. One crucial struggle for humans as we enter the
third millennium is surely that of redefining, in this respect, what is at
present called our “rules of engagement™. The object of this essay is,

4 A commitment to this view has been enduring in British social anthropology
as an inheritance, perhaps, of its Durkheimianism.The work of Marilyn
Strathern is an instance of that whether she is reflecting on the partiality and
plenitude of connections ( Partial Connections: 1991), assaying the role of
evocation (genealogical or otherwise) in persuading us or not persuading us
about our “significant relationships” (“Out of Context: the Persuasive Fictions
of Anthropology”: 1990 (1986) or speculating, as I do here, on the nostalgic
return to relational thinking in reaction to the new millennium technologies
biological (in her case) and cybernetic in our case here. (“Nostalgia and the
New Genetics,”:1995)

N

A phrase used by President Clinton and other NATO leaders and commanders
. after the NATO bombing, of Serbia and Kosovo, for defining and establishing
relationships of greater mutual tolerance between the various contesting ethnic
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in view of some challenges to connectivity which repose in present
definitions of the human situation, to think of what that redefinition
might consist. These are definitions bound up in the idea of
genealogical connection. To pursue this objective I will first engage
in some popular ethnography!

With our expertise on working out the ‘dynamics of the catego-
rical’ over time in the structure of relationships, whether those of kin,
clan, and club --that is, our expertise with the ‘genealogical method’
broadly defined-- it is likely that we anthropologists will find a
particular professional interest in a certain kind of emphasis on
‘connectivity” that has recently sprung forth as WORLD WIDE WERB
search sites: these are sites that promise WEB users to organize their
interest in their ancestry (<Ancestry.com Inc>) or their genealogy
(<MyFamily.com>). The potential of this emerging enthusiasm first
surfaced in December of 1998 in a Wall Street Journal article touting
this new use of the Web for genealogical research as offering also an
opportunity for startup investing®. Subsequently an April issue of PC
Magazine’ reviewed four software programs, all WEB associated,
which enable the users to research and structure their own family

groups in the Balkans.

6 Jon G Auerbach, “Web Handicapper’s Latest Horse is Genealogy,” The Wall
Street Journal, Page Bi. 12/17/1998. As is usual any new WEB enthusiasm
usually spins off into a crowded field: “*Ancestry faces competition from u raft
of other genealogy sites. One is a popular destination run by Learning Co. with
a link to a popular software program called “Family Tree Muker.”

7 PC Mugazine, Vol 18 (8) April 20, 1999. Pgs 261-268. In their section “Atter
Hours, Genealogy Sites and Software to Find Your Roots.” The four sofiware
packages reviewed: Family Tree Creator Deluxe; Family Tree Maker Deluae,
version 6; Generations Grande Suite 5.2; Ultimate Family Tree Platinum The
magazine also lists the Web Sites with more or less free information derived
from various genealogy centers, for example that of The Church of Latter Day
Saints or Mormons,
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genealogies through personal research in combination with the use of
information available on the WEB. This particular review article went
so fur as to coach readers in the relevant terms and methods of
genealogical research and to suggest ‘pedigree criteria’ for an exacting
construction of family trees. Appropriate and clarifying collateral
reading is also suggested, though not the classic essay by W.H.R.
Rivers*. One supposes that the focus is on rather more reader-friendly
work”,

Evidently there are a lot of people out there building family
genealogies. An anthropologist would have to observe that there always
have been. But the present phenomenon deserves some comment in a
world said to be globalizing, the same kind of comment that has for
some time now observed the many localizing reactions that have arisen
inrecent years to provide anchorage in the presence of the ambiguities
and the queasy oceanic experience of that very globalization, which
has produced the neologism ‘glocalization.” The dissolving of fixed
and - stable categories in globa-lized thinking, in other words, has
produced a counter interest in the persistent and long satisfying
categories. Genealogy, like the renewed interest in place and locality,
is one of these. It is incumbent on anthropologists --who invented the
genealogical method and who have often structured their ethnographies
upon the armature of genealogy-- to be attentive to it. This can mean
engaging, as suggested here, in eth-nography of the popular as
purveyed in the media.

8 W.H. R. Rivers, “The genealogical method of anthropological inquiry,” The
Sociological Review, Vol 3 (1), 1910, but reprinted in Kinship and Social
Organization, L.S.E Monographs in Social AnthropologyNO. 34., London:The
Athlone Press. 1968:97-109.

9 Cyndi Howell, Netting your Ancestors: Genealogical Research on the In-ternat
Genealogy, Publishers. 1997; Mattthew Helm and April Leigh Helm,
Genealogy Online for Dummies, IDG Books: Dummies Technology Press.
1998.
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In the American context, for example, a maximum imprimatur
to the interest in the stability of family trees and genealogical research
--the category known as ‘fa-mily’-- is given by Martha Stewart, a
contemporary media icon of upscale domes-ticity, in the April 1999
issue of her Coffee Table magazine, Martha Stewart Li-ving"’. In her
“Letter from Martha” she declares her sadness and guilt that she has
not been more attentive to her own family tree, She goes on to
encourage the reader .to accompany her on the adventure “of
unraveling the family skeins of time”. “No other sleuthing job will ever
be so satisfying” she promises.

Stewart’s uneasiness about her own inattentiveness to genealogy
may be because Martha is of Polish descent which has not been as
upscale and as flourishing a genealogical referent in the American
ethnic hierarchy as has been the Scots or English referent of her
married name. Martha has also been divorced from her husband which
also acts to shake the stolidity of the family tree. In all faimess she is
honest about this sotto voce turbulence in her family tree and open and
encouraging about the ethnic surprises that inquiry into family trees
may provide. Still, as regards the status claims so often bound up in
popular genealogical inquiry, it seems doubtful that Martha
Ruszkowski Kostyra would have made such a name for herself as
paragon of American decorum and upscale domesticity'".

In keeping with Martha Stewart’s thematic commitment o
inculcating in the reader a homey decorum in every aspect of domestic
lite, this feature article expends much effort in showing a variety of

10 Martha Stewart Living, April 1999. Pp. 22 and 220-231.

11 It should be obvious that this author finds these American notions of ethnic
distinction regrettable, an embarrassing rash on the fair body of our
democracy..
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ways to use family trees in home decor. It thus avoids, as any decorous
treatment of problematic matters and particularly social problems must
do, some of the more knotty issues tied up with genealogy in a multi
cultural, multi-ethnic society. These, in respect to popular genealogy,
arose recently in the New York Times, in an article on the problems
raised when third and fourth grade children in New York grammar
schools were, as a homework assignment, asked to consult their
parents and construct family trees'®. This assignment described as a
“mainstay” in grade schools for most of this century was also
increasingly causing embarrassment and anguish among the significant
number of children who were adopted or members of single parent or
alternative households, such as children of gay parents. Those children
who were members of families who did not follow the nuclear family
model of two biological parents of opposite sex traceable to biological
grandparents and biological ancestors tended to be confused or
consternated by the assignment. Unable to produce “respectable”
biological parents, such children often enough concluded that there was
something wrong and unacceptable with them. One single gay parent
described the assignment as an “altogether terrible experience” for both
him and his child. Parents of adopted children were especially critical
of narrow biological definitions of family tree.

While some teachers continue to insist that there is “no substitute
for traditional genealogical research” many others, in view of
increasing diversity of family formation, are allowing family trees to
be built out of relatives of any kind and degree, including best friends,
arguing that the important constituent of a family tree is warmth and
future fruitfulness of relationship, rather than biology in a strict and

12 Lynette Holloway, “In Schools, Family Trees Bend With Times,” The New
York Times on the Web, February 7, 1999. (Section: The New York Region)
hutp:/fwww.nytimes.com/library/  natio...regio-nal/020 799edu-family-trees.
Nl
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antecedent and rooted sense. Letters to the Editor on this article'! were
especially cri-tical of the invidiousness implicit in conservative
argument for the indispensability of genealogical knowledge in the
biological sense. The exercise conceived as anchored in biology was
not only an invasion of privacy but its hidden agenda was to privilege
those families who had lived longest in the United States. As one letter
put it,

In a world of donor eggs, surrogate wombs, gay parents, single
parents and cross continental adoptions, educators need to
extricate themselves tfrom their obsession with children’s
ancestries and instead focus on the promise of their futures'*.

The results of this brief media ethnography on popular genealogy
--that is its demonstration that there is a “politics of identity in
genealogy” and that impulses of self arrogation and invidiousness often
enough accompany genealogical research --will hardly surprise
anthropologists. The manipulation of genealogies for political or social
class-serving- purposes is, among us, old and enduring knowledge, of
course, and fre-uently recognized in anthropological inquiry. But in
the present context of a crisis of connectivity brought about by the very
facility of connectivity on the world wide web and the placelessness
brought about by the very exaltation of the globe as the ultimate place
of human residence, anthropological attention to evolving and reactive
interests in genealogy is an important and appropriate disciplinary task.
We might be tempted to call it a third millennium task.

The Persuasions of Pedigrees:

13 Letters to the Editor, The New York Times on the Web February 13, 1999
(Http:/fwww.-nytimes.com/99/02/13//letters/lklei. htmlf)

14 Letter of Ruth Levy, New York, Feb 8" 1999,







