COMPLEXITIES

Beyond Nature ¢ Nurture

Edited by Susan McKinnon ¢ Sydel Silverman

THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS

CHICAGO AND LONDON

Susan McKinnox is associate professor of anthropology at the University
of Virgina and the author of Shattered Sun: Hierarchy, Gender, and Alliance
in the Tanimbar Islands and co-editor of Relative Values: Reconfiguring
Kinship Studies.

SyDEL SILVERMAN is president emerita of the Wenner-Gren Foundation
for Anthropological Research and professor emerita of anthropology at
the City University of New York. She is the author or editor of several
books, including The Beast on the Table: Conferencing with Anthropologists
and Totems and Teachers: Key Figures in the History of Anthropology.

The University of Chicago Press, Chicago 60637
The University of Chicago Press, Ltd., London
© 2005 by The University of Chicago

All rights reserved. Published 2005

Printed in the United States of America

14 13 12 11 10 09 08 07 06 05 54321

ISBN (cloth): 0-226-50023-3
ISBN (paper): 0-226-50024-1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Complexities : beyond nature and nurture / edited by Susan McKinnon
and Sydel Silverman.
p. cm,

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-226-50023-3 (cloth : alk. paper) — ISBN 0-226-50024-1

(pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Anthropology. 2. Physical anthropology. 3. Anthropological
linguistics. 4. Anthropology, Prehistoric. 1. McKinnon, Susan,
1949— 1L Silverman, Sydel.

GN27.C648 2005
301-—dc22 2004020978

The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements
of the American National Standard for Information Sciences—
Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI Z39.48-1992.



CHAPTER 5

On Kinship and Marriage:
A Critique of the Genetic and Gender Calculus
of Evolutionary Psychology

Susan McKinnon

VER THE PAST DECADE or $0, evolutionary psychologists have articu-
Olated accounts of human psychology that purport to explain both
the origins and the contemporary forms of kinship and marriage across
all cultures. They have based their accounts on a calculus of genetic self-
maximization and gender differentiation that they presume to be universal
and seek to establish less by reference to the behavior of humans than to the
behavior of birds, insects, and nonhuman mammals. Evolutionary psychol-
ogists have tended to ignore or explain away the rich historical and anthro-
pological record of the varieties of human systems of kinship and marriage,
and they have disregarded anthropological descriptions of cultural diversity
and their implications for theories of the mind. The goal of this chapter,
therefore, is to enlist anthropology’s expertise on the cross-cultural varieties
of kinship and marriage in order to challenge both the presuppositions about
genetics and gender that underlie the narratives of evolutionary psycholo-
gists and the theories of mind and culture that inform these presuppositions.

The Basic Scenario: The Genetic and Gender Calculus
of Kinship and Marriage

For evolutionary psychologists, complex social worlds are ultimately de-
fined by the ongoing logic of natural selection and driven by individual
self-interest, ruthless competition, and single-minded efforts to maximize
reproductive success. The competitive struggle of individuals on the battle-
field of natural selection is seen to be mitigated in one sense only. In contrast
to this larger domain of competition, evolutionary psychologists distinguish
another domain, that of kinship, which is modified by a potential for altru-

ON KINSHIP AND MARRIAGE 107

ism that supposedly derives from the calculation of genetic closeness and
self-interest (Pinker 1997: 426 -30).1

Indeed, for evolutionary psychologists, kinship is defined in terms of
genetic relatedness, which is seen to have several specific characteristics. As
Steven Pinker notes, kinship relationships are assumed to be “digital. You're
either someone’s mother or you aren’t” (1997: 430). The idea, here, is that
there is a one-to-one relationship between genetic and social relation that
makes kinship categories clear-cut and self-evident. There is, in addition, a
calculus of genetic closeness that is read as a measure of kinship proximity.
For instance, one shares more genes and is therefore closer to one’s own bi-
ological children than to one’s siblings’ biological children. One can thus
plot degrees of genetic closeness and distance—and hence degrees of kin-
ship—as one moves out from any individual to more and more distant re-
lations. Most importantly, evolutionary psychologists assert that kinship be-
havior (such as solidarity, nurturance, and altruism) follows directly from
the degree of genetic relatedness: the higher the degree of genetic related-
ness, the higher the degree of altruistic kinship behavior. Driven to maxi-
mize their own reproductive success, people wish to “invest” only in their
own genetic children (or closely related kin) and do not want to “waste” re-
sources on children that are not genetically their own (Daly and Wilson
1998: 17, 38-39; see also, e.g., Buss 1994: 67, 125-26).

Within this genetic calculus of kinship, as argued by evolutionary psy-
chologists, there is a gendered calculus of kinship and marriage (or, as they
prefer to call it, “mating”). They claim that sexual reproductive difference
mandates distinct gendered characteristics, psychologies, and strategies for
men and women that came into being and were fixed forever in what they
call the “environment of evolutionary adaptation.” The exact nature of this
environment is unspecified but is generally assumed to have been some-
thing akin to the African savanna during the Pleistocene.

A number of presuppositions form the infrastructure of this view of kin-
ship and marriage. First, there is the notion that reproductive strategies of
men and women must be fundamentally different due to a biologically
based asymmetry in their relative parental investment. Following from this,
it is assumed that men and women have different adaptive problems to solve
as they seek to maximize their reproductive success. “Females are con-
strained by the resources that are available for investment in their relatively
few offspring. Males, in contrast, are constrained primarily by access to re-
productively valuable females” (Buss 1988: 102; see also Buss 1994: 19-72).

Tucked into the idea that males and females have different reproductive
constraints and strategies is a third presupposition: that men control eco-
nomic resources (food, shelter, wealth, etc.), while women control repro-
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ductive resources (fertility and sexual fidelity). Since women are assumed to
be biologically disadvantaged (due to their differential parental investment)
in their ability to gain the means of subsistence, they are thought to be per-
petually in a quandary regarding how to secure resources from men to sup-
port themselves and their children. By contrast, since men lack any mhe.r—
ent control over the reproductive resources of women, they are forever in
a quandary as to how to attract fertile women and—because of the uncer-
tainty of paternity—how to ensure not only women’s fidelity but also that
their resources will be invested in their “own” genetic children. In the end,
evolutionary psychologists assert a fundamental gendered asymmetry: that
women are concerned about the productive resources of men, while men
are concerned about the reproductive fidelity of women (Buss 1994: 19-72;
Wilson and Daly 1992: 292; Daly, Wilson, and Weghorst 1982: 12, 17).
The accounts of gender, kinship, and marriage put forward by evolu-
tionary psychologists entail a particular theory of both mind and cultur'e.
Evolutionary psychologists reject the idea that the evolved human brain
manifests a generalized capacity to create a wide array of cultural forms and
learn a diverse range of behaviors (see Gibson, chapter 1, this volume). They
posit, instead, a series of discrete, content-specific psychological mecha-
nisms that solve particular “adaptive problems” (Buss 1991: 461, 464). Thus,
men have developed preference mechanisms for characteristics (such as
youth, attractiveness, and shapeliness) that are supposedly cues to fexpale re-
productive value, while women have developed preference mechanisms for
characteristics (status, ambitiousness, and industriousness) that are cues to
“male resource potential” (Buss 1988, 1992, 1994; Buss and Schmidt 1993).
These preference mechanisms are thought to have evolved through natural
selection and to have elicited— through the operation of sexual selection—
the evolution of the desired qualities in the opposite sex (Buss 1991, 1992,
1994; Buss and Schmidt 1993). The resulting preference mechanisms and
gender qualities are assumed to constitute innate and genetically inherited
psychological features (Buss 1991, 1992, 1994; Buss and Schmidt 1993) that
have not changed for millennia. Such a theory of mind implies a specific t‘he—
ory of culture. For if there is a genetic “blueprint” (Tooby and Cosmides
1992: 78) for human behavior, then cultural beliefs, values, and practices are
epiphenomenal to, dependent upon, and reducible to the “real” genetic de-
terminants of behavior.

Challenging the Genetic Calculus of Kinship

How does Pinker’s quip—that kinship is “digital. You're either someone’s
mother or you aren’t” (1997: 430)—hold up in light of the realities of hu-
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man systems of kinship? His notion assumes that there is a straightforward,
unmediated, and therefore self-evident relationship between an underlying
biological (read genetic) “reality” and its realization in social categories.
What is the evidence that social categories of kinship can be directly read
as derivative of a more fundamental biological reality that is clear-cut and
self-evident?

In general, evolutionary psychologists simply assert a direct link between
kinship categories and biological relatedness, and they choose not to take se-
riously any evidence to the contrary. However, one study that purports to
demonstrate the genetic calculus of kinship is Martin Daly and Margo Wil-
son’s analysis of stepparental relationships. They argue that “the psychology
of parental solicitude in any species . . . [is] designed to allocate parental in-
vestment discriminatively, in ways that will promote the individual parent’s
genetic posterity (inclusive fitness). . . . Indiscriminate allocation of paren-
tal benefits without regard to cues of actual parentage would be an evolu-
tionary anomaly” (1998: 39). The high rates of violence of stepparents (par-
ticularly stepfathers) toward their stepchildren are taken as “the predictable
consequences of putting people who had no human [i.e., genetic] reason to
love one another into a relationship that was structurally analogous to—
and had to serve as a partial substitute for— the most intimate of loving re-
lationships, namely that of parent and child” (Daly and Wilson 1998: 23).
The reduction of “human reasons to love” to the calculus of genetic self-
maximization not only erases the many other reasons—social, economic,
psychological—that step-relations might be difficult but also suggests that
reasons to love that are not grounded in genetics are somehow unreal and
even maladaptive. When Daly and Wilson consider adoption, they discount
its importance as a counterargument to their thesis on the grounds that
“parents are eager to adopt” (1998: 45). Yet that is precisely the point. Hu-
man desire, love, and nurturance can neither be defined nor confined by ge-
netics. If a genetic logic does not apply to adoption, why should it apply to
stepparental relationships?

Such studies are meant to stand as proof of a genetic theory of kinship in
the absence of any attempt to survey the large ethnographic record of the
cross-cultural varieties and complexities of kinship formations. It is there-
fore worth considering the wider historical and anthropological record to
see how it compares with the understanding of gender, kinship, and mar-
riage provided by the evolutionary psychologists.

A MULTIPLICITY OF MOTHERS

Let us begin with the kinship category—mother—that is generally consid-
ered the most “self-evident.” Kinship terminology gives us our first hint of



110 SUSAN MCKINNON

the difficulties in determining who counts as a mother. Systems of kinship
terminology are important to consider not only because they reveal the dif-
ferences in the organization of kinship relations cross-culturally but also be-
cause they constitute the categorical framework upon which distinct pat-
terns of social behavior—including acts of nurturance, solidarity, and
resource allocation—are built.

There are a limited number of systems of kinship terminology among
human societies, but who counts as a mother in each of them varies consid-
erably (see Fox 1967; Parkin 1997). In the kinship system used by Anglo-
Americans, one’s “mother” is clearly distinguished, terminologically, from
all other female kin in the same generation— including mother’s sisters and
father’s sisters—who are called “aunts” (a system called “lineal”). In the An-
glo-American system, therefore, “mother” does indeed appear to be singu-
lar and self-evident. By contrast, in Hawaii and elsewhere, all women of the
first ascending generation are called “mother,” including all of the above-
mentioned aunts (a system called “generational”) (Parkin 1997: 68). In still
other societies, mother’s sisters are included in the designation of “mother,”
but father’s sisters are not (a system called “bifurcate merging”) (Parkin
1997: 68). All of this is, of course, compounded if we ascend the generations,
since, for instance, mother’s mother’s sisters’ daughters will also be “moth-
ers,” and so on. To complicate matters further, there is the system that an-
thropologists call “Omaha,” in which one’s “mothers” include one’s mother,
mother’s sisters, mother’s brothers’ daughters, and mother’s brothers’ sons’
daughters (Fox 1967: 255-56; Parkin 1997: 111). And none of this includes
those systems—found in Africa, Polynesia, and elsewhere —in which one’s
mother’s brother is referred to as a “male mother” (Radcliffe-Brown 1952:
19; Middleton 2000). Thus, even a simple perusal of systems of kinship ter-
minology demonstrates that there is no single straight line between any un-
derlying biological “reality” (either genetic or gendered) and the social cat-
egories of motherhood. Those who count as mothers in one system are
aunts (or even uncles) in another.

But what happens when what we understand as a biologically based ge-
nealogical grid gets complicated by ideas of reincarnation—that is, when
the idea of “procreation is not the addition of new persons to the inventory
of the universe, but rather the substitution of one for another” (Fienup-
Riordan 1983: 153)? Among the Yup’ik Eskimos of Alaska, children are
named after deceased grandparents or others in the grandparental genera-
tion. Upon taking the grandparent’s name, the child then assumes the kin-
ship relations that were appropriate to that grandparent and is addressed
and addresses others from that position. Thus, a female child is addressed as
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“mother” by her parents, whom she addresses as her “children” (Fienup-Ri-
ordan 1983: 157).

There are, moreover, other ways of accruing mothers than those calcu-
lated along a genealogical grid. Consider, for instance, how the institution
of the distinction between legal wife and concubine—and ritual duties of
mourning accorded to each—complicated the picture of motherhood in
Chinese patrilineal households during the Ming and Ch’ing dynasties.

The mourning charts describe eight different kinds of mother. . . . The
terms are yang mu (a mother who has adopted you), # mu (father’s legal
wife), chi mu (a father’s legal wife married after the death or, more rarely,
the divorce of the first legal wife . . . ), tz’u mu (a father’s concubine who is
not your own birth mother who cares for you after the death of your birth
mother), chia mu (a mother who has remarried after the death of your fa-
ther), ch’u mu (a mother who has been divorced by your father), shu mu
(father’s concubine who may or may not be your birth mother) and ju mu
(afather’s concubine who has breast-fed you). Note that birth mother (for
which there is a perfectly good Ming Chinese term, sheng mu) is not one
of the eight legal and ritual categories. (Waltner 1996: 71-72)

In this case, the assessment of who counts as a mother follows not from bi-
ology but from rank and marital status. In such households, all children
were considered—both legally and ritually—the children of the father’s
principal wife. It was said that a “concubine has no children and a concu-
bine’s children have no mother” (Waltner 1996: 72). Here, there is nothing
“self-evident” about motherhood, or really “real” about biology. What is
“real” is a hierarchical system of rank and marriage, and the legal and ritual
system through which kinship is created and realized.

Or consider how kinship relations get created out of the behavior that
is deemed to be appropriate to kinship relations. In the Tanimbar Islands
of eastern Indonesia, men from high- and low-ranking houses may be in a
relationship that is called “elder-younger brothers [who] treat each other
well” (ya’an iwarin simaklivur) (McKinnon 1991: 100101, 269-70). Be-
cause these father’s brothers are also one’s fathers, the wives of these men are
therefore one’s mothers. The fact of “treating one another well” says it all:
the relationship is created and maintained by acts of nurturance and solici-
tude that constitute the very definition of kinship.

Even in the United States, where the ideology of biology is so highly priv-
ileged, there are a number of situations in which one might have multiple
mothers, not all of whom are biologically related. One might have an adop-
tive mother and a birth mother. Or one might have two mothers in a family






