10

Kinship: The Conceptual Hole in
Psychological Studies of Social Cognition
and Close Relationships
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Kinship has been the central construct in evolutionary biological analyses of
social phenomena since Hamilton (1964) extended the concept of Darwinian
fitness (personal reproductive success) to encompass the actor’s effects on the
expected reproduction of collateral as well as descendant kin (“inclusive
fitness”). Hamilton’s theory replaced the classical Darwinian conception of
organisms as evolved “reproductive strategists” with the more subtle notion that
they have evolved to be “nepotistic strategists,” instead. If each of a behaving
animal’s genes is just as likely to be duplicated in a sister as in a daughter, for
example, then the evolution of sororal beneficence is not, in principle, more
paradoxical than the evolution of maternal beneficence. No development in
this century has more pervasively and fundamentally affected biologists’ under-
standings of social influence and interaction.

Kinship has attained a central position in anthropological analyses of social
phenomena as well. Here, the centrality of kinship emerged much earlier, not
for theoretical reasons but because of its inescapable centrality in the lives and
minds of human subjects. In the words of Edmund Leach (1966), “Human
beings, wherever we meet them, display an almost obsessional interest in
matters of sex and kinship” {p. 41). Of course, we grant that one may reasonably
question whether the “kinship” to which Leach refers is quite the same thing
as evolutionary biology’s central construct of genetic relatedness. But they are,
at the very least, sibling constructs, grounded in sexual reproduction and
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