
can now see where constraints come from and how they are gen-
erated from conceptual primes, for example, Ego, other-than-
Ego, vectors, and so forth (see Levinson 2003, and Lehman &
Bennardo 2003, for spatial primitives).

I am convinced that works like Jones’ are pushing the field of
kinship in the right direction, that is, toward a deeper under-
standing of the working, both content and structure, of the
human mind. Witness to that is the mere fact that I found
myself talking about the role of space in human cognition to
the readers of this commentary.

Will Optimality Theory colonize all of higher
cognition?
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Abstract: To establish Optimality Theory as a framework in
anthropology, or as a general model of higher human cognition,
researchers have to demonstrate OT is convincing in a number of ways.
This commentary summarizes some of them – based on experience
obtained in contemporary linguistic OT – including factorial typologies,
exact formulation of candidate sets and constraints, and computational
plausibility.

By concluding that “[g]rammar could grow opportunistically,
colonizing any ‘grammar-friendly’ cognitive or perceptual
domain,” Jones envisages a fruitful future to OT-based
approaches to culture. I certainly have shared his optimism,
since I presented an attempt to apply Optimality Theory to
religious rituals elsewhere (Biró, in press).

However, for this “colonizing enterprise” to be fruitful, one
must establish its goal and match the strategy. OT can
“conquer” anthropology and cultural studies in three different –
even if not necessarily mutually exclusive – ways. Either, OT is
used as a pure technique; or, an OT-based linguistic model is
enlarged to also encompass cultural phenomena; or, OT
becomes a general model of the underlying brain mechanisms
shared by language and other realms of (higher) cognition.

In what follows, I review these three “colonizing” directions,
discussing which strategies potential “conquerors” ought to
follow, what pitfalls they must avoid.

1. Optimality Theory as a technique. To most linguists, OT is a
model accounting for observed typologies. For an oversimplified
example, imagine that the languages of the world belong to three
types: some always stress the first syllable of the word, other
languages stress the last one, and other again stress the penulti-
mate syllable; none of them put the stress on the second syllable
as a rule. This observation-based typology can be explained using
three constraints: 1. prefer early stress; 2. prefer late stress;
3. penalize word-final stress. The six permutations of these
three primitive constraints will reproduce exactly the three
language types, and importantly, this model also correctly pre-
dicts the lack of the fourth type. (For a longer explanation, see
Biró, in press; or Biró 2006, sect. 1.1.)

Similarly, if anthropologists decide to borrow OT as a tech-
nique to account for kinship terminologies, they should first list
all attested types; then propose constraints; and finally demon-
strate that all attested types correspond to some constraint per-
mutation, but no permutation corresponds to an unattested
type. Ideally, the number of types in the exhaustive typology is
relatively low, and the number of documented cultures is large
enough for the difference between attested and unattested
types to be statistically significant. For the model to be convin-

cing, a few primitive constraints must explain a larger number
of complex types. Only by keeping this in mind can scholars of
culture avoid the quick-rise-quick-fall story so typical of many
theories borrowing a method from a different discipline.

As the number of constraints grows, the number of their per-
mutations grows factorially. Yet, software tools (among many
others, OTKit by Biró, available at: http://www.birot.hu/OTKit/)
help exploring such factorial typologies. These tools force the lin-
guist to be very concrete: the candidate set and the constraints
must be explicitly defined. Unfortunately, these two basic build-
ing blocks of OT are only implicit in too many papers, including
Jones’. It is even unclear to me whether he optimizes kinship
terms or kinship term systems.

2. Optimality Theory as a tool to include culture into

language. The history of anthropology in the twentieth century
will probably discourage many cognitive scholars of culture
from adopting yet another linguistic theory. Therefore, those
choosing this second, “colonizing” direction, such as Jones,
must make clear how the relation between “language,” “think-
ing,” and “culture” is expressed in the proposed model.

Within the OT camp, this approach corresponds to including
nonlinguistic constraints into the linguistic computations, simi-
larly to Jones, who adds vocabulary constraints based on anthro-
pological research. However, for a linguist, the lexicon of the
language is learnt and arbitrary, and it is unclear how one
would apply constraints on the lexicon. When an adult speaker
produces a sound stream for the meaning ‘mother’s older
sibling’s son,’ the candidates are words in the language with
already fixed meanings. True, certain logic transpires the
system of kinship terminology, unlike other terminologies; and
yet, do we have evidence for the distinction between a mother
and an aunt, between a noyeh and an ahgahuc, being processed
differently from the distinction between a table and a chair, or
between a dog and a monkey? A possible research direction for
this approach would be to demonstrate: a child learning the
relative importance of “matrikin distinction” over “distance dis-
tinction” in the target language suddenly improves her perform-
ance even on previously unheard kinship terms, but no such
effect is discernible with the relative importance of “four-legged-
ness” over “surface color” in other domains.

3. Optimality Theory as a shared underlying mecha-

nism. Smolensky and Legendre (2006) demonstrate how OT
can describe linguistic phenomena in a way that is not only
descriptively adequate, but also computable, learnable, and
most importantly, which can be implemented in a neurologically
plausible network. Convinced that OT and OT-like approaches
(such as Harmonic Grammar) have the potential to become a
framework for research on higher cognition in general, and not
only in linguistics in particular, Biró (in press) presents a model
for religious rituals. Jones (2004) argued earlier for the same
OT mechanism lying behind social and linguistic cognitions,
and kinship constraints being neither linguistic constraints, nor
technical analogues: similarly to linguistic constraints, they exem-
plify the general building blocks of human cognition.

This third research strategy entails that we argue for more and
more cognitive domains to share OT as a formalism describing
their underlying mechanism. Moreover, the interest shifts from
plainly reproducing observed facts in higher cognition (language,
kinship terminology, religious rituals, mathematics, arts, etc.) to
other aspects of the underlying mental mechanism. For instance,
to issues such as the time and memory needed to find the best
candidate using psychologically realistic algorithms, or the
error rate of these algorithms. It may turn out, for instance,
that Harmonic Grammar is more plausible as a model than
Optimality Theory, because the weights are easier to implement
with (artificial or real) neurons (Smolensky & Legendre 2006),
and its implementation is also less prone to error (Biró 2009).

Anthropologists adopting OT must be aware that they are aiming
at a moving target: The supposedly universal theory of language cur-
rently varies from linguist to linguist. Nevertheless, I am confident
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that anthropologists can contribute to establishing together a solid,
OT-based model of general human (higher) cognition.

Kinship terms are not kinship
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Abstract: The target paper claims to contribute to the conceptualisation
of kinship but is, in fact, only concerned with descriptive kinship
terminologies. It uses Optimal Theory to analyse this vocabulary but it
is not clear if this is to be understood as a psychological phenomenon.
Jones does not make clear how this special vocabulary might relate to
kinship in general.

The field of kinship is broad. It concerns the representations and
practices, explicit or implicit, conscious or unconscious, which
are concerned with the genetic links that exist between individ-
uals. Culture and history lead to wide variation in this field,
thus genetic links may be represented saliently or not at all.
They may have great significance for what people do or only
little. Kinship representations may be represented as a
bounded set, or be inextricably mixed with representations
which have nothing to do with genetic links or allusions to
these. These representations may involve speech acts or not.
When they do, we find among such speech acts what have
been called “kinship terminologies.” The sociologically most
important type of kinship terminologies are terms of address
such as “Dad” and “Auntie.” These terms of address do not
form a closed system and cannot be understood unless taken
together with other forms of address such as pronouns, names
and other linguistic and pragmatic phenomena. For example, in
English, parents do not normally use a kinship term of address
but first names when talking to their children. Then, there is
another group of terms: the so-called descriptive terms. These
occur when one wants to specify a relationship. In a natural
setting, the use of such terms is less frequent than it is for
terms of address, and it is the descriptive terms which are the
subject matter of this paper. My first point is, therefore, that
the title of the paper misleads as to the scope of argument
since it purports to be “human kinship” in general.

Descriptive kinship terms form a bounded set; but this fact is
mere tautology because of the meaning of the English word
“kinship.” Whether descriptive kinship terms form a cognitive
bounded set must remain an open issue and Jones supplies no
evidence that they do.

Words that can be called descriptive kinship form a variety of
different formal systems. There have been a number of proposals
for analysing such systems and these are well reviewed here. The
proposal to use Optimality Theory for such an analysis is convincing.
The question, however, is: What is the significance of this? Jones
claims to, at the very least, make a contribution to the study of the
conceptual structure of descriptive kinship terminology. I am not
quite sure what is meant by this claim. Does it mean that speakers
somehow go through the rule procedures implied by Optimality
Theory when deciding which word to use? If that is the claim,
then I regret that Jones presents little or no evidence for such
mental procedures. The author also claims that the rule procedure
for Optimality Theory explains how the child learns the proper use
of descriptive kinship term. Again this may be so; but he cites no
developmental study of the learning of kinship terms.

The main conclusion of the article is “that constraints are
neither innate nor culturally acquired, but discovered.” This
may be so; but I would have thought that none of the three pos-
sibilities exclude each other and probably all three are true.

Even, in any case, if the paper has demonstrated this, this dem-
onstration would then apply to all those apparently systematic
bits of our vocabulary (closed class forms) and the conclusion
would be in no way specific to kinship. The article thus does
not advance our understanding of the conceptualisation of
kinship as such.

The cognitive path through kinship
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Abstract: Integral to the discipline of anthropology are both science and
holism. The application of Optimality Theory to two partial kin
terminologies narrows analysis to descriptive value, fragments
phenomena, and constrains data selection, which precludes significant
knowledge. Embedded in this critique is a call to move analysis from
fragment to whole and from descriptive features to deeper levels of
knowledge underlying kin terms, thereby leading to a cognitive path for
holistic understanding of human phenomena.

Anthropology is a robust, four-field science with kinship studies
at its heart. The title Human Kinship is misleading. It should
be Kinship Terminology. Reducing kinship to terms and terms
to linguistic referents leaves out much of the anthropology of
kinship. Kin terms are minimally linguistic phenomena but
contain social, cultural, conceptual, cognitive, and algebraic
dimensions as well.

Human kinship is broad and multidimensional, encompassing
more than selective kin terms from two cultural systems con-
sidered as linguistic referents. Jones claims that certain kin
term–constraining features based on properties of Optimality
Theory act as faithfulness constraints whose sequential order
shifts in correspondence with a specific kinship terminology.
Kin terms used are consanguineal with some mention of the
affinal. Analysis of kinship terminologies, though, must link
three universal forms of kinship: consanguinity and affinity and
sponsorship, each of which is equally and interdependently sig-
nificant to understanding human kinship. Consanguinity refers
to relations conceived in some cultures as sharing the biological
substance of blood, while in others (as in Arab kinship
systems), it is metaphorically perceived as a human body with
components linked by nerves or a central nervous system.
Terms for kin group segmentation among Badawis (Bedouin
groups) are corporeal, referring to body parts (limbs, thighs,
etc.) forming a whole. The central notion of ‘asabiyya,’ translated
in the literature as “solidarity,” introduced as a core concept in
the first, still current, organized theory of kinship formulated in
the 14th century by the Arab social philosopher Ibn Khaldun
(Ibn Khaldun 1961), is a term referring to a state of bondness
resulting from shared nerves. Only purity of breed is expressed
in blood terms. All of this challenges the unsubstantiated gener-
alization that “kinship is normally conceptualized in spatial
terms,” which misconstrues the reference from Leaf (2006).

The second class of kinship, affinity, is formed by ties created
through marriage. The third, which I expediently refer to as spon-
sorship, is universal and appears cross-culturally in different
forms such as spiritual parenthood (godparenthood), adoption,
suckling, blood exchange, and so forth, with evidence of its pres-
ence in ancient times. All three forms have kin terms that interest-
ingly may differ, overlap, or supersede each other. A current,
exploratory research study on suckling kinship among Qatari
Gulf Arabs (El Guindi 2009–2010) suggests interdependence
among terms and behaviors in all three kinship domains. The
present study prebiases conclusions by only nominally utilizing
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