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Kinship Terminology:
An Anthropolinguistic Perspective
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Approaching kinship terminology from an anthropolin-
guistic perspective, this ":papcr sees different types of
kinship terminology as historical and sociological facts
created and applied by the human mind in specific his-
torical contexts. It discusses the definitions of kinship
terminology, and makes distinctions between kinship
types and kinship terms. It points out that kin types re-
fer to the basic and culturally free relationships used to
describe the actual gpntents of kinship categories' while
e 1



kin terms are culturally different labels for categories of
kin. It then reviews the history of kinship terminology
studies done by Morgan, Kroeber, Lowie and Schnei-
der. Kinship terminology systems are classified into
four types of lineal, generational, bifurcate collateral
and bifurcate merging based on first ascending genera-
tional terminology and six types of Omaha, Crow, Iro-
quois, Sudanese, Hawaiian and Eskimo based on cousin
terms. It concludes by analyzing universalism and rela-
tivism in kinship terminology.

Key words; kinship terminology; kinship terms; kinship terminolo-
gy systems

L. Kinship Terminology

Kinship is the blood (consanguinity) or marriage (affinity) re-
lationship between persons; also, in anthropology and sociology, a
system of rules, based on such relationships, governing descent, in-
heritance, marriage, extramarital sexual relations, and sometimes
residence. Kinship is one of the complex systems of culture and the
most basic principle of organizing individuals into social groups,
roles, and categories. Kinship plays a role in the daily lives of peo-
ple in different ways.

All human groups have a kinship terminology. Kinship termi-
nology refers to names or labels used to classify relatives, e. g.
mother, father, aunt, uncle, brother, sister. Kinship terminology
system is a system of linguistic categories for denoting kinds of rela-
tives (Keesing, 1975:150). When anthropolinguists say that types
of kinship terminology are not “discovered” empirically but are
“constructed;” that does not mean that the construction is arbitrary
and that the human mind is not guided by empirical facts. The
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different types of kinship terminology are historical and sociological
facts created and applied by the human mind in specific historical
contexts. They are not the invention of scholars.

One important aspect in the investigation of kinship terminolo-
gy is the distinction between kin types and kin terms. Kin types re-
fer to the basic uncategorized relationships that anthropologists use
to describe the actual contents of kinship categories. They are sup-
posedly culturally free, etic components. A kin type is a designation
that is assigned to each individual relationships, such as consanguin-
eal relative (blood relatives), affinal relative (relatives by mar-
riage), fictive kin (personal relationships modeled on kinship,
based on adoption, religious practice and honor), lineal relative
(kin in your direct line of descent, i.e. any of ego’s ancestors or de-
scendants) and collateral relative (a biological relative who is not a
lineal one) (Kin Types and Kin Terms, 2003). Each relationship
can be described with a letter or letter string. For example, the let-
ter M stands for mother, F for father, Z for sister, B for brother,
D for daughter, S for son, H for husband, W for wife, MZ for
mother’s sister, ZS for sister’s son and MZD for mother’s sister’s
daughter.

Kin terms are different from kin types. Kin types are culturally
neutral. An anthropologist uses these types to begin a description
and analysis of any kinship system prior to a consideration of princi-
ples of classification within that system. On the other hand, kin
terms are the labels for categories of kin that include one or more
kin types. They are the set of names that people actually use to des-
ignate and address their relatives. Kin terms constitute a culture’s
kinship vocabulary, a catalog of the names that are assigned to rela-
tives. Different societies of course use different labels to designate
their kin. Often the particular system of categorization gives clues
to a culture’s principles of social organization and construction of
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social roles. They are emic structures and vary across cultures (Kin
Types and Kin Terms, 2003). The terms uncle, cousin, grandfather,
peculiar to ‘English terminology, are not kin types but categories
which include more than one relationship and therefore more than
one kin type.

Kinship terminologies vary in different societies from as few as
twelve to more than fifty terms. For example, English kinship ter-
minology is in the middle and contains the following principal
terms: mother, father, son, daughter, brother, sister; uncle, aunt,
nephew, niece; cousin (differently elaborated in different English
speaking cultures); grandfather, grandmother, grandson, grand-
daughter; granduncle, grandaunt, grandniece, grandnephew (in
many dialects); great-grandmother, great-great-grandmother etc.
and great-grandfather, great-great-grandfather etc. There are also
the affinal terms: wife, husband, brother-in-law, sister-in-law,
mother-in-law and father-in-law as well as uncle and aunt.

Kinship terminologies provide a means of classifying relation-
ships with other people for every person in the society. Many termi-
nologies have different terms for male siblings, often based on rela-
tive age, and many have different terms for father’s mother and
mother’s mother. Therefore, when different kinds of genealogical
relationships are merged into one category, such as in English termi-
nology, all male siblings being denoted as brother, or all mothers of
parents being called grandmother, the information that might have
been needed to describe kinship relationships is reduced. In most
kinship terminologies the large number of genealogical relationships
can be denoted with several dozens of terms that make up human
kinship terminologies. What makes this possible is using a limited
number of classificatory criteria to define terms, limiting the dis-
tance that counts as a denotable kinship relationship, and the fact
that the use of these terms is relative to each individual in the
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society. That is, every person in a society will denote a different
person as mother, father etc. Kinship terminologies are thus sys-
tematically limited by classificatory restrictions and relative applica-

tion.

I1. History of Kinship Terminology Studies: Morgan, Kroe-
ber, Lowie and Schneider

Of all topics within anthropological linguistics, kinship has
probably attracted the keenest and most sustained interest (Foley,
2001). Kinship studies deal with cultural interpretations of social re-
lationships and social groups that are formed among people who
stand in biological or quasibiological relationships to each other.

The scientific study of kinship began with the publication of the
famous anthropolinguist Lewis Henry Morgan’s Systems of Consan-
guinity and Affinity of the Human Family. Morgan had amassed a
huge amount of data on kinship terminology, and using this he
worked out a classification of kinship systems. Morgan assumed that
human society had evolved through a series of stages from primitive
savagery to civilization, and he saw kinship terminologies as reflec-
ting these stages. Morgah made two major distinctions between
kinds of kinship terms: classificatory terms, which subsume a rela-
tively large number of biological kin types, and descriptive terms,
which subsume relatively small numbers of types and which prefera-
bly have unique referents (Morgan, 1871). He imposed this scheme
on whole terminological systems. He then fitted the typological
scheme to his evolutionary framework. He ignored the problem of
how to analyze degrees of extension or how to discover the semantic
criteria by which people made distinctions between kindred.

Another famous anthropolinguist Alfred Kroeber exploded the
notion of any kind of simple classificatory/descriptive typology. He
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looked at the principles that were used in separating kinds of kin
and categorized kinship terminology into eight basic principles used
cross-culturally to label kin roles: generational levels; kin connected
by marriage and by biology; collateral and lineal relatives; sex of
relative; sex of speaker; status or life condition of relative; age lev-
el; sex of the person through whom the relationship is established
(Kroeber, 1909.77 —84).

In addition to the eight basic principles, another anthropologist
Lowie added a ninth, polarity (Lowie, 1917). He examined differ-
ences employed to distinguish kin. For example, in English and
American kinship terminology, father and son differ only in genera-
tion. Father and father-in-law differ in that father-in-law is an af-
fine. Father and uncle are distinguished by collaterality. In English,
cousin ignores the distinction concerning sex of the relative con-
cerned. Some groups have different terms depending on the sex of
the speaker — male speakers use different terms from female speak-
ers. Decedance assigns a different term to a relative depending on
whether the relative is alive or dead. The criterion of relative age
recognizes that within a generation people differ in age. In English
and American kinship system an uncle may be traced through either
parent and a grandparent is a parent of either of parents. Polarity
recognizes that a relationship consists of two parties, and thus two
terms, e.g. aunt, niece. In English, polarity is almost always ac-
knowledged. In some kinship systems, however, this is not the
case; it is, for example, fairly common for grandfather and grand-
son to be called by the same term.

After Lowie, some relativist figures see kinship terminologies
as being structured in social terms. Individuals are classified into
particular kin categories because of their membership in certain so-
cial groupings. Relationship terms denote social categories and not
“degrees” of kinship. The kind of status that a set of relationship

06'



terms denotes is peculiar to the society in which it is applied
(Schneider, 1980, 1984).

III. Kinship Terminology Systems

Many societies have a special way of referring to groups of rela-
tives by a single term. For example, the English society uses the
“Eskimo kinship terminology system.” And English people refer to
their members of the “nuclear family,” mother, father, brother and
sister with terms different from those they use for other relatives.
They think it is natural. However, it separates the nuclear family
from a whole category of other relatives like aunts and uncles. In
other societies they distinguish between different kinds of “cous-
ins,” different kinds of “aunts and uncles,” sometimes on the basis
of whether they belong to your kinship group or not, sometimes on
the basis of whether you can marry them or not. Kinship terminolo-
gy systems separate people into different categories and determine
how you are going to treat them and what treatment you can expect
from them. Kinship is one way of organizing society.

Morgan’s analysis was one of the first major efforts to under-
stand the structure of cultural items through systematic cross-cultural
comparison. Morgan identified five basic systems of kinship termi-
nology: Iroquois, Crow, Omaha, Hawaiian, and Eskimo (Morgan,
1877). Each type is named after a group among whom Morgan first
identified the system in question, but all the types of systems are
found in many different societies around the world. Each system of
kinship terminology encodes different principles of descent. Morgan
associated each descent principle with different stage in unilineal
cultural evolution.

Standard American middle class kinship terminology falls into
Morgan’s “Eskimo” (bilateral) category. In a bilateral kinship
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system, there is not a terminological distinction made among linea-
ges or descent groups. In standard American middle class kinship
terminology, people don’t distinguish lineages or descent groups by
using different kin terms: my mother’s brother and my father’s
-brother are both simply “my uncle” and my cousins are my cousins
regardless of which side of my genealogy they appear on. That is
not to say that people living in a bilateral kinship system cannot
make such distinctions by other means.

On the basis of the first ascending generational terminology,
kinship terminology systems can be classified into four Kinship ter-
minology systems (Lowie, 1917);

1. Lineal: Parental generation kin terminology with four
terms: one for M, one for F, one for FB and MB, and one
for MZ and FZ;

2. Generational: Kinship terminology with only two terms for
the parental generation, one designating M, MZ, and FZ,
and the other designating F, FB, and MB;

3. Bifurcate collateral; Kinship terminology employing sepa-
rate terms for M, F, MB, MZ, FB, and FZ;

4. Bifurcate merging: Kinship terminology in which M and MZ
are called by the same term, F and FB are called by the
same term, and MB and FZ are called by different terms.

Based on cousin terms, there are six major types of kinship ter-
minology systems named after cultures that practice the form: Oma-
ha, Crow, Iroquois, Sudanese, Hawaiian and Eskimo (Murdock,
1960).

The Omaha system is similar to the Iroquois and is in fact a
classic example of a bifurcate merging system of kinship. Ego uses
the same categorization for father, father’s brother and the same
categorization for mother and mother’s sister. However, there is a
significant difference in cousin terminology. Parallel cousins are
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merged with siblings, while cross-cousin terms are quite peculiar and
defy generational divisions. Ego uses the same terms for his
mother’s brother’s son as he does for his mother’s brother and the
same term for mother’s brother’s daughter as for his mother. This
lumping of generations is referred to as skewing. Such Omaha ter-
minologies are associated with societies stressing common member-
ship of relatives traced through a line of ancestors in the male line.

The Crow system is a mirror image of the Omaha. Ego general-
ly employs a bifurcate merging pattern but applies a skewing rule to
lump relatives within his father’s female line. Thus father’s sister’s
son gets the same term as father, and father’s sister’s daughter gets
the same term as father’s sister. This system is generally found in
societies stressing common membership of relatives tracéd through a
line of ancestors in the female line.

The Iroquois system is based a principle of bifurcate merging.
Ego distinguishes between relatives on his mother’s side of the fami-
ly and those on his father’s side and merges father with father’s
brother and mother with mother’s sister. Accordingly, father’s
brother’s children and mother’s sister’s children (parallel cousins)
are merged with brother and sister. This terminology occurs in soci-
eties that are organized on the basis of distinctions between father’s
kin and mother’s kin.

The Sudanese kinship system is the most complex of all kinship
systems. This system has the largest number of labels for Ego’s kin.
Because of the complex nature of kin labels and status, the Sudanese
system is referred to as a “descriptive kinship system.” It assigns a
different kin term to each distinct relative. Ego distinguishes be-
tween his father, his father’s brother, and his mother’s brother.
There are potentially eight different cousin terms. This system is
generally correlated with societies that have substantial class divi-

sions.
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Hawaiian system is the least descriptive and merges together
many different relatives in a few categories. In the Hawaiian sys-
tem, kinship differences are distinguished at the generational level.
There is a generation of parents and a generation of children. Ego
distinguishes between relatives only on the basis of sex and genera-
tion. Thus there is no uncle term: mother’s brothers and father’s
brothers are included in the same category as father. All cousins are
classified in the same group as brothers and sisters. This form of
kinship is most common in societies where economic production and
child rearing are shared.

The Eskimo system makes no distinction between relatives
traced through a line of ancestors in the male line or the female
line. This system recognizes all parents’ brothers and sisters as aunts
and uncles. All children of parents’ siblings are cousins. Another
feature of Eskimo terminology is that nuclear family members are
assigned unique labels that are not extended to any other relatives,
whereas more distant relatives are grouped together on the basis of
collateral distance. Because of predominant marking of immediate
family members, Eskimo terms usually occur in societies which
place a strong emphasis on the nuclear family rather than extended
kin or larger kinship groups. In this system, the nuclear family usu-
ally represents an independent economic and social group.

IV. Conclusion: Relativism and Universalism in Kinship Ter-
minology

Kinship reckoning in any case involves the use of genealogies
but a genealogy does not necessarily show how people are biological-
ly related; it is a ramifying chain of parent-child links and marital
ties that is recognized as such by members of a society under study
in accordance with their cultural criteria for doing so. Then,
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