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The Disappearance of the Incest Taboo

Yéhudi Cohen

Several years ago 2 minor Swedish bureaucrat,
ently with nothing better to do, was leafing
through birth and marriage records, matching
Je with their natural parents. To his amaze-
ment he found a full brother and sister who were
martied and had several children. The couple were
arrested and brought to trial. It emerged that they
had been brought up by separate sets of foster par-
ents and never knew of each other’s existence. By a
coincidence reminiscent of a Greek tragedy, they
met as adults, fell in love, and married, learning of
their biological tie only after their arrest. The local
court declared their marriage illegal and void.

The couple appealed the decision to Sweden’s
Supreme Court. After lengthy testimony on both
sides of the issue, the court overturned the deci-
sion on the grounds that the pair had not been
reared together. The marriage was declared legal
and valid. In the wake of the decision, a committee
appointed by Sweden’s Minister of Justice to ex-
amine the question has proposed that criminal
sanctions against incest be repealed. The commit-
tee’'s members were apparently swayed by Carl-
Henry Alstrom, a professor of psychiatry. Alstrom
argued that psychological deterrents to incest are
stronger than legal prohibitions. The question will
soon go to Sweden’s Parliament, which seems pre-
pared to follow the committee’s recommendation.

Aside from illustrating the idea that the most
momentous changes in human societies often
occur as a result of unforeseen events, this land-
mark case raises questions that go far beyond
Sweden’s (or any other society’s) borders. Some
people may be tempted to dismiss the Swedish
decision as an anomaly, as nothing more than a
part of Sweden’s unusual experiments in public
welfare and sexual freedom.

But the probable Swedish decision to repeal
criminal laws against incest cannot be regarded

so lightly; this simple step reflects a trend in
human society that has been developing for sev-
eral thousand years. When we arrange human
societies along a continuum from the least to the
most complex, from those with the small'&st
number of interacting social groups to those w;th
the highest number of groups, from those with
the simplest technology to those with the most
advanced technology, we observe that the incest
taboo applies to fewer and fewer relatives beyond
the immediate family.

Though there are exceptions, the widest exten-
sion of incest taboos beyond the nuclear family is
found in the least complex societies. In a few soci-
eties, such as the Cheyenne of North America and
the Kwoma of New Guinea, incest taboos extend
to many remote relatives, including in-laws and
the in-laws of in-laws. In modern industrial soci-
eties, incest taboos are usually confined to mem-
bers of the immediate household. This contraction
in the range of incest taboos is reaching the point at
which they may disappear entirely.

The source of these changes in incest taboos
lies in changing patterns of external trade. Trade
1s a society’s jugular. Because every group lives in
amilieu lacking some necessities that are available
in other habitats, the flow of goods and resources
is a society’s lifeblood. But it is never sufficient
merely to encourage people to form trade alliances
with others in different areas. Incest taboos
force people to marry outside their own group,
to form alliances and to maintain trade networks.
As other institutions—governments, business
organizations—begin to organize trade, incest
taboos become less necessary for assuring the flow
of the society’s lifeblood; they start to contract.

Other explanations of the incest taboo do not,
under close examination, hold up. The most
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common assumption is that close inbreeding
is biologically deleterious and will lead to the
extinction of those who practice it. But there is
strong evidence that inbreeding does not materi-
ally increase the rate of maladies such as al-
binism, total color blindness, or various forms of
idiocy, which generally result when each parent
carries the same recessive gene. In most cases
these diseases result from chance combinations
of recessive genes or from mutation.

According to Theodosius Dobzhansky, a ge-
neticist, “The increase of the incidence of heredi-
tary diseases in the offspring of marriages between
relatives (cousins, uncle and niece or aunt and
nephew, second cousins, etc.) over that in mar-
riages between persons not known to be related
is slight—so slight that geneticists hesitate to de-
clare such marriages disgenic.” Inbreeding does
carry a slight risk. The progeny of relatives include
more stillbirths and infant and early childhood
deaths than the progeny of unrelated people. But
most of these deaths are due to environmental
rather than genetic factors. Genetic disadvantages
are not frequent enough to justify a prohibition.
Moreover, it is difficult to justify the biological
explanation for incest taboos when many societies
prescribe marriage to one cousin and prohibit
marriage to another. Among the Lesu of Melane-
sia, a man must avoid sexual contact with his par-
allel cousins, his mother’s sisters’ daughters and
his father’s brothers’ daughters, but is supposed to
marry his cross cousins, his mother’s brothers’
daughters and his father’s sisters’ daughters. Even
though both types of cousins have the same
genetic relationship to the man, only one kind is
included in the incest taboo. The taboo is appar-
ently a cultural phenomenon based on the cultural
classification of people and cannot be explained
biologically.

Genetic inbreeding may even have some
advantages in terms of natural selection. Each time
a person dies of a hereditary disadvantage, his
detrimental genes are lost to the population. By

such a process of genetic cleansing, inbreeding
may lead to the elimination, or at least to reduced
frequencies, of recessive genes. The infant mortal-
ity rate may increase slightly at first, but after the
sheltered recessive genes are eliminated, the popu-
lation may stabilize. Inbreeding may also increase
the frequency of beneficial recessive genes, con-

tributing to the population’s genetic fitnesg. In th

end, inbreeding seems to have only a slight ef, .
on the offspring and a mixed effect, Some oct
and some bad, on the gene pool itself. This %noﬁj

consequence hardly justifies the universa) tabog
on incest.

Another explanation of the incest taboo is },
theory of natural aversion, first produced ;
Edward Westermarck in his 1891 book Thy
History of Human Marriage. Accordix;g t;
Westermarck, children reared in the same house.
bold are naturally averse to having sexuyal rela-
tions with one another in adulthood, Byt this
theory has major difficulties. First, it has a basic
logical flaw: If there were a natural aversion to ip.-
cest, the taboo would be unnecessary. As James
Frazer pointed out in 1910, “It is not easy to see
why any deep human instinct should need to be
reinforced by law. There is no law commanding
men to eat and drink or forbidding them to put
their hands in the fire . . . The law only forbids
men to do what their instincts incline them to do;
what nature itself prohibits and punishes, it
would be superfluous for the law to prohibit and
punish . . . Instead of assuming, therefore, from
the legal prohibition of incest that there is a natu-
ral aversion to incest, we ought rather to assume
that there is a natural instinct in favor of it.”

Second, the facts play havoc with the notion of
natural aversion. In many societies, such as the
Arapesh of New Guinea studied by Margaret
Mead, and the Eskimo, young children are be-
trothed and raised together, usually by the boy’s
parents, before the marriage is consummated.
Arthur Wolf, an anthropologist who studied a
village in northern Taiwan, describes just such a
custom: “Dressed in the traditional red wedding
costume, the bride enters her future husband’s
home as a child. She is seldom more than three
years of age and often less than a year . . . [The]
last phase in the marriage process does not take
place until she is old enough to fulfill the role of
wife. In the meantime, she and her parents are af-
finally related to the groom'’s parents, but she is
not in fact married to the groom.”

One of the examples commonly drawn up to sup-
port Westermarck's theory of aversion is the | sr_aell
kibbutz, where children who have been raised



ogether tend to avoid marrying. But this avoid-
ance has been greatly exaggerated. There is some
tendency among those }vho have been brought up
n the same age group in a communal “children’s
house” to avoid marrying one another, but this
arises from two regulations that separate young
adults from their kibbutz at about the age when
they might marry. The first is a regulation of the
Israel Defense Forces that no married woman may
serve in the armed forces. Conscription for men
and women is at 18, usually coinciding with their
completion of secondary school, and military
service is a deeply felt responsibility for most
kibbutz-reared Israelis. Were women to marry
priorto 18, they would be denied one of their prin-
cipal goals. By the time they complete their mili-
tary service, many choose urban spouses whom
they have met in the army. Thus the probability of
marrying a person one has grown up with is
greatly reduced.

The second regulation that limits intermar-
riage on a kibbutz is a policy of the federations to
which almost all kibbutzim belong. Each of the
four major federations reserves the right to trans-
fer any member to any other settlement, espe-
cially when a new one is being established. These
“seeds,” as the transferred members are called,
are recruited individually from different settle-
ments and most transfers are made during a
soldier’s third or fourth year of military service.
When these soldiers leave the army to live on a
kibbutz, they may be separated from those they
were reared with. The frequency of marriage
among people from working-class backgrounds
who began and completed school together in an
American city or town is probably higher than for
an [sraeli kibbutz; the proclivity among American
college graduates to marry outside their neighbor-
hoods or towns is no more an example of exogamy
or incest avoidance than is the tendency in Israel
kibbutzim to marry out.

Just as marriage within a neighborhood 1s ac-
cepted in the United States, so is marriage within a
kibbutz accepted in Israel. During research I con-
ducted in Israel between 1967 and 1969, I attended
the wedding of two people in a kibbutz who sup-
posedly were covered by this taboo or rule of avoid-
ance. As my tape recordings and photographs
show, it would be difficult to imagine a more joy-
ous occasion. When I questioned members of the
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kibbutz about this, they told me with condescend-
ing smiles that they had “heard of these things the
professors say.”

A third, “demographic,” explanation of the
incest taboo was originally set forth in 1960 by
Wilson Wallis and elaborated in 1959 by Mariam
Slater. According to this theory, mating within
the household, especially between parents and
children, was unlikely in early human societies
because the life span in these early groups was so
short that by the time offspring were old enough
to mate, their parents would probably have died.
Mating between siblings would also have been
unlikely because of the average of eight years
between children that resulted from breast feed-
ing and high rates of infant mortality. But even
assuming this to have been true for the first
human societies, there is nothing to prevent mat-
ing among the members of a nuclear family when
the life span is lengthened.

A fourth theory that is widely subscribed to
focuses on the length of the human child’s
parental dependency, which is the longest in the
animal kingdom. Given the long period required
for socializing children, there must be regulation
of sexual activity so that children may learn their
proper role. If the nuclear family’s members are
permitted to have unrestricted sexual access to
one another, the members of the unit would be
confused about their roles. Parental authority
would be undermined, and it would be impos-
sible to socialize children. This interpretation has
much to recommend it as far as relationships
between parents and children are concerned, but
it does not help explain brother-sister incest
taboos or the extension of incest taboos to include
remote relatives.

The explanation closest to my interpretation of
the changes in the taboo is the theory of alliance
advocated by the French anthropologist Claude
Lévi-Strauss, which suggests that people are
compelled to marry outside their groups in order
to form unions with other groups and promote
harmony among them. A key element in the the-
ory is that men exchange their sisters and daugh-
ters in marriage with men of other groups. As
originally propounded, the theory of alliance was
based on the assumption that men stay put while
the women change groups by marrying out,
moved about by men like pieces on a chessboard.
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But there are many instances in which the women
stay put while the men change groups by marry-
ing out. In either case, the result is the same. Mar-
riage forges alliances.

These alliances freed early human societies from
exclusive reliance on their own limited materials
and products. No society is self-sustaining or self-
perpetuating; no culture is a world unto itself. Each
society is compelled to trade with others and this
was as true for tribal societies as it is for modern
industrial nations. North America, for instance,
was crisscrossed with elaborate trade networks be-
fore the Europeans arrived. Similar trade networks
covered aboriginal New Guinea and Australia. In
these trade networks, coastal or riverline groups
gave shells and fish to hinterland people in ex-

change for cultivated foods, wood, and manufac-
tured items.

American Indian standards of living were quite
high before the Europeans destroyed the native
trade networks, and the same seems to have been
true in almost all other parts of the world. It will
come as no surprise to economists that the mate-
rial quality of people’s lives improves to the extent
that they engage in external trade.

But barter and exchange do not automatically
take place when people meet. Exchange involves
trust, and devices are needed to establish trust, to
distinguish friend from foe, and to assure a
smooth, predictable flow of trade goods. Marriage
in the tribal world established permanent obliga-
tions and reciprocal rights and privileges among
families living in different habitats.

For instance, when a young Cheyenne Indian man
decided on a girl to marry, he told his family of his
choice. If they agreed that his selection was good,
they gathered a store of prized possessions—
clothing, blankets, guns, bows and arrows—and
carefully loaded them on a fine horse. A friend of
the family, usually a respected old woman, led the
horse to the tepee of the girl’s elder brother. There
the go-between spread the gifts for everyone to
see while she pressed the suitor’s case. The next
step was for the girl’s brother to assemble all his
cousins for a conference to weigh the proposal. If
they agreed to it, the cousins distributed the gifts
among themselves, the brother taking the horse.
Then the men returned to their tepees to find

suitable gifts to give in return. Within a day o, tw
each returned with something roughly equal io,
value to what he had received. While th;; W&n
happening, the bride was made beautify]. When
all arrangements were completed, she Mmounteq
one horse while the return gifts were loadeg on
another. The old woman led both horses t, the
groom’s camp. After the bride was received, her
accompanying gifts were distributed among the
groom’s relatives in accordance with what eac},
had given. The exchanges between the two fam;.
lies did not end with the marriage ceremony, hoy,-
ever; they continued as a permanent part of the
marriage ties. This continual exchange, which took
place periodically, is why the young man’s brid]
choice was so important for his entire family.

Marriage was not the only integral part of ex.
ternal trade relationships. Another was ritualized
friendship, “blood brotherhood,” for example.
Such bonds were generally established between
members of different groups and were invariably
trade partnerships. Significantly, these ritualized
friendships often included taboos against mar-
riage with the friend’s sisters; sometimes the
taboo applied to all their close relatives. This ex-
tension of a taboo provides an important key for
understanding all incest taboos. Sexual prohibi-
tions do not necessarily grow out of biological
ties. Both marriage and ritualized friendships in
primitive societies promote economic alliances
and both are associated with incest taboos.

Incest taboos force people into alliances with
others in as many groups as possible. They pro-
mote the greatest flow of manufactured goods and
raw materials from the widest variety of groups
and ecological niches and force people to spread
their social nets. Looked at another way, incest
taboos prevent localism and economic provincial-
ism; they block social and economic inbreeding.

Incest taboos have their widest extensions outside
the nuclear family in those societies in which tech-
nology is least well developed and in which people
have to carry their own trade goods for barter or
exchange with members of other groups. Often in
these small societies, everyone in a community
is sexually taboo to the rest of the group. When
the technology surrounding trade improves and
shipments of goods and materials can be concen-
trated (as when people learn to build and navigate
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_going canoes or harness pack animals),
o= wer people have to be involved in
{c“’i \« this happens, incest taboos begin to con-
- .:';{}bctiﬂg fewer and fewer people outside the
t :1e'ar family. .
!lwﬂx is process has begn going on for centuries.
. in most industrial societies, the only incest
 are those that pertain to members of the nu-
& family. This contraction of the range of the
;chzfo s inseparable from the fact that we no longer
fa ve in personal alliances and trade agreements
‘;‘t?ivt the food we eat, the clothes we wear, the
:ooTS and materials we use, the f}lels on which we
i{;pen d. Goods are brought to dlstﬁbution points
~ar our homes by a relatively tiny handful of
o ckers. shippers, merchants, entrepreneurs, and
c;the rs. Most of us are only vaguely aware of the al-
fiances, negotiations, and relationships that make
his massive movement of goods possible. When
we compare tribal and contemporary industrial-
ed societies, the correspondence between the
ange of incest taboos and the material conditions
of life cannot be dismissed as mere coincidence.

Toda

Industrialization does not operate alone in affect-
ing the degree to which incest taboos extend
beyond the nuclear family. In the history of soci-
eties, political institutions developed as technol-
ogy advanced. Improvements in packaging and
transportation have led not only to reductions in
the number of people involved in external trade,
but also to greater and greater concentrations of
decision making in the hands of fewer and fewer
people. Trade is no longer the responsibility of all
members of a society, and the maintenance of
relationships between societies has become the
responsibility of a few people—a king and his bu-
reaucracy, impersonal governmental agencies,
national and multinational corporations.

To the extent that trade is conducted and nego-
tiated by a handful of people, it becomes unneces-
sary to use incest taboos to force the majority
of people into alliances with other groups. Treaties,
political alliances, and negotiations by the man-
agers of a few impersonal agencies have replaced
marital and other personal alliances. The history of

uman societies suggests that incest taboos may
have outlived their original purpose.

But Incest taboos still serve other purposes. For
social and emotional reasons rather than economic
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ones, people in modern industrial societies still
need to prevent localism. Psychological well-
being in a diversified society depends largely on
the ability to tap different ideas, points of view, life
styles, and social relationships. The jugulars that
must now be kept open by the majority of people
may no longer be for goods and resources, but fqr
variety and stimulation. This need for variety 18
what, in part, seems to underlie the preference of
Israelis to marry outside the communities in which
they were born and brought up. The taboo against
sex within the nuclear family leads young people
to explore, to seek new experiences. In a survey
of a thousand cases of incest, Christopher Bagley
found that incestuous families are cut off from
their society’s social and cultural mainstream.
Whether rural or urban, he writes, “the family
seems to withdraw from the general community,
and initiates its own ‘deviant’ norms of sexual be-
havior, which are contained within the family
circle.” “Such a family,” he continues, “is an iso-
lated cultural unit, relatively untouched by ex-
ternal social norms.” This social and cultural
inbreeding is the cause of the profound malaise
represented by incest.

To illustrate the correspondence between incest
and social isolation, let me describe an incestuous
family reported by Peter Wilson, an anthropolo-
gist. Wilson sketched a sequence of events 1n
which a South American family became almost
totally 1solated from the community in which it
lived, and began to practice almost every variety
of incest. The decline into incest began many
years before Wilson appeared on the scene to do
anthropological research, when the father of five
daughters and four sons made the girls (who
ranged in age from 18 to 33) sexually available to
some sailors for a small sum of money. As a re-
sult, the entire household was ostracized by the
rest of the village. “But most important,” Wilson
writes, ‘‘the Brown family was immediately cut
off from sexual partners. No woman would have
anything to do with a Brown man; no man would
touch a Brown woman.”

The Brown’s isolation and incest continued
for several years, until the women in the family
rebelled—apparently because a new road con-
necting their hamlet to others provided the
opportunity for social contact with people outside
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the hamlet. At the same time the Brown men
began working in new light industry in the area
and spending their money in local stores. The
family slowly regained some social acceptance in
Green Fields, the larger village to which their
hamlet belonged. Little by little they were reinte-
grated into the hamlet and there seems to have
been no recurrence of incest among them.

A second example is an upper middle class,

Jewish urban American family that was described
to me by a colleague. The Erva family (a pseudo-
nym) consists of six people—the parents, two
daughters aged 19 and 22, and two sons, aged 14
and 20. Mr. Erva is a computer analyst and his
wife a dentist. Twenty-five years ago, the Ervas
seemed relatively normal, but shortly after their
first child was born, Mr. and Mrs. Erva took to
wandering naked about their apartment, even
when others were present. They also began drop-
ping in on friends for as long as a week; their no-
tion of reciprocity was to refuse to accept food, to
eat very little of what was offered them, or to
order one member of their family not to accept
any food at all during a meal. Their rationale
seemed to be that accepting food was receiving a
favor, but occupying a bed was not. This pattern
was accompanied by intense family bickering and
mnadvertent insults to their hosts. Not surpris-
ingly, most of their friends wearied of their visits
and the family was left almost friendless.

Reflecting Bagley’s general description of in-
cestuous families, the Ervas had withdrawn from
the norms of the general community after the birth
of their first child and had instituted their own
“deviant” patterns of behavior. They thereby set
the stage for incest.

Mr. Erva began to have intercourse with his
daughters when they were 14 and 16 years old.
Neither of them was self-conscious about the re-
lationship and it was common for the father to
take both girls into bed with him at the same time
when they were visiting overnight. Mrs. Erva
apparently did not have intercourse with her sons.
The incest became a matter of gossip and added to
the family’s isolation.

The Erva family then moved to the Southwest
to start over again. They built a home on a parcel
of land that had no access to water. Claiming they
could not afford a well of their own, the family
began to use the bathrooms and washing facilities

of their neighbors. In the end these neighb,
too, wanted nothing to do with them. Iy,
Mr. and Mrs. Erva eventually eparated,
taking the daughters and she the sons. Later’the
younger daughter left her father to live alop, \ e
the older daughter still shares a one be dr'oout
apartment with her father. m
Social isolation and incest appear to be relate

and social maturity and a taboo on incest are also
related. Within the modern nuclear family, socia]
and emotional relationships are intense, and sex.
uality is the source of some of the strongest en.
tions in human life. When combined with tp,
intensity of family life, sexually stimulated emy_
tions can be overwhelming for children. Incegt
taboos are a way of limiting family relationships_
They are assurances of a degree of emotional ingy,.
larity, of detachment on which emotional maturity
depends.

On balance, then, we can say that legal pena]-
ties for incest were first instituted because of the
adverse economic effects of incestuous unions on
society, but that today the negative consequences
of incest affect only individuals. Some will say
that criminal penalties should be retained if only
to protect children. But legal restraints alone are
unlikely to serve as deterrents. Father-daughter
incest is regarded by many social workers, judges,
and psychiatrists as a form of child abuse, but
criminal penalties have not deterred other forms
of child abuse. Moreover, incest between brothers
and sisters cannot be considered child abuse.
Some have even suggested that the concept of
abuse may be inappropriate when applied to in-
cest. “Many psychotherapists,” claims psycholo-
gist James McCary in Human Sexuality, “believe
that a child is less affected by actual incest than by
seductive behavior on the part of a parent that
never culminates in any manifest sexual activity.”

Human history suggests that the incest taboo
may indeed be obsolete. As in connection with
chang%ng attitudes toward homosexuality, it may
be maintained that incestuous relations between
consenting mature adults are their concern alone
and no one else’s. At the same time, however,
children must be protected. But questions still

remain about how they should be protected and
until what age,

If a .debate.: over the repeal of criminal laws
against incest is to begin in earnest, as it surely will



Swedish par}iament acts on the propoged
" rsal, one other important fact about the socja]
rgvtory of sexual behavior must be remembered,
}lljlfltil about a century ago, many societies pun.-
“ped adultery and YlO]&thl’lS of celibacy with
zjeath- When it came time to Fepeal those laws, not

v people favored ‘thelr retention on the
a Lunds that extramarital sexual relationships
~ould adversely affe_ct the entire society. Someday

ple may regard incest in thg same way they
P teg ard adultery al}d violations of celibacy.
Where the threat of purpshmeqt once seemed nec-
sy, social and emotional dissuasion may now

suffice.

if the
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CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. What is the incest taboo, and what relatives
does it generally cover?

2. Discuss some of the various theories suggested
to explain the origins of the incest taboo. What
are their strengths and weaknesses?

3. Cohen suggests that incest taboos force people
to forge alliances between groups. What pur-
poses do such alliances serve?

4. In Cohen’s view, what are the major problems
caused by incestuous behavior?

5. Why does Cohen suggest that the need for the
incest taboo is disappearing? Do you agree or
disagree with his conclusions, and why?



