






, U 'a:l flhnuloais1s were k d . d'
_

.... _ I' ...~ _ as e to 10 acale one universal human institution probably
-- ,.-....;; lhe p h"b" " f· •

-~ ....,., "",,_a'" "r~ I,Ilion 0 IOcesl. Several have already formally designaled it as
... - Instltullon (cf. Kroeber. 1939. p. 448).

dwl<ter. That the prohibition of incest constitutes a rule need scarcely be
Ulo..n. It is sufficient to recall that the prohibition of marriage between close
",\Olives may vary in its field of application according to what each group
defines as a close relative, but, sanctioned by no doubt variable penalties,
r&nIPng from immediate execution of the guilty parties to widespread re­
Pfobatioo, sometimes merely ridicule, this prohibition is nevertheless to be
found in all social groups.

In fact, the famous exceptions and their small number which traditional
M.lOolog)' is ofteo content to emphasize cannot be called upon here, for every
kX'CI)' is an exception to the incest prohibition when seen by another society
...Ih • )tncter rule. This being so, it is appalling to think. how many excep­
oun, I Paviotso Indian would record. When reference is made to the three
..1.&'-"'.11 exceptions, Egypt, Peru and Hawaii, and to several others which
....I be added (Azande, Madagascar, Burma, etc.), it must not be overlooked
\hAt these systems are exceptions only in comparison with our own, in that
lhelr prohibitions cover a more limited area. But the idea of exception is
hlmpletel)' relative, with a very different meaning for an Australian aborigine
• Thonpn or an Eskimo. '

It Ii not so much, then, whether some groups allow marriages that others
I"oh.bll, but whether there are any groups in which no type of marriage
_b.lle\cr IS prohibited. The answer must be completely in the negative, for
I_I,) ru)()ns: firstly. because marriage is never allowed between all near
rc1...U\e~. but on I)' between certain categories (half-sister, to the exclusion of
wur. llSler to the exclusion of mother, etc.); secondly, because these con­
W1JUlncOUS .~arriages are either temporary and ritualistic, or, where perma.
N'nl InJ ollic!al, nevertheless remain the privilege of a very limited social
.~k'l,ry", Thus in Madagascar, the mother, the sister, and sometimes also
tt.c lolllJiolR, are prohibited spouses for the common people. while for the
&Jut {hler) and kings, only the mother, but the mother nevertheless is
'.J~ lIr ·prohibited'. But there is so little Cexception' to the prohibition' of
...nl lhil the native conscience is very sensitive about it. When a household
., 'lcnk, an incestu~us relationship, although unknown, is tak.en for granted.
aAJ pt'cxnbcd expiatory ceremonies are celebrated automatically.!

"n...lC'nt Egypt is more disturbing since rccent discoveries 2 suggest that
........c.wn.ulReous· • Imarnage, partlcu arly between brother and sister was per-
~pt. • 'Ullom which extended to the petty officials and artisans,' and was
...... formerly bel,' d J I' . ed . .eve, Imlt to the relgmng caste and to the later
".rw'liC"\ But as d' h'" regar S Incest, t ere IS no absolute exception. One day my
I&Joo(nt ,olleague, Ralph Linton, told me that in the genealogy of a Samoan

: DuboiS, 1938, pp. 876-9. 2 Murray. 1934, p. 282.
AmdlOC&U, 189:5, pp. 72-3; Flinders-Petrie. 1923, p. J10.
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It seems as if the great apes, having broken away from a specific pattern of
behaviour were unable to re-establish a norm on any new plane. The cl...
and precis'e instinctive behaviour of most mammals is lost to them, but the
difference is purely negative and the field that nature has abandoned ~

mains unoccupied. ., ... .
This absence of rules seems to provide the surest cntenon for dlstmgwsh1lll

a natural from a cultural process. Nowhere is this suggested more than in the
contrast between the attitude of the child, even when very young, wh...
every problem is ruled by clear distinctions. sometimes clearer and mOlt

imperative than for the adult, and the relationships ~mong m~mbers of I

simian group. which are left entirely to chance and a~ldent and .10 which~
behaviour ofan individual subject today teaches nothmg about hIS congener I

behaviour. nor guarantees anything about his own behaviour~ ~omo~ro~.
In fact, a vicious circle develops in seeking in nature for the anglO of I~Sb­
tutional rules which presuppose, or rather, are culture, and whose establilb­
ment within a group without the aid of language is difficult t~ imagillt
Strictly speaking. there is consistency and regulanty 10 nature as 10 cultun.
but these features appear in nature precisely wher~ in culture they ar~ weak....
and vice versa. In nature this is the field of blologtcal heredity, and In cultun.
that of external tradition. An illusory continuity between the two orden
cannot be asked to account for points of contrast.

No empirical analysis. then, can determine the point of transition bet_
natural and cultural facts, nor how they are connected. The foregOlngel..
cussion has not merely brought us to this negative result, but has proVldol
the most valid criterion of social attitudes. viz., the presence or absence "
rules in patterns of behaviour removed from instinctive determinauOl
Wherever there are rules we know for certain that the cultural stage has bc<a
reached. Likewise, it is easy to recognize universality as the criterion ofnatuR.
for what is constant in man falls necessarily beyond the scope of custo"",
techniques and institutions whereby his groups are differentiated and ",..
trasted. Failing a real analysis. the double criterion of norm ~nd un,ver>aiJl!
provides the principle for an ideal analysis which, at least 10 certam ClIO

and within certain limits, may allow the natural to be isolated from III
cultural elements which are involved in more complex syntheses. Ld ..
suppose then that everything universal in man relates to th~ natural onllr.
and is characterized by spontaneity, and that everythmg subject to a nOnD
cultural and is both relative and particular. We are then confronted .lIb I
fact, or rather a group of facts which, in the light of previous definot''-

, ' h I fbelie/,
are not far removed from a scandal: we refer to t at camp ex group 0 "

customs conditions and institutions described succinctly as the prohlblUoJ
of iDees;, which presents, without the slightest ambiguity, an~ ~nsepar'tt<
combines, the two characteristics in which we recognize the conOlclmg feature
of tWIl mutually exclusive orders. 1 It constitutes a rule, but a rule ~tuJ.
alOi mong all the social rules, possesses at the same time a un,"'"

r-'
i,,
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10 The Elementary Structures of Kinship r Nature and Culture
••noble family studied by him, of eight consecutive marriages between broth~ I ding horror and fear Do . '1' I . . ..

and sister, only one involved a younger sister, and native opinion condemned I lpre.a hagy or frat "c,"de?"Th p~ml Ive peop es reelogmze a prohibition on
.., . Ju op n. ere IS no more nOr ess reason for them t
It as lID.moral. Marnage ~tween. brother ~nd older sister appears then asl prohibit incest.'1 0
concesSIon 10 Ihe law of pnmogemlure, and II does nOI exclude the prohibition T find so ill at ease a "t h Ih " dOd

. . . 0 wn er woo erwlse I not falter at the boldest
of IDeest, smce over and above the mother and daughter, the younger Sister h· theses is not surprisi g 'f 't' b . . d hi" "

" hOb" d I" d "h f )po n I I IS orne In mm t at a most all socIologists
remams pro lite as a spouse~ or at e~st not v~ew~ WIt a~our. NOli nhibit the same repugnance and timidity in the face of .
ooe of the rare texts we possess In the SOCial orgamzatIon of AnCient Egypl thIS problem.
suggests a similar interpretation. It is the Bulak Papyrus No.5, which telll I Uvy·Bruhl, 1931, p. 247.
the story of a king's daughler who wished to marry her older brother, and .
her mother remarked, 'If I have no more children after those two, is it not L~

law for them to marry 1'1 Here also there seems to be a form of prohibition
approving marriage with the older sister, but not with the younger. As wili
be seen later the scope of our interpretation is widened by ancient Japan~
texts which describe incest as a union with the younger, to the exclusion 01
the older sister. The rule of universality, even in these perhaps extreme caso.,
is no less apparent than the normative character of the institution.

Here therefore is a phenomenon which has the distinctive characteristlo
both of nature and of its theoretical contradiction, culture. The prohibiliof
of incest has the universality of bent and instinct, and the coercive charaelCf
of law and institution. Where then does it come from, and what is its placr
and significance 7 Inevitably extending beyond the hislorical and geographic.
limits of culture, and co-extensive with the biological species, the prohibilloC
of incest, however, through social prohibition, doubles the spontaneolU
action of the natural forces with which its own features contrast, althougr
itself identical to these forms in field of application" As such, the prohibitJO<
of incest presents a formidable mystery to sociological thought. Few soc~

prescriptions in our society have so kept that aura of respectful fear whid
clings to sacred objects. Significantly, as must be commented upon an:
explained later, incest proper, and its metaphorical form as the violation eh
minor (by someone 'old enough to be her father', as the expression gool
even combines in some countries with its direct opposite, inter·racial sexlU.
relations, an extreme form of exogamy, as the two most powerful induct­
ments to horror and collective vengeance. But not only does this aura (I

magical fear define the climate in which this institution is evolving even )C:

in modern society, but on the theoretical plane as well, it envelops lho~

debates with which sociology, since its inception, has, with an ambiguou
tenacity, been concerned: 'The famous question of the prohibition of ineO!.
writes Uvy.Bruhl, 'this vexata quaestio, whose solution has been so sougl
after by ethnographers and sociologists, has none. There is no purpose II'

asking it. In the societies just discussed, it is useless wondering why inC6
is forbidden. The prohibition does not exist ... There is no consideralh.'l
given to prohibiting it. It is something that does oat occur, or, if by SOllJ'

impossibility it does occur, it is unparalleled, a mOm"(fLlf1J, a transgresSl<'I
1 Maspero, 1889, p. 171.


