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The Fear of Incest

We understand the life of early humans by looking at how they developed over time. We study the old tools and buildings they left behind, as well as their art, their beliefs, and their general way of seeing the world. We learn about these things through stories, myths, and legends, or through the habits and traditions that still exist today.

In a way, early humans are still with us. There are groups of people today whom we consider much closer to those early ancestors than to ourselves. We see these groups as the direct representatives of people from the distant past. We can judge these groups by looking at how they think. Their way of seeing the world is very interesting to us because it shows an early stage of our own human development that has been well preserved.

If this idea is correct, comparing the psychology of these people—as seen in their stories and traditions—with the psychology of people who suffer from neurosis will show many similarities. This comparison will also help us understand familiar subjects in a new way.

For both practical and scientific reasons, I have chosen to study the tribes that experts describe as the most simple and isolated. I am focusing on the native people of Australia. This continent is home to many ancient forms of life that have disappeared from the rest of the world, making it the perfect place for this study.

The native people of Australia are a unique group. They have no physical or language connections to their neighbors, such as the Melanesian, Polynesian, or Malayan peoples. They do not build houses or permanent huts. They do not farm the land or keep animals, with the exception of dogs. They do not even know how to make pottery.

These people live entirely by hunting animals and digging for roots. They have no kings or leaders. Instead, the elders make all group decisions when they meet. It is not clear if they have any form of religion or if they worship higher beings. The tribes living in the dry interior, who must struggle with a lack of water, seem much more primitive than those living near the coast.

We do not expect these simple people to follow our own moral rules in their private lives. We also do not assume they have few limits on their natural desires. However, we find that they believe it is a serious duty to be very careful. They work hard to stop any sexual relations between close family members. In fact, their whole social system seems built to reach this goal, or it is at least very closely linked to it.

Among the Australian tribes, the system of totemism is the base for all religious and social life. These tribes are split into smaller groups or clans. Each group takes the name of its totem. But what is a totem? It is usually an animal. This animal might be safe to eat or it might be dangerous and feared. Sometimes, the totem is a plant or a natural force, like rain or water. This totem has a special connection with every member of the clan. The totem acts as the main ancestor for the clan. It serves as a guardian spirit and a protector. It gives guidance through signs. Even if the animal is dangerous to others, it recognizes and spares its own people. Because of this, members of a totem have a sacred duty to never kill or harm their totem animal. They must also avoid eating its meat or using it for any personal gain. If anyone breaks these rules, they face automatic punishment. This totemic nature exists not just in one single animal, but in every member of that entire species. From time to time, the tribe holds festivals where members perform dances to copy the movements and traits of their totem.

This connection to the totem passes down through the family, either through the mother or the father. It is likely that passing this identity through the mother happened first. The practice of passing it through the father likely replaced it much later. For an Australian, the connection to a totem is the foundation of all social duties. This bond reaches beyond the tribe, and it is even more important than the ties of blood.

The totem is not tied to a specific place or region. People who share the same totem may live far apart, and they often live in peace alongside people who belong to different totems.

Finally, we must look at a specific part of the totemic system that interests the psychoanalyst. Almost everywhere that totemism exists, there is a law that members of the same totem cannot have sexual relations with one another. This means they are forbidden from marrying each other. This practice is known as exogamy, and it is always linked to the totem.

This strict rule is truly remarkable. Nothing we have learned about the totem or its qualities explains this rule. We do not understand how this restriction became part of the totemic system. It is no surprise that some researchers assume this marriage rule began separately from totemism. They believe it was added later, without any deep connection, simply because people needed rules for marriage. Regardless of how it started, the link between totemism and this rule is real and very strong.

Let us explain the meaning of this prohibition through further discussion.

When someone breaks this rule, the tribe does not wait for a natural punishment. They do not treat it like a simple mistake. Instead, the whole community reacts with great force. They act as if they must protect everyone from a shared danger or wash away a guilt that touches every member of the group. A few lines from a book by Frazer show how seriously these people take such actions, even if their behavior seems strange to us.

In Australia, the standard punishment for sexual relations with someone from a forbidden group is death. It does not matter if the woman is from the same local area or if she was captured in war from another tribe. If a man takes a woman from the wrong group as his wife, his own people hunt him down and kill him. They kill the woman as well. In some rare cases, if the couple can hide for a long time, the tribe might forgive them. In the Ta-Ta-thi tribe of New South Wales, the man is still killed in these rare cases. The woman is only beaten or stabbed with a spear until she is nearly dead. The tribe says they do not kill her because she was likely forced into the act. Even for short affairs, the group rules are very strict. Any violation is seen with great disgust and is punished by death, wrote Howitt.

The community applies these harsh punishments even to short affairs that do not result in children. This suggests that the rules do not exist for simple, practical reasons.

The totem passes down through the generations and does not change when a person marries. This creates clear effects, especially when family lines are traced through the mother. For example, if a man belongs to the Kangaroo clan and marries a woman from the Emu clan, all their children will belong to the Emu totem. Under these laws, a son from this marriage cannot have a sexual relationship with his mother or his sisters, because they are all Emu, just like him.

However, we must remember that the rules of marriage linked to the totem achieve much more than just preventing incest with a mother or sister. These rules also make it impossible for a man to have a sexual relationship with any woman from his own group. This includes many women who are not actually related to him by blood, because the law treats them all as if they were his sisters or close relatives. At first, it is not clear why they have such a strange and strict rule, which is much tougher than anything found in modern societies. We only seem to understand that they take the role of the totem animal as their ancestor very seriously. Everyone who comes from the same totem is considered to be of one blood, or one family. In this family, even the most distant connection is seen as a complete barrier to marriage or sexual union.

In this way, these tribes show us an unusually strong fear of incest. They have a deep sensitivity toward it, combined with a strange habit that we do not fully understand: they replace real blood relationships with the relationship to their totem. We should not focus too much on this difference. It is important to remember that the rules against totem relationships include the ban on real incest as a special case.

How the totem group came to replace the actual family remains a mystery. The answer is likely connected to the origin of the totem itself. We must remember that when sexual relationships are somewhat free and go beyond the limits of marriage, blood ties become uncertain. Because of this, the prevention of incest requires a different foundation. It is worth noting that the customs of Australian tribes include social conditions and festivals where a man’s exclusive right to his wife is set aside.

The language used by these tribes, like that of most totem-based cultures, shows a unique feature that is clearly important to this subject. The names these people use for family do not describe the connection between two specific individuals. Instead, they describe a person’s connection to an entire group. As L. H. Morgan noted, this is a classifying system.

Under this system, a man calls his biological father “father,” but he also uses that same word for every other man who could have married his mother according to tribal rules. He calls his biological mother “mother,” but he also uses that title for every woman who could have been his mother without breaking any laws.

In the same way, he calls the children of all these people his “brothers” and “sisters,” even if they are not his biological siblings. This pattern continues for all other family titles within the group. The names that two Australians use for each other do not always mean they share the same blood. In our own language, such names usually point to a physical connection, but for these tribes, the names describe social roles rather than biological ones. We see a small hint of this system in our own homes when we teach a child to call every friend of the family “uncle” or “aunt.” We also see this in a symbolic way when we use terms like “brothers in art” or “sisters in faith.”

The reason for this naming custom, which feels so strange to us, is quite simple. It is a leftover sign of a social structure that the Reverend L. Fison called “group marriage.” In this system, a group of men held marriage rights over a group of women. Children born into this group marriage naturally saw each other as brothers and sisters, even if they did not share the same mother. In the same way, they viewed all the men in that group as their fathers.

Some writers, such as B. Westermarck in his History of Human Marriage, disagree with the conclusions drawn from these naming systems. However, the leading experts on Australian tribes agree on one point. They believe these broad relationship names are leftovers from a time when group marriage was the standard. According to researchers like Spencer and Gillen, a form of group marriage still exists today among the Urabunna and Dieri tribes. It is clear that group marriage came before individual marriage for these people, and it left deep marks on their language and traditions that remain visible today.

If we look past the idea of individual marriage, we can finally understand why these tribes have so many rules against incest. Totem exogamy—the law that forbids sexual relations between members of the same clan—was likely the best way to prevent group incest. Over time, this rule became permanent and lasted long after its original purpose was forgotten.

Even though we think we understand why these Australian tribes created marriage restrictions, the actual situation is much more complex. Very few tribes in Australia rely only on the totem barrier to manage relationships. Most are organized into two larger divisions known as marriage classes, or phratries. Each of these groups is also exogamous, and each one contains many different totem groups within it. Usually, each marriage group splits again into two smaller parts, which we call subclasses. This means the entire tribe divides into four main classes. The subclasses act as a bridge between the larger groups and the individual totem clans.

The typical organization of an Australian tribe is very detailed and often quite complex.

The 12 totem groups are organized under four subclasses and two main classes. Every one of these divisions follows the rule of exogamy, meaning members must marry outside their own group. For example, subclass C forms a unit with E, while subclass D forms a unit with F. The goal of these rules is clear; they act as a way to further limit marriage choices and control sexual freedom. If only the 12 totem groups existed, and each group had the same number of people, every person would have 11/12 of all the women in the tribe to choose from. The existence of the two main classes reduces this number to 6/12, or exactly one half. This means a man from a specific totem can only marry a woman from the groups numbered one to six. When the tribe adds two subclasses, the number of available partners drops to 3/12, or one-quarter of the total. A man from a specific totem must now choose a wife from only three other specific totems.

The history of these marriage classes is still unclear, even though some tribes have as many as eight of them. We can see that these systems aim for the same goal as totem rules, though they try to achieve much more. While the original totem rules feel like a sacred law that appeared long ago for unknown reasons, the complex systems of marriage classes seem like a deliberate plan. These groups have clear rules and divisions that suggest they were created by leaders with a specific goal in mind. It is possible that these new laws were created to enforce the ban on incest because the power of the old totem traditions was starting to fade. The totem system acts as the base for all social duties and moral rules in the tribe. However, once these groups successfully organize how people choose their marriage partners, their influence usually starts to fade.

As these marriage systems grow, they seem to aim for more than just stopping incest within the family. They begin to forbid marriage between people who are only distantly related. This is much like the Catholic Church, which took the original rules against marriage between brothers and sisters and expanded them to include cousins, while also creating new levels of spiritual connection.

It would not be useful for our goals to enter into the complex and confusing debates about where these marriage classes came from or what they mean. We also do not need to look too deeply into how they relate to the totem system. It is enough for our goals to note the great care that Australian tribes and other early peoples take to prevent incest. We must admit that these people are even more sensitive to this issue than we are. Perhaps they feel more temptation than we do, and therefore, they require much stronger protection against it.

However, the fear of incest in these cultures does not stop with the creation of the systems we have already described, which mostly aim to prevent group incest. We must also look at a series of customs that control how individuals behave toward their close relatives. These rules are kept with almost religious strictness, and there is little doubt about their purpose. These specific prohibitions are often called avoidances. They exist far beyond the totem tribes of Australia. Once again, I must ask the reader to accept a small selection from a much larger amount of evidence.

In Melanesia, strict rules control how boys interact with their mothers and sisters. On Lepers Island, which is part of the New Hebrides, a boy must leave his family home at a certain age. He moves into a clubhouse where he sleeps and eats his meals from that time on.

He is allowed to visit his old home to ask for food, but he must leave before he eats if his sister is there. If she is not present, he may sit near the door to finish his meal. If a brother and sister happen to meet outside, she must run away or hide herself from his view.

If the boy sees his sister’s footprints in the sand, he must not follow them, and she must not follow his. He will not even speak her name. He is also careful to avoid using any common words if those words are part of her name. This practice of avoidance begins during the ceremony of puberty and remains a strict rule for the rest of their lives. The distance between a mother and her son grows as he gets older. This reserve is usually more important for the mother to maintain. If she brings him food, she does not hand it to him directly. Instead, she places it on the ground in front of him. She also stops using the informal language of a mother and son, choosing a more formal way of speaking instead.

Similar customs exist in New Caledonia. If a brother and sister happen to meet, the sister runs into the woods to hide. The brother walks past her without even turning his head to look in her direction.

On the Gazelle Peninsula in New Britain, a sister is forbidden from speaking to her brother once she is married. She will not even say his name, choosing instead to describe him using other words.

In New Mecklenburg, these restrictions apply to brothers and sisters, as well as some cousins. They are not allowed to get close to one another, shake hands, or exchange gifts. They may only speak if they stand several paces apart. The punishment for breaking these rules through incest with a sister is death by hanging.

These rules of avoidance are very strict in the Fiji Islands. They apply not only to sisters by blood but also to women who belong to the same family group.

It might seem strange to us that these people also hold sacred festivals where they seek sexual union with the very relatives who are forbidden to them. However, we should not be surprised. Instead, we can use this contradiction to help explain why the rules exist in the first place.

Among the Battas of Sumatra, these laws of avoidance affect all close family members. For example, it would be considered very rude for a Batta man to go to an evening party with his own sister. A brother feels very uncomfortable in his sister’s company, even when other people are around. If one of them enters a house, the other usually chooses to leave. Furthermore, a father will not stay alone in a house with his daughter, and a mother will not stay alone with her son. The Dutch missionary who reported these customs noted that, unfortunately, he felt these rules were based on real concerns. These cultures believe that if a man and a woman are left alone, they will surely become intimate. Because they fear the harsh punishments and bad luck that follow family relationships, they use these strict rules to avoid any temptation.

Among the Barongo people in Africa, the most intense rules focus on a sister-in-law. If a man meets this person, he treats her as a great danger and keeps his distance. He will not eat from the same dish as her, he speaks to her only with fear, and he refuses to enter her home. When he greets her, his voice often shakes with nerves.

Among the Akamba people in British East Africa, there is a rule of avoidance that many might expect to see more often. A young woman must carefully avoid her own father from the time she reaches puberty until the day she is married. She hides herself if she meets him on the street and never tries to sit near him. She follows these rules until the day she becomes engaged. Once she is married, however, there are no more rules stopping her from spending time with her father.

The most common and strict rule of avoidance, which is perhaps the most interesting for modern societies, is the one that limits social contact between a man and his mother-in-law. This practice is found everywhere in Australia. It is also common among the people of Melanesia, Polynesia, and the various groups in Africa where totemism and group relationships exist, and likely even further than that. Among some of these groups, similar rules exist to stop a wife from having casual contact with her father-in-law, but these rules are not as common or as serious. In a few rare cases, both parents-in-law become people that one must avoid.

I am less interested in where these customs spread and more interested in their meaning and purpose. Because of this, I will focus on just a few examples of mother-in-law avoidance.

On the Banks Islands, these rules are very strict and difficult to follow. A man avoids being near his mother-in-law, and she does the same for him. If they happen to meet on a path, the woman steps aside and turns her back until he has passed, or he does the same for her.

In Vanna Lava, at Port Patterson, a man will not even walk behind his mother-in-law on the beach until the rising tide has washed away her footprints. They are allowed to speak, but only from a distance. It is completely forbidden for him to say her name, and she is forbidden from saying his.

On the Solomon Islands, the rules change the moment a man marries. From that day on, he must not see or speak to his mother-in-law. If he happens to meet her, he pretends he does not know her and runs away as fast as he can to hide.

Among the Zulu people, custom requires that a man feel shame toward his mother-in-law. He must do everything he can to avoid her. He will not enter a hut if she is inside. When they meet by chance, one of them must step aside. She might hide behind a bush, while he holds his shield in front of his face. If they cannot avoid each other and the woman has nothing to cover herself with, she at least ties a bunch of grass around her head to follow the rules. Any communication between them must happen through a third person. Alternatively, they may shout to each other from a great distance, as long as there is a barrier between them, such as the fence of a kraal. Neither person is allowed to speak the other’s name.

Among the Basoga, a tribe living near the sources of the Nile, a man may only speak to his mother-in-law if she is in another room of the house and stays out of his sight. These groups dislike the idea of incest so much that they even punish it when it occurs among their farm animals.

While most experts agree that avoiding close relatives helps prevent incest, they have different ideas about why a man must avoid his mother-in-law. It is difficult to understand why these groups fear that a man might feel tempted by a woman old enough to be his own mother.

Other thinkers have argued against the ideas of Fison. He noted that some marriage systems have a gap that makes marriage between a man and his mother-in-law theoretically possible. Because of this, he believed that a special rule was necessary to prevent such a thing from happening.

Sir J. Sir John Lubbock, in his book The Origin of Civilization, suggests that the behavior of a mother-in-law toward her son-in-law comes from the old practice of marriage by capture. He argues that as long as men actually captured their wives, the anger of the parents was likely very real. Even after the capture became just a symbolic act, the parents continued to act out that old anger, and the custom remained long after people forgot why it started. Crawley has easily shown that this idea does not match the facts observed in real life.

E. B. Tylor believes that the way a mother-in-law treats her son-in-law is simply a way for the woman’s family to ignore him. The man is treated as a total stranger, and this continues until the couple has their first child. Even if we ignore cases where this rule does not end the restriction, the explanation remains weak. It fails to explain the specific relationship between a mother-in-law and a son-in-law, and it ignores the sexual
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