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INCEST. WHY NOT: ON THE HUMAN SOCIOBIOLOGICAL STUDY
OF INCEST AVOIDANCE

AJ Uhlmann

The study of human incest avoidance has become one of the major fields in
which sociobiology is being applied to human social behaviour. This has
produced several lines of investigation based on the understanding that
inbreeding depression (King, 1972:148) constitutes a selective pressure against
mating between primary kin, that inbreeding between individuals whose
coefficient of relationship (defined in Harrison, 1988:189) is 0.5 is largely
avoided or prevented in many other species, and that the tendency to avoid
incest is near universal (Westermarck, 1921; Shepher, 1983; van den Berghe,
1983; Brown, 1991; Thornhill, 1991).

In this paper I will discuss some attempts to explore the extent to which natural
selection affects the reported cross-cultural tendency to avoid incest.

One possible approach could be to identify proximate (ie causal) mechanisms
that contribute to behavioural strategies and then proceed to analyse them for
their adaptive value and possible natural history. Some scholars have gone
down this track and studied the possible existence of a sensitive period in
childhood during which co-socialisation causes sexual indifference at puberty
(eg Westermarck, 1921; Wolf, 1966, 1968, 1970; Shepher, 1971, 1983).

However, attempts to identify the role of natural selection in specific proximate
causes of incest avoidance seem frustrated by the limited understanding of such
causes.

Shepher, van den Berghe and Welham, some of whose contributions will be
discussed here, have attempted to overcome such difficulties by setting the
question of proximate mechanisms aside, and showing that human incestuous
behaviour (that is, the patterns of practice and avoidance of incest) conforms to
predictions that assume that individual humans act so as to maximise their
genetic fitness. These authors felt that if they were successful, the possibility
that natural selection has shaped incestuous strategies would be very strongly
supported (eg Shepher, 1983:85-86).

Paradoxically, the attempts to demonstrate the role of natural selection in
shaping the avoidance of incest have focused on the patterns of its practice.

The line of argument I shall criticise here stemmed from the theory of parental
investment. Parental investment theory states that optimal male and female
reproductive strategies differ (Trivers, 1972; Wilson, 1980). When a parent
invests in an offspring, his/her ability to invest in another offspring is reduced.
In humans, female investment is said to be higher than male investment, which
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means that she has more to lose in cases of bad investment, and that she is
therefore more committed to protecting and securing the investment (for a
sociobiological exposition see Trivers, 1972; for an explicit statement in the
context of incest see Shepher, 1983; van den Berghe, 1983). It should be
pointed out here that sociobiologists analyse the consequences of individual
action in terms of genetic fitness regardless of whatever conscious process may
have been taking place and despite the descriptive language sometimes used
(Dawkins, 1989).

Shepher and van den Berghe adopted the position that these unequal patterns of
parental investment lead to a situation whereby female sexual promiscuity,
which includes incest, is more heavily selected against than male sexual
promiscuity and incest. Hence human females are sexually much less
promiscuous and resist incest more strongly than do their male counterparts.
Following from this is the prediction that incest would be rarer in the dyads in
which females are dominant than in those in which males are dominant. Thus
mother-son (M-S) incest is said to be extremely rare, father-daughter (F-D)
incest most commonly practised, while brother-sister (B-Z) incest is in between
(Shepher, 1983; van den Berghe, 1983).

Welham added the aspect of paternity confidence to the possible factors which
may encourage fathers to initiate incestuous relations with their daughters. He
pointed out that paternal investment is costly too. A man whose mate's
offspring are not his own is faced with three alternatives: he can abandon his
mate; he can practise infanticide; or he can mate with the unrelated female
offspring of his mate's thus recovering as much benefit as possible from his
investment. Hence Wetham predicted that the incidence of F-D incest is
inversely related to the degree of paternity confidence, and that the risk of child
sexual abuse is invariably greater from paternal male relatives than from their
maternal counterparts (Welham, 1990).

Welham (1990:108) used this explanation to account for another phenomenon,
namely, girls' age at the onset of incestuous relations. He cited several studies
that show that the physiological development of a young girl, particularly the
development of secondary sexual characters like menarche and development of
breasts, are the instigatory factors in most cases of F-D incest in the 'West' (he
relies on Maisch, 1972, Meiselman, 1978 and Justice and Justice 1979).
According to Welham this is so because the father strives to minimise the costs
of incest to himself. When the female is too young to conceive it would be a
total waste of resources. Waiting too long might result in the daughter's mating
with someone else. This is the reason timing is crucial (Wetham, 1990).

Shepher, van den Berghe and Welham's application of sociobiology to incest
avoidance brings together different empirical data, namely, differential rates of
the practice of incest based on the gender of the initiator, reduced viability of
offspring of incest, close inbreeding avoidance among non-human mammals,
and the seeming universality of the tendency to avoid incest. 1 have some
serious concerns, both theoretical and empirical, about these analyses. 1 will
begin with my empirical concerns.
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The biosocial analysis is premised on the understanding that F-D is by far the
most commonly practised form of incest, followed by B-Z with M-S lagging
way behlrgd gShepher, 1983:125-128). This perception is based on studies of
reported mpndents of incest (Shepher, 1983). However there are statistics both
from America and Japan that challenge this basic understanding. Shepher, van
den Berghe and Welham seem to be unaware of these data.

Gebhard and his colleagues (1965) embarked on a large-scale analysis of sex
offende{s. .Their study is unique in that it included samples of the general
population in addition to samples of sex offenders (cf Hyde, 1986). It
gomparefl three sample groups as follows: 1356 convicted sex offenders; 888
inmates in prison who had never been convicted of sex offences; and a control
group. of 477 who had never been convicted of anything beyond traffic
v1o}at10ns. The two latter groups are of importance here. The researchers
estlmqted that the control group was a representative sample of white urban
American mﬂes with less than college education and no prison experience, and
that the prison group was not badly biased (Gebhard et al, 1965).

In the control group, 406 members had been studied for their possible
incestuous experience. Only one of them reported having been involved in
incest. It was B-Z incest. In the prison group fourteen cases of B-Z were
reported and one of M-S, while no F-D incest was reported (the data are
ar;anged in percentages in Gebhard et al, 1965:572, Table 63). This study
raises the possibility that in the general population of the United States B-Z
incest is more common than F-D incest.

A search through the literature failed to yield even a single study of the rates of
incest in the general community. There is virtually no information on the
extent of the practice of incest within societies. This is probably due to the
sensitivity of the topic, and to the fact that in most societies it is illegal. (There
are rough estimates in various places about the rates of child sexual abuse [eg
Laurance, 1988, and Baker and Duncan, 1985 in Britain]. But in addition to
methodological difficulties stemming from the sensitivity of the matter, the
concept of child sexual abuse includes many acts other than intercourse, refers
to many perpetrators other than primary kin, and excludes consensual sexual
relatl:ons )between adults. Therefore, estimates of child sexual abuse are of little
use here.

Reported incidents of incest in Japan do not concur with Shepher's and van den
Berghe's expectations either. M-S and older Z-younger B incest are by far the
most commonly reported. Younger Z-older B and F-D incest are rarely
reported (Hartcher, 1989; Minami, 1984; Kawana, 1980).

.Th.e question of who initiates the incestuous relationship in Japanese M-S dyads
is important. Shepher and van den Berghe would predict that males do. In the
representative examples described by Kawana, and according to both Kawana
and Minami, it is the mother who typically initiates and maintains M-S
incestuous relations (Kawana, 1980; Minami, 1984).
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i eived to be the
data suggest that an essential element of what was perc tot
gmon realit%g namely the putative relative rates of F-D, B-Z and M ? incest,
may not be what human sociobiologists believed it to be. Obviously more

research is needed to establish what the situation among humans actually is.

To these empirical concerns 1 would like to add some theoretical misgivings.

The focus on the practice of incest when the major element to be (jexpltg(;rrlledth;st
its avoidance raises some difficult questions. An important t;:lonm el:giiit that
Shepher, van den Berghe and Welham h.ave not addressed is the pos(sil'ffergnt at
the causes of the patterns of the practice of incest may.be velry t'l ferent i
nature from those behind the avoidance of incest. Their exp ';\hna lg'fference
relative strengths of the drives towards incest may explain 'Ie . i erence
between individuals who practise incest at different rates, but fails (]) a our
for those who avoid it altogether. For instance, the rationale t_hat e]i(p ains whg
men stand more to gain or less to lose from incest may explain wl y men who
practise incest do so more often than women who do. But this exp lanaug}n o s
not account for the majority of men and women who avoid incest a‘toge her.i I
could be that humans avoid incest because of some hypothetica x;);c afntsh °
called 'conformity'. In each society there may be a certain p ?1 th
population which lacks this mechanism. Among those, gender may ﬁs goe);
an important role in determining the rate of the practice of mcg;t. is. does
not mean, though, that gender plays any role in causing the avoidance o
among the rest of the population.

's theory that compares societies, rather than_mdwn@ugls, qulded a
g:}il;zt'rﬁm, nam)elly that evgrything else being equal, in societies Whlc(lil grg
characterised by low paternity confidence, F-D incest would be higher, elx)n vn:n
versa (Welham, 1990). However, an inter-cultural cor.relatlon etwe11
paternity confidence and incest could be acgounte_d for by a third facg()ir as m(cm;
namely conformity to rules. In societies in which rules are adhered to or
rigorously, we could expect fewer people to break the rules f:émcern I%x
adultery, and fewer people to break the rules concerning incest avoi :g:c&b "
societies in which conformity to rules is weaker, it could be expecte(} bat kOn
rules against adultery and rules against incest would be more frequently broken.

Another point should also be kept in mind, namely that statistics 9f the ;la_ractt_l(v;ﬁ
of incest are not necessarily a numerical expression of the relative inc! mat 10f
towards various forms of incest. In order to give a_fair assessment of
incestuous tendencies, the actual rates of incestuous activity In _the.va‘rl;ose
dyads need to be calculated against the opportunities of its practice in (t)h ¢
dyads. If an inclination towards one form of incest is twice as strong as he
inclination towards another, and yet there are twice as many oppqrtumtu'astics
carry out incestuous relations of the second type, we may c;nd up with ;ta;!litics
that show that both types of incest are practised at 1dent1qal rates. Sta s
about the opportunity of incest should be provilded alongsxde St;mtllgs'd%all

practice for analysis. An evolutionary study of incest avo;dance should 1 2 )"s
then, include a study of the changing opportunities for incest. This point IS
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important because it could be argued that mate selection strategies had been
fine-tuned at an earlier phylogenetic stage (ie an earlier stage of the species’
natural history), and as social conditions changed to create new opportunities
for incest and eliminate old ones, the emergent empirical picture was distorted.
Thus, the prevalence of female-initiated incest in Japan, if indeed it transpires
that female-initiated incest is more common than male-initiated incest, can be
explained away as a situation in which new forms of proximity between M-S
have arisen, changed the environment, and consequently caused incestuous
strategies not to conform to the predicted patterns of behaviour.

There are also theoretical difficulties associated with the study of behavioural
strategies and tendencies in general (cf Kitcher, 1987, and see responses there).
Incestuous strategies may be affected by other proximate mechanisms which
may have survival value in their own right, but whose effect on incestuous
behaviour is to reduce genetic fitness. One example could be conformity to
rules, which may drive people to avoid incest in situations in which it is
genetically profitable, or risk-taking behaviour which according to some
sociobiologists is advantageous in males (eg Zahavi, 1975) and which can push
young males to defy rules in general, such as those banning incest.

Kitcher argued that human sociobiologists who had written on incest avoidance
did not rule out the possibility that explanations other than those proposed by
them are responsible for human incestuous strategies. He suggested a possible
alternative explanation. He pointed out that cultural forms of transmission can
account for the spread of the tendency to avoid incest, and it may have derived
from an original situation in which incest was avoided because of environmental
factors or causes other than individual genetic fitness maximisation (Kitcher,
1985). Durham (1991) pursues a similar line of argument concerning the forces
that have shaped incest taboos. However, Shepher, van den Berghe and
Welham were not describing actual evelutionary processes or natural histories
that resulted in the behaviours they describe. A minimalistic argument could be
advanced, namely that genetic factors did not contribute to the whole of these
behaviours, but whenever these behaviours were maladaptive, natural selection
modified them by mechanisms such as the Westermarck effect. To use the
metaphor of the genes holding culture on leash (Lumsden and Wilson, 1981) it
could be argued that as long as the dog is walking spontaneously in the right
directions it needs no correction. This does not mean that the master is not
ultimately responsible for the direction. Thus, the relevance of natural selection
to behaviour does not require that proximate mechanisms should have been

selected for or should be somehow genetically grounded if the behaviour is
adaptive.

In addition, the fact that other primates seem to avoid close inbreeding (Packer,
1979; Pusey, 1980; Gray, 1985; Jolly 1985; Goodall, 1986; Read and Harvey,
1988; Quiatt, 1988) suggests that in a pre-cultural evolutionary stage inbreeding
was probably avoided owing to natural selection. It is therefore plausible that
such a behaviour would be further transmitted even if only cultural transmission
Is involved. Whereas the contribution of natural selection in early, pre-cultural
as it were, hominid evolution seems plausible, the crux of the debate is whether
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human incest avoidance has been maintained by natural selection in our recent
evolutionary past, after humans had become distinctly cultural animals. Ideally,
to substantiate a claim to the relevance of natural selection along the
minimalistic lines described above one will have to provide a credible
description of incestuous behaviour, demonstrate empirically that the strategies
of incest avoidance are adaptive, and finally demonstrate that in cases where
maladaptive behavioural strategies arose, they were selected against by natural
selection. In the latter case natural selection would act on the gene pool, and
genetically grounded mechanisms would be selected for. If such instances are
absent, as seems to be the case with human incest avoidance, it is impossibie to
determine whether natural selection is a relevant factor to human incest
avoidance (cf Caro and Borgerhoff Mulder, 1987).

At any rate, Shepher, van den Berghe and Welham did not pursue this line of
argument. Shepher and van den Berghe have explicitly committed themselves
to the position that the proximate and ontogenetic (ie developmental) factors
behind human incest avoidance were selected for and shaped by natural
selection.

My general theoretical argument is that even if incestuous strategies were
shown to be maladaptive, the role of natural selection in their shaping would
not be disproved. Equally, if incestuous strategies were conclusively shown to
be adaptive, it would still be very hard to discern the exact role, if any, played
by natural selection in their evolution. This is so because the information we
have on human natural history is very scarce, and generally, there is a great
difficulty in identifying the role played by natural selection in the evolution of
any human behaviour (Caro and Borgerhoff Mulder, 1987).

To sum up, I believe that there is little promise in the attempts to study
incestuous strategies in the way that has been criticised above. There are
serious theoretical flaws in the project and the statistical picture Shepher, van
den Berghe and Welham take for granted is far from evident. Data about the
general behavioural tendency is obviously lacking, and research is needed into
the prevalent forms of incestuous behaviours in different societies at different
times. To my mind the correct way of approaching the task of analysing the
factors behind human incestuous behaviour is the laborious and tedious way of
first identifying specific ontogenetic and proximate causes, and then moving on
to advance phylogenetic and ultimate explanations (ie explanations in terms of
survival value).
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