
‘Blood Is Thicker Than Water’: 
Non-royal consanguineous 
marriage in Ancient Egypt

An exploration of economic and biological 
outcomes

Joanne-Marie Robinson

Archaeopress Egyptology 29



Archaeopress Publishing Ltd
Summertown Pavilion
18-24 Middle Way
Summertown
Oxford OX2 7LG

www.archaeopress.com

ISBN 978-1-78969-543-4
ISBN 978-1-78969-544-1 (e-Pdf)

© J-M Robinson and Archaeopress 2020

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, or transmitted, in any form or by any 
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the 
copyright owners.

Printed in England by 

This book is available direct from Archaeopress or from our website www.archaeopress.com



To my husband, Stephen, and to the memory of my family





i

Contents

Acknowledgements������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� x
Abbreviations��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� xi
Glossary�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������xii
Ancient Egyptian Chronology������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ xiv
Papyri and ostraca������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ xv

Chapter 1 Ancient Egyptian marriage and kin terms, definitions of 
consanguinity and consanguineous marriage�������������������������������������������������������������� 1

Introduction��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 1
Exploring non-royal consanguineous marriage: aims, limitations, and hypotheses������� 2
Ancient Egyptian marriage�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 3

Age at Marriage���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 6
Ancient Egyptian kin terms������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 6
Consanguinity and consanguineous marriage������������������������������������������������������������������������ 9

Defining consanguinity�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 9
Categories of consanguineous marriage�������������������������������������������������������������������������� 10

Definitions of Incest������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 11
Incest avoidance: the incest taboo������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 12

Identifying genetic markers for consanguinity in human remains���������������������������������� 13
Methodology and structure����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 15

Chapter 2 Consanguinity in historical context: evidence from select sources for 
consanguineous marriage in ancient Egypt, the Near East, Greece and Rome   ��������17

Introduction������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 17
Consanguineous marriage in ancient Egypt�������������������������������������������������������������������������� 18
Royal consanguineous marriages�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 18
Non-royal consanguineous marriages����������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 19

Roman Period����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 19
Ptolemaic Period������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 23
The Pharaonic Period���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 25

Late Period and Third Intermediate Period�������������������������������������������������������������� 26
New Kingdom����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 28
Middle Kingdom������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 30

Polygyny and polyandry����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 33
Evidence for consanguineous marriage outside ancient Egypt����������������������������������������� 34



ii

Judaism: degrees of prohibited marriage������������������������������������������������������������������������ 34
Athens, Sparta and Rome: marriage, law, and degrees of prohibition������������������������ 35
Christianity: degrees of prohibited marriage����������������������������������������������������������������� 36
Consanguineous marriage in Zoroastrianism����������������������������������������������������������������� 38
Consanguineous marriage in Arabia and Islam�������������������������������������������������������������� 39
Current religious regulation of first cousin marriage��������������������������������������������������� 39

Conclusion����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 41

Chapter 3 The use of inheritance and matrimonial goods as economic strategies 
in non-royal consanguineous families������������������������������������������������������������������������42

Introduction������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 42
Terms of reference: matrimonial goods, gifts and dowry��������������������������������������������� 43

Ancient Egyptian private property, laws of inheritance, and matrimonial goods���������� 43
Ancient Egyptian inheritance law������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 44

The Will of Naunakhte�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 46
Trial at the Temple of Wepwawet in Siut������������������������������������������������������������������ 46
The Adoption Papyrus�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 46

Ancient Egyptian gifts at marriage����������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 47
Inheritance law and dowry in Mesopotamia, classical Greece and ancient Rome���������� 48

Mesopotamia������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 48
Classical Greece�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 50
Ancient Rome����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 51

Consanguineous marriage: response to, or reaction against, laws of succession?��������� 54
Consanguineous marriage as an economic strategy in ancient Egypt: land 
consolidation, inheritance and matrimonial goods������������������������������������������������������������� 56

Protection against disintegration of land ownership: continuity, loss and acquisition����� 56
Consanguineous marriage: financial commitments, family expectations and 
timing of transfers��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 58

Case study: Marriage, consanguinity and economics in Ptolemaic Pathyris������������������� 60
Ptolemaic Pathyris and family archives��������������������������������������������������������������������������� 60
Comparisons between marriage settlements and other economic transactions������ 61

Categories of consanguineous marriage�������������������������������������������������������������������� 62
Requirements and financial commitments in demotic marriage settlements ��������������� 63

John Rylands demotic marriage settlements������������������������������������������������������������������ 64
Comparisons between financial commitments and unusual features within them�66
Potential implications in the value of marriage settlements in the Archive of 
Pelaias and the Archive of Horos�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 68

Consanguineous and non-consanguineous economic transactions in the Archive of 
Pelaias and the Archive of Horos��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 70



iii

Texts and transactions in the Archive of Pelaias������������������������������������������������������������ 71
Texts and transactions in the Archive of Horos�������������������������������������������������������������� 72
Consanguineous economic transactions in the Archive of Horos������������������������������� 74
The woman’s matrimonial goods, modern dowry and the economics of 
consanguinity���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 75
Case study summary����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 77

Conclusion����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 78

Chapter 4 Consanguineous marriage in Deir el-Medina and economic impacts: 
family interrelationships, occupations, offspring, and expectations of altruism 
and reciprocity ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������80

Introduction������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 80
Terms of reference: altruism and reciprocity����������������������������������������������������������������� 82

Number of consanguineous marriages, networks of interrelated families and types 
of cousin marriages������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 83

Consanguineous families and interrelated networks���������������������������������������������������� 84
Preferences and outcomes of jural and affective ties in marriages between 
parallel and cross cousins�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 85

Occupations within consanguineous marriages in Deir el-Medina: occupation of 
husband, husband’s father, and wife’s father����������������������������������������������������������������������� 90
Offspring of consanguineous marriages and numbers of known children in their 
family trees��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 92
Economic transactions in Deir el-Medina and expectations of altruism and 
reciprocity in consanguineous families��������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 95

Gift-giving����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 96
Debts and credit������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 97
Informal object exchange and barter������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 99

Family transfers and expectations��������������������������������������������������������������������������� 100
What affects willingness to give and expectation to receive?������������������������������������������ 102

Legal bodies and regulatory mechanisms in Deir el-Medina������������������������������������� 102
The local court (ḳnbt)������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 102
The oracle��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 104

Social networks and informal controls on behaviour������������������������������������������������� 105
Trust and co-operation between families related by consanguinity and affinity �������� 107

Altruism, trust and trustworthiness amongst family members ������������������������������� 107
Sliding scales of altruism and reciprocity in Deir el-Medina     L2 ��������������������������� 110
Reputation formation and trustworthiness in Deir el-Medina���������������������������������� 111

Conclusion��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 112



iv

Chapter 5 Biological outcomes of non-royal consanguineous marriage: 
prevalence, impact and perceptions of abnormality in ancient Egypt���������������������115

Introduction����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 115
Reported congenital anomalies in mummified and skeletal remains in ancient 
Egypt����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 116
Consanguineous marriage: ancient evidence and modern biological outcomes���������� 117

Consanguineous marriage in ancient Egypt����������������������������������������������������������������� 117
Congenital anomalies and morbidity in infancy and childhood reported at 
increased frequency in modern consanguineous families����������������������������������������� 117

Consanguinity and non-syndromic cleft lip/palate (CL/P) and cleft palate (CP)��������� 118
Characteristics of cleft lip/palate and cleft palate and their reported incidence in 
modern and ancient populations������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 119
Cleft lip/palate and cleft palate in ancient Egypt�������������������������������������������������������� 121

Consanguinity and intellectual and developmental disorders���������������������������������������� 125
Characteristics of intellectual and developmental disorders and their reported 
incidence in modern and ancient populations������������������������������������������������������������� 127
Attitudes towards intellectual and developmental impairment in ancient Greece��� 128
Attitudes towards intellectual and developmental impairment in ancient Egypt�131

Functioning and adaptive ability, accommodation of impairment, and provision of 
care��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 136

Infant survival and functioning and adaptive behaviour associated with non-
syndromic orofacial clefting�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 136
Infant survival and functioning and adaptive behaviour associated with 
intellectual and developmental disorders��������������������������������������������������������������������� 137
Accommodation of impairment and provision of care for non-syndromic orofacial 
clefting and intellectual and developmental disorders in ancient Egypt������������������� 139

Cleft lip and cleft lip and palate�������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 139
Intellectual and developmental disorders�������������������������������������������������������������� 140

Perceptions of health, sickness and disability in ancient Egypt�������������������������������������� 142
The medical papyri������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 143
Therapeutic dreams and ritual bathing������������������������������������������������������������������������� 144
Cemeteries and intramural burials��������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 146
Physical abnormalities in iconography ������������������������������������������������������������������������ 148
Funerary ritual: renewal, protection and sustenance������������������������������������������������� 150

Consanguineous marriage and the provision of support networks�������������������������������� 151
Conclusion��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 153



v

Chapter 6 Conclusion�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������155

Appendix 1 Table of probable or possible non-royal consanguineous marriages 
from select sources����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������158

Appendix 2 Details of consanguineous and affinal links between 
consanguineously married couples in Deir el-Medina (see chapter four, table 4.3 
and figure 4.1)     �������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������175

Marriage number 1 - Anhurkhawy (i) and Henutdjuu (i)�������������������������������������������������� 175
Marriage number 2: Nebmehyt (iii) and Henutmehyt (iv)������������������������������������������������ 175
Marriage number 3: Buqentuf (i) and Iyi (iii)���������������������������������������������������������������������� 175
Marriage number 4: Iyernutef (ii) and Tabaki (i)���������������������������������������������������������������� 176
Marriage number 5: Amennakht (x) and Tarekhanu (i)���������������������������������������������������� 177
Marriage number 6: Pashedu (ii) and Tanodjemethemsi (ii)/Nodjemhemsiset (i)������� 177
Marriage number 7: Nekhemmut (i) and Webkhet (vi/viii)��������������������������������������������� 177
Marriage number 8: Khnummose (i) and Henuwati (i)/(ii)���������������������������������������������� 178
Marriage number 9: Ipuy (viii) and Henutmire (i)������������������������������������������������������������� 179
Marriage number 10: Penrennut (i) and Tadehnetemheb (i)������������������������������������������� 179
Marriage number 11: Khons (vi) and Taweretemheb (ii)�������������������������������������������������� 180

Appendix 3 Number of known children in the eight family trees in which there 
are consanguineous marriages ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������181

Notes to Appendix 3:��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 182

Bibliography��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������184



vi

List of Figures

Figure 1.1: Categories of consanguineous marriage. Source: after Hamamy et al., 
Consanguineous Marriages, Pearls and Perils: Geneva International Consanguinity Workshop 
Report, 2011: 844.������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 11

Figure 2.1: Numbers of probable or possible non-royal consanguineous marriages 
in ancient Egypt allocated to historical periods (reported in select sources, see 
Appendix 1).�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 20

Figure 2.2: The seven degrees of relationship from a common ancestor based on the 
civil Roman system. Source: Schwimmer, https://umanitoba.ca/faculties/arts/
anthropology/tutor/descent/cognatic/civil.html (1998). Accessed 4.10.16.������������������ 36

Figure 2.3: The four degrees of relationship from a common ancestor based on canon 
law. Source: after Schwimmer, https://umanitoba.ca/faculties/arts/anthropology/
tutor/descent/cognatic/canon.html (1998). Accessed 4.10.16.����������������������������������������� 37

Figure 2.3: The four degrees of relationship from a common ancestor based on canon 
law. Source: after Schwimmer, https://umanitoba.ca/faculties/arts/anthropology/
tutor/descent/cognatic/canon.html (1998). Accessed 4.10.16.����������������������������������������� 40

Figure 3.1: Comparison between the woman’s goods and the man’s gift committed in 
marriage settlements in the Rylands demotic papyri. The figures at the bottom of 
each column are the values in silver deben.�������������������������������������������������������������������������� 67

Figure 3.2: Percentage comparison of the woman’s goods in the Archive of Pelaias and 
the Archive of Horos. The figures at the bottom of each column are the value of the 
goods in silver deben.���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 69

Figure 3.3: Types of documents belonging to family members in the Archive of Pelaias. 
The archive contains 12 demotic and 11 Greek texts (plus P. Ryl. Dem. 30 which is 
linked to the archive).��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 71

Figure 3.3: Types of documents belonging to family members in the Archive of Pelaias. 
The archive contains 12 demotic and 11 Greek texts (plus P. Ryl. Dem. 30 which is 
linked to the archive).��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 71

Figure 3.5: The Archive of Horos contains 34 demotic, 25 Greek and one bilingual texts. 
Nineteen of the transactions in this archive are between consanguineous family 
members and/or their affines.������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 73

Figure 3.6: Number of economic transactions between families or individuals related 
through consanguinity or affinity in the Archive of Horos. Source for document 
types in the Archive of Horos: Vandorpe and Waebens, 2008: 131.�������������������������������������� 73

Figure 4.1: Consanguineous marriages in Deir el-Medina and their links through 
consanguinity and affinity to other first cousin marriages, 19th–20th dynasties.��������� 90

Figure 4.2: Number of marriages and offspring in family trees with one or more 
consanguineous marriages (gen. = generations)������������������������������������������������������������������ 93

Figure 5.1: Cleft lip (cleft premaxilla) (young child): A normal (with dotted lines outlining 
the premaxilla), B incomplete unilateral left cleft, C complete left unilateral cleft, 
D bilateral cleft, E midline cleft, F agenesis of the maxilla - wide cleft. Source: 



vii

Redrawn after Barnes, Atlas of Developmental Field Anomalies of the Human Skeleton: A 
Paleopathology Perspective, 2012: 28.��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 120

Figure 5.2: Cleft lip (premaxilla) with cleft (maxillary) palate (young child): A normal 
(with dotted lines outlining the premaxilla), B incomplete left cleft lip with unilateral 
left cleft palate, C unilateral left cleft lip and palate, D bilateral cleft lip and palate, 
E midline cleft lip and palate, F agenesis of the premaxilla with wide midline cleft 
palate. Source: Redrawn by author after Barnes, Atlas of Developmental Field Anomalies 
of the Human Skeleton: A Paleopathology Perspective, 2012: 29..�������������������������������������������� 122

Figure 5.3: Large bilateral cleft of the central and posterior area of the palate, adult 
female, X group, Ballana Culture, Nubia, AD 400–600. Photograph courtesy of Roger 
Forshaw.������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 124

Figure 5.4: Frontal view of the 25th dynasty skull with midline cleft lip and absence 
of incisor teeth. The white area is the crown of the right canine lying horizontally 
across the middle line below the nasal spine. Source: D. E. Derry, 1938, Two Skulls 
with Absence of Premaxilla, Journal of Anatomy, 72, part 2, plate 1, figure 1. Reproduced 
courtesy of the Journal of Anatomy.������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 124

Figure 5.5: Profile view of the 25th dynasty skull with the mandible in position. The 
upper teeth have been caught between the teeth of the mandible and have been 
pushed upwards and inwards because of the reduced size of the palate. Source: 
Derry, 1938, Two Skulls with Absence of Premaxilla, Journal of Anatomy, 72, part 2, plate 
1, figure 3. Reproduced courtesy of the Journal of Anatomy.������������������������������������������� 125

Figure 5.6: Axial CT scan showing bony cleft in midline (straight white arrow). A wad 
of resin-soaked linen was put over the right side of the child’s nose to restore the 
natural facial contours (curved white arrow). Copyright: American Roentgen Ray 
Society, 2002.����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 126

Figure 5.7: A volume-rendered shaded-surface-display CT image showing a midline cleft 
lip.Source: Hoffman and Hudgins, Head and skull base features of nine Egyptian 
mummies: evaluation with high-resolution CT and reformation techniques, American 
Journal of Roentgenology, 2002, 178 (6): 1373, figure 11, A and B. Copyright: American 
Roentgen Ray Society, 2002.��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 126

Figure 5.8: Funerary stela of Roma the doorkeeper, dedicated to the goddess Astarte, 18th 
dynasty. The depiction of Roma’s physical condition could indicate poliomyelitis, 
talipes equinovarus, and/or cerebral palsy. Reproduced courtesy of Ny Carlsberg 
Glyptotek. Photograph: Ole Haupt.��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 149

Figure 5.9: Attendants in the tomb of Baqt I, Middle Kingdom. The feet of the figure in 
the centre of the lower register suggest talipes equinovarus, while the figure to the 
left appears to have kyphosis and the figure to the right may be a dwarf. Redrawn by 
author after P. E. Newberry, Beni Hasan, 1894, Part 2, tomb no. 29, south wall, plate 
32.����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 149



viii

List of Tables

Table 1.1 Summary of basic kin terms used across historical periods, their extended 
meanings using Euro-American terminology, and kin types. Sources: after Franke, 
Kinship, 2001: 245-46; Lustig, Kinship, gender and age in Middle Kingdom tomb scenes and 
texts, 1997: 45; Price, Archaism and filial piety: an unusual Late Period pair statue, 2016: 
493, note k; Robins, The relationships specified in Egyptian kinship terms of the Middle and 
New Kingdoms, 1992: 204; Willems, A description of Egyptian kin terminology of the Middle 
Kingdom, c. 2000–1650 B.C., 1983: 153–65.������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 7

Table 1.2 Biological relationships (using Euro-American terminology) and genetic 
relationships. Source: Bittles, Consanguinity in Context, 2012: 6.����������������������������������������� 10

Table 2.1: Incidence of consanguineous marriages in the Roman census returns in 
Egypt. Sources: Bagnall and Frier, The Demography of Roman Egypt, 2006: 128; Scheidel, 
Measuring Sex, Age and Death in the Roman Empire: Explorations in Ancient Demography, 
1996a: 11.������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 20

Table 2.2: Number of funerary stelae on which it is possible to determine genealogical 
indications and where the wife is called ‘his wife’ or ‘his sister’. Source: Černý, 
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Chapter 1

Ancient Egyptian marriage and kin terms, 
definitions of consanguinity and consanguineous 

marriage

Introduction

This book aims to explore and assess the potential economic and biological outcomes of 
marriage in ancient Egypt between kin biologically related beyond the level of sibling and 
half-sibling. When consanguineous marriages are discussed in Egyptological literature, 
studies often focus on brother-sister marriages recorded in census returns from Roman 
Egypt, or on royal sibling marriages amongst the ruling Ptolemies.1 Sibling marriages in 
Egypt also attracted historical attention, for example, early in the 1st century AD, Philo of 
Alexandria claimed Egyptians were free ‘to marry any sister of every degree whether they 
belonged to one of their brother’s parents or both’ (De specialibus legibus, 3. 23). However, 
evidence is comparatively rare in ancient Egyptian sources for marriages between siblings 
(genetically first-degree relatives who share fifty percent of their genes) and half-siblings 
(genetically second-degree who share twenty-five percent of their genes) (see Černý 1954: 
23-29). Marriages between more distant biological kin, such as first or second cousins, were 
likely to be more commonplace amongst non-royal families in all historical periods, but are 
difficult to identify in the historical record. 

This is the first time that evidence for non-royal consanguineous marriage has been collated 
from select sources from the Middle Kingdom to the Roman Period and a process created 
to investigate the potential economic and biological outcomes of these unions. I argue that 
for some families, and under certain conditions, consanguineous marriage was a preferred 
economic strategy in terms of gifts given at marriage and in inheritance, and that families 
who married consanguineously may have received greater levels of intra-familial support 
without the expectation of reciprocity. Although there may have been adverse biological 
outcomes arising from recessive gene disorders in the offspring of consanguineous 
marriages, I propose that these physical or cognitive anomalies were not distinguished 
from other medical disorders in the general health environment of ancient Egypt. This 
research primarily focuses on ancient Egyptian documentary and archaeological sources, 
including human remains, and is informed by research on consanguinity from a range of 
disciplines including anthropology, demography, economics, genetics and pathology.

The working definition of consanguineous marriage used throughout this research is that 
defined by clinical geneticists: unions contracted between cousins biologically related 
as second cousins or closer biological kin (Bittles 2001b: 89; see also table 1.2). This 

1	  For example, Ager 2005:1-34; Bagnall and Frier 2006: 127-34; Bixler 1982: 264-73; Hopkins 1980: 303-54; Scheidel 
1996a: 9-51.
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definition is a modern concept applied to biological relationships and used here as a tool 
to categorise marriages between close family members. Ancient Egyptian kin terms have 
equivalent kin types in Euro-American terminology – father, mother, son, daughter, sister, 
brother, husband, wife – and Egyptians used their kin terms, or compounds of them, to 
denote relationships equivalent to the biological relationships defined in clinical genetics. 
However, these kin terms were more than one-to-one equivalences due to the wide fluidity 
and flexibility in the use of Egyptian kin terms and the range of individuals included in 
kinship groups, as well as diachronic change in their application (Franke 2001: 245-48; 
with particular reference to the Middle Kingdom, see Franke 1983; Olabarria 2020a: 63-71). 
The extended use of kin terms in ancient Egypt, and the flexibility of their application for 
biological and non-biological kin, is one of the reasons why consanguineous marriages are 
not only difficult to determine, but also open to misinterpretation to a modern reader. 
While this research specifically examines the potential outcomes of consanguineous 
marriage, there is no evidence to suggest that Egyptians categorised marriages as 
specifically consanguineous or otherwise. However, most families are likely to have been 
aware of marrying individuals with whom they had a close biological relationship.

Bureaucratic requirements sometimes dictated the naming of family and household 
members and by the time of the Roman Census returns the names, ages, parentage and 
professions of all household residents were listed, led by the declarant, although the amount 
of details given varied according to locality (Bagnall and Frier 2006: 22-25).2 In comparison, 
the data in the Ptolemaic tax-lists refers back to the household-head (predominantly a 
male) who is identified by his patronymic, so that the father’s relationship to the children is 
attested, but a woman is named as his wife, and not as mother of the children (Clarysse and 
Thompson 2006: 324, 328).3 Even though these administrative documents are potentially 
valuable for constructing genealogies (albeit limited by the information requested), the 
fragmentary nature of the finds still challenges the identification of consanguineous 
marriage. Sometimes, there is the fortuitous survival of a family archive, such as the 
Archive of Horos, son of Nechouthes, who lived in Ptolemaic Pathyris, which allows the 
prosopographic construction of a family and their economic transactions (see chapter 
three). Beyond the administrative and legal texts, some individuals or families displayed 
preferences for recording genealogies, for example, in the tombs at Deir el-Medina 
discussed in chapter four, and used in combination with surviving formal and informal 
documentary sources, probable biological relationships between families in the village can 
be identified. 

Exploring non-royal consanguineous marriage: aims, limitations, and hypotheses

The idea for this research arose from the high number of consanguineous marriages 
reported in the Roman census returns from Egypt. The quality of the evidence indicating 
sibling marriages, the estimated scale of the unions, and their apparent social acceptability 
has attracted scholarly debate since the late 19th century. Two major pieces of research 
on the census returns by Hombert and Préaux (1952) and Bagnall and Frier (2006, 1994) 

2	  Bagnall and Frier (2006: 57) use Kertzer’s (1991: 156) definition of a household: ‘group of coresidents, people 
who live under the same roof and typically share in common consumption’.
3	  Clarysse and Thompson (2006: 301) found that 49 out of 427 households were headed by women.
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are part of the extensive literature on this rarely documented practice.4 While sibling 
marriages constitute 16.5% of 121 marriages listed in the census returns, there are also 
four half sibling marriages and two first cousin marriages, although Scheidel (1996b: 322) 
believes the incidence of first cousin marriage is probably ‘massively underestimated’ as 
the parents of the spouses would need to live in the same house to be listed. 

Surviving sources from the historical periods reviewed in this study suggest marriage 
predominantly amongst first cousins, although this assessment is affected by the limitations 
discussed above. However, the existence of non-royal consanguineous marriages led me to 
question why marriages between close relatives were preferable amongst some families 
and, in particular, what economic advantages and adverse biological outcomes may have 
resulted from these unions? 

The research presented in the book examines the following three hypotheses:

i.	 consanguineous marriage mitigates the fragmentation of moveable and immoveable 
property, and alleviates pressure on families in terms of the timing and amount of 
gifts given in marriage and in inheritance – examined in the context of economic 
transactions in family archives from the Ptolemaic garrison town of Pathyris.

ii.	 families related consanguineously have more flexible terms of reciprocity and 
a greater willingness to act altruistically than non-consanguineous families – 
examined in the context of economic transactions in the New Kingdom workmen’s 
village of Deir el-Medina.

iii.	 congenital anomalies and morbidity in infancy and childhood resulting from 
consanguineous marriage were not distinguished from other health conditions by 
the ancient Egyptians, and individuals with physical abnormalities or cognitive 
disorders were neither socially excluded nor considered ‘disabled’ – examined in 
the context of orofacial clefts and intellectual developmental disorders, which are 
recorded at increased frequency in consanguineous marriages.

Ancient Egyptian marriage

Much of the evidence for marriage settlements dates from the Late Period onwards in the 
form of legal documents recording economic arrangements, drawn up by some families 
at marriage or after marriage. Although the majority of evidence for family law appears 
in demotic and Greek documents from the Late Period, Johnson (1996: 180) believes they 
reflect many of the social and legal assumptions of earlier periods, commenting that even 
though many scholars treat later stages of Egyptian history as ‘polluted’ by foreign contact, 
Egyptian culture remained strong and became more visible through post-New Kingdom 
documents. Johnson has also contributed extensively to studies on aspects of marriage and 
legal arrangements, including Middle Kingdom ἰmyt-pr documents (1999: 169-72); ‘annuity 
contracts’ drawn up in settlement of marriage and/or marital property (1994: 113-32); 
private property envisioned in marriage and inheritance demotic documents (2015: 249-

4	  For example, see Frandsen 2009: 36-60; Hopkins 1980: 303-54; Huebner 2007: 21-49; Modrzejewski 1964: 52-82; 
Parker 1996: 362-76; Remijsen and Clarysse 2008: 53-61; Rowlandson and Takahashi 2009: 104-39; Scheidel 2004: 
93-108, 1995: 143-55, 1996a: 319-40; Shaw 1992: 267-99; Thierfelder 1960.



4

‘Blood Is Thicker Than Water’

65); sex and marriage (2003: 149-59), and the legal status of women in ancient Egypt (1996: 
175-86).5 

In the absence of evidence for legal processes to formalise a marital union (outside 
economic arrangements) or religious sanctioning of marriage in ancient Egypt, marriage 
was the cohabitation of two people with the intention of creating a household and raising 
a family; it was a private matter, unrecorded by the state, although the union may have 
been marked by a family celebration (see Allam LÄ: 1162-63; Johnson 1996: 179; Pestman 
1961: 6-7; Théodorides 1976: 19-21; Wilfong 2001, 340-41). In relation to Deir el-Medina 
in the Ramesside Period, Toivari-Vitaala (2001: 84, 90) notes that marriage was likely to 
be commonplace and the institution familiar enough not to require ‘elaborate written 
explanations’; she does, however, remark on different ways that men and women could 
live together rather than being descriptively polarised as formally married or informally 
co-habiting.6 Marriage could be ended by the death of a partner, or separation initiated 
by either partner, and subsequently, property was allocated according to customary law 
governing separation and inheritance, both of which could be a source of family conflict 
(see chapter three). 

Since evidence for types of household residence for married couples is fragmentary, the 
summary below draws on evidence from a range of chronological periods. Although the 
Instructions of Ani (6, l. 6), a New Kingdom literary text, state: ‘Build a house or find and buy 
one’ (Lichtheim 1976: 139), the advice represents an elite ideal rather than an everyday guide 
for conduct. The marital home may have been neolocal, patrilocal or matrilocal depending 
on family circumstances; its domestic composition may have included biological and non-
biological kin; and its structure may have been nuclear (or smaller), stem, or extended, 
with an inherent fluidity subject to changing conditions (Allam LÄ: 1167; Kóthay 2001: 349-
52; Moreno Garcia 2013b: 1042-44; 2012: 4; Spence 2013: 84-86; Toivari-Viitala 2001: 86-87; 
Willems 2015: 467-71). Huebner (2013a: 48) notes that documents from the Roman Period 
in Egypt, particularly the census returns, indicate predominantly patrilocal residence, 
although a family without a son may choose matrilocal residence to bring a male into the 
household; neolocal residence appears to be the exception in this period (see also Bagnall 
and Frier 2006: 121-22; Rowlandson and Takahashi 2009: 122; see Clarysse and Thompson 
2006: 295-96, for predominantly patrilocal marriage in the Ptolemaic tax-registers). Terms 
used to describe marriage and the creation of a household are well summarised by Toivari-

5	  There are numerous other discussions on aspects of marriage and family that include Allam 1981: 116-35 
(historical summary of marriage settlements and divorce terms); Allam, LÄ: 1162-81 (overviews of marriage and 
divorce), LÄ: 104-13 (family structure and function); Galpaz-Feller 2008: 231-53 (widows in Biblical culture and 
ancient Egypt); Huebner 2013a (family in Roman Egypt); Kanawati 1976: 149-60 (marriage and polygamy); Kóthay 
2006: 151-64 (widows and orphans); Lesko 1996 (women’s private and public life); Lesko (ed.) 1989 (women’s 
records from ancient Egypt and western Asia); Lesko 1988: 163-71 (perception of women in Egyptian wisdom 
literature); Lippert 2013: 1-20 (overview of inheritance); Rabinowitz 1953: 91-97 (parallelisms between Egyptian 
marriage contracts from 4th century BC and in Jewish sources); Simpson 1974: 100-05 (polygamy in Middle 
Kingdom Egypt); Théodorides 1976: 14-55 (marriage status, adoption, divorce and adultery); Toivari-Vitaali 2013: 
1-17 (marriage and divorce); Wilfong 2009: 164-79 (gender in ancent Egypt); Wilfong 2001: 340-45 (marriage and 
divorce); Wilfong 1997 (women and gender); Yiftach-Firanko 2003 (Greek marriage documents in Egyt). General 
publications on women that cover discussions on marriage and divorce include: Graves-Brown 2010; Janssen and 
Janssen 1990; Robins 1993; Tyldesley 1994; Watterson 2011.
6	  (i) Toivari-Viitala (2001: 84-85) suggests there were different types of socially recognised unions in Ramesside 
Deir el-Medina, involving different rights and obligations that can be categorised as marriage.
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Vitaala for the village of Deir el-Medina (2001: 70-83, for divorce, 90-95) and Pestman (1961: 
9-11, for divorce 58-79); terms for marrying or marriage include: 

grg pr – to found a house (or family)
‘ḳ r pr – to enter a house
ḥms ἰrm – to sit with 
ἰrἰ m ḥmt – to make as a wife
ἰw m ḥmt – to be as a wife
rdἰ n A B m ḥmt – to give A to B as a wife
ἰrἰ h3y – to make as a husband (used in later periods as proof of divorce, Pestman, 1961: 9 
n.8).

Married couples had legal duties towards each other and their offspring in terms of 
property brought into the marriage, acquired during marriage, and rights over its disposal. 
An example of the limitations placed upon personal and shared property in marriage is 
illustrated in the Will of Naunakhte from 20th dynasty Deir el-Medina. Since parents could 
not alienate their children’s right to inheritance without the permission of their offspring; 
Naunakhte’s draws up legal documentation to exclude several of her children from 
receiving a share of her inheritance, although she cannot alienate the children’s rights of 
inheritance to their father’s property (Černý 1945: 29-53; Eyre 2007: 240-41; Pestman 1982: 
173-81; Pestman 1961: 162-64). The economic commitment of resources at marriage, and 
the impact of a man’s second marriage upon the allocation of these resources, is explored 
in detail by Eyre (2007: 223-43); as is the role of adoption as a means to secure financial 
security and social position in the context of the Ramesside Period Adoption Papyrus (Eyre 
1992: 207-21), and legal indictments arising out of accusations of adultery (Eyre 1984: 92-
105). 

Families of married couples also carried legal responsibilities towards each other; for 
example, P. Leiden 373a, a demotic text dated 131 BC, documents a marriage settlement 
in which the husband’s mother agrees to honour her son’s obligations in relation to the 
repayment of the wife’s maintenance contract (if the son should fail to repay):

That which he will not carry out for you in respect of them in accordance with every 
word which is above (and) in accordance with the documents which are above, I will 
carry out for you, comp[ulsorily, without] delay

P. Leiden 373a (P. Dem. Memphis 6) l. 7, Martin, Demotic Papyri from the Memphite 
Necropolis, 2009: 139. 

Pestman (1961) has produced a seminal work on marriage and matrimonial property, 
which is a valuable source for analysis of demotic marriage settlements (as is Lüddekhens 
(1960) classic study on these texts). Allam (1981: 116-35) provides a useful overview on the 
status of marriage and divorce from the Pharaonic period to late antiquity, arguing that the 
fundamental notion of marriage as ‘un acte sociale soumis seulement au driot coutumier’ 
was maintained in Egypt (1981: 135).7 

7	  See also Allam 1997a: 89-97 for civil and legal obligations of marriage. 
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Age at Marriage

Limited evidence suggests marriage from the age of 14 for women and around 20 for men 
(Pestman 1961: 4–5). The Instructions of Ankhsheshonq, dated to the Ptolemaic Period, advise 
a man to: ‘Take a wife when you are twenty years old, that you may have a son while you are 
young (11, 1. 7, Lichtheim 1980: 168). In a petition dated to the 26th dynasty, Petiese relates 
how he refused to give his daughter in marriage as she was too young: ‘Her time is not yet 
come; become a priest of Amonrasonter and I shall give her to you’ (P. Ryl. 9,  8.11, reign of 
Psamtik I Wahibre); the following year the suitor became a priest and permission to marry 
was given (Pestman 1961: 8-9). A stela in the British Museum (BM EA 147, 42 BC) details the 
life of Tjaiemhotep, from which it is possible to calculate that she married at the age of 
fourteen, while P. Ryl. 16 (152 BC) documents a marriage that took place when a woman was 
around eighteen years of age. Based on census returns from the Roman Period in Egypt, the 
median age for marriage was around 17.5 years for women and early twenties for men, with 
a mean gap in age of 7.5 years (Bagnall and Frier 2006: 111-21).

Ancient Egyptian kin terms

There are six basic kin terms constituting the core of ancient Egyptian kinship terminology 
used to categorise family relationships (table 1.1) and a wider set of terms designating 
kin groups, many of which display diachronic development; kin terms are also used for 
individuals or groups who are not biologically related (see Bierbrier 1980: 100-07; Franke 
2001: 245-48, 1983: 322-24; Olabarria 2020a: 63-72; 2018: 62-63; Robins 1992: 197-217; Willems 
1983: 153-65). From the position of Ego, the individual to whom the kinship categories are 
referred, a set of relationships can be constructed using compounds of the basic kin terms, 
for example, s3t nt s3t – daughter of the daughter, sn.f (n) mwt.f – his brother (of) his mother 
(the kin terms are in juxtaposition or connected with a genitive). In addition, basic kin 
terms can have extended meanings, so that a daughter (s3t) can also be a daughter of Ego’s 
offspring (granddaughter) or a wife of Ego’s son (daughter-in-law); in certain contexts 
that infer rank s3/s3t could also be junior to Ego (Campagno 2009: 1-3; Franke 2001: 245; 
Lustig 1997: 45). In the New Kingdom, s3/t was sometimes replaced by šrἰ/t in everyday use 
(Willems 1983: 153). Relations created through marriage were termed ḥmt (wife) and h3y 
(husband); rarely, šm and šmt were used to denote parents-in-law, and reciprocally son- and 
daughter-in-law (Franke 2001: 245, Willems 1983: 153). By the 18th dynasty the term snt 
had become interchangeable for wife (and reciprocally sn for husband) (Černý 1954: 25). 
There is no specific Egyptian word for parents but, as Olabarria (2018: 63) comments, the 
absence of a term for parents does not indicate the absence of a concept and may instead 
point to distinct maternal and paternal groups.8 

Discussing the use of sn/snt during the Ramesside Period in Deir el-Medina, Bierbrier (1980: 
104-06) found it had widespread use as a term for nephew/niece by blood or marriage as 
well as denoting affines in the same generation without blood-ties, but remarks that the 
absence of genealogical data may actually obscure blood ties. The tomb of the sculptor 
Nakhtamun (ii) (TT335) is an example of a kin term’s multiple use: sn is used for a brother, 

8	  Price (2016: 493) describes the pairing on Late Period statues of ἰtw and mwwt with the meaning of male and 
female ancestors, or forebears in general.
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a brother-in-law, and three nephews (Naktamun (ii) is the father of the wife, and uncle of 
the husband in cousin marriage number 6, table 4.3; Nakhtamun (ii) also has a niece and 
nephew in cousin marriage number 4, table 4.3). It is not always possible to construct kin 
relationships in texts, stelae or tomb inscriptions as kin terms may not be accompanied by 
names, titles and scenes that help clarify relationships. Olabarria (2020a: 66) notes that in 
addition to missing captions, sometimes the names and titles given might be ‘indicative 
but never conclusive of a relationship’, and determining identity is further complicated by 
applying possessive suffix-pronouns to several individuals in the same inscription. 

Table 1.1 Summary of basic kin terms used across historical periods, their extended meanings using 
Euro-American terminology, and kin types. Sources: after Franke, Kinship, 2001: 245-46; Lustig, 
Kinship, gender and age in Middle Kingdom tomb scenes and texts, 1997: 45; Price, Archaism and filial piety: 
an unusual Late Period pair statue, 2016: 493, note k; Robins, The relationships specified in Egyptian kinship 
terms of the Middle and New Kingdoms, 1992: 204; Willems, A description of Egyptian kin terminology of the 

Middle Kingdom, c. 2000–1650 B.C., 1983: 153–65.

Basic kin terms* Extended meaning using Euro-American 
terminology Kin type**

mwt mother, grandmother, mother-in-law, ascendant
(also ancestor in the Late Period alongside ἰt)

M, MM, FM, WM

ἰt father, grandfather, father-in-law, ascendant (also 
ancestor)

F, FF, MF, WF

s3 son, grandson, great-grandson, son-in-law, 
descendant

S, SS, DS, SSS, DH

s3t daughter, granddaughter, daughter-in-law, 
descendant

D, DD, SD, SW 

sn brother (including half-brother), uncle, cousin, 
nephew, brother-in-law, friend, colleague (husband 
from 18th dynasty)

B, MB, FB, FBS, MZS, 
MBS, FZS, BS, ZS, ZH, 
WB, WMB?

snt sister (including half-sister), aunt, cousin, niece, 
sister-in-law, friend (wife from 18th dynasty)

Z, MZ, FZ, FBD, MZD, 
MBD, FZD, ZD, BD, WZ, 
SW?

ḥmt wife wife to Ego 

h3y husband husband to Ego

Legend: M = mother,  F = father,  S = son,  D = daughter,  B = brother,  Z = sister
W = wife,  H = husband

* s3/t and sn/t are counted as two basic terms 

**These are the uncategorised relationships used by anthropologists when referring to the 
contents of kinship categories (Schwimmer: https://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/arts/anthropology/
tutor/kinterms/kinterms2.html Accessed 6.4.2016).
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There is a body of published research on kin terms and kinship, many of which are 
period specific. Olabarria (2020a) has analysed the presentation of kinship in the First 
Intermediate Period and Middle Kingdom, focusing particularly on the changing dynamics 
of kinship during one’s life and how forms of relatedness are communicated, with 
particular reference to stelae from Abydos North Offering Chapels. Olabarria (2020a: 192) 
points out the flexibility of ancient Egyptian kinship, noting that inclusion in kin groups 
was not only ‘substance’ (such as blood or bodily fluids),9 but membership of a group could 
be ‘actively sought and constructed’. While some aspects of the kinship system may have 
been less subject to change than others, the result was a ‘complex interplay between ‘fixed’ 
and ‘variable’ characteristics…the balance of these two poles may shift depending on, for 
example, the role played by the state’ (Olabarria 2020a: 201). 

Using more than two thousand primary sources, Franke (1983) conducts a detailed 
study on Middle Kingdom kin terms and kin groups (see 154-77 for application of basic 
kin terms). Willems (1983: 152-68) focuses on the Middle Kingdom in his discussion of 
primary kin terms and the difficulties of identifying their extended meanings. Lustig 
(1997: 43-65) also focuses mainly on the Middle Kingdom in her analysis of kinship, gender 
and age (First Intermediate Period sources are also included). Bierbrier (1980: 100-07) 
discusses terms of relationship used in Deir el-Medina, while Toivari-Viitala (2001: 194-
201) specifically discusses terms denoting mother, daughter/female child in the context 
of a study on women in this workmen’s village. Robins (1979: 197-217) examines terms 
of relationship predominantly in the Middle Kingdom with evidence drawn mostly from 
private monuments; her work also includes some New Kingdom material but excludes 
Deir el-Medina sources. Using an analysis of 93 Theban tombs, Whale (1989) examines the 
representation of family in private tombs of the 18th dynasty (in particular, see the study 
on 239-75). Allen (2009) argues in favour of a matrilineal structure in the organisation of 
family and society in ancient Egypt. Finally, summaries providing overviews of kin terms 
and kinship groups in ancient Egypt include Campagno (2009: 1-8) and Franke (2001: 245-
48).

The changing pattern of relatedness in ancient Egypt means that groups cannot be fitted into 
preconceived and static categories. Approaches to determining relatedness are culturally 
specific and while biological kin are recognised and associated with certain duties and 
obligations, other kin groups arise, remain or and change due to specific circumstances, as 
Olabarria (2020a) convincingly discusses in her work Middle Kingdom kinship. Holy points 
out (1996: 9) that kinship is the differential between rights, duties, roles and statuses so 
that kinship is ‘recognized as the difference that makes a difference’. Carsten’s (2004: 9) also 
aptly describes kinship as more than ‘given’ with its received rights, rules and obligations, 
but as a ‘realm of new possibilities’. In the debate between kinship defined by reproduction 
and kinship defined by terminological space within a culture (for example, is someone 

9  (i) For a discussion on bodily substance and it deployment in kinship studies, see Carsten 2011: 19-35; 2004: 131), 
who argues for the mutability and transferability of substance that can change and accrue through life.
(ii) Olabarria (2018: 88-113) suggests that one of the ways of understanding ka, the vital essence of the living and 
the dead, is in the context of substance. Olabarria proposes that funerary rituals, maintained by some members of 
the kin group from generation to generation (traditionally by the eldest son), create and perpetuate relatedness 
through the provision and sharing of food and sustain the essence of the ka amongst the kinship group. 
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called cousin purely because he/she trades specific goods?), Read (2001: 114) believes that 
kinship is a question of understanding which conceptual framework is appropriate at any 
given time: ‘not whether genealogically framed reference is somehow more real and the 
terminologically framed reference is ‘metaphoric’’ Commenting on the interpretation of 
kinship, James (2011: 8) notes that kin terminologies used by social anthropologists arise 
from ethnographic research connected to a particular imagined view of society as a whole, 
and that the language defining kin depends on the underlying grammar of a particular 
group; the result could be that kin terms used in real life might mask genetic relationships 
more than they reveal them. This range of possibilities exists within the interpretation of 
kinship in ancient Egypt – in some circumstances the biological ties of kin may not be any 
more real than the constructed ties of kin; duties and obligations arise, remain or change; 
and the fluidity of kin terms may lead to incorrect interpretations as to who or who may 
not be kin, although the context of the textual sources is particularly constructive in 
suggesting interpretations of consanguineous relationships.

Consanguinity and consanguineous marriage

This section begins with definitions of consanguinity leading into an overview of categories 
of consanguineous marriage and levels of biological and genetic relationships up to the 
level of second cousin (using Euro-American terminology). 

Defining consanguinity

The condition of being of the same blood; relationship by descent from a common 
ancestor; blood-relationship. (Opposed to affinity, i.e. relationship by marriage.)   

OED, 2018

A consanguine is someone who is defined by the society as a consanguine, and ‘blood’ 
relationship in a genetic sense has not necessarily anything to do with it, although on 
the whole these tend to coincide with most communities of the world…Once we accept 
that consanguinity is a socially defined quality, the definition of kinship holds.

Fox, Kinship and Marriage: an Anthropological Perspective, 1967: 34-35.

As a working definition, unions contracted between persons biologically related as 
second cousins (F ≥ 0.0156) are categorized as consanguineous. 

Bittles, A Background Summary of Consanguineous Marriage, 2001a: 2.

Consanguinity can be defined as descent from a common ancestor, or a society may define 
consanguinity irrespective of biological relationship, or because of biological relationship. 
When it is classified from the perspective of clinical genetics, the arbitrary limit of second 
cousin has been selected because the ‘genetic influence in marriages between couples 
related to a lesser degree would usually be expected to differ only slightly from that 
observed in the general population’ (Bittles 2001a: 2).10

10	  A union up to the level of second cousin or closer is the most common definition equivalent to a coefficient of 
inbreeding (F) 0.0156 in their offspring (see figure 1.2) (Bittles 2001b: 89).
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Genetic relationships are classified in terms of coefficient of relationship (r), which 
measures the proportion of genes each individual has in common, and a coefficient of 
inbreeding (F), which expresses an individual’s level of consanguinity and indicates the 
risk of recessive gene disorder (Bittles 2012: 6-7) (table 1.2).11

Categories of consanguineous marriage

In genetic studies consanguineous marriages are traditionally classified from the husband’s 
perspective. In addition to sibling and half-sibling marriages, there is a range of categories 
that define cousin and uncle-niece marriage. In a first cousin marriage a man can marry 
any of his four different cousins. They are his father’s brother’s daughter, his mother’s 
sister’s daughter, mother’s brother’s daughter, and his father’s sister’s daughter. Further 
classifications of consanguinity include marriages between double first cousins, uncles and 
nieces and aunts and nephews, first cousins once removed, and second cousins (Denic et al 
2010a: 741). This range of consanguineous unions is shown in figure 1.1 (for more complex 
pedigrees of consanguineous marriages see Hamamy et al. 2011: 844).

11	  See Woods et al. (2006: 889-96) for examples of greater than expected levels of homozygosity in individuals with 
recessive gene disorders, who are the offspring of first cousin marriages in communities where consanguineous 
marriage is frequently practised.

Table 1.2 Biological relationships (using Euro-American terminology) and genetic relationships. 
Source: Bittles, Consanguinity in Context, 2012: 6.

Biological 
relationship Genetic relationship Coefficient of 

relationship (r)
Coefficient of 
inbreeding (F)

Parent-child First-degree 0.5 0.25

Sibling

Half-sibling Second-degree 0.25 0.125

Uncle-niece

Double first cousin

First cousin Third-degree 0.125 0.0625

First cousin once 
removed

Fourth-degree 0.0625 0.0313

Double second cousin

Second cousin Fifth-degree 0.0313 0.0156

Second cousin once 
removed

Sixth-degree 0.0156 0.0078

Double third cousin

Third cousin Seventh-degree 0.0078 0.0039
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Definitions of Incest

Incest: Sexual intercourse between two persons who are related by a real, assumed or 
artificial bond of kinship that is regarded as a bar to sexual relations. Where sexual 
relations are forbidden, but not because of kinship, they may be called mismating. 	        

     Schusky, Manual for Kinship Analysis, 1972: 91.

For the ‘grisly horror of incest’ is not a universal characteristic of all heterosexual 
offences with kinswomen and the wives of kinsmen. The reactions to a breach vary 
within and between societies.      

     Goody, A comparative approach to incest and adultery, 1956: 304.

Within anthropology, the term incest is used when a kinship bond that bars sexual 
intercourse is broken; what is considered incest depends on the rules of different kinship 
groups and, in turn, these laws are shaped by religion, law, politics, economics or other 
aspects of the culture (Schusky 1965: 2). The term derives from incestum and was used in 

Figure 1.1: Categories of consanguineous marriage. Source: after Hamamy et al., Consanguineous 
Marriages, Pearls and Perils: Geneva International Consanguinity Workshop Report, 2011: 844.
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Rome to refer generally to polluting or unchaste behaviour, including sexual intercourse 
with proscribed family members and with Vestal Virgins, the Roman priestesses of Vesta 
(Archibald 2001: 13, see also Shaw 1992: 269-70). In a study of pollution and purification in 
early Greek religion, Parker (1996: 97) points out that the word miasma implies pollution, 
but incest is never referred to as miasma. Endogamous marriage was more common in Greek 
city-states and Shaw (1992: 270-71) refers to the normality of marriages between cousins, 
but highlights reduced levels of acceptability with closer biological kin, finally leading 
to sexual relations between siblings that were treated with revulsion. Greek sensitivities 
towards first-degree sexual relations are reflected in The Laws by Plato: the Athenian argues 
that unwritten laws and the force of public opinion restrain parents from sleeping with 
sons or daughters, and men from intercourse with attractive siblings (Laws, 8. 838a-b) (see 
pages 00 for further discussion on marriage prohibitions in classical Greece and ancient 
Rome).

In ancient Egypt there is no evidence that the term incest existed in any legal sense, and 
the term cannot be applied to the sibling unions for which evidence exists, for example, 
royal 18th dynasty marriages or sibling marriages in the Roman census returns. Frandsen 
(2009: 9) raises the interesting point that the category of bwt, incorporating evil, chaos and 
things taboo, did not include sexual unions between immediate family members.12 If the 
term incest is used within this research, the nature of the relationship will be qualified, as 
will the perspective from which it is being discussed. There is also no indication in ancient 
Egypt for laws proscribing or prescribing specific unions; it appears, as Allam (1977: 89-97; 
LÄ: 1162-63) discusses, to be a private family matter that carried civic and legal obligations. 
Franke (1983: 343) also comments on the difficulty of determining rules governing marriage, 
noting that the range of kin covered by the term sn/t (brother/sister) means that virtually 
all collateral relatives fall into this category, thereby obscuring possible clues as to whether 
there were proscribed or permitted unions. 

Incest avoidance: the incest taboo

Various theories have been presented to explain behaviour that avoids, or rules that 
proscribe, sexual relations between close biological kin.13 For the purposes of this section on 
incest avoidance, incest refers to sexual relationships with first-degree relatives (parent/
child/sibling). 

In a theory first presented by Westermarck (1891: 320-21), children reared together from 
an early age express sexual indifference leading to mutual sexual aversion (also likely to 

12	  For a study on bwt in body in life and after death, with particular reference to Old and Middle Kingdom funerary texts, see 
Frandsen 2002: 141-74.
13	  (i) Darwin (1876, 1868) propounded that natural selection instinctively favours sexual liaisons outside closely 
related biological groups to avoid the deleterious effects of inbreeding, while Freud (1919: 1-29) stated that the 
strength and danger of desire creates prohibitions against mating with close family. See Levi-Strauss (1969 
[1949]) for the ‘alliance theory’: sexual prohibitions amongst close family members require men to find marriage 
partners outside their immediate family and in return women are exchanged into their group, creating alliances 
to reinforce kinship systems, reduce conflict and encourage trade.
(ii) Alvarez et al. 2015: 474-83, assess the potential impact of inbreeding on the fertility of 30 marriages in the 
Darwin-Wedgewood dynasty (Charles Darwin was married to his first cousin Emma Wedgewood, and three of his 
wife’s brothers were also married to cousins). 
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be exhibited between parents and offspring living in close association).14 Research carried 
out by Shepher (1983: 59, 1971: 295) on 2,769 married couples in 211 kibbutzim led him to 
conclude that children reared in a kibbutz developed sexual aversion from close proximity, 
but his proposals have since been challenged (for example, Shor and Simchai 2012: 1509-13, 
2009: 1811-37). Similar testing of the Westermarck effect was conducted in Wolf ’s (2005: 
76-92, 1993: 157-75, 1970: 503-15, 1968: 864-74, 1966: 833-98) extensive research on sim–pua 
(little bride) marriages in Taiwan, in which the future bride for a son is adopted into the 
family – the female may range from several days to three years of age. Wolf ’s (1993: 159, 
1970: 511-14) survey of demographic records reveals that sim-pua marriages were more 
likely to result in divorce by a factor of 2.5 to 1, and exhibit reduced total fertility of twenty 
five percent compared to marriages arranged between adult children reared separately.15 
Wolf suggests that females introduced into the household under the age of three develop 
sexual inhibitions, but at the time of their introduction the males were usually over three 
years of age, beyond the period in which they would develop sexual aversion. A study 
of the Westermarck effect by Walter and Buyske (2003: 353-65) focuses on first cousins 
raised in proximity in Morocco for the first seven years of childhood and their mate choice 
beyond adolescence. Their results concluded that females showed greater sexual aversion 
at maturity than males with whom they had co-socialised, possibly indicating that females 
display increased inbreeding avoidance because they bear greater consequences from 
inbreeding depression (Walter and Buyske 2003: 363).

Theories related to the Westermarck effect and sim-pua marriages have been considered 
in relation to the sibling and half-sibling marriages recorded in the Roman census returns, 
with studies noting that although the indifference theory exists in many cases, it is not 
always valid (for example, Hopkins 1980: 307-09; Middleton 1962: 611; Scheidel 2004: 99-
101, 2002: 42-44, 1996a: 330-31; Shaw 1992: 276).16

Identifying genetic markers for consanguinity in human remains

The recovery of, and accessibility to, uncontaminated DNA that is viable for genetic testing 
could potentially determine whether the parents of one individual are consanguineously 
related. However, the availability of retrievable and uncontaminated DNA in mummified 
and skeletal remains is one of the main obstacles in achieving valid results.17 

DNA typing can currently be used to test documentary evidence that indicates possible 
consanguinity in family groups; for example, Nakht-Ankh and Khnum-Nakht are two 12th 
dynasty males from Deir Rifeh cemetery who are now in the Manchester Museum. Their 
coffin inscriptions indicate that they may have shared the same mother, but an alternative 

14	  See Fox 1962: 128-50, for discussion on incest motivations and behaviour. 
15	  ‘Minor marriages’ were common in parts of mainland China until the mid 1940s and in Taiwan until the early 
1930s (Wolf 1993: 159).
16	  See Leavitt 2007: 393-419, for further debate on the Westermarck theory, arguing against close proximity as the 
determining factor of sexual aversion.
17	  Hawass et al. (2010: 638-47) state that genetic fingerprinting allowed the construction of a five-generation 
pedigree of Tutankhamun’s immediate lineage, enabling them to identify consanguineous links. This research, 
however, has drawn criticism and the reliability of the genetic data has been questioned (for example, see 
Lorenzen and Willerslev 2010: 2471; Marchant 2011: 404-06).
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hypothesis is that they were adopted and a study reported in 2014 did initially confirm 
the adoption hypothesis (Matheson et al. 2014: 39-47). Following further investigation, the 
first successful typing in Egyptian mummies for both mitochondrial and Y chromosomal 
DNA was conducted on Nakht-Ankh and Khnum-Nakht. Using teeth extracted from 
each mummy, Drousou et al. (2018: 793-97) demonstrated that the brothers belonged to 
mitochondrial haplotype M1a1 and shared two private SNPs, suggesting a shared maternal 
relationship; although the Y chromosome sequences were less complete, they displayed 
sufficient variation to indicate that Nakht-Ankh and Khnum-Nakht had different paternal 
lineages. While mitochondrial haplotype M1a1 suggests Nakht-Ankh and Khnum-Nakht 
shared a maternal relationship, other degrees of relationship to each other were possible, 
such as cousin or uncle-nephew through the matrilateral line. However, the combination of 
DNA results with inscriptional evidence on their coffins relates them to the female Khnum-
Aa as their mother. Drousou et al.’s study achieved its aim to identify consanguineous links 
between the two brothers; however, further research on their DNA would be needed to 
establish the viability of determining possible consanguineal links between the two fathers 
and the shared mother of Nakht-Ankh and Khnum-Nakht (without requiring the bodies of 
the parents themselves). 

Although DNA studies on ancient Egyptian human remains are currently limited, for 
reasons described above, it is technically possible to find genetic markers of clinical 
consanguinity between individuals whose union produces offspring. In 2014 a complete 
genome sequence was determined from a finger phalanx found in the Denisova Cave in the 
Altai Mountains of Siberia, belonging to a Neanderthal woman thought to be at least 50,000 
years old (Prüfer et al. 2014: 43-49). The DNA typing established that her parents had an 
inbreeding coefficient of 0.125 which suggests that they may have been half-siblings with 
a common mother, or possibly uncle/niece, aunt/nephew, grandfather/granddaughter or 
grandmother/grandson (Prufer et al. 2014: 45, see also table 1.2, page 00). Further texts 
conducted by the study determined that close mating was common amongst this female’s 
recent ancestors.

In the context of DNA testing in modern populations and reporting requirements, McGuire 
et al. (2012: 1040-46) discuss methods to determine consanguineal ties between the parents 
of children with congenital anomalies, including intellectual and developmental disorders. 
They report that analysis of parental samples is not required to identify consanguineously 
related parents. When parts of chromosome pairs are the same as each other (one copy 
of each pair of chromosomes is inherited from the father and the other copy from the 
mother) there are two possibilities:

If only one chromosome is involved, then the cause could either be uniparental 
isodisomy (meaning the child inherited two identical copies of a chromosome from 
one parent and no copy of the same chromosome from the other parent), or distant 
consanguinity… If multiple chromosomes are involved, then the parents must be blood 
relatives of one another.

McGuire et al. Identifying consanguinity through routine genomic analysis: reporting 
requirements, 2012: 1040-41.
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While the quality of modern DNA samples allows for genomic sequencing, as did the 
specific environmental conditions in the Denisova Cave in Siberia, with advances in DNA 
retrieval it may be possible in future to determine levels of clinical consanguinity within 
ancient Egyptian families and communities.

Methodology and structure

An overarching theme in this research is the difficulty in securing firm evidence for 
consanguineous marriage beyond the Roman Egyptian census returns. This is further 
compounded by the fragmentary nature of the sources and their extensive historical 
spread. Allam (LÄ: 1164) believes that examination of available documents inevitably gives 
the impression that marriage among blood relatives was not uncommon. Franke (1983: 
342-43), however, is more cautious in his conclusions, noting the lack of secure evidence 
for consanguineous marriage and the difficulties presented by the complicated system of 
kinship in determining whether certain types of kin marriages were preferred or not (with 
specific reference to the Middle Kingdom). In response to this, Eyre (1992: 218 and n.68) 
proposes that the scarcity of evidence for ‘marked exogamous practice’, the use of kinship 
terminology for affinal relatives and application of the term ‘sister’ for ‘wife’ (from the 
18th dynasty), and the bilateral pattern of inheritance, suggest that pharaonic Egypt ‘was 
every bit as endogamous as mediaeval and early-modern Egypt’.

The first step in this book’s research process was to identify reported consanguineous 
marriages in select sources, including legal, administrative and personal documents, 
inscriptional evidence in funerary contexts, and sources drawn from family archives. The 
available evidence dictated the direction of subsequent research. I chose the Ptolemaic 
town of Pathyris and Ramesside Deir el-Medina not only because evidence indicated 
consanguineous marriage in their communities, but also because additional evidence from 
papyri and ostraca allowed an investigation of economic transactions and their associated 
networks and, for Deir el-Medina in particular, evidence of personal interactions that 
illustrated trust, trustworthiness and conflict.

After assessing and listing select sources for consanguineous marriages, the research 
develops in three stages, each accompanied by a relevant case study and the resulting 
discussion is informed, where appropriate, by studies on modern consanguineous 
marriage drawn from disciplines outside Egyptology, including demography, economics, 
anthropology and pathology. These studies are used to gain insight into the issues under 
review and introduce theoretical possibilities; the limitations of their application are 
addressed individually in each case study. 

The first stage of the research evaluates laws and customary practice related to inheritance 
and gifts given at marriage in ancient Egypt, and for comparative purposes in the 
neighbouring regions of Greece, Rome and Mesopotamia, on the premise that partible 
inheritance may be one of the factors that encourages consanguineous marriage. I have 
used a bilingual family archive from Ptolemaic Pathyris as a case study in this first section 
as it not only allows an evaluation of amounts agreed in demotic marriage settlements 
between known consanguineous (at the level of first cousins) and non-consanguineous 
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relatives, but also allows an evaluation of preferences within consanguineous families 
to conduct economic transactions between each other. The discussion on the timing and 
amount given at marriage and in inheritance is informed by demographic and economic 
studies on modern consanguineous marriage. 

The second section uses prosopographic research from Deir el-Medina to analyse 
interrelationships of marriage and affinity between couples thought to have married 
consanguineously. Occupations of males within consanguineous families are explored to 
examine whether status and wealth may have been consolidated within these families. 
Numbers of offspring are also calculated (as far as is possible given the extant sources) to 
assess whether consanguineous families may have had more or less offspring than families 
not known to be consanguineous. Once the scope of probable networks of interrelated 
families has been established, this section examines the participation of consanguineous 
families in known economic activities within the village, such as gift-giving, ‘open credit’, 
and barter, on the premise that families related consanguineously are more likely to behave 
altruistically towards each other, or with reduced expectations of reciprocity. The resulting 
discussion is informed by studies in anthropology and experimental economics. 

The third and final research section uses clinical studies on current biological outcomes 
of consanguinity to establish the most frequently reported congenital outcomes of 
consanguineous marriage. Using these results, I surveyed congenital outcomes reported in 
palaeopathological studies of ancient Egyptian human remains to determine if any of the 
congenital anomalies identified in the ancient record are amongst those most frequently 
reported in modern clinical studies. Allowing for the rarity of congenital anomalies in 
skeletal or mummified remains (for reasons detailed in chapter five), cleft lip and palate, 
and cleft palate, were identified as case studies from ancient Egypt. 

Intellectual and developmental disorders (IDD) are also reported at increased frequency 
amongst the offspring of consanguineous marriage, however, conditions included in this 
category and their interpretation is debatable in a modern context, and cannot be applied as a 
blanket term in ancient Egypt (or in other ancient societies). I have, however, used definitions 
of conceptual, social and practical skills classified under IDD to investigate limitations that may 
have been placed on an individual’s functioning and adaptive abilities. A bioarchaeology of care 
methodology has been applied to determine what inputs of care, if any, might be needed or given 
by families and/or communities, and to question whether families related consanguineously 
had the resources and support networks to meet any increased requirements of caring.

In this work I am not arguing for consanguineous marriage to be the consistent marriage 
of choice within some families or communities, or for it to have an unbroken historical 
continuity as a culturally preferred practice; nor am I suggesting that powerful clans were 
created through non-royal consanguineous marriage to create a ‘republic of cousins’ 
whose interests and influence overrode those of the state (see Tillion 1983), although at 
different social levels influential interrelated families did exist. I argue that at certain 
times and under certain conditions – occupational, medical, political and environmental 
– consanguineous marriage was a preferred choice by some families, and within some 
communities, for its economic outcomes and social support networks.


