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Sister-Sister Incest as a Manifestation 
of Multigenerational Sexual Abuse  

j .  D E N N I S  F O R T E N B E R R Y r  M . D .  A N D  R O B E R T  F. H I L L ,  P H . D .  

Incestuous child sexual abuse has received increasing at- 
t e~ ion  recently, but relatively little attention has focused 
on the multigenerational dimensions of this problem. The 
case presented places incest into a multigenerational con- 
text and demonstrates how quickly family relationships 
may become eroticized in an uncommon form: between 
sisters. 
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Incest as a special type  of child sexual abuse has re- 
ceived increasing at tent ion in recent  years.  Initially, 
much was wri t ten about  the origins and funct ions of 
an "incest  taboo,"  while the more  recent  l i terature 
has a t tempted  to d raw a motivat ional  picture of the 
perpetrator ,  the perpet ra tor ' s  spouse,  and the vic- 
tim. Other  studies have a t t empted  to delineate the 
social and familial values that are intrinsic to the 
maintenance and breaking of this taboo (1-4). 

Of the large n u m b e r  of possible types of in- 
cestuous relationships,  the most  f requent ly  repor ted  
is fa ther - (or  father  figure) daugh te r  incest. Other  
types of incestuous relat ionships within the nuclear  
family, such as f a the r - son ,  m o t h e r - s o n ,  m o t h e r -  
daughter ,  or sibling-sibling are repor ted  with lesser 

From the Adolescent Medicine Section, Oklahoma Children's Memo- 
rial Hospital, Departments of Medicine and Pediatrics, University of 
Oklahoma, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. 

Address reprint requests to: J. Dennis Fortenberry, M.D., Adolescent 
Medicine Section, Department of Medicine, University of Oklahoma, 
Helath Sciences'Center, P.O. Box 26901, Oklahoma City, OK 73190. 

Manuscript accepted May 12, 1985. 

frequency.  We repor t  here  a case of s is ter-s is ter  in- 
cest arising in a family with several, mult igenera-  
tional incestuous relationships.  

Case Report  

The principal subjects were a thirteen-year-old and her 
nine-year-old sister. Neither had a remarkable medical or 
psychiatric history. The older sister had been sexually 
abused, including intercourse, by her biologic father from 
ages 5 to 12 years. After she reported the abuse to a school 
counselor, the father was removed from the home by legal 
authorities, and sexual contact with his daughter ceased. 
At this point, the daughter began sexual relations with her 
sister in order to " . . .  get my sexual fix." The nature of this 
relationship was revealed after the younger sister at- 
tempted similar sexual acts with a schoolmate at school. 
This was reported to a teacher. Both sisters reportedly re- 
sponded well to treatment, modeled after the Giaretto pro- 
gram in San Jose, California (5). 

The family history revealed a multigenerational pattern 
of incestuous, sexually abusive relationships (Figure 1). 
The father of the sisters, in addition to the long-term sexual 
abuse of the oldest, had also initiated sexual relationships 
with his two younger brothers during his adolescence. In 
addition, he reported being sexually abused by his grand- 
mother and by an unrelated neighbor at age seven. His 
father, according to his wife (herself a child incest victim), 
had sexually abused his daughter and was physically 
abusive to all four of his children. Before the paternal 
grandparents' divorce, precipitated by the discovery of the 
father-daughter incest, he had had numerous sexual rela- 
tionships with other men and women, had risked his pro- 
fessional career by nighttime "peeping" on the wives of 
company subordinates, and was a heavy user of film and 
magazine pornography. The mother of our two subjects 
was also sexually abused as a child by her older brothers 
from ages 8 to 12 years. In addition, her father later ex- 
posed his genitals to her while riding in the car, under the 
guise of "sex education." 
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Figure 1. Multigenerational sexual abuse in a family. (SUBJECT refers to sources of family history data.) 

Discussion 
To our knowledge,  sister-sister incest is previously 
unreported and has been felt to be extremely rare (6). 
It is PoSsible that the initiation of sibling incest after 
cessation of fa ther-daughter  incest represents a 
learned sexualization or erotization of interpersonal 
relationships, which has previously been noted in 
young incest victims (7,8). It is not the unique man- 
ifestation of incest that occurred in these subjects 
that makes them remarkable but the multigenera- 
tionaL perhaps "transmit ted,"  pattern of sexual 
abuse that may be of major importance. 

Intergenerational transmission of incest is a com- 
monly observed but poorly unders tood phenomen-  
on. Only a few cases have been documented  in de- 
tail. Raphling et al. (9) reported an extensive, 
multigenerational geneal0gic s tudy of an incestuous 
family in 1967 and Commented that incest seemed to 
be a familial value, transmitted between generations. 
Several other writers have commented  on the multi- 
generational aspects of incest (6, 10-13). Likewise, 
Gelinas (14) has identified intergenerationai trans- 
mission as an important  long-term negative conse- 
quence of child sexual abuse. The critical elements in 
the apparent  transmission of sexual abuse have not 
been defined, al though some Parallels have been 
noted in physical abuse of children and in other 
forms of family violence (15,16). The concept of the 
"revolving slate," where deficiencies in a parent 
chil d relationship of one generation are shifted into 
the parent-chi ld relationship of the subsequent  gen- 

eration, may be of value in the unders tanding of in- 
ces t occuring in the children of incest victims (14). 

Several implications of this pa!tern for therapy 
and policy merit attention. First, the effects of incest 
may extend t o family members  not directly involved 
in a central incestuous relationship and should be 
considered as a possibility. Second, child custody or 
placement procedures that leave children in the care 
of the mother  or other seemingly "safe" family mem- 
bers may no t adequately protect those at risk. Third, 
there appears to be a significant possibility of sexual 
abuse transmission to subsequent  generations if in- 
terventions are not effective. 
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