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Milk-Kinship in Arab 
Society: An Unexplored 

Problem in the 
Ethnography 
of Marriage1 

Soraya Altorki 
American University in Cairo 

None of the numerous anthropological studies published on mar- 
riage and social organization in Arab societies deals with the institu- 
tion of rida'a, fosterage or, better, "milk-kinship." In fact, while an 
Arab custom of a preferential patrilateral-parallel-cousin marriage 
has become a staple in textbook discussions of marriage patterns, the 
perhaps equally rare marriage prohibition for persons related 
through rida'a has remained a virtually unknown ethnographic fact. 
This paper outlines the formal features of the system, describes ac- 
tual cases, and discusses the folk-model of rida'a in reference to  its 
doctrine in Islamic law.2 

Islamic law defines three different kinds of kinship: relationship by 
blood (nasab), affinity (musahara), and milk (ridz'a). In common us- 
age, and in this study, the term nasab denotes both a person's con- 
sanguineal and his affinal relatives. The special term rida'a denotes 
the relationship between a child and a woman, not its own mother, 
who nursed it. 

The  rules defining the relatives of a person whom helshe may not 
marry are straightforward for consanguineal and affinal relatives. 
They are complicated for a person's relatives by rida'a. The compli- 
cation derives from the doctrine that the "fluids" of both the lactating 
woman and her husband generate the milk (which we can regard as 
an apt metaphorical description of the hormonal effect of preg- 
n a n ~ y ) . ~  

More ~recise lv  the doctrine refers not to the woman's husband but 
to her mate ("cdpulation ~ a r t n e r " ) . ~  Consequently, a boy cannot be 



the milk-son of a man who either married the boy's milk-mother 
after she nursed him or divorced her before she did (provided, of 
course, that she was neither pregnant nor lactating at the time of the 
d i v o r ~ e . ) ~  

In establishing the range of forbidden marriages a child nursed by 
a woman is treated as if it were the child of her husband, so that two 
children nursed by the same woman are regarded as if their milk- 
mother's husband were their common milk-father even if both chil- 
dren have different parents. It follows that a boy and a girl each 
nursed by a different wife of the same man become his milk-children 
and milk-siblings to each other. 

According to a hadith, "he general rule stipulates that the prohibi- 
tion precluding marriage between relatives by ridci'a are the same 
that apply to relatives by nasab. 

The most compendious statement of marriage prohibitions is giv- 
en by Coulson ( 1 9 - I : I ~ ) :  

Relationship by blood, affinity or fosterage creates a bar to marriage. As regards 
blood relatives, a person is prohibited from marrying any lineal descendant, any 
lineal ascendant, any descendant of his or her parents, and the immediate child of 
any grand-parent. Relationship through marriage or affinity, raises the bar to  mar- 
riage between a person and the spouse of any ascendant, the spouse of any descen- 
dant, any ascendant of his or her spouse and any descendant of his or her spouse. 
Foster relationship arises when a woman breast-feeds someone else's child. It 
creates a bar to marriage not only between foster brothers and sisters but also be- 
tween the foster mother and all her relatives on the one side, and her foster chil- 
dren, their spouses and their descendants on the other side. 

In addition. a man mav not be married at the same time to a wom- 
an and her sister or an; of her relatives from within the restricted 
range of consanguinity, affinity, or fosterage. 

Coulson's generalization of the ridci'a bar is not altogether accu- 
rate. An examination of several legal treatises revealed that the Is- 
lamic jurists have elaborated marriage prohibitions by ridz'a with 
considerable ~pecifici ty.~ Table I lists the relatives of a man whom he 
is not permitted to marry either because of a blood relationship, af- 
finity, or a milk link; Figure I shows the core range of his milk- 
mother's relatives whom he may not marry. A man may also not 
marry his wife's relatives by rida'a who would be forbidden if they 
were her relatives by nasab. This class includes his: 

wife's milk-mother 
wife's milk-mother's mother 
wife's milk-mother's husband's mother 
wife's milk-daughter 
a daughter of his wife's milk-child 
the wyves of his wife's milk-son and his lineal descendants 



TABLE 1 

Types of Non-marriageable Re1 a t i v e s  
( f o r  Male Ego) 

by blood (nasab) 

any l inea l  ascendant 
any 1 ineal  descendant 
any descendant of a parent 
any daughter of a grandparent 

by a f f i n i t y  (musahara) 

the  wife of any l inea l  ascendant 
the  wife of any l inea l  descendant 
any l inea l  ascendant of h i s  wife 
any l inea l  descendant of h i s  wife* 

*by another husband 

by fos terage  i r l d a ' a )  

t9e  mil k-mother 
the  milk-mother's l i nea l  ascendants 
the  mil k-mother's 1 ineal  descendants 
a dauqhter of h i s  milk-mother's grand-parents 
the  milk-mother's milk-daughter 
the  milk-mother of a l i nea l  ascendant 
the  mil k - s i s t e r  of a l i nea l  ascendant 
the  milk-daughter of a female l inea l  ascendant 
the  milk-daughter of a female l inea l  descendant 
the  mil k-daughter of a s ib l ing  
a mi lk-s ib l ing 's  dauahter 
the  milk-mother's husband's l i nea l  ascendants 
the  wives of milk-mother's husband and h i s  l i nea l  ascendants 
the  mil k-mother's husband's 1 ineal  descendants 
a daughter of h is  milk-mother's husband's grand-parents 
the  milk-daughter of a l i nea l  ascendant 's  wife 
the  milk-daughter of a l i nea l  descendant 's  wife 



FIGURE 1:Core Range of Non-marriageable Milk Relatives (male ego) 
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TABLE 2 

@and D i s t i n c t i o n s  

A man may n o t  marry 	 A man may marry 
I 

1. a )  the  u t e r i n e  s i s t e r  o f  h i s  c h i l d  b )  the  m i l k - s i s t e r  o f  h i s  c h i l d  
c )  t h e  mother ( o r  s i s t e r )  o f  h i s  

( w i f e ' s )  m i l k - c h i l d  

2 .  a )  the  mother o f  h i s  agna t i c  s i b l i n g  b )  the  m i l  k-mother o f  h i s  s i b l i n q  
c )  t h e  mother ( o r  s i s t e r )  	of  h i s  

m i l k - s i b l i n g  

3. a )  t h e  mother o f  a  g r a n d - c h i l d  b )  t h e  m i l  k-mother o f  h i s  g r a n d - c h i l d  
c )  the  mother o f  h i s  daugh te r ' s  ( o r  

son 's  w i f e ' s )  m i l k - c h i l d  

4 .  	 a )  t h e  grand-mother o f  a  c h i l d  b )  t h e  grand-mother o f  h i s  w i f e ' s  

m i l k - c h i l d  


c )  the  mother o f  h i s  c h i l d ' s  m i l k -  
mother 

5. 	 a )  t h e  w i f e  o f  a  g rand- fa ther  b )  t h e  m i l k -mother  o f  a  p a r e n t ' s  

s i b l i n g  


O n  the other hand, certain types of relatives who would be forbid- 
den if their terminological definition derived from kinship by nasab 
are marriageable when a ridz'a link is involved, in a way similar to 
the permissible marriage of a man to the uterine sister of his agnatic 
sibling, i.e., the daughter of his father's wife by another h ~ s b a n d . ~  
The five types exemplify the logic of this distinction (Table 2 and 
Figure 2 ) .  



FIGURE 2: Marriage Rules for Consanguineal and Milk Relatives Compared. 

As will be illustrated, the recognition of a rid2'a relationship be- 
tween a man and a woman subsequent to  their marriage voids the 
marriage contract or calls for a mandatory divorce. Consequently, 
Islamic jurists have found the period in a person's life during which 
the prohibiting nursing takes place and the quantity of milk taken to  
be relevant legal problems. However, in the absence of specific legis- 



lation the 
nursing o Ya child older than 

have come to  disagree on both issues. Although the first 
24 to go months is generally not consid- 

ered to  create a milk relationship, the learned estimates of the 
amount of milk required to  establish rida'a range from one, three, 
five or ten feedings to a few drops on separate occasions.'O 

More critical for the annulment of a marriage when ridz'a is sus- 
pected or asserted is the scholars' disagreement over the nature of 
the testimony required for its proof. All consider the declaration by 
the milk-mother herself that she has nursed the individuals in aues- 
tion sufficient evidence. In the absence of such t e s t i m o n y , - ~ a -  
nafi jurists, for example, require the testimony of two male witnesses 
or that of one man and two women. while the Shafi's admit the testi- 
mony of four women. But even if only one woman testifies in this 
particular matter, some authors have held it preferable for the hus- 
band to part with his wife upon the disclosure of their rida'a kinship. 

Ethnographic Aspects 
In spite of noted differences in detail, all four major schools of 

Islamic jurisprudence agree on the principal legal aspects of milk- 
kinship. I do not know to which degree this agreement is reflected in 
the opinion of the people in the different Arab societies, where 
rida'a is or was a common feature of their kinship system. However, 
even within the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, where the data were col- 
lected, some discrepancies exist between the folk model of the 
people from Najd in Central Arabia, who consider themselves the 
"truest" of all Arabs, and that of the people in Hijaz, the Red-Sea 
Province, who in spite of the location of the holy cities of Mecca and 
Medina in their region, were considered, at least by the older, stoutly 
Wahabist, Najdis, to hold impure views of the proper ways of Islam 
in consequence of their long contact with Turks and other non-Arab 
peoples who settled among them. Furthermore, owing to the fact 
that my research was restricted to the study of social organization of 
urban elite families, I am unable to estimate the frequency of rida'a 
among different classes of Saudi society. 

I t  is certain, however, that the practice of nursing other women's 
children has declined. While upper-class urban women who are now 
in their child-bearing age very rarely nurse children other than their 
own, most, if not all, of their grandmothers had milk-children." 

The main difference between Najdi and Hijazi concepts of ridz'a 
and its consequences relates to the extension of the marriage taboo 
beyond the range stipulated in Islamic law. While the opinions of 
Najdi informants were congruent with the orthodox doctrine de- 
scribed above, Hijazi people believed otherwise. Some assumed that 
a milk bond between two persons precludes marriage between any of 
their respective siblings; others asserted that only those siblings who 
were born after the child nursed by a woman not his mother were 
forbidden to marry the latter's children. The  case pictured in Figure 
3 exemplifies this belief. 



Woman C, the wife of B, had nursed B's younger brother A; and 
H ,  the wife of G (a son of B and C) had nursed I, the daughter of B's 
brother D. Informant K (the daughter of G and his second wife F) 
married E, the son of A. She asserted that everyone in the family 
agreed that neither of her sisters, L and M, could marry J, the young 
brother of I, because the nursing of I by H preceded the birth of J 
and that of the three daughters of G. According to  sh2ri1a rules, such 
a marriage is not prohibited. 

It is interesting to  note that G addresses A with ammi ("my father's 
brother"), which emphasizes their genealogical link rather than their 
milk-siblingship. Their milk-siblingship is, however, reflected in the 
term of address used for him by G's daughters (K, L, and M) who also 
call A ammi. And similarly, G's daughters call J, the brother of I ,  
whom G's wife and M's mother had nursed, sidi (lit. "my master"), a 
term customarily used by a girl in speaking to her elder brother.I2 

This case can perhaps help explain the great care taken by Islamic 
jurists to  specify exactly who may or may not marry whom in respect 
of ridZ1a. Several things need to  be remembered here. Polygyny 
coupled with a high divorce rate and joint fraternal residence may 
result in a very large group of children in the same house or com- 
pound. Any two of these children may be full or half siblings, or 
cousins, or unclelnephew to  each other. In addition, given a high 
frequency of breast-sharing, each such pair may also be milk-siblings, 
including an uncle and his nephew, for it was not unknown that a 
woman would nurse the baby brother of her husband. 

I t  is apparent that in this kind of domestic community, children 
who address each other with terms connoting siblingship (and are 
referred to as milk-brother and milk-sister) may not stand in a con- 
sanguineal sibling relationship that precludes their marriage. Nor  
would a man be barred from marrying the daughter of a woman who 
is his child's milk-mother, or  the sister of his mother's milk-daughter 
(see Figure 2 ) .  

FIGURE 3: Marriage Rules in Folk Belief and in Law Compared. 



In several cases on record the relatives of prospective marriage 
partners who belonged to one extended family sought an official de- 
cree from religious authorities in Mecca on whether or not the mar- 
riage could be contracted. Multiple and cross-cutting milk relation- 
ships had confused the picture to a degree that they were unable to  
establish beyond doubt that a prohibiting ridz'a link was not in- 
volved. 

The meaning of a ridz'a relationship has changed along with the 
decline in the practice itself. In former times a man would deal with a 
milk-brother and his kinsmen in a way not much different from the 
way he dealt with his real brother and other agnatic relatives. H e  
would, for example, consult them in matters ranging from marriage 
to business ventures. Today, a milk bond carries none of these impli- 
cations. 

The decline of the practice, if not its obsolescence, among the ur- 
ban elite can be seen as a consequence of both modern food habits 
and changing residence patterns. The availability of milk powder, on 
the one hand, and a change from the traditional patrilocal extended 
family household toward neolocal nuclear family residence, on the 
other hand, have completely altered the situation in which the cus- 
tom once flourished. Indeed, one reason for this custom, often cited 
by older informants, is the simple fact that the circumstances which 
kept several women together in the same house or compound led to 
their breast-feeding of each others' infants. Apart from situational 
spontaneity there were special social reasons that necessitated the 
practice. For example, in cases where a mother left her child behind 
when she returned to her natal family following a dispute with her 
husband, co-wife, or mother in-law, some other woman of her hus- 
band's household would nurse the infant during her absence. Medi- 
cal problems, too, contributed to the frequency of the practice. 
When the mother suffered from an incapacitating sickness or  when 
her milk was insufficient, other women readily nursed her child, and 
thus became its milk-mother(s). 

While one may consider these circumstances uncontrived occa-
sions for breast-feeding another woman's child, establishing a ridz'a 
relationship sometimes had a strategic purpose. One such purpose 
was to  make domestic life more convenient. In this context it must 
be remembered that a woman was, and to a great extent still is, com- 
pelled to  veil before any man other than a kinsman whom she cannot 
marry because of an existing nasab relationship. Since this code of 
modesty also had to be observed toward slaves, its obviation made a 
woman's life cumbersome. Frequently, therefore, a man would ask a 
slave woman who had children herself to nurse his daughters, so that 
they would not have to veil to her son(s). 

Parents also resorted to strategic nursing with a more serious pur- 
pose in mind, namely, when they wished to prevent potential mar- 
riages of their children to the children of a relative. Given a cultural 



preference for cousin intermarriage and the prevalence of a joint 
patrilocal household, a man, for example, could easily prevent unde- 
sirable marriages by his wife's nursing the children of his brother or 
by entreating his sister to  nurse both his own and his brother's chil- 
dren. 

In one typical case (Figure 4) A, resentful of his brother E, pre- 
vailed upon his sister C, who had nursed E's children, to  breast-feed 
his daughter F. The case, as it is graphed in Figure 4, also shows how 
the nursing behavior of A's wife (B) and E's wife (D)served to  multi- 
ply the cross-cutting ridci'a links by which the children of four al- 
ready closely related families became milk-siblings. In other cases 
that I recorded, a ridci'a relationship that had been established with- 
out any designs on the part of either parents resulted in preventing 
an otherwise desirable marriage. In some instances, according to in- 
formants, the ridci'a bar became known after the marriage in ques- 
tion had already been scheduled. In rare circumstances the parties 
came to know of an existing ridci'a link after the wedding had taken 
place and inevitably led to grave problems. 

Information about marriages contracted in violation of the ridci'a 
prohibition is very difficult to obtain.I3 Although my informants 
were able to recount several cases, they did not know much about 
the procedure taken to  annul the marriage nor about the con-
sequences of the annulment or the residual legal rights of the 
spouses and their children. The following two cases describe the 
kind of circumstances that may lead to marriage between relatives by 
ridci'a . 

Case z (see Figure 5). After her husband's death A lived together 
with her adult unmarried daughter B in his compound in the city of 
Mecca. With them lived B's sister and her husband and a large num- 
ber of poor relatives and slaves. Among the several children whom A 
and B "adopted" and brought up were a boy (D) and a girl (E). The  
boy was nursed by a woman (C), who at that time was living in her 

FIGURE 4: Cross-cutting Milk Relationships in an Extended Family. 



FIGURE 5: An Illegal Marriage Due to the Spouses Having the SameMilk Mother 
(Case 1). 

FIGURE 6: An Illegal Marriage Due to the Mother of One Spouse Being the Milk 
Mother of the Other (Case 2). 

husband's household. After C had been divorced by her husband 
because she had given birth to abnormal children, she moved into 
the compound of A and B. There she nursed the girl (E), making her 
D's milk-sister. Later C moved to another city in northeastern 
Arabia, where she lived in the home of a nephew. When D and E had 
grown up, they married and continued to live in the compound of A 
and B. Some years later C returned to Mecca for medical treatment 
and, on a visit to her former home, discovered that her two milk- 
children had married. When other, old women had confirmed her 
statement, the marriage was annulled. At that time E was pregnant 
with her second child. 

Case 2 (see Figure 6). Two women, A and B, who lived as neigh- 
bors in the city of Mecca, nursed each other's children (C and D)  
without their husbands' knowledge. Subsequently A's family moved 
elsewhere, and the women ceased to see each other. A long time 
later-A and B had meanwhile died-C returned to the family's old 
neighborhood in search of a wife, whom he then found in D. Years 
later an old woman, who had once been a neighbor of A and B in 
Mecca but was now living in Jiddah, heard of the marriage and went 
to confront the couple with her knowledge of their vidz'a bond. 



When she produced another woman to confirm her story, the mar- 
riage was annulled. 

Incidentallv. three of the cou~le ' s  children were born with some ~- -

sort of a hadicap.  Both boys be re  mutes, and one daughter was 
born "lame." The second daughter fell ill with smallpox which left 
her face disfigured. Informants regarded the children's misery as di- 
vine punishment of their parents' violation of the ridci'a taboo. 

Without comparable data from other societies a theoretical under- 
standing of rida'a is very difficult to achieve.14 Concern with infant 
health and circumstances of domestic living patterns certainly ex- 
plain the reasons for breast-feeding other women's children in Arab 
society. The belief that the nursing woman's milk is "her husband's 
milk" may explain the prohibition of marriage between relatives by 
ridci'a in analogy to that stipulated by consanguineal relatives. That, 
however, does not explain the pragmatic functions of this belief. 

The  practice of breast-feeding at one time served to broaden the 
network of kinsmen and relatives from whom assistance and co-op- 
eration could be expected. Today, as Saudi Arabian society experi- 
ences far-reaching changes and a high rate of mobility, the idiom of 
kinship is no longer the sole model for co-operative interaction. 
Whereas "real kinship" still remains important in structuring an indi- 
vidual's social world, the meaning of ridci'a no  longer translates into 
the same set of behavioral expectations as it once did. Similarly, the 
change from patrilocal to neolocal residence has eliminated the cir- 
cumstances where such a practice could be expedient to  ease the life 
of women under strict norms of modesty. In addition the norms 
themselves have become less stringent so that the creation of a milk 
bond for the purpose of avoiding otherwise compulsory veiling has 
lost its meaning. 

The use of ridci'a to prevent a marriage between parallel or  cross- 
cousins appears to  be an ingenious device to  preclude customarily 
preferred marriage arrangements. Rather than ignoring that prefer- 
ence and thereby perhaps inviting discord between consanguineally 
related families, ridci'a makes such expectations taboo. Con-
sequently, when people resort to ridci'a as a conscious strategy in 
managing inter-family relations, it serves to reconcile individual pref- 
erence with traditional expectations in a non-offensive manner. 

NOTES 

I .  Data were collected during fieldwork in Saudi Arabia, 1970-1972, and while 
teaching at King-Abdul-Aziz University in Jiddah, 1974-1976. 
2 .  Even the standard reference books on Islamic law in English (Coulson I 97 I and 
Schacht 1963) make scant reference to  ridd'a. 
3. In folk theory this situation is simply described as "the milk is from the man." 
4. This fact had important implications for the once widespread practice of con- 
cubinage with slave women in that her children were barred from marrying any of 



their genitor's relatives who would be forbidden if their mother had married their 
father. Similar restrictions apply to the child of an illicit sexual union. 
5. Confusion arises, however, when a lactating divorced woman nurses the child of 
her new husband, since in this case her former husband becomes the milk-father of 
the latter's child by another wife. 
6. Ahddith (plural) are pronouncements or acts of the Prophet which together with 
the Koran constitute Islamic orthodoxy and thus form part of the shari'a, the law of 
Islam. 
7. The  scholars of all four orthodox schools of Islamic jurisprudence agree on the 
range of forbidden relatives of a man's milk-mother and that of his wife's milk- 
mother, but they disagree on the range of relatives of a milk-mother's husband. 
8. My sources include the Hanafi treatises Sharh fath Alqadir [and its commentaries] 
volume 3, by Ibn Alhumam (d. 861 A.H.), Bulaq [Cairo]: Amiriya Press, 1316 
A.H. and Kit26 Bad2i a/ Sand'if i  tartib al-sharz'i, volume 4, by Al Kisini  (d. 587 
A.H.) Cairo: Algamiliya Press, I 9 10A.D.; the Miliki treatises Hdshiya 'ala al sha- 
rah al kabir /i/ Dardiv by Al-Dus~iqi [no publisher] and Kitdb mawdhib al-Jalil li 
sharh mukhtasar Abi a1 Dij2  Sidi Khalil. Cairo: Alsa'ida Press, 1329 A.H.; the 
Shifi'i treatise Tuhfat al Habib 'ala sharh a1 Khatib, volume 4, by Albijirmi, Cairo: 
Alhalabi Press, 195 I A.D.; and the Hanbali treatise A l  Mughni, volume 9,  by Ibn 
Qudima (d .  630 A.H.), Cairo; Almanir Press, 1348 A.H. 
9. The  occurance of polygamy, divorce, and remarriage makes it necessary to  distin- 
guish between types of siblings. I use the term "agnatic" to denote siblings who have 
the same father but different mothers, "uterine" to denote siblings who share the 
same mother but have different fathers, and "germane" to  denote siblings who have 
both the same mother and the same father. 
10. For anyone who has ventured into the conceptual and terminological thicket of 
Islamic jurisprudence, it will be no surprise to learn that the scholars have differed 
widely as to what constitutes a "separate" feeding. Hanbali jurists consider the in- 
fant's voluntary pausing during a feeding sufficient reason to find for two separate 
occasions, while Shafi' jurists would agree with this count only if the mother delib- 
erately interrupted his sucking. The former also think that ridz'a is established if the 
child drinks five times from a pot containing a woman's milk but it is not if the child 
drinks the milk collected in a pot over five different occasions, and the latter assert 
the opposite. Other doctrinal differences are concerned with cheese made from a 
woman's milk and the neutralizing effect of water added to a woman's milk. 
I I .  For a description of social change in the domestic life of urban Saudi Arabian 
families, see Altorki 1973 and 1977. 
12. The  term sidi is generally used by Ego in addressing hislher grandfather and 
elder brother and other men standing in a similar generational relationship to Ego. 
I 3. Since the shari'a recognizes only two types of lawful sexual intercourse, that 
between the partners of a valid marriage and between a man and his slave concubine, 
marriage between relatives by ridz'a is strictly speaking zind, a grave violation of 
divine law, although in this case ignorance of fact precludes a suspicion of criminal 
intent. 
14. According to personal communication from Alexander Lopasic, University of 
Reading, a similar custom existed in Albania and neighboring regions of the Balkan; 
the pertinent literature is unavailable in Cairo. 
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