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Socio-economic and Cultural Factors Underlying the
Contemporary Revival of Fraternal
Polyandry in Tibet

Abstract

By

BEN JIAO

This dissertation presents the first data on Tibetan fraternal polyandry (two or
more brothers sharing a wife) based on fieldwork in Tibet per se. Based on 12 months of
anthropological fieldwork conducted in a village in Benam county in Shigatse prefecture
of Tibet Autonomous Region, China, the dissertation examines the revival of polyandry
in rural Tibet using a multifaceted research strategy that included a mix of traditional
anthropological methods.

Despite the illegality of polyandry in the People’s Republic of China and its
virtual demise during the commune era, China’s post-1978 econromic reforms created a
new set of socio-economic conditions that has led a substantial number of Tibetan
families to choose the traditional Tibetan marriage pattern of polyandry over monogamy.
At present, 33% of households in the study village practice polyandry. The dissertation
examines why villagers are choosing polyandry in such numbers and what the

consequence of selecting it is for them.



The reasons provided by villagers for practicing polyandry were economic and
fell into three categories: concentration of male labor in households, greater potential to
exploit off-farm economic opportunities, and the preservation of a household’s land intact
across generations. These reasons were borne out in reality as polyandrous households
were found to be significantly more successful economically than monogamous and
polygynous households. Households who practiced polyandry had significantly more
males earning off-farm wages, had a higher total value of animals owned, and critically,
had 43% higher per capita income than monogamous and 208% higher income than
polygynous households. Polyandrous households also were significantly higher
proportions of the upper socio-economic strata.

The dissertation examines the two major alternative explanations for polyandry
found in the literature on polyandry in Tibetan society — the socio-economic versus the
cultural. The findings of this study confirm the “socio-economic™ explanation of Tibetan
polyandry. Tibetans were clearly not deciding to marry their sons polyandrously because
of a deep-seated cultural value that prescribes that form of marriage. Rather, they utilize
polyandry because of materialistic, means-end factors that they perceived made
polyandry more advantageous to the subsistence of their household and thus their stature

and standing in the locality.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: THEORIES AND DEBATES

In human society, there are three main types of marriage -- monogamy, polygyny,
and polyandry. Of the three main types of marriage, polyandry (two or more males jointly
sharing a wife) is by far the least common, occurring in only 0.5 percent of all societies
(Scupin and Decorse, 1995). Of the small number of societies practicing polyandry, Tibet
was one of the most important because of its size and the extent to which it was
practiced.! Tibetan polyandry has been mentioned in most textbooks on marriage and the
family since the early frontier travelers to Tibet first reported this rare type of marriage.
Within Tibetan society, several varieties of polyandry exist although by far the most
common form of polyandry was and is fraternal polyandry, i.e., two or more brothers

jointly sharing a wife.

Several questions and debates have been raised in the anthropological literature
regarding why polyandry develops within particular sociocultural systems. This
dissertation will explore these by investigating the socio-economic and culture factors
underlying the revival of fraternal polyandry in an agricultural village in the Tibet

autonomous Region, China. It will also examine how polyandrously married Tibetans

' Because the data on other forms of polyandry are limited and superficial, this dissertation will focus only
on Tibetan polyandry.



understand and deal with a range of issues related to multiple brothers sharing a wife, for
example, paternity, regulation of sexual access, organization of work and the reciprocal
relations of children and their multiple fathers. In this chapter I will examine a number of

important issues found in the literature on Tibetan fraternal polyandry.

Marital Rules and Prevalence of Polyandry in Traditional Tibetan Society

All societies have a variety of rules to regulate whom one should marry and

whom one should not marry. In Tibet two basic marital rules are often mentioned in the

literature.

Firstly, there is a rule of exogamy in which marriage is prohibited within a
patrilineal descent group (“rus rgyud,” or bone lineage). In this system, sexual intercourse
between members of the same descent group were considered incestuous and were
punished severely. This system was widely practiced in Tibet before the 11th century but
today it can only still be found among some Tibetan nomad groups. According to Levine
(1988), other scholars from China (Cheng, 1995; Xing, 1997; Anon, 1987¢) and my
observation among nomads in western Tibet, Tibetans using this system believe that
one’s descent is passed on through the medium of sperm from the father to his son and
from his son to his grandson and so forth. The word “rus” in Tibetan means bone and
symbolizes strength, hardness, and everlastingness. The word “rgyud” simply means
lineage. Each “bone lineage™ has its own name and relative status. People with the same
bone lineage always consider themselves relatives and, to a degree, often are willing to

help each other even though they may be strangers.



This lineage system, however, generally is no longer operative in Tibet where
virtually all areas have shifted to a system based on bilateral kinship. Thus, the exogamy
and incest in Tibet today are determined according to a bilateral rule that traces descent
through both the maternal and paternal sides of one's family. The bilateral limits of
kinship are generally said to be seven generations on the paternal side and five

generations on the maternal side.> Marriage within these limits is considered inces:.

[n addition to the bilateral rule of incest defining marriageable partners, marriages
in Tibet were typically arranged from within social class/caste. In traditional Tibetan
society, Tibetans were divided into three social ranks in the secular domain. The
aristocracy (t. sger pa) owned land and subjects and were categorized as the highest rank.
The taxpayers serfs (t. khral pa) held arable land from their lords and fulfilled various tax
obligations in kind, money, and labor, and were categorized as the middle rank. The dii-

jung serfs (t. dud chung) were landless peasants and were categorized as the lowest rank.

In the traditional society (pre-1959), it was not common for a member of one
strata to marry someone of another, but when such marriages did occur there were no
penalties. Today, although this feudal class system is no longer in existence, the
economic status of a family is still considered important when choosing one's marriage

partner.

On the other hand, traditional class distinctions are still very important with

regard to the so-called “unclean” castes. In Tibet, there was another stratification system

? There is considerable variation in areas of Tibetan culture and in some ethnic Tibetan areas in Nepal like
Limi, cross cousin marriages are permitted (Goldstein, 1976).



in which individuals were classified as either “clean” or “unclean” in descent. These
unclean castes were found all over Tibet and were considered inherently polluted. They
were originally defined by their performance of polluting occupations, e.g., butchering
and blacksmithing, but for centuries their unclean status has been considered hereditary
regardless of their actual occupation. The notion of pollution and untouchability is
thought to have come from India when Buddhism was brought to Tibet from India in the
7th century AD, but it is nowhere near as extensive in Tibet as is found in India. There
was really only a numerically tiny category of "unclean" castes groups in Tibet, the
remainder of the population having no caste distinctions at all. Tucci (1967:160), for
example, referred to these differences when he pointed out that “Many of the rules which
so severely govern marriage in India were completely absent in Tibet.” Nevertheless,
marriage with untouchables in the traditional society was strictly forbidden and a series
of rules limiting interaction were also followed regarding commensality and other forms
on interaction. If a non-unclean person in Tibet married an untouchable, he/she would be
considered polluted and would not only be rejected, but sometimes also punished by, his
or her own group. The children from such unions were always treated as untouchables,
passing on that status hereditarily. During the Cultural Revolution era such notions of
untouchability were banned but after the liberalizing reforms that began in the 1980s, the
idea of untouchability has again become an critical factor when seeking a marriage

partner.

A variety of types of marriage are found in Tibetan society including monogamy,
polyandry and polygyny. Polyandry as practiced in Tibet, however, is not a single type.

Most polyandry marriages are fraternal, but there are also occasionally non-fraternal



polyandrous marriages, and there are a number of bigenerational polyandrous marriages
in which father and son(s) or uncle and nephew(s) share a wife. In general, polygyny, is
less common than polyandry but is permitted and occurs. The most common form of
polygynous union in Tibetan society is one in which a man is married to several sisters, a
form know as sororal polygyny. Other forms of bigenerational polygyny such as mother
and daughter as well as aunt and niece sharing a husband are also practiced by Tibetans.
Similarly, a form of polyandry called polygynandry in which two or more brothers marry

two wives is occasionally practiced.

In the literature, there are many contradictory descriptions about the prevalence of
the three types of marriage. Prince Peter (1965: 199) found that “the distribution of
polyandrous families varied greatly throughout the plateau. In Ladak, I found the
percentage to be very high: in Leh out of 100 families, 90 were polyandrous. I heard from
my informants in Kalimpong that in Central Tibet, in the twin provinces of U and Tsang,
the proportion was the same. In other provinces, such as Kham, Té and Hor, only 40 per
cent practiced this form of matrimony, whereas in Amdo there was no polyandry at all.”
Tsung-lien and Shen-chi (1953:142) indicated that “Polyandry, of the type in which
several brothers share one wife, is a popular form of marriage in Tibet.” On the other
hand, Duncan (1964:87), for example, stated that “As a general average it wili be found
that out of ten marriages, seven will be monogamous, one polygamous and the other two
polyandrous.” Tucci (1967:159) also wrote that, “This custom (polyandry) did exist in

every part of Tibet, but it was not as common as is generally believed.”

Although no anthropological research on marriage per se was conducted in Tibet

during the traditional society (pre-1959) and there are no systematically, no carefully






