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Marriage is a social institution that formalizes certain aspects of the relationship between 
males and females.  It is an institution that evokes in us deep-seated emotions about questions of 
right and wrong, good and evil, and traditional versus modern. Within families, arguments may 
occur about what is appropriate premarital behavior, what is a proper marriage ceremony, and 
how long a marriage should last.  Although these arguments may be traumatic for parents and 
their offspring, from a cross-cultural perspective, they generally involve minor deviations from 
the cultural norms.  In contrast, anthropology textbooks describe an amazing variety of marriage 
systems that fulfill both biological and social functions.  This selection will show just how 
different things could be.   
 
 Social institutions are geared to operate within and adapt to the larger social and 
ecological environment.  The organization of the family must also be adapted to ecology.  For 
example, the nuclear family is more adapted to a highly mobile society than is an extended 
family unit that includes grandparents and others.  As society increasingly focuses on technical 
education, career specialization, and therefore geographic mobility for employment purposes, a 
system has evolved that emphasizes the nuclear family over the extended family.  In a similar 
way, fraternal polyandry in Tibet, as described in this selection, can meet the social, 
demographic, and ecological needs of its region. 
 
 
Terms: 
Arable land – land suitable for cultivation 
 
Corvee – a system of required labor; characteristic of ancient states 
 
Fraternal polyandry – an uncommon form of plural marriage in which a woman is married to 
two or more brothers at one time. 
 
Monogamy – marriage between one man and one woman at a given time 
 
Nuclear family – a basic social grouping consisting of a husband and wife and their children; 
typical of societies with monogamous marriages. 
 
Population pressure – the situation of population growth in a limited geographic area causing a 
decline in food production and resources and sometimes triggering technological change. 
 
Primogeniture – a rule of inheritance in which a homestead is passed down to the firstborn 
(male) child. 
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Eager to reach home, Dorje drives his yaks hard over 
the 17,000-foot mountain pass, stopping only once to 
rest. He and his two older brothers, Pema and 
Sonam, are jointly marrying a woman from the next 
village in a few weeks, and he has to help with the 
preparations. 

Dorje, Pema, and Sonam are Tibetans living in 
Limi, a 200-square-mile area in the northwest 
corner of Nepal, across the border from Tibet. The 
form of marriage they are about to enter - fraternal 
polyandry in anthropological parlance - is one of 
the world's rarest forms of marriage but is not 
uncommon in Tibetan society, where it has been 
practiced from time immemorial. For many Tibetan 
social strata, it traditionally represented the ideal 
form of marriage and family. 

The mechanics of fraternal polyandry are 
simple. Two, three, four, or more brothers jointly 
take a wife, who leaves her home to come and live 
with them. Traditionally, marriage was arranged by 
parents, with children, particularly females, having 
little or no say. This is changing somewhat 
nowadays, but it is still unusual for children to 
marry without their parents' consent. Marriage 
ceremonies vary by income and region and range 
from all the brothers sitting together as grooms to 
only the eldest one formally doing so. The age of 
the brothers plays an important role in determining 
this: very young brothers almost never participate in 
actual marriage ceremonies, although they typically 
join the marriage when they reach their midteens. 

The eldest brother is normally dominant in 
terms of authority, that is, in managing the 
household, but all the brothers share the work and 
participate as sexual partners. Tibetan males and 
females do not find the sexual aspect of sharing a 
spouse the least bit unusual, repulsive, or 
scandalous, and the norm is for the wife to treat all 
the brothers the same. 

Offspring are treated similarly. There is no 
attempt to link children biologically to particular 
brothers, and a brother shows no favoritism toward 
his child even if he knows he is the real father 
because, for example, his older brothers were away 
at the time the wife became pregnant. The children, 
in turn, consider all of the brothers as their fathers 
and treat them equally, even if they also know who 
is their real father. In some regions children use the 
term "father" for the eldest brother and "father's 
brother" for the others, while in other areas they call 
all the brothers by one term, modifying this by the 
use of "elder" and "younger." 

Unlike our own society, where monogamy is 
the only form of marriage permitted, Tibetan 
society allows a variety of marriage types, including 
monogamy, fraternal polyandry, and polygyny. 
Fraternal polyandry and monogamy are the most 
common forms of marriage, while polygyny 
typically occurs in cases where the first wife is 
barren. The widespread practice of fraternal 
polyandry, therefore, is not the outcome of a law 
requiring brothers to marry jointly. There is choice, 
and in fact, divorce traditionally was relatively 
simple in Tibetan society. If a brother in a 
polyandrous marriage became dissatisfied and 
wanted to separate, he simply left the main house 
and set up his own household. In such cases, all the 
children stayed in the main household with the 
remaining brother(s), even if the departing brother 
was known to be the real father of one or more of 
the children. 

The Tibetans' own explanation for choosing 
fraternal polyandry is materialistic. For example, 
when I asked Dorje why he decided to marry with 
his two brothers rather than take his own wife, he 
thought for a moment, then said it prevented the 
division of his family's farm (and animals) and thus 
facilitated all of them achieving a higher standard of 
living. And when I later asked Dorje's bride whether 



it wasn't difficult for her to cope with three brothers 
as husbands, she laughed and echoed that rationale 
of avoiding fragmentation of the family land, 
adding that she expected to be better off 
economically, since she would have three husbands 
working for her and her children. 

Exotic as it may seem to Westerners, Tibetan 
fraternal polyandry is thus in many ways analogous 
to the way primogeniture functioned in nineteenth--
century England. Primogeniture dictated that the 
eldest son inherited the family estate, while younger 
sons had to leave home and seek their own em-
ployment - for example, in the military or the 
clergy. Primogeniture maintained family estates 
intact over generations by permitting only one heir 
per generation. Fraternal polyandry also 
accomplishes this but does so by keeping all the 
brothers together with just one wife so that there is 
only one set of heirs per generation. 

While Tibetans believe that in this way 
fraternal polyandry reduces the risk of family 
fission, monogamous marriages among brothers 
need not necessarily precipitate the division of the 
family estate: brothers could continue to live 
together, and the family land could continue to be 
worked jointly. When I asked Tibetans about this, 
however, they invariably responded that such joint 
families are unstable because each wife is primarily 
oriented to her own children and interested in their 
success and well-being over that of the children of 
other wives. For example, if the youngest brother's 
wife had three sons while the eldest brother's wife 
had only one daughter, the wife of the youngest 
brother might begin to demand more resources for 
her children since, as males, they represent the 
future of the family. Thus, the children from 
different wives in the same generation are 
competing sets of heirs, and this makes such 
families inherently unstable. Tibetans perceive that 
conflict will spread from the wives to their 
husbands and consider this likely to cause family 
fission. Consequently, it is almost never done. 

Although Tibetans see an economic advantage 
to fraternal polyandry, they do not value the sharing 
of a wife as an end in itself. On the contrary, they 
articulate a number of problems inherent in the 

practice. For example, because authority is 
customarily exercised by the eldest brother, his 
younger male siblings have to subordinate 
themselves with little hope of changing their status 
within the family. When these younger brothers are 
aggressive and individualistic, tensions and 
difficulties often occur despite there being only one 
set of heirs. 

In addition, tension and conflict may arise in 
polyandrous families because of sexual favoritism. 
The bride normally sleeps with the eldest brother, 
and the two have the responsibility to see to it that 
the other males have opportunities for sexual access. 
Since the Tibetan subsistence economy requires 
males to travel a lot, the temporary absence of one or 
more brothers facilitates this, but there are also other 
rotation practices. The cultural ideal unambiguously 
calls for the wife to show equal affection and 
sexuality to each of the brothers (and vice versa), but 
deviations from this ideal occur, especially when 
there is a sizable difference in age between partners 
in the marriage. 

Dorje's family represents just such a potential 
situation. He is fifteen years old and his two older 
brothers are twenty-five and twenty-two years old. 
The new bride is twenty-three years old, eight years 
Dorje's senior. Sometimes such a bride finds the 
youngest husband immature and adolescent and does 
not treat him with equal affection; alternatively, she 
may find his youth attractive and lavish special 
attention on him. Apart from this consideration, 
when a younger male like Dorje grows up, he may 
consider his wife "ancient" and prefer the company 
of a woman his own age or younger. Consequently, 
although men and women do not find the idea of 
sharing a bride or a bridegroom repulsive, individual 
likes and dislikes can cause familial discord. 

Two reasons have commonly been offered for 
the perpetuation of fraternal polyandry in Tibet: that 
Tibetans practice female infanticide and therefore 
have to marry polyandrously, owing to a shortage of 
females; and that Tibet, lying at extremely high 
altitudes, is so barren and bleak that Tibetans would 
starve without resort to this mechanism. A Jesuit 
who lived in Tibet in the eighteenth century 
articulated this second view: "One reason for this  



 
 

most odious custom is the sterility of the soil, and the 
small amount of land that can be cultivated owing to 
the lack of water. The crops may suffice if the 
brothers all live together, but if they form separate 
families they would be reduced to beggary" 

Both explanations are wrong, however. Not only 
has there never been institutionalized female infanti-
cide in Tibet, but Tibetan society gives females 
considerable rights, including inheriting the family 
estate in the absence of brothers. In such cases, the 
woman takes a bridegroom who comes to live in her 
family and adopts her family's name and identity. 
Moreover, there is no demographic evidence of a 
shortage of females. In Limi, for example, there were 
(in 1974) sixty females and fifty-three males in the 

fifteen- to thirty-five-year age category, and many 
adult females were unmarried. 

The second reason is also incorrect. The 
climate in Tibet is extremely harsh, and ecological 
factors do play a major role perpetuating polyandry, 
but polyandry is not a means of preventing 
starvation. It is characteristic, not of the poorest 
segments of the society, but rather of the peasant 
landowning families. 

In the old society, the landless poor could not 
realistically aspire to prosperity, but they did not 
fear starvation. There was a persistent labor 
shortage throughout Tibet, and very poor families 
with little or no land and few animals could subsist 
through agricultural labor, tenant farming, craft 



occupations such as carpentry, or by working as 
servants. Although the per person family income 
could increase somewhat if brothers married 
polyandrously and pooled their wages, in the 
absence of inheritable land, the advantage of 
fraternal polyandry was not generally sufficient to 
prevent them from setting up their own households. 
A more skilled or energetic younger brother could 
do as well or better alone, since he would com-
pletely control his income and would not have to 
share it with his siblings. Consequently, while there 
was and is some polyandry among the poor, it is 
much less frequent and more prone to result in 
divorce and family fission. 

An alternative reason for the persistence of 
fraternal polyandry is that it reduces population 
growth (and thereby reduces the pressure on 
resources) by relegating some females to lifetime 
spinsterhood. Fraternal polyandrous marriages in 
Limi (in 1974) averaged 2.35 men per woman, and 
not surprisingly, 31 percent of the females of child-
bearing age (twenty to fortynine) were unmarried. 
These spinsters either continued to live at home, set 
up their own households, or worked as servants for 
other families. They could also become Buddhist 
nuns. Being unmarried is not synonymous with 
exclusion from the reproductive pool. Discreet 
extramarital relationships are tolerated, and actually 
half of the adult unmarried women in Limi had one 
or more children. They raised these children as 
single mothers, working for wages or weaving cloth 
and blankets for sale. As a group, however, the un-
married women had far fewer offspring than the 
married women, averaging only 0.7 children per 
woman, compared with 3.3 for married women, 
whether polyandrous, monogamous, or polygynous. 
While polyandry helps regulate population, this 
function of polyandry is not consciously perceived 
by Tibetans and is not the reason they consistently 
choose it. 

If neither a shortage of females nor the fear of 
starvation perpetuates fraternal polyandry, what 
motivates brothers, particularly younger brothers, to 
opt for this system of marriage? From the 
perspective of the younger brother in a landholding 
family, the main incentive is the attainment or 

maintenance of the good life. With polyandry, he 
can expect a more secure and 
higher standard of living, with access not only to his 
family's land and animals, but also to its inherited 
collection of clothes, jewelry, rugs, saddles, and 
horses. In addition, he will experience less work 
pressure and much greater security because all 
responsibility does not fall on one "father." For 
Tibetan brothers, the question is whether to trade 
off the greater personal freedom inherent in 
monogamy for the real or potential economic 
security, affluence, and social prestige associated 
with life in a larger, labor-rich polyandrous family. 

A brother thinking of separating from his 
polyandrous marriage and taking his own wife 
would face various disadvantages. Although in the 
majority of Tibetan regions all brothers theoretically 
have rights to their family's estate, in reality 
Tibetans are reluctant to divide their land into small 
fragments. Generally, a younger brother who insists 
on leaving the family will receive only a small plot 
of land, if that. Because of its power and wealth, the 
rest of the family usually can block any attempt of 
the younger brother to increase his share of land 
through litigation. Moreover, a younger brother may 
not even get a house and cannot expect to receive 
much above the minimum in terms of movable 
possessions, such as furniture, pots, and pans. Thus, 
a brother contemplating going it on his own must 
plan on achieving economic security and the good 
life not through inheritance but through his own 
work. 

The obvious solution for younger brothers - 
creating new fields from virgin land - is generally 
not a feasible option. Most Tibetan populations live 
at high altitudes (above 12,000 feet), where arable 
land is extremely scarce. For example, in Dorje's 
village, agriculture ranges only from about 12,900 
feet, the lowest point in the area, to 13,300 feet. 
Above that altitude, early frost and snow destroy the 
staple barley crop. Furthermore, because of the low 
rainfall caused by the Himalayan rain shadow, 
many areas in Tibet and northern Nepal that are 
within appropriate altitude range for agriculture 
have no reliable sources of irrigation. In the end, 



although there is plenty of unused land in such 
areas, most of it is either too high or too arid. 

Even where unused land capable of being 
farmed exists, clearing the land and building the 
substantial terraces necessary for irrigation 
constitute a great undertaking. Each plot has to be 
completely dug out to a depth of two to two and a 
half feet so that the large rocks and boulders can be 
removed. At best, a man might be able to bring a 
few new fields under cultivation in the first years 
after separating from his brothers, but he could not 
expect to acquire substantial amounts of arable land 
this way. 

In addition, because of the limited farmland, 
the Tibetan subsistence economy characteristically 
includes a strong emphasis on animal husbandry. 
Tibetan farmers regularly maintain cattle, yaks, 
goats, and sheep, grazing them in the areas too high 
for agriculture. These herds produce wool, milk, 
cheese, butter, meat, and skins. To obtain these 
resources, however, shepherds must accompany the 
animals on a daily basis. When first setting up a 
monogamous household, a younger brother like 
Dorje would find it difficult to both farm and manage 
animals. 

In traditional Tibetan society, there was an even 
more critical factor that operated to perpetuate frater-
nal polyandry - a form of hereditary servitude some-
what analogous to serfdom in Europe. Peasants were 
tied to large estates held by aristocrats, monasteries, 
and the Lhasa government. They were allowed the 

use of some farmland to produce their own 
subsistence but were required to provide taxes in 
kind and corvee (free labor) to their lords. The 
corvee was a substantial hardship, since a peasant 
household was in many cases required to furnish the 
lord with one laborer daily for most of the year and 
more on specific occasions such as the harvest. This 
enforced labor, along with the lack of new land and 
the ecological pressure to pursue both agriculture and 
animal husbandry, made polyandrous families 
particularly beneficial. The polyandrous family 
allowed an internal division of adult labor, maxi-
mizing economic advantage. For example, while the 
wife worked the family fields, one brother could per-
form the lord's corvee, another could look after the 
animals, and a third could engage in trade. 

Although social scientists often discount other 
people's explanations of why they do things, in the 
case of Tibetan fraternal polyandry, such 
explanations are very close to the truth. The custom, 
however, is very sensitive to changes in its political 
and economic milieu and, not surprisingly, is in 
decline in most Tibetan areas. Made less important 
by the elimination of the traditional serf-based 
economy, it is disparaged by the dominant non-
Tibetan leaders of India, China, and Nepal. New 
opportunities for economic and social mobility in 
these countries, such as the tourist trade and 
government employment, are also eroding the ratio-
nale for polyandry, and so it may vanish within the 
next generation. 

 
 


