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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.

xii



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



collected quantitative data, the Chinese government sent a number of teams of
researchers into Tibet after it incorporated Tibet into the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) in 1951. These researchers were not trained anthropologists, but they lived in the
countryside and collected field data on life in agricultural and nomad areas in Central and
Northern Tibet in the late 1950°s and early 1960’s. Much of this has recently been
published ( Anon, 1987a; 1987b; 1987c; 1988). The findings from these reports suggest
that monogamy was more prevalent than polyandry and that the rate of polyandry varied
considerably, from 1.6% to 32 % (Ma, 1996). Agricultural and agro-pastoral areas had
higher rates of polyandry than nomad areas. In general, therefore, the evidence that we
have from the traditional society suggests that monogamy was statistically the modal
form of marriage with polyandry the next most common and polygyny the least frequent.
However, the presence of multiple forms of marriage in different prevalences has raised
the questions of why Tibetan families opt for polyandry or monogamy or polygyny. This

issue has been of interest to Chinese and Western scholars alike.

Chinese Views of Polyandry

Chinese research on polyandry falls into two periods. The first was the work of
the researchers mentioned above who went to Tibet in the late 1950’s and early 1960°s.
The second consists of contemporary researchers who started writing about polyandry
after the liberalization policies implemented under Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s. In
general, Chinese scholars and popular sources in both periods have seen Tibetan

polyandry as primitive, abnormal, immoral and backward.



The researchers sent to Tibet in the 1950s were not particularly focusing on
Tibetan marriage and family. Rather their work concentrated on studying rural life under
the Tibet feudal serf system which continued to function until March 1959. However,
since polyandry was widespread in Tibet, they encountered it in their fieldwork and
collected data on its operation. They interpreted fraternal polyandry based on Marxist
notions as derivative from the breakdown of the evolutionary period of group marriage.
This form of marriage, they argued, continued in Tibet after the end of the period of
group marriage because of the difficult conditions present in Tibet, and then because of
the oppressive aspects of the semi-feudal serf system that developed in Tibet. They
argued that since Tibet was isolated geographically from the rest of the world for many
centuries, its culture, economy, and political system had changed little and its people
were living in deep poverty. Under these conditions, fraternal polyandry was preserved

up to the present.

The failed Tibetan uprising in 1959 led to the termination of the semi-feudal
system and the implementation of socialist political, social and economic institutions. By
the mid-1960’s, the Cultural Revolution movement arose and interest in traditional
Tibetan institutions ended. Consequently, no research was conducted on polyandry
during this time and no articles were written. The end of the Maoist era and the rise of
Deng Xiaoping led to the reemergence of Chinese scholarship and new articles on Tibet

beginning in 1979.

Current Chinese scholars base their writings on the data collected by the earlier
researchers, however, they reinterpreted that data arguing that polyandry is a survival of

the marriage found in matriarchal society (Wuang, 1984; Loser, 1984). More specifically,



they argued that when Tibetan society shifted from matriarchy, the economic condition of
some families was too poor to allow them to marry monogamously so they kept

practicing polyandrous marriages (Xing, 1997). Their discussion of why polyandry
continued in Tibet until modern times primarily focused on economic forces in the
Tibetan semi-feudal system and the overall poverty and isolation of Tibet. Tibetan
fraternal polyandry, therefore, in both literatures was seen as a primitive anachronism that
had little value. This view is currently still in vogue in China. The continued practice of
polyandry in Tibet, therefore, is frequently attacked in the popular and scholarly press as

feudal and backward (Lu, 1999).

A second theme in the writings of Chinese scholars on polyandry criticizes it from
the ethical point of view. It holds that from an ethical point of view polyandry is immoral
and of no value. By contrast, monogamy is based on mutual love between a man and a
woman, and is highly valued and encouraged in all societies. It is a universal form of
marriage and is regarded as the preferred human mating system. Polygyny was
considered more acceptable than polyandry because Chinese culture traditionally
tolerated and accepted this while polyandry never was. In fact, Chinese culture despised

and discriminated against polyandry regarding it as incestuous.

The ethical bias against polyandry that is expressed by Chinese intellectuals can
be traced in part to the history of Chinese revolution. In 1919, the intellectual-led May
4th Movement had a great impact on China's revolution. They attacked China’s
traditional polygynous marriage customs arguing that monogamy is the best form of
marriage because it is based on the idea of freedom to choose one's spouse and freedom

to divorce. After 1949, polygyny was interpreted as the typical immoral marriage type



that was mainly practiced by the exploiting class such as warlords, landlords, and
despotic gentry. The practice of polygyny, therefore, was prohibited by law. However,
when Chinese scholars did their field surveys in many parts of Tibet in the late 1950s
they were puzzled by Tibetan fraternal polyandry because this marriage form did not fit
either their class analysis of marriage types in China or their own cultural values.
Therefore, it was not surprising that they stated that Tibetan fraternal polyandry was an
"abnormal form of marriage." Since that time Chinese scholars and politicians have
claimed that polyandry is physically and mentally harmful to polyandrously married
women. Some Chinese considered that a woman in a polyandrous family is treated as a
sex object by her husbands (Wu, 1991; Zhang, 1989). Wu, elaborated, “In polyandrous
families, women's status was embarrassing. They were physically ruined by primitive and
barbarous habits and mentally tortured by the feudal patriarchal authority. They did not
have any equal rights because each of their husbands could dally with her, abuse her, and
even beat her” (1991: 494 - 495). Wu also criticized polyandry claiming that it is not
good for children since fathers will not pay much attention to their children due to lack of
identification of the genetic father in Tibetan fraternal polyandrous families (Wu, 1991).
Because of such cultural and ethical biases, Tibetan fraternal polyandry has not been
objectively investigated by Han Chinese scholars. Instead it has been negatively
described. Gengwang has criticized that saying, “In past research we have devoted
ourselves to determining the nature of plural marriage and its etiology as the survival of
primitive group marriage. But we have neglected plural marriage as a part of the Tibetan

cultural pattern with its own special functions and structure” (Genwang 1995: 304).
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Western Views of Tibetan Polyandry

One can also find similar biases in some of the Western writers on Tibetan
polyandry. In the West, earlier researchers considered this marriage type as “less
civilized” and “more promiscuous” than other forms of marriage. Polyandry was also
seen as “unnatural.” For instance, Stephens (1963:34) states, “It appears that polygyny -
one man’s having several wives - is a very usual, “natural’ human condition. Polyandry -
several men sharing one wife - appears to be very unusual, very ‘unnatural’.” Berreman
(1980:378) points out that “Polyandry has fascinated anthropologists largely, I think,
because it is exotic and, perhaps especially to the male eye, problematic. We have tended
to regard monogamy as expectable (even moral), polygyny as reasonable (even enviable),
and polyandry as puzzling (even disturbing).” Furthermore, Cassidy and Lee (1989: 2)
stated that “Many researchers have focused their attention on the presumed
‘unnaturalness’ of polyandrous marriages and the alleged ‘problems’ created by
polyandry, rather than providing a more complete understanding of the economic and

social reasons for its occurrence.”

The Western literature on polyandry contains three main alternative theoretical
explanations for the presence of polyandry in Tibet: the “pure poverty” explanation, the

“socio-economic” or multidimensional explanation, and the “cultural” explanation.

The pure poverty approach was the earliest explanation, being first conveyed by
the Jesuit priest Desideri who lived in Lhasa in the early 18th century. He argued that
fraternal polyandry was employed by Tibetans because of their great poverty. He wrote,

for example:
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“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 alive together, but if they form separate families they

would be reduced to beggary” (Fillip, 1937: 194).

R. Litton (1963:183) using secondary sources (that were based on the
observations of travelers and explorers) similarly stated that polyandry was a mechanism
by which the poorest survived. He wrote, “polyandry is due to hard economic conditions
which leads to this form of marriage found only in the lower classes of people. Tibetans
of higher economic status tend to be monogamous, while rich nobles are monogamous
and sometimes polygynous.” Prince Peter conducted research in Ladakh (an ethnic
Tibetan area of Northwest India) and reported that polyandry was found among the lower
classes because the poorer people could not afford to split what little land they had. They
had to share it undivided and used fraternal polyandry to do this (Prince Peter 1963).
Cassidy and Lee (1989) based on an examination of polyandrous cases in the literature
suggested that polyandry was an adaptive response to societal poverty or scarce resources
by minimizing family size and population growth and maximizing family’s chance of

survival.

The Socio-Economic (materialist) Explanation of Tibetan Fraternal Polyandry

More recently in the 1970s and 80s, Goldstein developed what is now the
dominant, socio-economic explanatory model of polyandry in traditional Tibetan society.

His data clearly revealed that fraternal polyandry was practiced by the richer strata in
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Tibet, not the poorest. In a number of papers based on fieldwork with Tibetan refugees in
India and with indigenous Tibetans in Limi, a remote community in the Far West of
Nepal, he argued for a dynamic approach in which polyandry is considered part of a more
general Tibetan “monomarital principle” that also includes a wide range of other
marriage forms such as patrilocal monogamy, matrilocal monogamy, some forms of
polygyny and bigenerational polyandry (father and son with a joint wife) (1971a; 1978;
and 1987). While these marriage types at first glance seem very different, Goldstein
suggested that they actually derived from the same underlying cultural logic, the same
decision-making structure. The essence of the monomarital principle, he wrote, was that a
variety of marriage types were acceptable so long as only one set of heirs was created in a
given generation. By limiting each generation to only one set of heirs, the likelihood of
family fission and land division were reduced, and the well-being of the family enhanced.
Fraternal polyandry accomplishes this well, for example, because there is only one wife
and one set of children (heirs). If the males among this set of heirs in turn marry
polyandrously, the family estate will again get passed on without partition. This emphasis
on the conservation of a family’s land across generations, Goldstein argued, derives from
the limitations imposed by Tibet’s particular environment and its feudal-like political

economy.

Arability of land in Tibet is limited by altitude because the higher the altitude the
colder the climate and the shorter the growing season. Thus, although there were always
substantial expanses of land that were not being farmed in Tibet, such land was not useful
for a number of reasons, the main one being that most of this land was situated at

altitudes above the limits of farming. Further restricting the scope of farming in Tibet was
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a relatively low annual rainfall. This meant that most farmland must be situated in
locations where it can be consistently irrigated in spring and early summer from rivers,
and many areas can not be farmed because of this lack. Because of these constraints, the
amount of land available in Tibet for farming is limited and in modern times it has been
virtually impossible to open up new fields. Thus, families that divided their land did not
have an option of enlarging their farms by bringing virgin land into use. Instead, they

ended up with land holdings that were smaller.

Environmental factors alone, however, cannot account for the extensive use of
polyandry versus monogamy. Addressing this issue, Goldstein argued that the widespread
use of fraternal polyandry in Tibet derived from a number of interrelated factors
involving the nature of “land tenure, political structure, the corvée tax system,
interpersonal relations, male labor, ecological and economic constraints, demography,
and changing political and cultural parameters” (1990: 619). In particular, Goldstein
argued that the nature of the feudal estate system made polyandry a particularly valued

marital strategy.

Tibetan society was characterized by a feudal-like political economy which
placed heavy corvée labor obligations on households. Land in Tibet was divided into
estates held by monastic and aristocratic lords, as well as by the government itself. These
estates generally were divided into demesne and tenement land, the latter being held by a
class of hereditarily bound peasants. These peasants were obligated to provide corvée
(free) labor to work the lord's demesne lands, the yields from which went entirely to the
lords. The tenement land provided the subsistence of the peasant families. On most

estates, peasant families were required to provide the lord one worker every day of the
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year, and usually two at peak agricultural times. Such peasants were also bound to their
estate so could not legally relinquish their land and obligations. Consequently, this
system placed heavy labor requirements on peasant families and gave families with labor
power economic advantages (Anon, 1991; Dargyay, 1982; Goldstein, 1971a; 1971b;
1978, Levine, 1992). Fraternal polyandry, therefore, was particularly advantageous in
Tibet because it not only conserved land intact across generations, but at the same time it

also concentrated labor in the family (Goldstein, 1971a).

Goldstein, however, also showed that not all rural families in Tibet had hereditary
rights to land, and that it was only those who held land, the tre-ba (“taxpayers™), who had

heavy corvée tax obligations. Those without arable land—the poor peasants called “dii-

Jung”—subsisted mainly by selling their labor, either for food or for small plots of leased
land. With no land, minimal property and no heavy corvée obligations, the dii-jung
generally married monogamously, establishing separate households when they reached
marriageable age. Fraternal polyandry, therefore, was typical not of the poor but of the
better off strata that possessed heritable land, owned resources worthy of preserving
across generations, and had heavy labor obligations to fulfill (Goldstein; 1971a; 1971b;
1978). For these strata, Goldstein argued, polyandry was a means to maintain and/or

enhance a household's economic and social status.

Goldstein’s theory has been supported by two other retrospective or historical
studies done by Dargyay (1982) on a village in Gyantse district in southern Tibet and
Aziz (1978) in the southern Tibetan district of Dingri. Both studies report that there is a

correlation between marriage type and socio-economic status, and that tre-ba families
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were more likely to marry polyandrously while dii-jung families generously married

monogamously.

The multidimensional socio-economic explanation also is supported by the data
collected by the early Chinese researchers sent to Tibet. Although their evaluation of
polyandry was highly negative, their summary of Tibetans' own explanations support
Goldstein’s socio-economic explanation. Like Goldstein, they reported that fraternal
polyandry is mainly practiced by rich or taxpayer families who say they practice fraternal
polyandry in order to prevent the division of family property and to achieve a good
standard of living. Partitioning of families by establishing each brother’s own neolocal
family would, they say, reduce the original family’s living standard. They also reported
that Tibetans also said that an important economic advantage of fraternal polyandry was
that it increased labor allowing families to fulfill numerous demands such as doing small-
scale trading, paying heavy taxes, working or various farming and herding tasks, and
doing family housework. Finally, they found that fraternal polyandry was the preferred
form of marriage which was well accepted and valued by both the parents and society
(Anon, 1987b; Anon, 1987c; Ma, 1996; Wu, 1991; Gengwuang, 1995; Xing, 1997,

Zhang, 1989; Cheng, 1995; Li, 1948).

Finally, various studies from Ladakh, an ethnic Tibetan area in northwest India,
show that Ladakhi villages also practiced fraternal polyandry and for reasons similar to
those discussed by Goldstein. Traditional Ladakhi families had similar socio-economic
and political pressures as had Tibetan families including a corvée tax system and the need
for male labor to fulfill tax obligations (Goldstein and Tsarong, 1985). Fraternal

polyandrous marriages in Ladakh, therefore, were also seen there as a strategy to meet
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these household obligations. However, there were also some differences, e.g., sons in a
family did not have jurally equal right over their lands as they did in Tibet. The eldest son
not onty had full rights over the land but also had control of the family corporation.
Younger brothers might marry monogamously and establish independent households, but
they would not inherit land. Goldstein and Tsarong suggested that, “Ladakhi social
structure, therefore, eliminated the underlying contradictions of Tibetan social structure
by linking primogeniture to fraternal polyandry. By this strategy, land fragmentation was
precluded and labor concentration was assured”(1985: 6). Prince Peter (1963) also found
that villagers of Ladakh expressed the view that they were practicing this type of marital
custom because it was the only way to avoid dividing up their property and obtain
sufficient labor needed to cultivate their field. Similar findings were also reported by
Crook (1994). He found that amongst Ladakhi informants “Speaking of the functions of
polyandry they always say it exists in order to maintain the estates of the farmers intact”

(1994: 479).

Research among ethnic Tibetans living at high altitude in Tsang village in Limi in
N.W. Nepal revealed that fraternal polyandry and monogamy were the main forms of
marriage (Goldstein, 1976). However, the social structure in Limi was less complicated
than in traditional Tibet because large monastic, aristocratic or governmental estates were
not present. Nevertheless, like Tibet, Limi’s high altitude environment made land scarce
and made opening new agriculture fields extremely difficult. Most families owned less
than one acre of arable land. Thus, Goldstein found that as in Tibet, in Limi villagers
considered that, "the maintenance of this land intact, i.e., without being split into smaller

and smaller parcels, is a critical factor in sustaining a satisfactory standard of living”
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(Goldstein,1976: 231). Fraternal polyandry, therefore, was utilized in Limi to conserve

land and to concentrate labor in the family.

Finally, further evidence supporting the socio-economic basis of polyandry in
Tibet, was presented by Goldstein (1971a) concerning Tibetan refugees in India. He
found that refugees living in an agricultural camp in Mysore Province were not marrying
polyandrously, despite the cultural values they brought to India only 5 years earlier. The
refugees in this farming camp held land not in family units but rather as individuals, and
this land reverted to the refugee camp when they died. Moreover there was little need for
male labor as seeding and plowing were done by tractors. Consequently, the function of
polyandry no longer was present. The change in the socio-economic and political
environments had eliminated the utility of fratemnal polyandry and led to its rapid

discontinuation.

In summary, the socio-economic explanation of polyandry in Tibetan society
explains polyandry primarily as a mechanism for preventing the division of a household's
land among sons and for concentrating male labor in the household. Polyandry, therefore,
is a functional analog to primogeniture in Europe albeit one in which brothers stay
together with the undivided patrimony. This explanation argues that polyandry was
valued in Tibet primarily as a means of maintaining or enhancing the standard of living
and status of households rather than as a consequence of poverty or for some cultural
imperative (Goldstein, 1971a; 1976; 1990). It was a means to an end, rather than an end
in and of itself. Tibetans all valued polyandry, but the poorer landless strata utilized it

infrequently since they had little to conserve. Consequently, it was the land holding
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peasantry and the aristocracy who practiced polyandry prior to 1959, not the landless

poor.

The Cultural Explanation of Tibetan Fraternal Polyandry

The poverty and socio-economic explanations of polyandry have been criticized
by Levine (1988). She suggests that there is a stronger cultural value and cultural
preference for polyandry than reported by Goldstein and others. Levine conducted field
research in a small population of Tibetan speaking people called Nyinba in a remote
valley in northwestern Nepal, south of Limi where Goldstein worked. In general, the
household and marital system of the Nyinba is close to the Tibetan pattern. In Nyinba
society, patrilineal descent determines social ranking within the community, marital
choice, and rights to family property. The community was divided into two strata and two
separate circles of kin: “the higher-ranked descendants of village founders who are full
citizens and landholders, and the lower-ranked landless descendants of their former

slaves™ (Levine, 1988: 11).

According to Levine’s argument, the materialistic approach can not explain why a
given social system utilizes polyandry. She suggests that numerous societies with
similarly impoverished environments do not practice polyandry and there are other
strategies such as primogeniture that Tibetans could have used as an adaptive and rational
response to the condition of scarce resources by providing a means of transmitting family
property intact over generations. Therefore, cultural difference is the key for producing

various marriage forms in those societies. Materialist explanations, she argues, also fail to
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explain why Tibetan polyandry is fraternal, because “where material concerns are
dominant, the strongest and the brightest Nyinba men [an area in northwest Nepal]

would group together in polyandrous unions and would leave lazy, cantankerous, and
handicapped brothers to fend for themselves. The fact is that men stay together with
brothers who are sickly and troublesome and say they do so because of the obligations
associated with fraternal kinship.” (269) She finds that solidarity of brothers is valued by
the Nyinba and is the core symbolic ideal which explains why Tibetans share their wife
with their brothers. What makes polyandry different from other marriage forms, she says,
is that polyandry has a special cultural value. For instance, ancestors as brothers linked in
polyandry can be found in many Nyinba legends and genealogies, and there are stories
that celebrate ancestors and ancestress for the harmony of their family life. Because
polyandry is a very common form of marriage, when children grow up in this society,
they see nothing wrong with their parents or elders living in polyandrous relationships.
When these children reach marriage age, they not only accept polyandry, but also

practice it.

When Levine asked the Nyinbas why they had married polyandrously, they
generally responded that it was an age-old custom brought from Tibet. This statement,
she argues, supports her view that it is the cause of polyandry. From her point of view
they were expressing a folk notion of cultural determinism. She (Ibid. 1988:171) points
out that “polyandry in marriage is so integral a part of Tibetan social structure that
Nyinba ancestors who migrated south from Tibet certainly imported it and refined it in

their new circumstances.” The reason that Nyinba maintained this marriage form was that
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Nyinba imported both a Tibetan household system and a Tibetan cultural orientation.

Therefore, it is the cultural value that is the key factor.

This explanation, however, has many problems, including inconsistencies in her
own data. Despite her claim to cultural values being the determining force underlying
polyandry in Nyinba, not all Nyinba families practiced polyandry. In fact, it was not
practiced at all by the class of slaves who did not own land. However, Levine arbitrarily
excluded these from her data and as a result skewed her results and findings. In other
words, polyandry among the Nyinba was characteristic of the land holding stratum just as
it was in Ladakh and Tibet. As Goldstein (1990: 619), in a response to Levine put this, “if
they (Tibetans) were primarily marrying polyandrously because of its cultural value per
se, we would expect polyandry to be distributed equally throughout the society,
regardless of issues of class and land ownership. But this is not the case even in Levine’s

own population.”

In the same vein, it is also important to note that after slavery was ended among
the Nyinba, some former slave households accumulated wealth, bought land, and have
started to marry polyandrously. Thus, while there is obviously a cultural value in Tibetan
society that valorizes fraternal polyandry and accepts it as a marriage option, the
overwhelming evidence is that socio-economic factors play a major role in perpetuating
Tibetan fraternal polyandry. Polyandry in Tibetan society, appears to be primarily a

means to a social and economic end, not a cultural end in itself.

In fact, such attitudes are also found in Levine’s book, for example, she reports

Nyinba subjects explicitly articulating the economic value of polyandry: “people say that
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polyandry prevents the dispersion of household wealth and the fragmentation of land and
that it avoids the proliferation of households, thus restricting village growth” (1988: 32).
This sounds precisely like the arguments of Goldstein and others, whom Levine argues

are incorrect.

Nevertheless, Levine’s views present an alternative to the socio-economic
explanation for the causes of Tibetan fraternal polyandry. It reminds anthropologists to

take into account the cultural perspective when dealing with Tibetan polyandry.

Tibetan Fraternal Polyandry, Infanticide and Female Non-marriage

Another argument found in the early literature on Tibetan polyandry asserted it
was a response to a shortage of women. Murdock, e.g., wrote that “despite the paucity of
cases there seems reason to assume that polyandry may sometimes be due to a scarcity of
women resulting from the practice of female infanticide™ (1949: 25). Prince Peter (1963)
disagreed with this, arguing that Tibetans practiced infanticide because of illegitimacy,
but it was for both male and females and therefore would not cause a shortage of females.
Fieldwork with Tibetans in Nepal revealed not only no infanticide of females, but
actually an excess of females (Goldstein 1976). Goldstein indicated that “there definitely
was no pattern of female infanticide in Tibetan cultural areas,” and there were
significantly more females than males (Goldstein 1976:224). His data for Limi showed
76 females to 68 males in the reproductive age category (15 - 44). Instead of female
shortage, Tibetan fraternal polyandry produced an unmarried female population

(Goldstein, 1976). In Limi, about 30 percent of women who were of childbearing age
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(age 20-49) did not marry. Goldstein (1976: 229) found that “unmarried females in Limi
either (1) continue to live at home, (2) establish their own separate households, or (3)
work as servants for others.” However, being unmarried did not mean they did not give
birth or they were excluded from the reproductive pool. In fact, in Limi unmarried
women had average of 0.7 children per woman, and this average number was 2.6 less
than married women. Because the unmarried women had far fewer offspring than married
women, as a group, it resulted in limiting population growth. Moreover, the practice of
polyandry minimized the number of mouths to feed and therefore maximized the standard
of living of the polyandrous family. If all polyandrous brothers were to marry
monogamously in this area, the number of unmarried women would be reduced, and the
village population would increase by roughly 16%. The increase in population growth
would increase pressure on family resources. Consequently, Goldstein’s data revealed
that it was not a shortage of marriageable women that created a need for polyandry in

Tibet.

Schuler (1987) also found an excess of unmarried women in Chumik--about 22%
of the women 35+ years old and 28% of those aged 45+ had never been married (Schuler
1987). However, in addition to polyandry, she found that, “religious celibacy, practiced
by about seven percent of Chumika men and nine percent of the women ages 35 and
over, 1s one factor related to non-marriage that is absent in Limi but often practiced in
Tibet proper” (Schuler 1987: 3). She further argued that, “A traditional village-level
political organization based on a system of household estates, patrilineal devolution of
property, primogeniture and fraternal polyandry, social stratification based on several

different criteria, marriage by capture, hypogamy, a brief, seasonal demand for



agricultural labor, and migratory trade were found to be intricately related to the high
incidence of non-marriage and the relatively late age at marriage among Chumikwa

women.” (154).

In contrast, Levine (1988) contended that there was a female shortage that was
due not to infanticide per se, but to the poor treatment of daughters and thus high female
child mortality. Levine presented evidence in her study that more than a third of the
children reported born did not survive to be five years old. She concluded that there was
high female infant and child mortality and a sex ratio that favored males (616 to 716).
She found that one of the important reasons for this was that Tibetans expressed strong
son preference which led mothers to breast-feed daughters less and gave female children
poorer quality food. However, Schuler’s study (1987) found that Tibetan women tended
to prefer daughters instead of sons, because, they say, daughters could help their family

and work more.

On the whole, though, with the exception of Levine, contemporary studies reject
the notion that Tibetans practice female infanticide or that a shortage of women underlies
the Tibetan practice of polyandry. Moreover, recent data from Tibet per se (in contrast to
ethnic Tibetans in Nepal) supports the arguments of Tibetan society having a substantial
number of unmarried females. The 1990 National Population Census was the first time in
Tibetan history that information was collected through survey and registration for the
whole population, and so it was the first opportunity for researchers to obtain detailed
demographic data in Tibet. From this census, Sun and Xia (1992) found that within the
female population of Tibet, 30.3% of the women ages 15 and over were unmarried. This

percentage of unmarried women was much higher than China's national level (21.3%).
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The data from Tibet also showed that the percentage of married women age 15 and older
was lower than that of married men age 15 and over (55.5% to 58.4%). By contrast, in
China, the percentage of married women age 15 and older was higher than married men
ages 15 and over (69.7% to 66.6%). Sun and Xia concluded that this high percentage of
unmarried women in Tibet could be due to certain amount of polyandrous marriage that

existed in Tibetan society.

Finally, data recently collected by a three year field study on the impact of
decollectivization on rural Tibet found lower mortality for female children. For example,
in a fertility survey of over 1700 women 15 years and older, 637 of their births had died.
Of these 36% were female children and 52% were males (12% were unidentified by sex).
This pattern held true for most ages, for example, when the 366 children who died in
infancy were examined, 33% were female and 55% were males (12% were unidentified
by sex). Similarly, the sex ratio favored women (2805 to 2778) (Goldstein, Beall, Jiao,

Tsering, nd.).

Change and Tibetan Fraternal Polyandry

Goldstein has argued that because Tibetan fraternal polyandry as an institution is
practiced because of social and economic factors, changes in these factors will lead to
changes in the prevalence of polyandry (Goldstein, 1978; 1981a; 1981b). Goldstein
argued that despite the traditional absence of any negative connotation associated with
brothers sharing a wife, polyandry manifested inherent structural conflicts that made it

fragile and potentially unstable. One of the main sources of this instability was the
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subordinate position of the younger brother. Tibetans valued sibling solidarity, but
operationalized this as the younger brother living under the authority and direction of his
elder brother. Thus, polyandry required younger brothers to sacrifice control over their

actions.

Other structural problems also focused on the younger brother. For example,
sizable discrepancies in age between the older and younger brother often resulted in the
elder brother living monogamously with the wife for years before the younger brother
reached sexual adulthood when a variety of intergenerational problems might occur.
Although the cultural ideal required the wife to treat all her husbands with equal
affection, an older wife sometimes found the youngest husband immature and adolescent
and treated him differently. Or conversely, when a younger brother grew up he
sometimes considered his wife “old” and preferred to seek a woman his own age or

younger.

Fraternal polyandry, therefore, operated to a considerable extent at the expense of
the younger brothers. Those bothered by this had to weigh the benefits of staying in the
polyandrous union against those of splitting off and forming their own neolocal
household. A key factor in this decision was the nature of economic opportunities
available to younger brothers on their own, since they would not receive enough land to
live at the same standard of living as the main household. Traditionally, there was a
dearth of attractive alternatives, e.g., as mentioned earlier, it was virtually impossible to
become a landowner by opening up new fields and there were few off-farm sources of

employment. Younger brothers splitting off from a household inevitably become laborers
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or tenants and usually experienced a drop in standard of living. Consequently, younger

brothers did not frequently choose to split and polyandrous marriages tended to be stable.

The appearance of new economic opportunities that are accessible to
individuals—e.g., new opportunities to engage in trade or wage labor—have been seen as
likely to foster a decrease in polyandry as dissatisfied younger brothers now have new
options and can increasingly opt to split off from polyandrous marriages or not marry
with their brothers initially. Goldstein, as mentioned above, observed that when Tibetans
became resettled in a refugee camp in S. India, virtually no new fraternal polyandrous

marriages were arranged (Goldstein, 1971a).

Social, political and economic changes in the traditionally Tibetan area of Ladakh
have also led to a decrease in the practice of polyandry (Goldstein and Tsarong, 1985).
Anthropologists (Goldstein, 1981a; Crook and Shakya, 1994) pointed out that after
Indian independence in 1947 corvée taxation was not allowed, primogeniture and
polyandry were made illegal, and all members of a family were given equal rights over
their property. Moreover, because of the war between China and India in 1962, the Indian
government recognized the strategic importance of Ladakh for the Indian military and as
part of a development effort provided new economic opportunities to Ladakhi villagers.
Jobs in road building, construction for the army, and area infrastructure had made the
younger generation independent of their family's land estates. Consequently, the younger
generation preferred to marry monogamously and established independent households.
For example, Goldstein reported that in Phiyang village, “about one hundred years ago
there were 64 main families (Khangchen) who held virtually all the land and were the

basic taxpayers. Today [1980] there are 143 households, including the 64 original main
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houses. The additional 79 families are all ‘little houses’ (khang bu) that have come into
existence [through out-marriage or partition] in the period since Indian independence”

(1981a: 14).

Other studies also show a similar shift from polyandry to monogamy due to
changing socio-economic opportunities. Crook and Shakya (1994) compared their own
1981 data from Leh with Prince Peter’s data from Leh in 1938. They found that the total
number of households had increased from 16 in 1938 to 25 in 1981, and that polyandrous
marriages had decreased from 63% of the total in 1938 to 16% in 1981. In 1938 all males
were involved in farming the estates. By 1981 only half of 36 males were agriculturists

and the remaining 18 men were employed by the government.

Consequently, there is persuasive evidence that changes in the social, economic
and political environment can have rapid and profound affects on the prevalence of
Tibetan polyandry, i.e., on how Tibetans opt to select among their culturally acceptable
marriage alternatives. These examples, however, illustrate the susceptibility of fraternal
polyandry to socio-economic changes in a negative sense, i.e., in reducing or eliminating
its prevalence. Contemporary Tibet appears to illustrate the other side of this process, i.e.,

societal changes that foster an increase in its prevalence.

Tibet's incorporation into the People’s Republic of China in 1951 brought the
practice of polyandry face-to-face with a socialist legal system in which all forms of
concubinage and polygamy (polyandry and polygyny) were prohibited. For a while after
1951, socialist laws and institutions were not implemented in Tibet and fraternal

polyandry continued. However, after an abortive Tibetan uprising in 1959, the Chinese
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government started socialist reforms that ended the feudal estate system. A few years
after that, at the onset of the Cultural Revolution in 1966, polyandry was totally
prohibited because this marriage arrangement was considered an anachronistic feudal
custom. Some writers (Wu, 1991; Cheng, 1995; Xing, 1997) stated that since then
fraternal polyandry was no longer practiced by Tibetans but they are incorrect since
existing polyandrous unions were normally permitted to continue to live together.

Nevertheless, polyandry appeared on the verge of extinction in Tibet.

The end of the Cultural Revolution and rise of the reform period under the
leadership of Deng Xiaoping ushered in a new set of conditions in China and Tibet. Since
1978, the Chinese Government has carried out major political and economic reforms.
Collective ownership was replaced with the “household responsibility system” under
which land and animals were divided among each family which assumed full
responsibility for managing its land. Consequently, the household again became the basic
unit of rural production, and all households controlled land of roughly equal proportions.
This land, however, cannot be sold, so it is in effect a fixed resource, much as land was in
the traditional society. The new reforms, therefore, appear to have created a set of
conditions where polyandry might again have a useful function. In fact, anecdotal reports
suggest that there has been a substantial revival of polyandry, even though it is still illegal
according to the Chinese constitution. The aim of this dissertation is to examine the
extent and nature of this revival of polyandry in rural Tibet. The dissertation will also
present the first empirical data on polyandry based on fieldwork in Tibet per se.
Although Tibet is the most important ethnographic examples of polyandry, previous

studies were conducted with ethnic Tibetans in Nepal or Ladakh and the only
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anthropological work done on polyandry in Tibet was based on reconstruction research
with Tibetan refugees living in India (Goldstein, 1971a; Aziz, 1978; Dargye, 1982).

Consequently, until now, no fieldwork in Tibet proper was ever carried out.

The study on which this dissertation is based was designed to investigate the
socio-economic and cultural factors underlying how Tibetans in Tibet practice polyandry,
as well as the factors underlying the recent revival of fraternal polyandry in Tibet. It will
examine how polyandrously married Tibetans understand and deal with a range of issues
related to multiple brothers sharing a wife, and the factors underlying the current
decisions to choose polyandry for multiple sons. As one of the least well-studied
institutions in the anthropological literature on marriage and the family, the dissertation
will present important new ethnographic data on its operation in Tibet. The dissertation
will also use this new data to address the validity of the two main alternative
anthropological explanations of polyandry, i.e., the socio-economic (Crook and Crook,
1994; Goldstein, 1971a; Prince Peter, 1963; Ross, 1981; Schuler, 1987) and the cultural
(Levine, 1988).

These data and analyses are presented in eight chapters. Chapter Two will discuss
the study’s research design and methods. Chapter Three will discuss the nature of
taxation, marriage and the family in the traditional feudal era in the study village. Chapter
Four will examine the changes in the village research site following decollectivization.
Chapter Five will discuss the current patterns of marriage and family in the study village
and Chapter Six will examine the factors underlying the revival of polyandry there.
Chapter Seven will examine individual relations in polyandrous families, and Chapter

Eight is the conclusion.



CHAPTER TWO

RESEARCH DESIGN AND RESEARCH METHODS

Research Site

Benam County in Shigatse Prefecture was chosen as the overall site of this study
because it was one of the agricultural areas where polyandrous marriages were said to
exist in large numbers. A preliminary investigation of several potential sites within Benam
County was made, and on the basis of this investigation, Dechen!, the largest village in
Mag xiang?, was selected as the field research site. This village employs traditional Tibetan
subsistence modes, is neither among the poorest or richest of the village areas, and has a

high prevalence of new polyandrous marriages.

Benam county is located in the southern part of Shigatse Prefecture in Central
Tibet. Geographically, Benam lies in the middle reaches of Nyangchu River and is
bounded from the east to the west by Gyantse, Sakya and Gangpa counties; from the

south and the north it is bounded by Khangmar and Yadong counties and Shigatse city.

Benam is a mountain river valley with the higher elevations being in the southwest

and the lower ones in the northeast. The range of elevation in the county is between 3,850

! Anonymous.
2 Xiang is a Chinese term used in Tibet for rural districts comprised of several villages.
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to 5,300 meters. At the lower altitudes in Benam the river valley is wide with the broadest
area close to the Nyangchu River being 50 km wide. The narrowest part of the county is
in the upper valley. It is about 20 km wide. The distance between southern and northern
sections of Benam county is 120 km.

Two big rivers flow in this county. One, the Tanchu river, is a seasonal river. That
is to say, it is dry from the end of September to the following mid-June. From mid-June to
the end of September water runs in its streambed, but this has very little utility for
agriculture. The maximum rate of flow is from 60 to 80 cubic meters per second.

The other river is the Nyangchu River. It is a main tributary of the Yalung Tsangbo
River that runs from the southeast to the northwest in the northeastern part of the county.
Its maximum rate of flow reaches 12C cubic meters per second when there is heavy
rainfall. In normal times, the rate is between 30-40 cubic meters per second. During the
dry season in Spring and when large amounts of water in the upper reaches of the river are
used for farming, the river becomes very small, but there is also danger of flooding during

periods of heavy rain.

The climate in Benam is semi-humid/semi-arid and the average annual temperature
is 6.1 degrees C. The warmest average monthly temperature is 26.6 degrees C in June and
the coldest is -25.8 degrees C (in January). The annual number of hours of sunshine is
around 3,200 and the annual precipitation is 350 mm (Benam Document, 1991). However,
rainfall is not evenly distributed throughout the year and most rain is concentrated during
July and August when 70% of the year's total rainfall occurs. Because of this, Benam
suffers from not enough rainfall during the early part of the growing season and too much

rainfall late in the season. Crops, sometimes, are actually damaged by waterlogging.
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Heavy rains also frequently cause flooding that washes away the crops, farmland,
irrigation canals, and roads. The year 1998 typifies Benam's problems. It did not rain at all
from March to July and many farmers feared their production would be decreased to a
minimum by the drought. However, after the beginning of August, it started to rain
heavily for about a month and half with the result that the crops and farmland in some

areas were washed away.

The worst natural disaster in modern Tibetan history occurred in Gyantse and
Benam in 1954. Due to a spate of continuous rainstorms, a lake called Sangwang broke
causing the Nyangchu River to overflow its banks. Gyantse county reported that the flood
submerged more than 20 villages, took the life of 735 people, killed 6,180 animals, and
flooded 41,045 khal® of farmland. In Benam, 52 villages were destroyed, 24 people died,

1,220 animals were lost and 28,693 khal of land was not harvested.

Because of low rainfall from January to July, drought is another of the main natural
calamities in Benam county. Each year about 20% of the total cultivated land is damaged
by drought (Benam Document, 1982b). A county document reports that between 1980 to
1990, Benam county suffered serious drought for four years, had three years with above
normal rainfall (the average was above 400 mm), and had only three years with normal
rainfall (Benam Document, 1991). The four years of drought occurred continuously from
1980 to 1983. During those years, less than 200 mm of rainfall fell per year. Within the
total cultivated area, 54% of the land was affected and the yield was decreased by more

than half. Many fields obtained no harvest at all. In some areas wells also became dry, this

3 A khal is a traditional unit of land that today is equivalent to the Chinese mu.
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causing serious drinking water problems for both people and animals. For example, in

Duchong xiang, drinking water had to be transported from other places by truck.

Early Frost and hail also often threaten the growing crops. When frost occurs early
in the middie of July it affects the normal growth of the crops by decreasing the weight of
the kernels and reducing the total amount of production. Hail also commonly damages 15

to 20% of the fields.

Water loss and soil erosion are also important problems that Benam farmers face.
On March 1, 1980, a research team sent by Shigatse prefecture to Benam county spent six
months conducting a general soil survey in five areas of the county. They found severe
soil erosion and suggested that the reason for the erosion was the gradual decreasing of
the ground cover due to late rains and uneven rainfalil distribution. This has been
exacerbated by a shortage of fuel that led farmers to cut wild plants and bushes around the
village and in the lower parts of mountain slopes. They also found that even though trees

had been planted in barren gravel bands, the survival rate of these trees was very low.

The lack of good ground covers leads to erosion during winter and spring which
are not only the dry but also the windy seasons. At these times crops have been already
harvested and the stubble has also been eaten by animals. Every afternoon the wind blows
and the whole valley is enveloped by gray dust as the rich top soil of the bare farmland is
blown away. Thus the fields suffer erosion at this time. At the same time, a wide area of
sand dunes are being formed near to the farmland and this is also a threat to the fields. In

northem part of the county there are more than 20,000 mu* of sand dunes.

4 A mu is a Chinese land unit equal to 0.067 hectares.
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Finally, another problem found in Benam is the result of the opening of arid (non-
irrigated) lands for planting grains. When this was done the natural vegetation was
destroyed and the erosion was made even worse. The research team estimated (Benam
Document, 1982b) that about one third of total farmland was originally occupied by
grasses or thorn bushes. Most of these newly opened fields were located on mountain
slopes which were far away from the villages with no available irrigation so their yields
were low. They suggested planting grass in this farmland as this would be good for the

animals and the ecological environment.

The Course of Historical Changes

The origin of the name “Benam” can be traced to two famous 13" century Tibetan
Buddhism translators (t. lotsawa) named Badra Nyima Drapa and Nalang Dorje Denshong
who spent time in this place together studying Buddhism. As a result of this, people

started using the first letter of their names— “Ba” and “Na”— to refer to this place. After

many years, “Bana” has come to be pronounced as “Benam.”

During the traditional period (before 1959), three districts (t. dzong) existed in the
area that is equivalent to today's counties: Benam, Dochung, and Wangden. These
districts were each headed by two officials operating jointly, one being a monk official and
the other a lay official. These district commissioners collected taxes and arranged corvée
human and animal labor. They were appointed by the Gyantse Jikyap (the traditional name

for the governor of a province that included several districts).
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Benam district was divided into several kinds of feudal estates. Some villages were
estates of aristocratic families like Beling, and other belonged to monasteries and lamas.
Still other were what was known in traditional Tibet as “government serfs” (t. gshung

rgyug ba), i.e., they belonged to the government through the district.

On November 15, 1951, the People's Liberation Army arrived in Gyantse for the
first time. On August 23, 1956, the Communist Party Committee branch of Benam dzong
was formally established consisting of three Chinese members. Later, a branch office of the
Tibet Gongwei (work committee)® was also set up in Benam Zong. The former Benam
district governor was appointed as director and vice secretary by the Committee. This was
the first time in Benam that the traditional government had been integrated with organs of
communist political power, although at this time the district governor retained control
over affairs in the district completely independent of the communist party committee.
Meanwhile, the communist party office in Benam made their working priority
propagandizing on behalf of the "17 Point Agreement" (the 1951 agreement that
incorporated Tibet into the PRC). At the same time, they admitted and trained many local
people into their office and gave some loans to Tibetans for their agricultural

development.

After the abortive Tibetan uprising and the flight of the Dalai Lama to exile in
India in 1959, the traditional feudal serf system was abolished and democratic reforms
were implemented. Several months later, on August 31, 1959, the three Zongs mentioned

above were merged into one large unit called a xian (county) in Chinese. It retained the

3> An administrative organ established by the Central Committee of China and the PLA in Tibet in the
early 1950s.
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name of Benam. The first governor (c. xian zhang) was a Tibetan aristocrat from local

area, Solang Dorje. The first party secretary was a Chinese called Xu Shuyi.

Under the new Benam county government, seven administrative units known by
the Chinese term qu were created, and beneath these twenty two rural districts or xiang
were formed at the local level. In 1964, Shigatse prefecture and Gyantse prefecture were
combined into one new large prefecture and was named Shigatse prefecture. Benam
county today is one of the most important agricultural areas among the 18 counties within
Shigatse prefecture.

Initially land from the lords’ estates was divided among the peasants, and then
shortly after this, a mutual aid team system (t. rogs ras tsogs chung) was started wherein
several households cooperated in production (but retained their own yields). Then, finally,
a full-scale people’s communes was started in 1965. At this time, all land and animals fell
under collective ownership, and people were organized into production teams. Families'
livelihood depended on the number of work points its members earned, each task in the
commune work cycle being awarded a set number of “points." Like all other places in
Tibet, Benam county, therefore, has gone through a series of major changes following the

end of the traditional feudal system.

The current system began in 1981 when the communes were ended and the
commune’s fields divided among its members. At this time the so called “responsibility”
system was begun in which households were given control of land for at least 30 years, the

household again becoming the basic unit of production.
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Finally, in 1987, the government simplified its rural administration in order to
reduce financial expenses and to make administration more convenient for local villagers
by abolishing all qu governments and, in Benam, consolidating the existing 22 xiangs into

11 larger xiang units. The current composition of Benam was created at this time.

Increasing Population and Uneven Economic Development

Population data before 1958 do not exist. This is partly because the traditional
Tibetan government did not regularly conduct population surveys, but also because most
historical documents from these areas were not preserved. A recent document indicates
that in 1958 the total population in Benam was 18,049 people. Ten years later, in1968, the
total population had increased to 22,729, and by the end of 1995, the total population was
40,086 (Benam Document, 1982b; Statistical Bureau of TAR, 1996). This growth is
substantial, but we do not know how much of it was in-migration versus natural

population growth.

Economic development has been uneven in Benam county. According to an
investigation done during 1988 and 1989 (Benam Document, 1990), with the exception of
two pastoral xiangs, the areas of poverty are mainly distributed among five xiangs of the
southwestern part of the county and three xiangs in the northeastern. Within these poor
areas, there are 4,500 mu of land only 30% of which are irrigated. The remaining 70%
consist of non-irrigated fields that are dependent on rain (and snow). Most of these poor

areas are also located at higher altitudes, above 4,200 meters. The combination of not
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enough rainfall, frequent of natural disasters, and lack of irrigation facilities, has resulted in

low agricultural production in these areas.

In contrast to these poor areas, in the northeastern part of Benam most fields are
located in the plains of the Nyangchu River. In these areas, over 95% of the fields are
irrigated. These lower, well irrigated areas, were included as one of the commodity grain
basesS in Tibet in 1982. Since then the government has invested considerable sums of
money to build and improve irrigation facilities and to make new seeds and fertilizers
available. Consequently, the average yield per mu in these parts of the county is much
higher than that of the southwestern part, and the grain per capita is also over 50% higher.
Farmers there not only sell more quota grain to the government,” but most of them also
sell extra grain to government. By contrast, in the poorer part of the county, people just
have enough grain to meet the quota limit, and most of them do not have any excess of

grain stored at home.

The research site on which this study is based is located in the poorer,
southwestern part of Benam county in Mag xiang. This area is situated at an elevation of
4,200 meters. Mag xiang's communal land and animals were divided between individual
households in 19810on a per capita basis. Households then became the main units of
production as they had been in the traditional society. At this time, today's Mag xiang was
actually two xiang units (Magpu xiang and Magda xiang) and was under Dochong qu, but

in the administrative consolidations of 1987, the two xiangs were combined into one xiang

6 These are areas that produce large amounts of grain that is sold as a commodity.
7 In the TAR, the two chief sources of grain are the quota grain that farmers sell to the state at slightly
less than market price and the surplus grain sold by farmers.
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and the qu was abolished. The new larger xiang government site was located in Dechen

village which I chose as my research site. It is 33 km from the Benam county seat.

According to local official documents, in 1996, the population of Mag xiang was
4,561 individuals and 580 households (Mag xiang Document, 1996). Three decades ago in
1959, data show a population of 2,123 persons and 358 households (Mag xiang
Document, 1988). This reveals a population increase of 53.5% for individuals and 38.3%
for households. Although these data refer to the same geographic area, as with the county
level data, we do not know how much of this was in-migration versus natural population
growth (Benam Document, 1996). In 1995, county records indicate that the annual rate of
population increase in Mag xiang was 1.32% which was fractionally higher than the rate

for Tibet as a whole (1.31%).

Mag xiang is classified as a semi-arid area in the county, and pursues a
combination of farming and animal husbandry, the former being the more important. It
consists of 11 administrative villages (t. srid “dzing gyi grong tsho) formed by 56 natural
villages (t. rang byung gi grong tsho), all of which are located in a narrow mountain valley
that is 24 kilometers long. A seasonal river runs through the valley but is without water
flow from February to June. The distance between the xiang and the county seat is about

30 kilometers, and although there is a motorable road between these, it is dirt and very

rough.

Traditional farming methods are still used in all Mag xiang’s villages with human
and animal labor being involved in most farming activities from planting to winnowing.

The main change in farming technique involves the use of modern machinery such as
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tractors and trucks to move the cut crops from the field to the threshing ground and then

to thresh the grain.

The land in Mag xiang is very varied some fields being located in the plain of the
valley and some of them on the lower mountain slopes. Fields in both areas have been
divided into small plots bounded by low earthen bounds. Until 1997, there were two
traditional crop rotation systems. One involved planting lentils for the first year on a single
field (sometimes mixed with mustard). The following year, barley is planted alone on the
same field, and then in the third year, barley and lentils are planted together (sometimes,
barley and mustard are planted together). Then the cycle starts again with lentils. Lentils
traditionally were frequently planted because people correctly believed that they increased
the strength of the soil and provided fertilizer for the next year’s barley crop. This rotation
was strictly followed in six hill villages in the upper valley, including Dechen, my research

site.

A second traditional planting strategy left a field fallow for one year after planting

barley on it. This was typical of the villages in the lower valley.

Chemical fertilizers, human excrement and animal manure are used extensively in
Mag xiang. Both the xiang and county governments greatly emphasize the need for
farmers to invest in chemical fertilizer and accumulate large quantities of manure. Since
1996, farmers have had to pay the full price of fertilizer while before that the government
paid half of the price and the farmers paid the other half. The government also encourages

farmers to use improved seeds as much as possible, and sometimes, helps farmers to
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secure new improved seeds. In most cases, farmers exchange their grain for the improved

seeds from other areas.

Each year certain targets of manure accumulation and usage of the improved seeds
are set by the county for each xiang. Before spring, the county organizes several groups of
county officials, xiang leaders, and heads of villages from all over the xiang to visit villages
and check whether or not they have met the targets. In each village, they usually examine
the preparations by selecting a few households randomly and then giving them certain
points based on the adequacy of their preparations. Afterwards, the best prepared xiang
will be rewarded with money and those that were inadequately prepared will be fined. For
the past several years, Mag xiang has been neither rewarded nor fined. Its villagers usually
do not have difficulties accumulating manure since they raise more animals than other
places in the county, but, they do have problems preparing sufficient amount of improved
seeds. One reason for this is that they have to travel more than 30 kilometers (several
days) by horses or donkey cart to reach the area where they can exchange seed, but a
second reason is that many households in Mag xiang are not convinced of their value.
They argue that there is no guarantee that the new seeds will produce a high yield because
they generally need special care in the form of more irrigation and more fertilizer. Since
water is very limited in this area, many prefer to use traditional seeds which they consider

more stable.

The limited water resources is the single most significant factor for the crop yields.
Because of shortages in water, most villages have several small-scale water reservoirs and
a major responsibility of the xiang is the maintenance of these irrigation facilities, e.g., the

repair of irrigation canals and reservoirs before the planting time. There are also many
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conflicts regarding the usage of water so another important responsibility of the xiang
government and village committee is the organization and enforcement of certain rules
regulating household’s access to irrigation water. Each village has a detailed and

complicated set of rules and methods of using water.?

As a result of Mag xiang’s weather conditions, limited irrigation facilities, and
higher altitude due to its location in the upper valley, Mag xiang ranks only between the
middle and lower levels of Benam county (Xiao, 1994). Nevertheless, agricultural output

has improved since land division in the early 1980s as has income per capita.

Because of its conditions, it has also been difficult to increase the amount of land
under cultivation. The amount of arable land has only increased 20.5% during the period
since decollectivization, from 7,033 khal in 1959 to 8,842 in 1996, while the total head of
livestock has increased 49.5% from 11,603 to 22,977. However, since the population
increase has been substantial, the average amount of land per capita has decreased more
than half from 3.3 to 1.9 khal/person. The average number of animals per capita has also

decreased from 5.5 to 5.0/ person.

Even though Mag xiang is officially considered an agro-pastoral village, people are

mainly engaging in agriculture. However, each individual household does raise small

amounts of livestock such as dzo (the hybrid cross of a yak and an ox), yak, sheep, goats,

& To maximize water, villagers irrigate some fields once during the winter, leaving the water frozen.
When it is time to plant in spring, they do not have to irrigate again as the soil moisture help the seeds to
grow. In addition, farmers leave lots of small stones in the field. When I ask them why they did not clean
off the stones, they responded saying that this is a method for dealing with drought and the shortage of
water. When fields are covered by small stones, it prevent sunlight from directly hitting the soil and
burning the seeds. They believe that the shadow of the small stone moistens the soil, and have a saying
that, "There is a spring under each stone."






