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Marriage and Political Alliance:

Why does a Yanomamo Big Man have many Wives?


In a kinship society, such as in the primitive tribes of the South American Yanomamo, political and social alliances are sometimes indistinguishable. For men who want to become a political leader within their tribes, they must use their social connections to create dominance. No one man can stand alone without allies to reinforce his standing. In Yanomamo society, a key to gaining allies is using women as tools and trade. The society that values dominance, wateri (fierceness), and intimidation uses women politically as both a way to show dominance and power and also to trade and gain allies.


For the Yanomamo, a Big Man is a man who has many allies, can hold power over the other men in the village and prevent other men from taking what belongs to him. A Yanomamo big man will likely be wateri and have power through physical dominance and power or by reputation of the same. His measure of power is often thought of in terms of the possessions he is able to retain, the influence he has in arranging alliances, marriages, and the number of men loyal to him, his affines and agnates. Many of his alliances are through his cousins, brothers, brothers-in-law or the same. 

For the Yanomamo, marriage is not a matter of love for the most part. It is rather, an expression of dominance or alliance. Day-to-day village life is centered on a matrilocal family unit made up of a woman and her children. However, political actors are centered on a patrilocal model – men and their women. Men are not monogamous, and although there is a lot of marital infidelity, men expect their women to be loyal to them. They will often beat their wives to demonstrate their wateri to other villagers and their dominance over their wives, their property. Women are generally used as tools to bear children, tend fires, and handle domestic life. They can sometimes act politically, but this is primarily through goading men into acting, as seen in The Ax Fight.

Political alliances are created primarily via kinship. A man will gift his allies or placate his enemies with gifts, feasts, but the most important of these is the scarcest and most prized resource within villages – women. Women are a primary source of both political and social tension and placation. Older and more powerful men can arrange marriages that are politically convenient, by either taking or giving away wives, sometimes relatives or daughters in order to cement alliances or relationships. The most desirable kind of marriage is a cross-cousin marriage because of its political significance in solidifying alliances between kin. A man may take another’s wife as a sign of disrespect and indeed, many of the alliances that are broken and deteriorated political relationships are a direct result of men’s competition over females.  This is also a reason for war – the most prized possession and trades are captured females.

A man who is politically ambitious might see taking wives as a very smart thing to do. He can gain influence and show his positive relationships with his affines through marriage. The bride service required by parents-in-law solidifies this relationship and gains the man many more allies among those in that family. Headmen must be unokai (warriors, war heroes), wateri, and have many allies. The highest form of alliance is through marriage and direct kinship. The more wives a man has, the more allies he has, and the more likely he is to succeed politically in a dispute or as a headman. Nobody will argue with a fierce warrior headman who has many wives, and thus many allies among his agnates. That nobody has been able to take his wives permanently is also a sign of his fierceness and ability to defend his position in the tribe politically. A man who wishes to be a Yanomamo big man will do his best to gain position and can gain influence by attempting to create alliances with other powerful men. The measure of his success will depend on how many allies he has. Those allies will be able to arrange marriages for him. 

“..finding a wife is not simply a question of having a lot of kin, or being related to a lot of people, but more a question of finding the right kinds of kin….how many ‘allies’ you have there is a measure of their political influence and therefore, their ability to make marriage arrangements for you.” (Chagnon, 1997: pg 144)
Wives have no real importance as individuals in the Yanomamo political system, but are essential as the final step in alliances (Chagnon, 1997: pg 146). The right marriage will prevent village fissioning, while conflicts over women and marriage rights will accelerate it. A big man with many wives has an additional tool available to him in that he can produce far more children. This creates potential allies and wives for him to give away and secure more alliances to further cement his status as a big man. His sons will be able to marry and further expand his political power. When village fissions over disputes, those closest related to him will be his allies along with their families and form a large group to ensure his political success.

A big man must be able to create alliance outside his tribe in order to sway the political order. He can offer advice and information to his own tribe about how to conduct themselves. His ability to protect potential allies is mostly through implied threat of hostilities to any that might threaten those he wishes to make an alliance with. If he takes a bride from another tribe, if he does not abuse her too harshly, he can count on his brothers-in-law as allies as well in many political situations. Political power is dominated by the threat of violence, and the more allies he has on his side, the greater the threat the individual big man poses.

The Yanomamo big man will have many wives for many reasons, the primary objective being to be able to secure more alliances.  He can form these alliances through marriage and also by producing children that can be used to form more alliances as well. He can also showcase his power and dominance over many women and be able to trade them not only amongst his allies, but allied villages. He can demonstrate his prowess and ferocity in beating or holding power over his wives. In times of village distress, he can trade or give away women as wives to ensure the success and protection of his own village. 
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