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TABLE 4
Homicide rates in 14 traditional and modern societies®

Homicide rate

(per 100,000
Society Location Period person years)
Murngin Australia 1906-26 330
Gebusi Papua New Guinea 1940-62 683
1963-82 419
Goilala Papua New Guinea 1896-1946 533
Hewa Papua New Guinea 1959-68 778
Agta Philippines 1977-84 326
Mestizo Village Mexico 1961-65 251.2
Yanomamo Venezuela 1970-74 165.9
Columbia 1960 34.0
United States 1980 10.7
Samoa 1977 99
Chile 1953 8.2
Sri Lanka 1957 5.9
Japan 1953 2.2
Great Britain 1959 0.5

2 From Knauft (1985, 1987). Note that rates from traditional societies include kill-
ings within and between groups, while those from modern societies exclude mortality
in war. Adding war deaths would very roughly double modern rates (Betzig, 1992c).

those from other traditional cultures. Melancon (1982) estimated
a homicide rate of 166 per 100,000 person-years among the Vene-
zuelan Yanomamo; Knauft’s (1985) figure of 568 per 100,000
person-years among the New Guinea Gebusi is higher still.

The second risk women run from male aggression is of infanticide
against their children, which functions both as an act of repro-
ductive competition against the infants’ fathers, and to bring their
mothers back to fecundable status (see Hrdy, 1979; Hausfater and
Hrdy, 1984). Infanticide is common in many human societies.
Among the Ayoreo, Bolivian foragers, Bugos and McCarthy (1984)
recorded 54 infanticides out of 141 births to 29 mothers; conser-
vatively, then, 38 per cent of Ayoreo children are killed at birth.
Though most infants are actively buried by birth attendants, usually
maternal kinswomen, the motive most often given is that the father
had left, or was likely to leave, the mother. Estimates are similar
for the Ache. According to Hill and Hurtado (1992), 40 per cent of
mortality at ages 0-3, and another 17 per cent of mortality at ages
3-15, is due to homicide or neglect; in this case, most infanticides
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and all child homicides are perpetrated by men after the child’s
father has died. Another 16 per cent of Ache infants and another
57 per cent of children die as a result of being shot or captured by
Paraguayans (Hill and Hurtado, 1992).

A female might avert acts of aggression against herself or her
offspring in several ways. She might evolve enough size and strength
to fight off an attack; and she might enlist allies — kin or non-
kin, female or male. Given that males are bigger and stronger, they
may be preferred defenders, especially against other males (e.g.
Wrangham, 1986; Smuts, 1992). It is important to add that human
females, like other primate females, also run risks in competition
among themselves. Females compete for food, they might compete
for mates, and, in some non-human primates at least, they com-
pete by killing each other’s offspring (e.g. Wrangham, 1981; Wasser
and Barash, 1983; Goodall, 1986). In many primate species females
apparently bond in order to defend food against other females
(Wrangham, 1980); a female already bonded with a male for
another reason might coopt that bond to ward off female aggression
as well.

Last, it is important to point out that females might benefit by
bonding with males not just to avert direct aggression against them-
selves and their offspring, but to get access to the spoils of male
aggression, including food. As it is men, not women, who are the
aggressors and defenders in the vast majority of homicides (Daly
and Wilson, 1988), it is likely that groups able to attract more
fighting males will outcompete others (e.g. Goodall, 1986; Manson
and Wrangham, 1991). Chagnon (1973), for instance, reported that
villages at the center of Yanomamo occupied territory are bigger
than those on the periphery. He argued that groups on the fringe
can resort to flight in the face of stronger adversaries, while those
at the core are compelled to become stronger themselves.

This raises a wrinkle on male-female bonding. To the extent that
women “bond” with groups of men who bestow benefits collectively
— whether these include defense of a territory, defense against
homicide, infanticide and rape, or even cooperative provisioning
of fish or meat — the “bonds” with individual men might be loose.
Mating might be promiscuous to the extent that no one man is better
than another at provisioning, childcare or defense (cf. Goodall,
1986; Wrangham, 1986). This is suggested in two human societies
at least. Among the Ache, and on Micronesian Ifaluk, meat and
fish are communally shared. Ache women report an average of 10
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“husbands” by their 30 birthday; and on Ifaluk, traditionally, every
married women is supposed to have had a lover (Hill and Hurtado,
1992; Betzig and Wichimai, 1991). The idea that “primitive com-
munism” has something to do with “primitive promiscuity” has, of
course, a long history (e.g. Morgan 1877; Engels, 1884). Excep-
tional men, who offer more benefits as better providers, caretakers
or defenders, might bond more strongly with women, and might
bond with more of them (Betzig, 1988b, and below).

2. Women and women

Again, women compete with other women, too. They compete for
food. And, where men do provide food, childcare and defense,
and vary in their abilities to provide them, women may also com-
pete for quality mates. Both forms of competition should drive
women apart. But human females, like most other primate females,
often live together for years, and sometimes for life (e.g. Rodseth
etal., 1991).

Unlike many primate females (e.g. Wrangham, 1980), human
females do not often seek out other females for defense; they rely
mainly on mates. But women often share other favors, including
childcare and food. Where they can, females who share favors
should prefer to share them with kin; the cost to a giver can be off-
set by the benefit to a receiver, if they are related closely enough
(Hamilton, 1964). Other things being equal, then, we should expect
female kin to live together among humans, as they do among many
other primates (see Rodseth et al., 1991). But, as a rule, they do
not (e.g. Murdock, 1967). A woman might be more willing to move
away from her kinswomen when her husband’s ability to provide
food, direct childcare or defense is dependent upon his ability to
remain on his natal territory or with his natal kin (cf. theory in
Greenwood, 1980; Pusey and Packer, 1987; data in Ember and
Ember, 1971).

In some cases, women may come together in spite of the fact that
coexistence benefits neither; they might coexist simply as a conse-
quence of being paired with men who are bound to each other. The
opposite might also be true; men may be brought together with other
men as an effect of bonding with women who are bonded to other
women. No matter what factors have brought groups of women
together, however, it is clear that in most cultures they sometimes
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see fit to exchange favors. It is unclear, from the very few data
available so far, whether coexistence among women is competitive
(beneficial to neither), exploitive (beneficial to one), or cooperative
(beneficial to both) most of the time.

2.1 Food sharing

Though there has been a lot of theoretical interest in flows of
altruism since Hamilton’s (1964) paper on kin selection, and though
the importance of food sharing in human societies has been stressed
(e.g. Isaac, 1978), very few field studies have focused on who shares
food with whom. An exception is the Ache of Paraguay study.
Kaplan et al. counted calories acquired and calories consumed on
foraging trips. They found that the vast majority of food is shared,
and that food sharing may increase, sometimes dramatically, the
nutritional status of an Ache (Kaplan et al., 1984; Kaplan and Hill,
1985a). However, the giver is seldom the spouse, sibling or even
the parent of the receiver of food. No data specifically address the
question of how often Ache women share food, but they do show
that while food women provide is directed toward children more
often than expected by chance, it is not directed preferentially
toward siblings. In other words, Ache women probably do not share
food more often with closely related women. This may be to their
benefit if they get equivalent favors in return; if not, Ache women
may be exploiting other women.

Another study for which food sharing data are available is from
the Western Pacific Ifaluk atoll. Betzig and Turke (1986) asked
people in target households to record all cases of food given out or
taken in over a period of 12 days. They found that food tends to be
shared with households much more closely related than average;
in other words, Ifaluk women preferentially share food with kin.
They also found that food flows from households with higher con-
sumer/producer ratios to households with lower ratios, that is, that
food tends to be given to households with more dependent children.
If these households are closely related, such an arrangement may
benefit both giver and receiver, and so be cooperative, rather than
exploitive.

Hames (1987) quantified labor exchange among the Venezuelan
Ye’kwana by sampling behavior over the course of 11 months. He
found that from 75-80 per cent of all calories the Ye’kwana con-
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sume are produced in gardens, and that 26 per cent of the garden
labor invested by women is spent on gardens other than their own.
In some cases, these labor exchanges are balanced; labor given
equals, or roughly equals, labor received from another household.
Overall, where garden exchange is most imbalanced, the mean
relatedness among members of the households involved goes up.
There are exceptions, however. For three of eight households, kin-
ship was not a significant determinant of exchange intensity. For
these households, however, relatedness was less of an option: the
more kin a household has in a village, the better relatedness predicts
exchange. Where relatedness is low, exchange imbalance may indi-
cate exploitation.

Whyte (1978), using data on standard cross-cultural societies,
estimated that in 37.5 per cent on which data were available
community-wide female work groups exist for one or more activity.
Community-wide male work groups exist in 64.4 per cent of these
societies. These figures, along with the data just reviewed, suggest
that women may often share food and labor along other than kin-
ship lines. This might be expected since, unlike most female pri-
mates, women often leave their natal groups to live with their mates
(e.g. Wrangham, 1980). Most of the world’s known cultures practice
patrilocal residence (Murdock, 1967; Whyte 1978). In most cases,
then, women probably bond with their in-laws, or with friends,
rather than with their kin. Again, to the extent that givers are not
compensated by kinship with receivers, exploitation is implied by an
unbalanced exchange.

2.2 Childcare

Not much more attention has been paid to how women cooperate
in caring for children. Like cooperative childcare between men and
women, such cooperation among women can vary enormously. In
this case, residence rules probably determine some of the differ-
ences: other things being equal, women living with their mothers
and sisters in matrilocal cultures may get more help than those living
with in-laws in patrilocal groups. Where childcare, like other bene-
fits, is sufficiently offset by relatedness, the bond will be cooperative
rather than exploitive (Hamilton, 1964).

Unfortunately, the data available are inadequate to test even
this. The most extreme case of childcare sharing among women
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on record is that of the Efe of Zaire’s Ituri forest. Tronick et al.
(1987) report that newborns are freely passed among women and are
likely to be suckled by them whether they are lactating or not;
mothers themselves do not hold their infants until several hours
after birth. Afterwards, the percentage of time children spend with
someone other than their mother increases from 39 per cent at 3
weeks of age to 60 per cent at 18 weeks. Peacock (1985), on the other
hand, reports that infants aged 1-33 months are cared for more than
64 per cent of the time by their mothers, and between 10 and 11 per
cent of the time by their grandmothers, during focal follows. Efe
residence is primarily patrilocal (Bailey and Peacock, 1988). In con-
trast, in Kenya, Kipsigis women rely on infant care almost exclu-
sively from their older children. In monogamous households 74
per cent, and in polygynous households 92 per cent of infant care
not provided by mothers is provided by older sibs; the only other
kin to contribute care are paternal cousins, who provide 9 per cent
in monogamous households and 4 per cent in polygynous ones.
Kipsigis live patrilocally as well (Borgerhoff Mulder and Milton,
1985). Among the Venezuelan Ye’kwana and the Pacific Ifaluk,
both matrilocal cultures, mothers are their children’s caretakers less
than S0 per cent of the time (Table S). Both the ages of “children”
and the measures of “childcare” differ in these studies; but in both
cases mothers are the primary caretakers, with grandmothers and
aunts combined providing between 18 and 19 per cent of care
(Hames, 1988; Betzig et al., 1989).

Data from Ifaluk, from the Peruvian Machiguenga and from the
Tanzanian Hadza suggest that women less involved in direct child-
care, especially the mothers of women with young children, may
spend as much or more time engaged in subsistence tasks (Turke,
1985, 1989; Hawkes et al., 1989). Older women with more depen-
dents seem to work harder (Hurtado and Hill, 1989). If that makes
kin the beneficiaries of their extra efforts, the bonds with hardwork-
ing grandmothers are probably cooperative rather than exploitive.
On Ifaluk and in rural Trinidad the fertility of mothers with kin
living nearby gets to be higher than that of mothers without; on
Ifaluk, the proximity of sisters also has a positive fertility effect
(Turke and Betzig, 1985; Betzig et al., 1989; Flinn, 1988b). Food
sharing, direct childcare or both might be the mechanisms under-
lying those findings. It is interesting to point out that in order for
menopause to have evolved as an adaptation, postreproductive
women must have been able to help their descendant kin raise more
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TABLE 5
Cooperative childcare in two traditional cultures

Percentage of childcare by:

MM, MZ, Other Other
Source Society  Location M FM FZ Q F o

Betzig et al. (1989) Ifaluk Micronesia 37 9.6 9.4 15.6 13.0 154
Hames (1988) Ye’kwana Venezuela 49 11.2 6.6 16.7+ 2.7 1.9+

Abbreviations are as follows: M = mother, MM = maternal grandmother, FM =
paternal grandmother, MZ = mother’s sister, FZ = father’s sister, F = father.
“Childcare” was defined in terms of proximity to children of all ages in the Ifaluk
study; and as active contact or care with children <41 months in the Ye’kwana study.

than twice as many children as they could have raised themselves
(e.g. Hamilton, 1964; Turke, 1989, 1992; Hill and Hurtado, 1991).
It should have benefited women, and men, to bond with their meno-
pausal mothers.

The possibility of exploitation among women has been suggested,
so far, by a single study. Women often share childcare by foster-
ing and adopting one another’s children. In most societies, both
parties appear to benefit, because natural and adoptive parents are
usually close kin. The adoptive parents’ efforts are, then, offset by
relatedness (Silk, 1980). On Ifaluk (Betzig, 1988c), on the other
hand, parents of high rank are best able to get others to care for
their children by adoption. Even here, though, women may be no
more than beneficiaries of their husbands’ acts of exploitation. It is
men’s rank, not women’s, that predicts ability to farm children out
through adoption.

3. Men and men

Men compete with other men for what they need to stay alive.
And men compete for mates — not just for mate quality, but for
mate quantity (see Trivers, 1972; Clutton-Brock and Vincent, 1991).
One man can father children by tens or even hundreds of women;
in many chiefdoms, kingdoms and empires chiefs, kings and
emperors do (Dickemann, 1979; Betzig, 1986, 1992a,b,c). Mate
competition among human males, like that among many other
primate males, is often intense (e.g. Smuts, 1987). In every known
human culture, polygynous mating is an option, sometimes in the
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form of harem polygyny (Murdock, 1967; Betzig, 1986; White,
1988), often through promiscuity (e.g. Betzig, 1992a,b,c), and
almost always in the form of serial monogamy (e.g. Betzig and
Weber, 1992).

Both kinds of competition — for food and for mates — might
drive men apart. But men can cooperate, too, to get access to both.
Many have thought that hunting must have played an important
part in human male bonding (e.g. Tiger and Fox, 1972); in more
complex groups, sharing in the form of redistribution has been
thought important (e.g. Wittfogel, 1957). Maybe most importantly,
human males, like other primate males, cooperate in order to com-
pete (e.g. Harcourt and de Waal, 1992). Coalitions help men to get
access to food, to mates, and to get access to food, territory and
other resources in order to get mates (see Emlen and Oring, 1977).

Men seldom if ever get together in order to care for their children
directly. The reason is probably simple enough. As Darwin (1871)
first pointed out, and as others have stressed since (e.g. Fisher, 1958;
Williams, 1966; Low, 1978), time and energy devoted to mating
comes at the expense of time and energy devoted to parenting.
Unless children are sufficiently needy, and/or mating opportunities
are sufficiently few, it should make more sense for men to seek
mates, or to track resources which can convert into somatic, mating
or parental effort, than to spend time holding and feeding their
children.

3.1 Food sharing

It is no surprise that men share food. The surprise is that Marx
(1857-8), Morgan (1877), and Engels (1884) were right: sometimes
they share it equitably. That fact has been anthropological dogma
for years (e.g. Sahlins, 1972). The question cynics have come to ask
is what do the better providers, or the more powerful providers, get
in return?

Two new studies have tried to answer that question. In the first,
Kaplan and Hill (1985a; see too Hill and Kaplan, 1988) found that
hunted meat is given equally to every family in an Ache band (cf.
Smith, 1985; Hames, 1987). Over 90 per cent of the meat Ache eat
is killed by someone other than a nuclear family member; and more
than 90 per cent of the meat a hunter acquires is consumed by band
members outside his nuclear family. In fact, as Hawkes (1991) has
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recently shown, Ache men actually prefer to forage for food that is
communally shared.

If game is essential to Ache diets, and if success in hunting is
irregular, then equal redistribution of meat might benefit everybody
as a simple insurance policy. The problem is that some Ache men
consistently hunt better than others; and better hunters hunt more
often (Hill and Kaplan, 1988). In other words, a minority of Ache
men is regularly supplying most of the food for the band. Is this
reproductive altruism? Hill and Kaplan (1988) say maybe not.

They suggest that better hunters may be compensated for their
labors in two ways. Their children might be better cared for by other
band members; and they themselves might be allowed to produce
more children through access to women. Data tentatively support
each claim. The children of better hunters survive marginally better
than those of poorer hunters; and band women report better hunters
as fathers of their children more often (Kaplan and Hill, 1985b; Hill
and Kaplan, 1988).

The critical issue must be how much food each man produces
relative to how much he, and his dependents, consume. Do good
Ache hunters work hard enough to provide for themselves, for their
dependents and for poorer hunters as well? If they do, they are
either reproductive altruists, or will be compensated by kinship or
some reciprocal favor, or are being exploited by poorer but more
powerful hunters. On the other hand, a poor Ache hunter without
any dependents need provide no more food than he needs to sur-
vive. To the extent that he works harder than that, he is the repro-
ductive altruist, or will be compensated by kinship or some recip-
rocal favor, or is being exploited by better and more powerful
hunters.

In the second study, fish collectively caught by every able-bodied
man and boy from Ifaluk’s lagoon were equally redistributed to
everyone on the island (Betzig, 1988b). This is consistent with quali-
tative statements from other traditional cultures (e.g. Sahlins,
1972). On Ifaluk, the labor expended by each participant in com-
munal catches is nearly equal; the problem, then, is not that some
work harder for the same return. The problem is, why don’t more
powerful men, specifically chiefs, demand more?

The answer is that they do. For one thing, time spent actually
catching fish is only a fraction of the time men spend in produc-
tive activity. Senior men spend roughly 50 per cent of their days
either making and repairing sennit rope and the large seines made
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of that rope, or building and repairing wicker fish traps also used
in communal catches. Chiefs spend less than half as much time
at that work, and overall just over half as much time physically at
work as other men of their age (Betzig and Turke, 1985; Betzig,
1988b).

For another thing, when food is shared among Ifaluk households,
it flows o chiefs from households distantly related genealogically,
and from chiefs to the households of close kin (Betzig and Turke,
1986). Ifaluk households either give food to or receive it from other
households at least three times a week; so this form of food sharing
is essential to everybody’s subsistence. It is not clear that, in the
course of this more or less continuous redistribution, Ifaluk chiefs
take in significantly more food than they give out; during this short
study, chiefly households received food 10 times and gave it out on
4 occasions. Chiefs do, though, appear to get food from everybody,
and to dole it out selectively to their close kin.

Finally, after the equitable redistribution of communally caught
fish, a few remainders are always left; these are reserved for chiefs
(Betzig, 1988b). Such leftovers are often smoked; smoked fish can
provide chiefs and their families with extra protein for several days.
This form of tribute supplements several others, including the com-
mon right of chiefs to “first fruits” (Betzig, 1988b). Like good Ache
hunters, Ifaluk chiefs eventually turn their producuve advantages
into a reproductive edge.

Once again, even when food is allocated in apparently equal
amounts, men with larger families come off best (Chagnon, 1979).
An average output of effort can yield a greater than average intake
of food. Quantitative studies in a variety of traditional societies
suggest that men with larger families tend to be dominant men
(reviewed in Betzig, 1988a). In other words, even where every indi-
vidual gets the same amount of food, dominant households get the
lions’ share. In many cases individuals, as well as households, take
in different amounts of labor and food. Berté (1988), for instance,
found that Belizan K’ekchi’ farmers are much more likely to work
together if they are related; and the number of a man’s children
correlates significantly with his mean relatedness to the pool of
potential workers (see too Hames, 1987). Though few quantita-
tive data are available on this point, a great deal of qualitative evi-
dence suggests that, even on a per capita basis, dominant men take
more shared food, and that such inequity in redistribution increases
with inequality in status (e.g. Betzig, 1986). Where redistribution
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benefits dominants but is costly to subordinates it amounts to
“tolerated theft” (Moore, 1984), in this case, to exploitation rather
than cooperation.

In the Ache case, it is not yet clear how much redistribution is
cooperative, that is, to the benefit of all, and how much it is
exploitive, that is, to the benefit of some at others’ expense. More
data on the amount of food provided by individual hunters, the
amount of food consumed by those men and their dependents, and
on other favors shared among hunters are needed to answer that
question.

On Ifaluk, the data suggest that chiefs exploit their subjects.
Again, chiefs and their families take in more food in tribute, in
communal redistributions of fish and in house-to-house sharing,
than their subjects. And they fail to reciprocate for those favors in
any obvious way. Generations ago, when the men of Ifaluk still
waged war, chiefs had the power to order other men to wreak havoc
on other islands; but they were exempt from having to go to war
themselves (Betzig and Wichimai, 1991). And nowadays, though
their greater leisure affords chiefs more time to care for children
of their own (Betzig and Turke, 1992), there is no evidence that
they take time to care directly for their subjects’ children. In fact,
high-status men with large families are, again, better able than low-
status men to get others to raise their children through adoption
(Betzig, 1988¢c). Ifaluk chiefs might repay their subjects with social
benefits we have not seen. On the other hand, Pacific atolls like
Ifaluk are, and have always been, surrounded by hostile environ-
ments: there are enemies on nearby islands, and between them the
sea itself. It seems likely that exploited subjects have few options to
do better.

3.2 Defense

The best data on conflict in a traditional culture are Chagnon’s on
the Yanomamo (e.g. Chagnon, 1968, 1983, 1988). In his most recent
report, Chagnon (1988) estimated that 44 per cent of Yanomamo
men have taken part in a killing; and that about 30 per cent of adult
male mortality is a result of violent conflict. These rates might not
be atypical (Knauft, 1987; also Table 4).

In theory, human conflict, like all conflict, occurs for repro-
ductive reasons (e.g. Darwin, 1859, 1871). Individual men can gain
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directly, taking women and plunder as spoils. Success in conflict
can also benefit groups; all men may retain, or even gain, access to
goods and women through successful intergroup competition.

Like Ache hunters, Yanomamo warriors succeed in varying
degrees. As aresult, at least to some extent, the spoils of Yanomamo
war, like the spoils of Ache hunts, appear to be equally shared. This
again raises a problem. If they incur greater risks, and thereby
benefit others in their groups, then how are better fighters paid
back?

Chagnon suggests that, like the best Ache hunters, the best
Yanomamo fighters attract more women and father more children
(Chagnon, 1988). He compared the mating and reproductive success
of 137 unokais, Yanomamo men who had taken part in a killing
at least once, with that of 243 non-unokais, men who had never
taken part in a killing. He found that unokais overall had done
dramatically better on both counts. Like good Ache hunters, then,
good Yanomamo fighters may work harder to protect their groups
because those groups contain more of their dependent spouses and
children. It is important to point out, though, that the Yanomamo
reckoning of unokai status includes men who have killed members
of their own villages, as well as members of enemy villages. In fact,
although Chagnon did not decipher which of these killings had
taken place in conflicts between groups, and which had taken place
within them, he did note that many killings had been within a
village, after flare-ups of sexual jealousy (Chagnon, 1988). In those
cases, most or all of the spoils may have gone directly to the suc-
cessful unokai himself. More recently, Hill and Hurtado (1992)
found that reproductive benefits have also accrued to Ache killers;
this is whether the killing was done within a band, even as an act of
infanticide, or against an outsider.

Chagnon’s quantitative study, homicide data from modern
societies and qualitative data from a great many traditional societies
suggest that when men do get together to compete, they get together
with kin. In their classic study of a Yanomamo axe fight captured
on film, Chagnon and Bugos (1979) found that members of each
faction were more closely related to one another than to members
of the other faction. They found, too, that while the 17 men in one
faction were almost as closely related, on average, as half-brothers
(r = .2124), the 13 men on the other team were brought together by
affinal ties. Three of the principal fighter’s supporters were men
who had married his brother’s daughters; three other men were his
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TABLE 6
Estimated relatedness of homicide victims and offenders versus co-offenders in nine
traditional and modern societies?

Relationship
Victim-offender Co-offenders

Society r (n) r (n)

Detroit (1972) .03 (508) .09 43)
Miami (1980) .01 (494) .09 27
Bison-Horn Maria, India .09 (130) .16 (17)
Bhil, India .05 (100) .27 (22)
Munda, India .07 47) .33 )
Oraon, India .06 (43) 23 (@)
Tzeltal Mayans, Mexico .08 (26) .35 6)
Gros Ventre, Montana .01 (14) .50 1)
13th-century England .01 (2434) .08 (2372)

a From Daly and Wilson (1988).

brothers-in-law. Both in fights within villages, and in raiding parties
between them, Yanomamo back close kin more often than would be
expected by chance (Chagnon, 1989). Fighters, then, may be com-
pensated for the risks they take in part because other immediate
beneficiaries are closely related. Most of the quantitative data col-
lected on who fights with, and against, whom are consistent with
this conclusion. Daly and Wilson (1988; see also Table 6) found that
in two modern US cities, in six traditional societies and in one
medieval culture, close kin cooperate to kill more distant kin. In
traditional societies, the differences in relatedness are consistently
more dramatic (cf. Betzig, 1986: Ch. 2).

Overall, then, when men get together to fight, how often is the
bond cooperative, and how often exploitive? Surely, as Chagnon’s
analysis suggests, the spoils of conflict are unequally earned and
unequally shared. Where the risk-takers are the spoils-takers, these
bonds are likely to be cooperative. Where they are not, flight should
be preferable to fighting (e.g. Carneiro, 1970).

4. Exploitation

In any society, the net cost of dissolving a bond must be a function
both of the costs of leaving and the benefits of staying (Alexander,
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TABLE 7
The nature of bonds

Ecological costs
Present Absent

Bonds Exploitive Cooperative

Where individuals group to avoid ecological costs, social benefits can be extracted
by one at the expense of the other; bonds will be “exploitive”. Where individuals
group in the absence of ecological costs, social benefits must be extracted by both;
bonds will be “cooperative” (see Vehrencamp, 1983).

1974; Betzig, 1986; Keckler, 1992; and especially Vehrencamp,
1983). Costs and benefits will be both ecological and social. To the
extent that ecological benefits bring individuals together, what
bonds exist between them will be exploitive. To the extent that social
benefits bring individuals together, the bonds between them will
be cooperative (Table 7). These “ecological” benefits must include
avoiding animals outside the group which might impose costs:
among them, predators, parasites and even conspecifics. They must
also include the presence of food, good defensive sites and other
geographic resources, and the absence of geographic obstacles to
flight. Social benefits must, of course, include childcare and protec-
tion, as well as labor and food (cf. Engels, 1887).

None of the evidence so far has ruled out the possibility that
bonding might be exploitive in any society. And if this argument is
right, there is no logical reason to believe that exploitation is ever
absent entirely. Ecological benefits probably account, in part, for
every group; to the extent that they do, dominants will be free
to extract social benefits, one-sidedly, from subordinates. Bonds
between them will be exploitive, rather than cooperative.

This should be true of bonds between the sexes, and within them.
For example human males, like most males, are bigger and stronger
than females; they can and do inflict injury. If an ecological
pressure, like higher predation at a less protected site, constrains
females enough, they might put up with the costs of male aggression
even in the absence of favors from them. In the same way, dominant
females might exclude subordinates from food; and subordinate
females might tolerate such exclusions because putting up with a
poorer feeding site would be worse. Finally, dominant males might
exclude subordinates from mates, as they do in many polygynous
species; subordinate males might put up with that because they are
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unable to escape over a geographic barrier. On Ifaluk, for instance,
commoner men have fewer mates than chiefs; and they are clearly
constrained against flight by the ocean that surrounds them.

5. Cooperation

To the extent that they are free to live, or not to live, with one
another — that is, to the extent that exploitation is absent —
benefits will be mutual, and bonding will be cooperative. What
benefits do men and women want most? One way social favors
might be weighed is by the fitness conceded to the providers of each.
In so far as shared food, childcare or protection are important, good
providers, good caretakers and good defenders should be conceded
higher fitness.

For example, to the extent that Yanomamo are free to leave their
villages at no ecological cost, unokais may be ceded extra wives and
children because the defense they provide the group is crucial to
the conceders. Even if the protection unokais offer fails to benefit
everybody in the group equally, it may pay other men to put up with
the inequality, rather than move away.

The same logic should hold with respect to cooperation among
women. There is a dearth of data on this subject; but what few
exist suggest that women exchange favors in the forms of childcare
and food. Again, to the extent that ecological constraints are absent,
the more essential the favor, the more likely a receiver may be to
tolerate greater fitness in the giver. If, for instance, some Ache
mothers acquire and share more food than others, their children
might be offered better childcare, and they might be ceded better
mates.

Finally, the logic should extend to bonds among women and men.
The wives of men who are the most abundant bestowers of the most
important favors should be more willing to tolerate polygyny. So
should husbands of women who provide more and better favors be
predisposed to put up with diversions of their wives’ reproductive
effort, in the form of nepotism, promiscuity or polyandry.
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