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do Yanomamo killers have more kids?

Chagnon (T988) has once again provided us with
a provocative report concerning violence among
the Yanomamo. Within his study population, men
who have killed have an average of three times as
many children as men who have not, 4.91 versus
1.59. This purported offspring gap is news (Allman
1988; Horgan 1988). Coming as it does in the mid-
dle of Chagnon's quest o establish the sociobiology
of war, surely this means something portentous. But
does it?

Chagnon assents that there are two kinds of re-
sources peaple strive for, two kinds of human effort,
twao kinds of competition: somatic (concerning
physical survival), and reproductive. Amang the
Yanomamo he studied, violence appears to be
adaptive on both counts. Somatically, a killer, or
unokai, and his close kin are less likely to be at-
tacked because of the deterrent effect of the uno-
kai's apparent fierceness. (Unokai are men who
have undergone a purification ceremony for those
responsible for a killing.) Reproductively, unokai
have more children than non-unokai (Chagnon
1988:985). All this is linked to the assertion that
Yanomamo wars start over women, but thereafter
are driven by revenge (1988:986, 989). The conclu-
sion is that in this kind of political environment tak-
ing revenge enhances an individual’s inclusive fit-
ness. | will consider these points in reverse order,
starting with the idea (hat warfare is driven and
maintained by revenge.

The idea that war is explainable as a sequence of
revenge killings runs against the deterrence argu-
ment for somatic benefit. A violent attack will make
a counter-attack either more likely trevenge) or less
likely {deterrence), but it cannot do both at once. To
the degree that deterrence is effective, it will act
against the institutionalization of a pattern of strike
and counter-strike.
vengeance is a motivation that is very real, but very
malleable. The motive is harnessed in political de-
cisions fo retaliate, when retaliation is considered
necessary to prevent future attacks. Chagnon's pa-
per (1988:986) illustrates thal revenge sometimes is
taken, but sometimes is nol—in fact the entire de-
terrence argument is based on the premise that re-
venge can be discouraged by expectable danger. So
revenge rarding is not automatic, it does not drive
the system. The decision to retaliate is a tactical
one, a part of the process of war, rather than its
cause. | will return to revenge killings shortly.

Regarding differential reproductive success, the
situation is actually quite murky. Most of the 209
percent gap between average number of offspring
for unokai and non-unokai is due to age: as a young
man matures, he is more likely to become unokai,
and also more likely to have more children. if one
looks at the breakdown by age categories (Chagnon
1988:989), the offspring gap shrinks dramatically.
For the older categories, which contain 86 percent
of all unokais, the unokai advantage is 40 percent
and 67 percenl. Furthermore, some of that differ-
ence, about one quarter by my estimate, is expect-
ably due to variations associated with age differ-
ences within the age categories.

Whatever the size of the gap, these data do not
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establish that becoming unokai is itself associated
with having more children, for two reasons, First, in
the study population, all headmen are unokai
(Chagnon 1988:988). It is a commonplace in Ama-
zonian ethnography, at least since |évi-Strauss’
(1944) famous article, that headmen have more
wives and more children, regardless of the presence
or absence of war, The Yanomamo certainly follow
this pattern, with one headman reportedly (Chag-
non 1988:988) having 43 children by 11 wives. The
greater number of offspring associated with head-
man status thus distorts the advantages attributable
to unokai status by an unknown amount.

Second, the table on reproductive success pre-
sents data only on children whase fathers are/were
still alive (““Living children whose fathers are
dead . . . are not included in this table” [Chagnon
1988:989|). This raises the question, what is the ef-
fect of becoming unokai on life chances? Does the
average unokai live and breed longer than the av-
erage non-unokai?

This brings us back to Chagnon's deterrent effect,
and the posited somatic benefits of revenge taking.
Deterrence would seem to indicate that unokais
live longer. However, even if a killing rmay be a de-
terrent in a given situation, it is haid to imagine how
acquiring unokai status would not place an individ-
ual in significantly more jeopardy than if he had not
killed. Otherwise, what are we to make of state:
ments like: “Yanomamo raiders always hope to dis-
patch the original killer” (Chagnon 1988:985), “the
most common explanation given for raids (warfare)
is revenge for a previous killing” (p. 986), or “[es-
pecially] high levels of relatedness make it likely
that almost every violent death will trigger revenge
killing” {p. 989).

it seems highly unlikely that being responsible for
a killing does not increase personal risk, especially
since there does appear to be an alternative. A sub-
stantial part of Chagnon’s study population some-
how manages to avoid the worst of the violence.
“Some men never go on raids” (1988:987), 38 per-
cent of men 41 years old or older never hecame
unokai, and 30 percent of people age 40 or older
have never lost any “close genetic kin"' to violence
(p. 989). Considering that some 30 percent of adult
male deaths are due to violence (p. 986), and the
high degree of relatedness within Yanomamo com-
munities (p. 987), the last fact is surprising and in-
triguing.

Higher monality associated with unokai status
could easily offset a greater number of offspring for
living unokai. Combine that with the unknown im-
pact of the headman factor, and there is no basis at
present to conclude that becoming unokai is asso-
ciated with greater lifetime reproductive success.

As an anti-genetic-determinist, | would welcome
documentation of such a relationship. That a
greater number of offspring should be linked to
being a killer has no inherent connection to a socio-
biological form of explanation. After all, the Divale-
Harris {1976:526) population regulation model of
war asserts that aggressive men will be rewarded
with sex. On the other hand, were Chagnon to
prove his point, those data would be strong evi-
dence against any genetic control over human ag-
gressive behavior.

If a tendency to take violently aggressive action
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were under direct genetic control, then differential
reproductive success far less than that implied for
the Yanomamo would result in observable differ-
ences in disposition toward aggression. Certainly
such differences would be observable between
populations, and perhaps within them as well. But
| know of no sociobiologist who has suggested
(nonpathological} intraspecific differences in hu-
man disposition toward aggression. It is my impres-
sion that the idea is unanimously rejected. The ab-
sence of such differences, if joined to a demonstra-
tion of clear differential reproduction of the more
aggressive, would strongly indicate that the dispo-
sition toward aggressive behavior is not under sig-
nificant genetic control.

As a flinal comment, the theory advocated by
Chagnon is unclear, at least to me, about the rela-
tionship between behavior and maximizing inclu-
sive fitness, The first part of the theory was noted
earlier: all resources, effort, and competition can be
split into somatic and reproductive categories. That
part is clear, even if | do not understand how or why
one would want to divide human existence in this
way. But | lose the argument with the next two state-
ments. Chagnon writes:

1 do not assume that humans consciously strive to

increase or maximize their inclusive fitness, but |

do assume that humans strive for goals that their
cultural traditions deem as valued and esteemed.

In many societies, achieving cultural success ap-

pears to lead to biological (genetic) success

[1988:9485].

Shortly thereafter, as he begins discussion of the
Yanomamo case, he adds: “Although there are cus-
toms and general rules about proper behavior, in-
dividuals violate them regularly when it seems in
their interests to do so™" (p. 985).

I am uncertain of the meaning of these two state-
ments taken together, and can see two possible
readings or interpretations. In the first interpreta-
tion, Chagnon would be saying that when human
beings are presented with a choice between being
a success within the norms of their own society, or
of producing as many offspring (and offspring of
close kin) as possible, that people will regularly
choose the latter. But that interpretation seems ab-
surd on the face of it.

In the second interpretation, the phrase “‘in their
interests’ in the second quotation is taken to refer
to somatic interests only, and we know that people
will violate norms to stay alive. Thus Chagnon’s po-
sition on reproductive success would be that indi-
viduals do what their culture tells them to do, and
culture generally rewards these conformists with re-
productive success, That position certainly seems
plausible. But if it is intended to explain particular
cultural patterns, rather than why the capacity for
culture evolved, then it seems indistinguishable
from the kind of group selection, cultural-system-
above-individual-interests perspective that socio-
biologists have been so insistently attacking. Clari-
fication would be appreciated.
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response to Ferguson

Most of the problems with my Science paper
(Chagnon 1988a) R. Brian Ferguson seems o pre-
sent as his critical discoveries are basically reword-
ings of what | myself laid out in that paper as im-
portant empirical and/or theoretical questions.
Since | myself identified them, | can only agree at
the outset that they are important questions. | am,
however, puzzied about the significance of some of
his additional observations, or why he even phrases
them as criticisms.,'

I think his critique has an importance that might
be unintended: it reveals key issues on which the
cultural-materialist approach seemingly differs
from a Darwinian approach. It is important to make
these explicit to avoid future misunderstandings
and confusions. Let me attempt to provide clarifi-
cation on a few of the more impontant empirical and
theoretical questions. )

Headmen, unokais, and differential male repro-
ductive success. Let me address an empirical
question at the outset. Ferguson (hereafter RBF) re-
quests further evidence bearing on the question of
male status and differential reproductive success.
He correctly observes since | have elsewhere
shown that headmen have more wives and off-
spring than other men, it is possible that the higher
marital and reproductive success of unokais com-
pared to non-unokais | reported in my Science pa-
per might be attributable to the fact that the unokai
category contains all the headmen.* | had not antic-
ipated that this would be a problem 1o readers,
since | also demonstrated in the same earlier pub-
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