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CHAPTER

10,000 Years of
Social Evolution

Today people live in a globalizing world in which the world’s societies are rapidly
becoming interconnected economically, politically, militarily, and culturally. There
are fewer than 190 autonomous nation-states in the contemporary world, although
many of these states contain communities that maintain old-fashioned ways of life
based on hunting and gathering, preindustrial agriculture, animal herding, or some
combination thereof. Prior to 10,000 years ago, hunting and gathering was the sub-
sistence mode by which all humans on earth lived, and there were tens of thousands
of hunter-gatherer communities. In the intervening 10 millennia, agriculture devel-
oped, civilizations and states emerged, and an industrial revolution occurred
throughout much of the world. How and why did these things happen? How did
the world go from tens of thousands of tiny hunter-gatherer societies to just a hand-
ful of huge nation-states? Why is the world becoming increasingly interconnected,
and why is the pace of this interconnection constantly accelerating? These questions
and others are the central focus of this book, which is an introduction to human soci-
eties past and present and their evolution over the past 10,000 years.

The Ancestral Environment

Hominids—members of the human family—began to separate from the common an-
cestor of modern apes and humans some 5 to 7 million years ago, but it was not until
after 200,000 years ago that anatomically modern humans—Homo sapiens, the genus
and species to which all living humans belong—appeared on the scene. The pre-
dominant line of thinking, generally known as the “Out of Africa” hypothesis, is that
all anatomically modern humans originated in Africa and that sometime around
100,000 years ago some groups began to migrate north into Asia and then later into
Europe (Stringer and Gamble, 1993; Shreeve, 1995; Klein, 1999). )

Despite their differences, all of these groups led a common way of life centered
on the hunting of wild animals and the gathering of wild plants. We know much
more about the social patterns of modern hunter-gatherer societies than we do about
their ancient counterparts. Most modern hunter-gatherer societies live in small
bands or camps that seldom exceed 50 individuals and that may average only about
25. Economic life revolves around the band, with men doing most of the hunting
and women doing most of the gathering. Bands move frequently in search of game
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and plant food and thus lead a nomadic existence, and most groups are highly
egalitarian in their social relations and worldviews. Undoubtedly, many hunter-
gatherers in the ancient past lived similarily, but it is likely that many others lived in
larger groups that moved less frequently because they enjoyed richer and more
productive environments than those inhabited by the majority of modern hunter-
gatherers. Many ancient hunter-gatherers may also have been less egalitarian be-
cause of the greater productivity of their environments.

The Neolithic Revolution

Although ancient hunters and gatherers probably knew for tens of thousands of
years how plants and animals could be domesticated (Cohen, 1977), it was not until
about 10,000 years ago that some of them began to devote themselves to the practice
of agriculture. Although some ancient hunter-gatherers lived in settled villages, once
f | the transition to agriculture was made settled village life became the norm. This tran-
{h sition of humankind to an agricultural (technically, horticultural) mode of existence
i based on settled villages is known as the Neolithic Revolution. Actually, this term is
somewhat misleading, since there was not a single revolutionary transition. The
‘ transition to agriculture occurred on an independent basis in several different re-
[ gions of the world and at somewhat different times.

Tt is widely understood that the adoption of agriculture occurred first in south-
west Asia (the Middle East) around 10,000 years ago, or perhaps slightly earlier.
Somewhat later, around 9,000 years ago, agricultural communities began to develop
in southeast Asia (M. Cohen, 1977; Fagan, 1989), and by 8000-7000 BP ("before the
_ present”) agriculture emerged in China (Chang, 1986). Agriculture also arose in two
il other areas of the Old World. In Europe, agriculture developed earliest in Greece

EI | and its adjacent regions, possibly as early as 8000 BP (Milisauskas, 1978; Fagan,
i 1989). After about 7000 BP, farmers migrating into temperate Europe carried agricul-
I ture with them, and by approximately 5500 BP, agriculture had reached northern
i Europe (Scandinavia and the British Isles) (Fagan, 1989). In Africa, agriculture devel-
| oped earliest in Egypt (around 7000 BP) and slightly later in west and central Africa

‘ | (around 6500 BP), the Sudan and Ethiopia (around 6000 BP), and northern Kenya
It | (around 4500 BP). In most of Africa below the equator, agriculture developed much

| Jater, not beginning until after about 2000 BP (Phillipson, 1985).

U Agriculture was also independently invented or adopted inl several regions of
i the New World: Mesoamerica (what is now Mexico and parts of Central America),
] South America, and North America. In Mesoamerica, agriculture can be dated from
‘. 1 ~bout 7000 BP (MacNeish, 1978), although it is possible that it might have begun in
fii some regions as early as 9000 BP (Fiedel, 1987). Settled vill_age life, however, did not
| emerge until several thousand years later. This is a striking contrast with the Old
i World, where agriculture and sedentary village life usually emerged together (M.
Harris, 1977). Another contrast between Old World agriculture and that in Meso-
america was the absence of any large animal domesticates in the latter, apparently
because of a lack of species suitable for domestication (M. Harris, 1977). In South
America, especially Peru, a griculture arose around 8000 BP, In Ecuador, it is possible
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that maize was being grown as early as 5000 BP, and in the Amazon Basin, it is
thought that manioc was being cultivated perhaps as early as 4000 BP (Fiedel, 1987).
In North America, the cultivation of such Crops as squash and sunflowers arose
sometime after 4500 BP in the eastern part of the continent, and the cultivation of
maize, along with beans and squash, began in the western part of the continent per-
haps as early as 3500 Bp (Bogucki, 1999),

As recently as the 1960s, it was believed that agriculture was invented only
once, in the Middle East, and then spread from that agricultural cenfer to other

The Rise of Civilization and the State

Agriculture developed slowly and gradually in virtually all regions of the world.
Hunter-gatherers did not become agriculturalists Overnight, but gradually added
cultivated plants to their diet while continuing to hunt and to gather. In some re-
gions, it took several thousand years before agriculture became the only, or even the
primary, mode of subsistence. However, once agriculture was adopted as the pri-
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zation known as civilizations, which were politically ruled by states (Carneiro,
1981). Civilizations were complex and large-scale societies characterized by such fea-
tures as towns and cities, monumental architecture, craft specialization and occupa-
Hional differentiation, writing and record keeping, and extreme social and economic
inequalities. States were political bodies that, like chiefdoms, centrally coordinated
large populations, but they were different in several crucial respects. They typically
organized much larger populations, contained more numerous and more special-
ized political officials, and possessed much more power to contend with rebellion
and revolt from dissatisfied groups.

Civilizations arose in at least six regions of the Old World and at least two re-
gions of the New World. For the most part, these were the same regions where agri-
culture first emerged. The earliest of the Old World civilizations evolved in
Mesopotamia (what is now mainly Iraq) and Egypt in approximately 5000 BP
(Fagan, 1989; Wenke, 1990). Civilizations arose in other parts of Africa somewhat
later—for example, in 3600 BP in Kerma on the middle Nile, in 2500 BP in Ethiopia,
and in west Africain approximately CE 200 (Connah, 1987). In China, an indigenous
civilization began to emerge with the creation of the Shang Dynasty around 3800 BP
(Chang, 1986). In north India (in what is now Pakistan), the famous civilization
known as the Harappan was evolving around 4600 BP (Possehl, 1990). There were
also early civilizations in Europe. In Mediterranean Europe (mainly Greece), the first
civilizations arose no later than 2700 BP (Champion, Gamble, Shennan, and White,
1984) and possibly as early as 4000 BP (Milisauskas, 1978; Fagan, 1989). In temperate
Europe, the first states, those of the Celts, were emerging around 2200 BP (Cham-
pion et al,, 1984). Many of these Old World civilizations emerged in geographical
regions dominated by major rivers, or, in the case of Mediterranean Europe, in the
vicinity of a large sea. Thus, the earliest Mesopotamian civilizations arose in the fer-
tile area between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, civilization in China evolved
along the Yellow River in northern China, and the Harappan civilization emerged
along the Indus River in northern India.

In the New World, civilizations evolved somewhat later. The two regions of
civilizational origins in the New World were Mesoamerica and Peru. In the
Mesoamerican lowlands, the first civilizations to emerge were those created by the
Olmec and Maya. Olmec civilization flourished between 3200 and 2800 BP, whereas
Mayan civilization achieved its peak between approximately CE 300 and 900 (Fiedel,
1987). In the Mesoamerican highlands, just north of what is now Mexico City, the
first civilization formed around the city of Teotihuacén in approximately CE 1
(Fiedel, 1987). The most powerful of the Mesoamerican highland civilizations,
though, was established by the Aztecs, whose capital city was known as Tenoch-
titlan. The Aztecs reached the apex of their development in the early sixteenth cen-
tury. Sometime around CE 1 in Pery, a series of wars and conquests led to the
formation of more complex and extensive political units. These eventually reached -
imperial scope and culminated in the establishment of the Inca empire, which
reached its zenith in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (Fiedel, 1987).

A classic study by Robert Adams (1966) provides a clear picture of the nature
of early civilizations and their parallel development in the Old and New Worlds.
Adams’s study is devoted to a comparative analysis of the formation of civilizations
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ro, . quite likely that the evoluti

2a- were broadly similar to those involved in the emergence of early civilizations else-
Ja- where. Basic to the emergence of civilization in these two cases was the development
nic of social stratification, or class distinctions, At the pinnacle of Mesopotamian society
ed stood princely families who, during late Early Dynastic and Akkadian times, were
lly _ increasingly extending their control of land These ruling families a pparently headed
al- manorial estates. A significant proportion of the labor force employed on these es-
on tates consisted of slaves. At the top of the Aztec social hierarchy were royal house-
holds that in due time evolved into an endogamous (in-marrying) nobility sharply
re- distinguished from the rest of the Population by wealth, education, diet, and dress
Ti- Great estates were at the king’s disposal; large amounts of surplus production were
in generated by these estates, the surplus flowing as tribute from commoners to the rul-
BP ing class. At an intermediate level in the social hierarchy were groups of warriors
hat and merchants. Below them were localized kin groups that were internally stratified
sa, and held corporate (collective) title to land. Below these, in turn, were persons who
s cultivated the private lands of the nobility and who have been likened to medieval
BP serfs. At the very bottom of the social order were slaves.
ion In both Mesopotamia and Mexico we find a general pattern of political evolu-
ere tion characterized by the emergence of theocratic polities—ones in which religion
irst and politics were fused—and their eventual transformation into militaristic and, ul-
ite, timately, conquest states. The early formation of civilization in both cases was
ate marked by a decidedly religious focus, with much emphasis on temple building and
\m- governance by priesthoods. The dominance of religious groups, however, soon gave
ical way to the rise to power of militaristic groups. Political power came to be increas-
the ingly concentrated in dynastic institutions at the expense of earlier commumnal and
fer- religious bodies. Archaeological evidence demonstrates the existence of palaces con-
red taining private apartments for the ruling family and the families of top-ranking ad-
sed ministrative officials and personal servants. In Mesopotamia there is good evidence
for the existence of an array of political functionaries such as gatekeepers, cooks, ser-
; of 8 vants, messengers, and slaves. Clearly, the palace structure associated with both civi-
the lizations indicates the development of highly stratified societies in which the power
the and complexity of governing bodies had been erected on a major scale. Both societies
eas had paralle] conceptions of kingship, and both evolved into major conquest states
del, that extended territorial control over wide regions, This increasing conquest of
the neighboring lands and peoples brought greater demands for tribute, increasing
El % stratification, and yet further intensification of the autocratic features of the state.
ns, |
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the center of economic life, but the members of these occupational groups played a
secondary role in the vast majority of societies. But by the sixteenth century CE, a
dramatic evolutionary transformation was underway: the rise of modern capitalism,
The production of goods and their sale in markets began to gain the upper hand in
economic life, whereas for thousands of years this kind of mercantile activity had
been held in check almost everywhere. By the eighteenth century, the new capitalist
development led to a dramatic technological revolution, the Industrial Revolution,
which began in England around 1760 and eventually occurred throughout much of
Europe and North America in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The Industrial
Revolution was characterized by the replacement of manual labor with machinery
and the large-scale development of the factory system. A new type of society, indus-
trial capitalist society, came into being.

Industrialization had enormous consequences for the organization of social
life, with virtually every aspect of social life being touched by it. One was an increase _
in economic productivity on a scale totally unprecedented in human history. To take
a simple case, in England in 1750 the import of raw cotton for spinning amounted to g
£3 million, but by 1784 the figure had climbed to £11 million, by 1799 to £43 million,
and by 1802 to £60 million (Heilbroner, 1972). Likewise, the production of pigiron
increased dramatically from 68,000 tons in 1788 to 1,347,000 tons in 1839 {Heilbroner, %

1972). Moreover, the productivity of labor increased continually from these early
days of industrial capitalism to the present and is vastly greater today than it was in
the early nineteenth century. o

Another consequence of industrialization was the creation of an industrial pro-
letariat, or working class. This proletariat consisted of the mass of workers—men,
women, and children—who worked in the factories. In the early days of industrial
capitalism, these workers labored under conditions of severe hardship (Engels, 1973;
orig. 1845). They were brutally overworked in the factories and paid extremely low
wages, in many cases barely enough to keep them alive. They lived in overcrowded
slums and suffered frequently from malnutrition and disease. Many of them were _.
children, who could be paid even lower wages than adult men and women. The situ- |
ation in industrial England in the first half of the nineteenth century was thus one
characterized by the exploitation and degradation of a large mass of the population. &
It was precisely this situation that led to Karl Marx’s scathing critique of capitalism. 1

A third result of industrialization occurred within the realm of work: the in- &
creasing specialization of labor. This phenomenon, whereby the worker has increas-
ingly become a small cog in a large machine, developed especially rapidly and &
extensively since the late nineteenth century. In Marx’s view, this growing special- ¢
ization of labor made work more and more meaningless and stifling for the worker. &
This was another feature of industrial capitalism that led him to be extremely critical ¥
of it. The alienation of the worker that Marx observed in the nineteenth century be- #
came far more prominent in the twentieth (Braverman, 1974). ; £

A fourth consequence of the emergence of industrial capitalism was the exten- ¢
sive urbanization of society. Social life shifted from the rural couritryside to cities,
many of them of vast scale. As Heilbroner (1972) notes in regard to the urban devel-
opment of the United States, in 1790 only 24 towns and cities exceeded 2,500 citizens: ..
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FOR FURTHER READING

Five specialists in the study of very long-term
social change. Left to right: Stephen K.
Sanderson, Thomas D. Hall, Christopher
Chase-Dunn, Albert Bergesen, and Andre
Gunder Frank.

and collectively these towns constituted only 6 percent of the total population. But
by 1860, 20 percent of the population was located in the 392 largest cities, and by
1970, much of the eastern seaboard had evolved into practically one gigantic city
containing more than 60 percent of the total population of the country.

In the view of Immanuel Wallerstein (1974a, 1974b), capitalism was born as a
world-economy and was never a phenomenon confined to individual nation-states.
It has always been global, he says. This is true so long as we do not use the term
global in its literal sense, for the capitalist world-economy in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries doubtless made up no more than 20 percent of the habitable earth.
By the late twentieth century, though, it had become literally global, having gobbled
up the whole world. And now this globalization process is continuing on a massive
scale. And where will it end? With the extension of industrial capitalism to every
society and nation-state? With a single world-government? With everyone speaking
a single language? Or, on the other hand, with the collapse of capitalist civilization
(Sanderson, 1999b) and the transition to a very different mode of economic life
(Wallerstein, 1998)? No one knows the answers to these questions today, and it may
be a long time before anyone does. But let us go back to the beginning and see how
we got to the point where we are at the present time.

The Evolution of Human Societies (1987; 2nd ed. 2000), by anthropologists Allen W. Johnson and
Timothy Earle, is a very good overview of the main lines of social evolution from the simplest
foraging societies to complex agrarian states. Robert Wenke's Patterns in Prehistory (1990; 4th
ed. 1996) treats the main lines of social evolution from an archaeological perspective. Peter
Bogucki’s The Origins of Human Society (1999) is a similar work. Stephen Sanderson’s Social
Transformations (1999b) develops a general theory of social evolution and applies it to the
three major evolutionary transformations discussed in this chapter. The Social Cage: Human
Nature and the Evolution of Society (1992), by sociologists Alexandra Maryanski and Jonathan
Tumer, provides an interesting perspective on long-term social evolution from the authors’
unique perspective on human nature.
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Evolutionary theories are those that attempt to describe and explain sequences of proce
long-term social change. Evolutionists generally argue that many societies have un- ladde
dergone broadly similar changes from earliest times to the present, and they are con- no, o!
cerned with identifying the nature of these changes and explaining why they have form:
occurred. Erik Olin Wright (1983) provides a more precise conception of an more
evolutionary theory. He suggests that all evolutionary theories share the following ferent
characteristics: techn
societ

u They organize history into a typology of stages. : and R

u They assume that this stage ordering represents a direction along which soci- = entiati
eties tend to evolve. : $

m They postulate that the probability of movement to a later (or “higher”) stage | betwe
exceeds the probability of movement back to an earlier (or “lower”) stage.’ ‘ and m

s They identify a mechanism or set of mechanisms that is intended to explain the - rism a

movement from one stage to another.

As Wright is at pains to point out, evolutionary theories need not assume that
the sequence of stages through which societies move is a rigid one that is the same &
for all societies, or that social evolution is some sort of automatic process of the un-
folding of latent tendencies or potentialities inherent in the nature of societies. They &
do not even need to assume that forward movement always occurs. Regression is §
acknowledged as a possible (and sometimes actual) occurrence, and it is fully recog-
nized that for many societies and at many times in history long-term steady statess
(rather than social fransformation) may be the normal order of things. It is important
that these points be established and well understood, because there are still many -
misconceptions concerning the nature of evolutionary theories (Sanderson, 1990).

Classical Evolutionism

Evolutionary approaches to social life were extremely popular among both socioiﬂ'i
gists and anthropologists in the second half of the nineteenth century. In fact, evolu=




tionary theorizing dominated these two disciplines at that time. One of the most fa-
mous of the nineteenth-century evolutionists was the English philosopher and soci-
ologist Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), who developed a theory of social evolution that
was similar in some ways to Darwin’s theory of biological evolution (Spencer, 1972).
Spencer attempted to understand the operation of all things in the universe by re-
ducing them to a single universal principle that he called the Law of Evolution. Ac-
cording to this law, all things in the universe have a tendency to “evolve from a state
of indefinite, incoherent, homogeneity to a state of definite, coherent, heterogeneity.”
What Spencer meant was that all things tend to develop from simple and un-
specialized forms into more complex and specialized ones. Spencer saw this univer-
sal tendency as the master key to unlocking all the great riddles of the universe. He
considered the evolution of human societies as but a special instance of a great cos-
mological tendency inherent in the nature of the universe itself,

With respect to the evolution of societies, what Spencer was describing was a
process of increasing social differentiation. Societies could be placed on an evolutionary
ladder in which there were four main societal stages or types. Simple societies have
no, or only very rudimentary, formal political leadership. Compound societies have
formal leadership and centralized political control, systematic social ranking, and a
more complex division of labor. Doubly compound societies extend the process of dif-
ferentiation even further. They have more complex government and are much more
technologically advanced. They also have laws, towns, and roads. Trebly compound
societies are characterized by the great ancient civilizations, such as the Egyptian
and Roman empires and by modern-day Britain and France, and are the most differ-
entiated of all societies.

Spencer also had another evolutionary scheme, which involved the distinction
between militant and industrial societies. Militant societies are ones in which warfare
and military organization dominate social life, whereas in industrial societies milita-
rism and warfare take second place to economic activities in the areas of agriculture,

Herbert Spencer (1820~1903). This English
philosopher and social theorist developed a grandiose
evolutionary scheme that is not acceptable by
modern scholarly standards, but some of his more
specific ideas about social evolution provide
important insights.
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commerce, or industry. Militant societies are also characterized by the subordination
of individual freedom to the group, but in industrial societies the individual has g
much greater capacity to stand apart from the group or rise above it. Spencer
thought that there was a generalized tendency for militant societies to give way to
industrial ones in the process of social evolution; however, he was never quite able
to connect this evolutionary typology with his four levels of social differentiation.

Another well-known nineteenth-century evolutionist was the American an-
thropologist Lewis Henry Morgan (1818-1881). Morgan (1974; orig. 1877) was much
concerned with the evolution of technology. He divided human history into three
great stages, each of which was associated with a different level of technological de-
velopment: Savagery, Barbarism, and Civilization. The stage of Savagery was charac-
teristic of peoples who subsisted primarily by hunting wild animals and gathering
wild plants. The transition to Barbarism was marked by the domestication of plants
and animals and the development of additional improvements in overall technol-
ogy. The emergence of Civilization marked the transition from “primitive society”
(what Morgan called societas) to “civil society” (what Morgan called civitas). Morgan
saw the development of the phonetic alphabet and writing as a major characteristic
of this stage.

Morgan'’s distinction between societas and civitas was an important contribu-
tion. Societies at the stage of societas are organized on the basis of kinship ties and are
characterized by highly egalitarian and democratic social relations. With the passage
to civitas, kinship declined in importance as an organizing principle and was re-
placed by property and territory as the mechanisms that held society together. Social
and economic inequalities became prominent and societies were based much more
on the use of force, often being ruled by despots.

The third major nineteenth-century evolutionist was Edward Burnett Tylor
(1832-1917), an English anthropologist. Tylor (1871, 1878; 1924) was committed to a
general evolutionary perspective and employed the same evolutionary stages as
those used by Morgan (Savagery, Barbarism, and Civilization). However, unlike
Morgan, he was more interested in the ideational or mental aspects of social life than
in the evolution of technology, economics, and politics. He had a special concern for
the evolution of language, myth, and religion. With respect to religion, Tylor
thought that there had been an overall evolution from a belief in souls to a belief in
spirits, which was then followed by polytheistic and later by monotheistic religions
(i.e., from religions with a pantheon of several high gods to religions with a single
high god). Tylor argued that the evolution of religion was a rational and progressive
process whereby humans achieved a better and better understanding of the world.

Although the ideas of these and other early evolutionists were provocative,
they contained a number of serious flaws. One of these was the tendency to pass off
mere descriptions of evolutionary transformations as explanations for those trans-

formations. They thought that social evolution was inherent in the very nature of
things, and often seemed to regard this observation as sufficient to explain why so-
cial evolution occurred. But merely to note that evolution tends to occur says noth-
ing about why it does so. Another flaw in the thinking of the nineteenth-century
evolutionists was their ethnocentrism. They viewed their own society (Western civi-
lization) as superior to all others, holding that societies at earlier evolutionary stages




Theories of Social Evolution and Development

of Hegelian Philosophy, they turned its idealism upside down and replaced it with 5
materialist conception of social life,
Historical materialism was

The other major component of human societies identified by Mary ang Engels
was the superstryctyre This component consisted of all thoge aSpects of a society not
_lglcirilded in the base, especially politics, law, family life, religion, and ideas and
ideals.
Marx ang Engels held that 5 society’s base and jts Superstructure were directly
related, Although they noted that the Superstructure could occasionally influence
! the bage, they argued that the primary direction of causation ran from the economic
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Karl Marx (1818-1883). Marx was born in
Germany, lived for brief periods in Paris and
Brussels, and resided in London for the second
half of his life. Although most famous for his
analysis of the capitalist system produced in his
great work Capital, Marx contributed one of the
most important evolutionary approaches in the
history of the social sciences.

base to the superstructure. They believed, in other words, that the patterns of human
thought and action found within a society’s superstructure were largely shaped by
the features of that society’s economic base. In his famous eulogy at Marx’s funeral,
Engels (1963:188-189; orig. 1883) explained why this must be the case:

Just as Darwin discovered the law of evolution in organic nature, so Marx discov-
ered the law of evolution in human history; he discovered the simple fact . . . that
mankind must first of all eat and drink, have shelter and clothing, before it can pur-
sue politics, science, religion, art, etc., and that therefore the production of the imme-
diate material means of subsistence and consequently the degree of economic
development attained by a given people or during a given epoch, form the founda-

- “tion upon which the state institutions, the legal conceptions, the art and even the reli-
gious ideas of the people concerned have been evolved, and in the light of which
these things must therefore be explained. :

If this is how societies are organized or put together, how then did they |
change? Here is where Marx and Engels borrowed directly from Hegel. Hegel's
view of historical change was dialectical, by which he meant that it occurs through
the inner contradictions or conflicts that something contains. For Hegel, dialectical
contradictions occurred within the realm of the human mind, within ideas. Any idea
that humans put forth (a thesis) contains its own logic opposite (or antithesis). For
example, the idea of freedom implies its opposite, the idea of slavery. The idea “all
people are free” implies its polar opposite “no people are free.”- The human mind
wishes to resolve such contradictions, and so produces a third idea that is partly like
the thesis and partly like the antithesis. This is the synthesis. In the preceding ex-
ample it could be the idea “some people are free.” But the new synthesis is alsoa
second thesis, which produces a second antithesis, out of which emerges a second
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synthesis, which is itself yet a third thesis, and so on. This process produced increas-
ingly better ideas and would continue, Hegel thought, until thought had been per-
fected. There would then be a society that had perfect religious, artistic, and
philosophical institutions, and these institutions would form the basis for an ideal
society. :

Marx and Engels accepted Hegel’s notion that historical change was dialectical,
but they thought that the contradictions occurred within the economic base, not in
the realm of ideas. Contradictions within the economic base led to changes within it
that eventually led to its disintegration, and as the old economic base distintegrated
it gave rise to a new economic base. Since economic bases coridition or determine
Superstructures, the emergence of a new economic base led to the emergence of a
hew superstructure. Thus, changes within the superstructure were brought about
mainly by changes that had already occurred within the base.

Marx and Engels marked off four major stages of social life, with one still to
come. Primitive communism was the earliest stage of history and the simplest form of
society. It was characterized by a rudimentary subsistence technology based on
hunting and gathering, simple agriculture, or animal herding. The relations of pro-
duction were communal and no social class divisions existed. The main contradic-
tion of this stage was that between humans and nature—the limited nature of
technology, making life a continual struggle for bare subsistence. With technological
advance, humans were able to overcome their bare existence, but with this change
also came private property and class divisions. Slavery, or the ancient mode of produc-
tion, was the result. Here, class divisions existed in the form of masters and slaves,
Ancient Greece and Rome were the leading representatives of this mode of produc-
tion. In time, the contradictions of the slave mode led to its disintegration and the
formation of the feudal mode of production. This occurred in the centuries after the fall
of the Roman Empire. Feudalism was characteristic of Europe until the fifteenth or

sixteenth centuries and was based on a class division between landlords and serfs,
But this system, like previous modes of production, was unstable, and its contradic-

'4

the capitalist class, came to dominate society and to subordinate a working class to
its economic aims. But capitalism, too, contained fatal contradictions that would tear
itapart in the end. Workers would revolt against capitalism and establish a workers’
state that would end class divisions and exploitation. Thus, socialism was born,

which would mark the end of history because socialism would not contain any fun-
damental contradictions.

tain more to European history than to world social evolution, and it greatly oversim-
plifies the evolutionary process by seeing it as the result of a dialectic of class
struggle. Important causal factors, especially population growth and environmental
f:hange, are ignored. Moreover, Marx’s predictions about the transition from capital-
ISm to socialism have failed miserably. The working class has shown little if any
revolutionary potential in advanced capitalist societies, and socialist revolutions




CHAPTER 2

have occurred instead in much less developed agrarian societies where the peas-
antry was the largest and most revolutionary class. To make matters worse, social-
| ism has not fulfilled Marx’s expectations at all (with the possible exception of being
i more egalitarian than capitalism), and the major socialist societies broke down in the
i Jate 1980s and early 1990s and began evolving back toward capitalism. Nevertheless,
1 the theory is moving in the right direction with its materialist understanding of so-
Il cial life and its view that material conditions are the driving forces of social change.
Even though its predictions of the nature of capitalist breakdown have failed, it does
pinpoint some of the problems that capitalism continues to confront, and it is indeed
a distinct possibility that capitalism could break down in the longer run and give
way to some other mode of production (Wallerstein, 1998). So the theory cannotbe
thrown on the intellectual junkpile just yet. It contains important insights even |
though a better overall theory of social evolution is needed. i

Twentieth-Century Evolutionism: First Generation

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, evolutionary thinking began to come
under severe criticism, and as the criticisms mounted against it, evolutionism was
ultimately abandoned by most social scientists. Throughout the early decades of the
twentieth century, social scientists turned their attention to questions and problems
other than those dealing with long-term social change. But evolutionism was not
dead; it was only dormant. A number of scholars began to see that this “antievolu-
tionary reaction” was a gross overreaction; it made many exaggerated claims based
on a superficial reading of the works of the classical evolutionists, and some of its
accusations were just flatly wrong (see Sanderson, 1990:36—49; 1997). Beginning in
the 1930s and 1940s, it staged a significant revival, and the whole problem of long- !
term evolutionary change began once again to preoccupy the minds of many social |
scientists. : '

V. Gordon Childe

The first major figure in the evolutionary revival was archaeologist V. Gordon
Childe (1936, 1951, 1954), an Australian who spent his career at the University of
Edinburgh in Scotland. Childe identified two great technological and social revo-
lutions in human history and prehistory. The first, what he called the Neolithic
Revolution, was so named because it was associated with the development of pol-
ished stone tools. However, its real importance was that it involved the domestica-
tion of plants and animals and thus the emergence of the first agricultural societies.
The transition from food collection to food production allowed for the production of
an economic surplus—a quantity of food above and beyond that necessary for
survival—and the support of larger and denser populations. o

As Neolithic communities continued to evolve over the millennia in several
parts of the world, the wav was paved fora second revolution, or the so-called Urban
Revalution. The Urban Revolution was made possible by the invention of the plow.
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The plow brought about dramatic Increases in soil fertility; much greater quantities
of food could be produced, which meant much bigger economic surpluses and still
larger and denser populations. All of this led to the development of cities and urban
life, craft specialization, sharp class divisions, and the creation of powerful govern-
ments needed to contain increasing social conflict and advance the interests of
wealthy classes.

What was the driving force of social evolution? Childe considered himself a
Marxist and advocated what he referred to as the “realist conception of history.”

Leslie White

After Childe came the American anthropologist Leslie White (1943, 1945, 1949, 1959),
White refused, to call himself a neoevolutionist because he insisted that his ideas

and the like. Ideology was mental rather than behavioral and consisted of the beliefs,
values, philosophies, and symbolic systems that people shared,

White was a vigorous materialist and thus regarded the technological compo-
nent as the foundation of culture and as determining both social systems and ideol-
ogy. His technology-social systems-ideology cOmpartmentalization of culture, in
fact, recalls Marx’s base-superstructure distinction, and many features of his analy-
sis, especially as found in his major evolutionary work The Epolut
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il was what he called the Fuel Revolution, which has been more commonly called the "
I Industrial Revolution. This second revolution began in England in the eighteentl{‘
century and was associated with the replacement of human manual power by ma--
chine power. Each of White’s two technological revolutions had enormous conse-
quences for the evolution of the other dimensions of culture. ;
White’s evolutionary thinking was also permeated by Morgan’s famous dis- 4
tinction between societas and civitas. The transition from societas, or primitive society, =
to civitas, or civil society, was brought about by the Agricultural Revolution. The de-
velopment of an agricultural technology led to increasing population sizes and den-
sities, and societies became more complex and occupationally specialized. There 3
emerged carpenters, potters, weavers, metalworkers, and so on. Private ownership
of the means of production replaced communal ownership, and class divisions and =
class struggles emerged and intensified. For White, the transition to civil society was
associated with a number of economic, political, and social evils; here, he clearly re- -

veals his more Marxist side.

Julian Steward

Julian Steward (1949, 1955, 1977) was the third main figure in the evolutionary re-
vival. Despite contributing to this revival, though, Steward clearly tried to distance
himself from both Childe and White. Steward drew a distinction between three types
of evolutionary analysis, which he called unilinear, universal, and multilinear evolu-
tionism. By unilinear evolutionism Steward meant the theories of the nineteenth-cen-
tury evolutionists. These he rejected as much too simplistic and as overstating
parallel changes in human societies. Universal evolutionism involved the theories of
Childe and Steward, which he thought operated at such an abstract and general level
that they were of little real use—not wrong, necessarily, but at the same time not
telling us very much. In place of these forms of evolutionary theorizing Steward pro-
posed multilinear evolutionism. Multilinear evolutionism was much less sweeping in
its generalizations, and instead concentrated on “those limited parallels of form,
function, and sequence which have empirical validity” (Steward, 1955:19). Steward
actually started out as a kind of unilinear evolutionist (Carneiro, 1973), but in time he §
became increasingly timid and nervous about it. His multilinear evolutionism was
intended to be a sort of compromise between unilinear and universal evolutionism
on the one hand and the analysis of unique historical sequences on the other. He
-wanted to generalize about long-term social change, but he also wanted to particular-
ize, or take into account the unique features of societies and their historical sequences.
A good example of Steward’s multilinear evolutionism is his analysis of paral-
5 lel changes between two Indian tribes, the Algonkians of North -America and the
I Mundurucu of South America.- These societies were once very different but over
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as a result began to produce goods for sale in outside economic markets. This in-
volvement in commercialism produced similar changes in both societies. Most sig-
nificantly, their traditional kinship networks decayed in favor of the development of
small nuclear families as the primary social group.

Steward was a materialist like Childe and White before him, but he put more

Twentieth-Century Evolutionism:
Second Generation

Childe, White, and Steward can be criticized for a number of false steps, outright
errors, and confusions of various sorts, Nevertheless, their thinking reestablished the
legitimacy of evolutionary thinking in the social sciences, and they set the stage for
later theorists who could improve on their works. They also reestablished the legiti-
macy of a materialist mode of explanation, which had gone into hiding during the
early decades of the twentieth century. All three thinkers had a profound influence

- on the next generation of evolutionary theorizing,

Talcott Parsons’s Idealist Evolutionism

The most famous sociological theorist of the middle of the twentieth century was a

1960s and 1970s, Parsons reformulated his thinking so that it could account for
change. In fact, he went much further and developed a very elaborate theory of long-

discuss next, Parsons showed no knowledge at all of the works of Childe, White, and
Steward. Parsons’s theory of social evolution owed much more to the ideas of the
early sociologists Max Weber (1864-1920) and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), and in
unacknowledged ways to the philosophical idealism of Hegel.

The key concepts in Parsons’s evolutionary theory are social differentiation,
adaptive upgrading, and evolutionary universals, Socia] evolution for Parsons is pri-
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allow a society to function better and that provide the foundation for additional
adaptive upgrading.

In Parsons’s thinking, all of these concepts are closely intertwined. Three types
of societies, and thus three stages of social evolution, are identified. Primitive societies ,_; ‘
are highly undifferentiated. Social life revolves around kinship and other dimen-

sions of society, such as politics, economics, or religion; all occur within the frame-
work of kinship relations. At some point in the development of primitive societies
the evolutionary universal social stratification emerges. By rewarding some people
more than others, primitive societies are able to develop more effective forms of
leadership and thus function better. A second evolutionary universal at this early
stage is cultural legitimation. This allows a society to develop a distinct identity sepa-
rate from the cultural identities of other societies, and to develop core values and
goals and establish means of realizing them.

The stage is then set for the emergence of intermediate societies. Parsons distin-
guishes two subtypes of these societies: archaic societies and historic empires. Ar-
chaic societies have literate priesthoods, which represents a religious differentiation
between specialists and laypersons. Archaic societies are also characterized by a
third evolutionary universal, adminstrative bureaucracy, and there is substantial sepa-
ration between the political officials who staff this bureaucracy and religious offi-
cials. Egypt and Mesopotamia are the two leading examples of this type of society.
Historic entpires, of which the leading four examples are historic China, India, Islamic
civilization, and ancient Rome, differ from archaic societies largely in terms of what
Parsons calls their philosophical breakthroughs. China, India, and Islam developed

- much more advanced philosophical and religious systems than any society before

them, and they were also characterized by the substantial development of a fourth
evolutionary universal, money and markets. Ancient Roman society retained a poly-
theistic religious system, but it went much farther than the other three empires in
terms of the development of money and markets. Its major philosophical break-
throughs were made with respect to concepts of law and citizenship. It developed an
elaborate system of law that formed the basis for modern legal systems, and it devel-
oped an early form of citizenship and democracy. ‘

Maodern societies represent the third and final stage of social evolution. The first
modern societies, England, France, and Holland, emerged in the sixteenth century.
England was the most modern of these three because it was the most differentiated.
Commercial farming arose, and the newly established Protestantism played a role in
breaking down the traditional fusion of religion and government. Parliamentary
government and legal changes emphasizing individual rights also developed. The

_ most important developments in the emergence of modern societies were the indus-

trial and democratic revolutions. The Industrial Revolution was extremely impor-
tant because it led to massive differentiation within the economy and freed labor
from the constraints-to which it had been subject in earlier medieval society. The
democratic revolution established a whole new value system, one emphasizing
achievement and equality of opportunity. o

The development of modern societies was also closely tied to the emergence of
the final two evelutionary universals: generalized universalistic norms-and the
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apply to a whole society. Rome pioneered in this area, but English common law took
things much further. The democratic association involves the election of political lead-
ers to office and it allowed power to be based on a broad societal consensus.

Although England led the way into modernity, modernity is epitomized today
by the United States, which Parsons refers to as “the new lead society of contempo-
rary modernity.” This society is the most highly differentiated society that has ever
existed, and it has carried universalistic norms farther than ever before. Its emphasis
on achievement has been greater than that of any other society in human history.

So much for how the evolutionary process works according to Parsons. What
is driving it? Here, Parsons departs radically from the materialists of the evolution-
ary revival—whose work he probably never bothered to read—and formulates a
distinctively idealist theoretical argument in the tradition of Hegel. Parsons empha-
sizes as the primary causal factors in social evolution such things as symbolic codes,
philosophical and religious systems, and legal norms. For example, the transition to
the historic empires was made possible by important philosophical breakthroughs,
and Judaism and Christianity were important to the development of modernity be-
cause they were universalistic monotheistic religions. Moreover, modernity was
only made possible by the emergence of generalized universalistic norms and demo-
cratic values. All throughout social evolution, it appears, the human mind has been
doing most of the work. It has been thinking itself to higher and higher levels and
creating societies with greater and greater levels of adaptive capacity.

There are many problems with Parsons’s theory of social evolution, only the
most serious of which can be noted here (cf. Sanderson, 1990:118-130). His master
concept is that of social differentiation. For Parsons, this is overwhelmingly the great
trend of the evolutionary process. There is little doubt that increasing differentiation
has been oe trend in long-term social evolution, but is it the master trend? We think
not. There are many aspects of social evolution that have little or nothing to do with
differentiation. The evolution of increasingly sophisticated subsistence technologies,
for example, represents the emergence of new kinds of technology whose differences
involve much more than just increasing complexity. Moreover, as Charles Tilly
(1984) points out, much of social evolution involves decreasing rather than increas-
ing differentiation. Such evolutionary processes as the steadily decreasing number of
political units in the world over the past several thousand years, the development of
capitalist mass consumption, and increasing linguistic standardization are actually
processes of dedifferentiation.

The problems with the differentiation concept become more serious when it is
linked with the notion of adaptive upgrading. There are two difficulties here. First,
Parsons thinks of entire societies as the units that do the adapting. We would argue
that this is a logical error, a form of what is called reification. To reify something is to
give ita type or level of reality that it cannot logically possess. Parsons does this with
societies. But societies cannot do any adapting, only individuals can. Only individu-
als possess a brain and consciousness, and thus only they can adjust themselves to
circumstances in ways designed to meet their needs and promote their goals.

The second difficulty involves Parsons’s notion that the level of adaptiveness
Somehow increases throughout social evolution. Parsons clearly states that primitive
societies have the lowest adaptive capacity, whereas modern capitalist and industrial
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societies have the most (thus implying that the latter are “better” than the former)
is certainly true that modern societies have improved the quality of human life
many ways compared to primitive societies (e.g, improving the standard of living
reducing infant mortality, lengthening the life span). But primitive societies lasted fo
tens of thousands of years, and modern societies—which have been around only,
very short time by comparison—are rapidly damaging their environments and J;
with the continual threat of ecological collapse and nuclear holocaust; they are thepes
fore at risk of having the shortest existence of all known societies. In what sense is this
an increase in a society’s adaptive abilities? Parsons has fallen into the trap that hag
snared many a social evolutionist—that bigger and later are necessarily better thag
smaller and earlier. It isn't always the case, by any means. 3
Finally, Parsons’s explanatory account of social evolution leaves a great dealto -
be desired. Here, Parsons largely falls back on an old chestnut—the notion that the 48
evolution of society is driven by the expanding powers of the human mind. But i
this is the case, why does the mind itself evolve? Parsons provides no clear answer o
this critical question. He seems to be implicitly saying that the mind just has some B |
sort of natural tendency to advance, to think itself to higher and higher levels. This is i
extremely unconvincing and unsatisfying. In this regard, Parsonian evolutionism
closely resembles Hegel’s philosophy of history, although without the concept of
dialectics. (At least Hegel provided a mechanism of mental change, no matter how
wrong his philosophy of history may have been!) It will be our contention in this f
book that the evolution of ideas is not much of an independent driving force, and

that mental evolution is itself largely a product of other, more basic, evolutionary g
changes.

3

Gerhard Lenski’s Technological Evolutionism

Although a sociologist, Gerhard Lenski’s (1966, 1970) evolutionism was little influ-
enced by sociologists, despite resembling Parsonian evolutionism in some respects.
Rather, his ideas bear the unmistakable imprint of Childe and White and, indeed, are
substantially derived from them. ‘

In Lenski’s view, social evolution is primarily a process whereby societies
mobilize increasing levels of energy and especially information in adapting to their en-
vironments. Lenski borrowed White’s compartmentalization of societies into tech-
nology, social systems, and ideology, and restated as well White’s notion that social
systems and ideologies are largely shaped by the nature of technologies. Technologi-
cal advance produces a wide range of important consequences for social systems
and ideologies. Because it allows societies to utilize their environments more effi-
ciently, technological advance leads to population growth. More mouths can be fed
and more lives supported. As people gain increasing control over their food supply,
they begin to live in larger and more permanent settlements: '

Technological advance also leads to increases in economic productivity, and as
a result social and economic inequalities open up and progressively widen because
people struggle for control over the wealth that is being created. As the stakes get
larger, people have more incentives to compete to get more for themselves. Increas-
ing technological sophistication also leads to social differentiation and increasing
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occupational specialization. Many people become freed from the necessity of pro-
ducing their own living by hunting, farming, or herding and move into specialized
roles involving managing the economy and coordinating governmental activity.
And as all of these things happen, people experience an overall increase in the
amount of leisure time available to them, time that can be used to develop the non-
economic dimensions of society and culture. Some people become, for example,
priests, artists, or educators. The symbolic and ideational aspects of culture become
increasingly elaborate. Lenski has repudiated the label technological determinist,
which he has often been given, because he says that technology is not the only im-
portant causal force. Nevertheless, technological change is clearly the primary force
of social evolution for Lenski.

A very important contribution made by Lenski was the development of a bet-
ter and more precise evolutionary typology of societies (he actually borrowed from
the anthropologist Walter Goldschmidt, 1959, in this regard). He distinguishes six
major types of societies on the main evolutionary line of development. Hunting and
gathering societies are the simplest and earliest. Their members live in small, nomadic
bands and hunt wild game and collect wild plants. With the Neolithic Revolution
that began some 10,000 years ago came the earliest and crudest agriculture, and thus
were born horticultural societies. They cultivated the land in the form of small gardens
using hand tools. Simple horticultural societies used only digging sticks as cultivating
implements, but advanced horticultural societies used metal hoes, which allowed them
to work the land more efficiently.

As agricultural methods improved, agrarian societies emerged between about
4,000 and 5,000 years ago. The key technological advance here was the development
of the plow and the harnessing of animal energy for plowing. Agrarian societies
without iron plows or other tools Lenski refers to as simple agrarian societies; those
with iron plows and other tools he calls advanced agrarian societies. Industrial societies
began to arise two and a half centuries ago with the English industrial revolution.
They are based on the substitution of machine power for manual power and the fac-
tory system. As industrialization intensified, people moved off the land into towns
and cities, and thus industrial societies became highly urbanized societies.

Lenski also distinguishes three types of societies not on the main line of social
evolution. Fishing societies are nonagricultural societies, but they depend on fishing
rather than hunting for their supply of meat. Herding societies specialize in animal
herding rather than agriculture in dry environments not suitable for cultivation. In-
dustrializing societies are the less-developed societies of the contemporary world.

Lenski’s evolutionism was a major contribution to sociology when it first
emerged in the mid-1960s. It helped to recapture the comparative and historical out-
look that sociology had once had but had lost in the early part of the twentieth cen-
tury. Nevertheless, his evolutionary perspective is not without flaw. We note only in
passing that Lenski’s evolutionism is similar to Parsons’s in that society is the unit
that is doing the adapting, and societies increase their adaptive capacity as they
evolve. We have already criticized this idea.

The most serious problem with Lenski’s theory is that it gives far too much
emphasis to technological change as the primary causal force. It is certainly true that
technological advance is a major part of the evolutionary process and that it is
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closely intertwined with the other dimensions of social evolution. However, Lenski'
is never able to demonstrate that technological change is what is causing the other
changes. More recent work, in fact, suggests that technological change is itself more
often—perhaps much more often—an effect rather than a cause. Moreover, if tech-
nological change is a primary, first cause, as Lenski claims, what is driving it
Lenski’s tacit assumption is that technological change is basically a matter of im-
proving human knowledge. Lenski is a technological Socratic: The society that 3
knows the good chooses the good. Technological change is almost always a good ]
thing because it allows people to adapt more efficiently to nature, and once people &
have invented new technologies they will almost always put them to use.

As will be seen in the discussion that follows and elsewhere in this book, there =
are good reasons for questioning not only Lenski’s claim about the causal role of
technological change but also his claim that people always perceive technological
change as good and will automatically use new technologies when they become &
available. In fact, people often resist them because, contrary to Lenski, new technolo- &
gies usually increase the workload and thus actually decrease the amount of leisure &
time most people have available to them.

Marvin Harris’s Cultural Materialism

Virtually all of the evolutionists we have discussed thus far have been progressivists; &
that is, they have all regarded social evolution as leading to overall progress, defined i
either as improved societal functioning or an improvement in the quality of the
human condition. Even Marx, who was a bitter critic of capitalist society, regarded it
as an improvement over feudalism in many respects and as a necessary way-station
in the transition to socialism. With Marvin Harris (1968, 1977, 1979) one encounters a
very different kind of thinker. Harris’s evolutionary theorizing is the antithesis of the &
extreme progressivism of Parsonian evolutionism, and it differs from Parsonian ;
theory in almost every other way possible. It is primarily individuals rather than &
societies that adapt, and societies do not experience increased adaptiveness as they
evolve. Harris is one of the few social evolutionists who is a non- or antiprogressivist.
Harris was greatly influenced by Childe, White, and Steward, but also by |
Marx. Although Childe thought of himself as a Marxist, and although White showed
Marxian influences that he never acknowledged, Harris is more Marxian than both
without ever thinking of himself as a Marxist. He gives much more attention to eco-
nomic relationships, and much less attention to technology, than either of these other
thinkers. % '
~ Inthe 1950s, Harris began to create a general theoretical perspective that con-
finued to develop throughout the 1960s and 1970s. He called this perspective cultural
materialism. Cultural materialism divides all societies into three components that are
reminiscent of Marx’s base-superstructure distinction and White’s distinction be-
tween technology, social systems, and ideology. For Harris, all societies have the |
components that he calls infrastructure, structure, and superstructure. The infrastruc- |
ture consists of technology, ecosystems, technoenvironmental relationships, and the
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demographic features of societies (the features of a society’s population, such as its
size, density, growth rate, age and sex ratios, and the technology of birth control and
population regulation). The structure contains two subcomponents, political economy
(ownership of the means of production, class and caste structures, political organiza-
tion, and war) and domestic economy (marriage and family patterns, gender relations,
and age roles). The superstructure is the mental or ideational component of societies;
it includes a society’s basic beliefs, values, and norms, as well as philosophies, reli-
gion, science, art, music, and ritual.

Harris conceptualizes the relationship between these three major components
in terms of his principle of infrastructural determinism. This holds that the infrastruc-
ture conditions the structure which in turn conditions the superstructure. The prin-
ciple is probabilistic—this is what happens most but not all of the time—and allows
for the occurrence of other causal relationships. As a principle applied to social evo-
lution, it holds that changes are most often initiated within the infrastructure and
these changes set off reverberating changes in the structure and superstructure.

Why should things work this way? Harris’s answer is that the infrastructure
has a logical causal priority because it involves those dimensions of human social life
that are most fundamental to human survival and reproduction. Without the infra-
structure, humans cannot live, nor can they produce more humans; this gives it a
critical importance not possessed by the structure and superstructure, even though
these other' two components are very important in their own right. Since the parts of
societies need to have a basic compatibility with one another so everything does not
break down, the logically prior existence of the infrastructure constrains the ways in
which the structure and superstructure can develop. They must develop in ways
reasonably consistent with how the members of a society get a living and how they
create the next generation. :

Although Harris always had an evolutionary view of social life, with the publi-
cation of his book Cannibals and Kings: The Origins of Cultures (1977) he formulated a
more precise theory of social evolution. Here, he attempts to explain the broad out-
lines of the past 10,000 years of social evolution by making use of the concepts of
environmental depletion and intensification of production. The application of
technology to the environment, and the steady (even if very slow) growth of popula-
tion, invariably produce a situation in which people’s environments become de-
pleted, which means that they yield less energy (mostly less food) for the same
effort. Living standards decline. People may tolerate decline for a while, but any fur-
ther decline may make the situation unacceptable. At this point, people intensify
their productive efforts. Initially, this need not involve any changes in the nature of
technology; people simply work harder and longer and make more vigorous use of
existing resources. This helps to prevent living standards from dropping even lower,
but only for a while. Eventually, a new type of intensification, one based on advanc-
ing the level of technology, must be introduced. Hunter-gatherers start cultivating
and eventually become virtually full-time horticulturalists. Simple horticulturalists
gradually become more advanced horticulturalists. And so on and so forth. But in
the long run, this technological intensification is a losing proposition. Like Alice in
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Wonderland, people have to run faster and faster just to keep from falling furthey
and further behind. 3

The trump card in this whole process is the growth of population. People hayg
discovered a variety of ways of limiting childbirth and controlling population, bug*
these techniques are seldom effective enough to prevent population from growing af
all. Throughout the tens of thousands of years that humans lived as huntep-
gatherers, their populations grew very slowly, but grew they did. As a result,
hunter-gatherers eventually depleted their environments to the point where they:
had to start adopting plant and animal domestication (something they had hereto-
fore resisted because it took more time and energy). With the transition to horticul-*
tural societies people relaxed their birth control techniques because now they could *
produce more food to feed many more people. But this was soon counterproductive,
because the rate of population growth accelerated, leading to even more rapid deple-
tion. The process of social evolution itself accelerated. i

Agrarian societies eventually replaced horticultural ones, and eventually a &
massive form of technoenvironmental intensification occurred in the form of the In- 3
dustrial Revolution, which is rapidly depleting the earth’s resources on an unprec- 3
edented scale. What would have happened had humans been able to keep their 1
populations from growing? The answer is, we would all still be hunting game and =
collecting plants (and no one would be reading this book, which would not exist).
But we couldn’t, and therefore we aren’t. We are caught up in an evolutionary pro- f
cess that, Harris surmises, will threaten our very existence unless we can discover &
heretofore unimagined technologies. 1

It is important to see how different Harris’s theory is from the technological &
determinism of Childe, White, and Lenski. For Harris, technology advances not sim- &
ply because knowledge increases, but because humans are compelled by declining
living standards to work harder and longer to feed more mouths. Moreover, techno- &
logical advance is not producing continual improvement in Lenski's sense; on the
contrary, living standards continue to go down in spite of technological advances
(but would go down even more; and foreshadow human extinction, without techno-
logical advance). The Industrial Revolution involved such a massive technological
advance that the quality of life has certainly improved for most people—they live
longer, healthier, more interesting lives, for example—but most of this improvement
has occurred within two centuries or less. For nearly all of the past ten millennia hu-
mans have been on a downward spiral, however much that conclusion may conflict
with one’s preconceptions about human history.

Harris’s overall cultural materialist approach, and his more specific intensifica- =
tion-depletion-renewed intensification evolutionary model, represent a major intel- &
Jectual advance in understanding long-term social change. Rather than engage inat
general critique here (see Sanderson, 1990:164-168; 1994c; 2001:114-119), we shall
limit ourselves to one main point. As an anthropologist, Harris has naturally focused
his attention on preindustrial societies and preindustrial social evolution. His ideas
have relevance for modern industrial societies, and he has applied them as such (see &
in particular Harris, 1981). However, Harris’s strong emphasis on ecological and |
demographic factors has made his model much less useful for the analysis of the
modern world than for its precursors.
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The modern world got its start in the sixteenth century with the rise of the capi-
talist mode of production (Wallerstein, 1974a, 1974b, 1979), and this created an “evo-
lutionary rupture” within the evolutionary process. The “rules of the evolutionary
game,” so to speak, were partially rewritten. Economics became a lot more impor-
tant than demography and ecology. Harris recognizes this to some extent, but his
models are not fully equipped to deal with it. Note that in the Marxian base-
superstructure model the relations of production are part of the infrastructure or
base, whereas in Harris’s cultural materialist model these relations have been shifted
to the structure (more specifically, into political economy). Whereas economic rela-
tions have now assumed center stage, and thus should be considered a crucial part
of the insfrastructure in modern capitalism, Harris has relegated them to the struc-
ture, which does much less of the causal work.

Let us end this theoretical discussion before we overtax you. Suffice it to say
that Harris's ideas are extremely important, but they can be improved on, especially
by infusing them with ideas from other theoretical traditions. This leads us to what
might be called the third phase of twentieth-century evolutionary thinking.

Twentieth-Century Evolutionism:
Third Generation

Since the late 1970s, a variety of evolutionary theories have been developed. An es-
pecially popular type of evolutionary theory relies on an analogy with Darwin's
theory of biological evolution by natural selection. Theories such as this have been
developed by, for example, Donald Campbell (1965), John Langton (1979), L. L.
Cavalli-Sforza and Marcus Feldman (1981), and, in a slightly different form, W. G.
Runciman (1989). Since these theories focus largely on the process of evolution rather
than its fact and course, and, since they seem to draw much too close a connection
between Darwinian natural selection and social evolution, we have not found them
especially useful (see Sanderson, 1990:170-174, for a critique).

Another recent popular type of theory is what has been called a coevolutionary
theory. Theories of this nature have been set forth by Charles Lumsden and E. O.
Wilson (1981), Robert Boyd and Peter Richerson (1985), and William Durham (1991).
These theories attempt to show that social evolution is a product of both genetic
transmission and social or cultural transmission, and, indeed, that the two are often
closely intertwined. Coevolutionary theories have certain valuable uses, but they,
like natural selectionist theories, have not been especially effective in either describ-
ing or explaining social evolution over the long term (see Sanderson, 1990:174-180,
for a critique).

One of the most ambitious recent attempts to explain the fact and course of
long-term social evolution has been that of Stephen Sanderson. His theory, which he

: calls evolutionary materialism, is set forth in a hi ghly detailed propositional manner
" (see Sanderson, 1994c, 1995, 1999b:3-16). Evolutionary materialism builds directly
on Harris’s cultural materialism and may be thought of as a formalization and exten-

sion of it. Tt accepts Harris’s division of societies into infrastructure, structure, and
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superstructure but slightly reformulates the notion of infrastructure. Harris had di.?
vided “economy” into two major components: subsistence econony on the one hand
and political economy on the other. The first was placed in the infrastructure, the sec- ‘
ond in the structure. Sanderson has kept these two components of economy together
and placed them both in the infrastructure. This makes it possible to produce a much

more logical infrastructural analysis of the contemporary world. Sanderson formu--
lates infrastructure, structure, and superstructure as follows:

CHAPTER 2 -

Infrastructure: The raw materials and social forms relevant to human survival -
and adaptation.

s Technology: The information, tools, and techniques that underlie economic
action.

m Economy: The organized system whereby goods and services are produced,
distributed, and exchanged among individuals and groups.

m Ecology: The totality of the physical or natural environment to which hu-
mans must adapt.

® Demography: The nature and dynamics of human populations and the tech-
nology of birth control.

Structure: The organized patterns of social behavior carried out among the
members of a society, excluding those social patterns that belong to the infra-
structure. '

s Stratification systems: Class and caste divisions and the relationships be-
tween such groups.

® Racial and ethnic stratification: Social divisions based on putative physical
and/or cultural differences between and among groups.

» Political organization: Structures of leadership and rule characteristic of a
qocaety

Gender roles and relations: Social arrangements between the sexes with re-
spect to power, authority, and nghts and perquisites.

Family and kinship: Patterns of marriage and the organization of people into.
households and groups based on descent and genealogical affiliation.

Superstructure: The shared ways in which the members of a society think,

concepmahze, evaluate, and feel.

® Beliefs, values, and norms: Shared cognitive assumptions about truth and,
falsehood, socially defined conceptions of worth, and shared standards or!
rules regarding proper or improper social conduct.”’

s Religion: Shared beliefs, values, and norms pertammg to postulated super-
natural beings, powers, or forces.

® Science: Techniques for the acquisition and accumulation of knowledoe re-
lying on systematic observation and experience.

= Art: Symbolic images or representations having aesthetic, emohonal or in-

tellectual value for the artistic producers and other members of 50c1e’cy
Broadly defined to include music and literature.
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Evolutionary materialism also contains a Principle of Infrastructural Deter-
minism (as well as Marx’s and Harris’s claim about why the infrastructure has logi-
cal priority) but modifies Harris’s version slightly. Sanderson’s version of the
principle postulates that ecology and demography are the most frequent infra-
structural determinants in small-scale societies resting on hunting and gathering,
simple agriculture, or animal herding; that these factors plus technology and

economy are all important causal forces in large-scale agrarian civilizations; and that

cess of social evolution there have been ”evoluh‘onary ruptures,” so that with the

transition to a new type of society there may be a reconstitution of the “evolutiona
rules of the game” such that different “evolutionary logics” appear in different

ity. Japan and Indonesia, for example, were much more simil
Seventeenth centuries than they are today (Geertz, 1963). Japan is a modern indus-

trial nation with a very high standard of living, whereas Indonesia remains a poor,

underdeveloped country. Harris has suggested

ging society, but there are societies that change little over long peri-

- Some hunter-gatherer societies, for example, have survived into the
. €13, as have some horticultural and pa

storal societies. In general, the smaller
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CHAPTER 2 .,

a society is in scale, and the simpler its mode of technology and economic life, the
less likely it is to undergo fundamental changes.

Social devolution is a reversal of evolutionary change; it involves the move-
ment of a society back to an earlier evolutionary stage, or at least the adoption of
some characteristics of societies at earlier stages of development. This might mean a
decrease in complexity, a loss of social cohesion, or a reversion to subsistence meth-
ods more characteristic of an earlier evolutionary stage. The Ik of Uganda provide a
striking illustration of a society that lost virtually all of its social cohesion (Turnbull,
1972). The Ik were a hunter-gatherer society that experienced economic disaster
when their traditional hunting grounds were turned into a game preserve by the
Ugandan government. This event precipitated the virtual collapse of Ik society. With
the loss of their traditional means of subsistence, and with the shift to agriculture
made difficult or impossible, the Ik experienced a substantial decline in population
and lost their basis of political cohesion.

Ester Boserup (1965) points out that communities will often regress to earlier
and simpler techniques of cultivation when their population densities decline. This
has occurred in South America in recent centuries, and in parts of Africa and south
and southeast Asia in the twentieth century. People will often shift back to simpler
cultivation methods because they involve less work and are sufficient to feed a
sparser population. 7

Sometimes large-scale societies undergo major collapses. Joseph Tainter (1988)
has called attention to the frequency with which agrarian empires have collapsed,
usually because they have invested so many resources in building a highly complex
society that it becomes too costly to sustain it for more than a limited time. The most
famous example of the collapse of an ancient empire is, of course, the collapse of the
Roman Empire in the fifth century CE. Rome had created a huge empire, which ex-
tended all the way from Egypt in the south to the British Isles in the north, The di-
verse regions of the empire were linked by a marvelous system of roads, and the
empire was centralized economically, politically, and militarily. When the empire fi-
nally fell apart after a long and slow period of decline, Europe devolved into a vast
region filled with largely economically self-sufficient villages and principalities.

Social extinction involves the complete obliteration of a society. This has been
the fate of numerous hunter-gatherer societies in recent times, as well as various so-
cieties of greater evolutionary complexity. A society can become extinct either
through the physical extermination of its members or through its absorption into an- |
other society by means of political conquest. Both of these processes have occurred
frequently in human history, especially since the rise of modern capitalism in the |
sixteenth century. The North American continent, for example, was once filled with *

_ hundreds of Indian tribes. With the emergence and expansion of the new American

civilization, most of the members of these tribes were killed in bloody wars. Those |

who femained were eventually herded onto reservations, their aboriginal way of life J

Cultural materialism emphasizes the adaptive character of social evolution, |
and evolutionary materialism does likewise. What is meant by calling social evolu-
tion an adaptive process is that social patterns are created by humans as rational responses
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to the problems of existence that they confront, and when the nature of these problems
changes, as invariably happens, the responses must and will change as well. Several impor-
tant clarifications and qualifications of the concept of adaptation need to be made.

First, to say that a social pattern is adaptive is not to imply that it is therefore
“good” or “morally desirable.” A claim about adaptation is a scientific assessment of
how various types of social patterns originate, persist, and change. A claim about
“goodness,” by contrast, is completely different. It is a judgment about whether one
likes or approves of the things that people do. Thus, it is perfectly possible to identify
a social pattern as adaptive and feel a moral repugnance for it. For example, in many
societies in the contemporary Middle East, clitoridectomy (surgical removal of the
clitoris) and infibulation (sewing the vaginal opening shut) are common practices.
Members of Western societies usually find these practices repugnant, but they can
be regarded as adaptations (at least for males) intended to reduce female sexual re-
sponse and to control female sexual behavior. To understand this fact is to make a
scientific statement, not a judgment of moral desirability.

Similarly, in all types of societies infanticide—the selective killing of infants,
most commonly females—has been practiced, often with great frequency. Infanti-
cide occurs even occasionally in modern industrial societies. Infanticide is adaptive
for couples when they lack sophisticated birth control techniques and when the cir-
cumstances for rearing a child are poor. They may lack the economic resources to
support another child, or attempting to support that child may have a negative im-
pact on the well-being of older children. Infanticide may also occur when people
want a child of the opposite sex; female infants may be killed when parents desire a
son, male infants when they desire a daughter. These are the most common reasons
why infanticide occurs (Hrdy, 1999), and thus mothers, couples, or older children
benefit from it. But to explain infanticide is one thing; condoning or accepting it in a
moral sense is quite another.

We also need to be clear about the kind of unit to which the concept of adapta-
tion applies—about just what it is that does the adapting. Sociologists such as Par-
sons have assumed that the adaptive unit is an entire society. But such a notion is
misplaced. As argued earlier in this chapter, societies are not comparable to organ-
isms or individual persons; they do not have brains or consciousness, or needs and
desires, and thus they cannot adapt to anything. Since only individual persons have
these properties, only they can be units of adaptation. Of course, we sometimes
speak about whether or not a social pattern is adaptive for a group or even a whole
society, but when we do this it is clear that we can only be referring to an aggregate
of individuals, and that it is from the point of view of each individual that the adap-
tation is judged.

This leads to another crucial point: An adaptive social pattern may not be
equally beneficial for all individuals or groups within a society. It is frequently the

groups is maladaptive for oth-
ers. Indeed, the more evolutionarily complex a society is, the more this is likely to be
the case. In the earlier example, clitoridectomy and infibulation have been intro-
duced because they benefit men at the expense of women, and men have sufficient
POWer over women to have developed the social patterns and to keep them aljve.




CHAPTER 2

Moreover, early industrial capitalism was adaptive for wealthy factory owners, byt
it was highly maladaptive for the many factory workers who died from exhaustion,
malnutrition, and disease (Engels, 1973; orig. 1845). And modern world capitalism is
much more adaptive for the members of some societies than the members of others,
It benefits people in the rich industrial countries much more than it does the mem- .
bers of poor ones. E

As pointed out earlier with respect to Parsonian evolutionism, it is extremely ‘
important to recognize that it is inappropriate to claim that adaptation necessarily
increases throughout social evolution. This notion of “increased adaptive capacity”
has been a common one, being endorsed by some evolutionary materialists (cf. ©
Childe, 1936; L. White, 1959) in addition to Parsons and his followers. This book re- .
jects such a view, which is difficult to support by scientifically objective criteria
(Granovetter, 1979). New social forms emerge as adaptations, but these altered
adaptations should be regarded simply as new and different adaptations rather than
as better ones. This does not mean that progress has never occurred. Indeed, it has,
especially with the formation of modern industrial societies. But throughout much ¢
of social evolution, as stressed by Harris, things have often run downhill in terms of &
the quality of human life for most people. However, even with progress, there is no &
warrant for claiming that society somehow functions better or more efficiently. Such a state- ©
ment involves a reification of society and contradicts the notion that it is individuals &
and their needs and desires that are the units of adaptation. 2

Finally, we must acknowledge that not all social patterns are adaptations, and
thus the concept of adaptation does not have universal applicability. But even =
though we cannot use the concept everywhere and at all times, we are still far better
off with it than without it. Indeed, by having a notion of adaptation as a guiding
premise we will be in a position to identify which social traits are not adaptations
and why they are not.

R
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FOR FURTHER READING

Sanderson's Social Evolutionism: A Critical History (1990) provides a detailed explication and
critical evaluation of theories of social evolution from the mid-nineteenth century to the
present. Bruce Trigger’s Sociocultural Evolution (1998) is a similar effort. An article by Robert
Carneiro (1973) lays out four types of social evolution that have been identified by social sci-
entists, and his book Evolutionism in Cultural Anthropology (2003) is a good succinct history of
evolutionary theorizing, especially classical evolutionism. G. A. Cohen’s Kar! Marx's Theory of
History: A Defence (1978) is a celebrated analysis of the subtleties and nuances of Marxian his-
torical materialism, although its arguments are highly controversial and rejected by many
(see Sanderson, 1990:50-74, for a critique and reformulation). Parsons’s theory of social evolu-

~ tion is discussed in a pair of books, Societies: Evolutionary and Comparative Perspectives (1966)
and The Systent of Modern Societies (1971). o :

Harris's The Rise of Anthropological Theory (1968) is a classic history of anthropological
theory with considerable emphasis on evolutionary theories. His Cultural Materialism: The
Struggle for a Science of Culture (1979) lays out his general theoretical perspective in great de-
tail, and his Cannibals and Kings: The Origins of Cultures (1977) presents his intensification-
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depletion-renewed intensification model of social evolution. Lenski’s main arguments are
presented in his Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratification (1966) and Human Societies:
A Macro-level Introduction to Sociology (1970). Sanderson’s evolutionary materialism and its ap-
plication to the major evolutionary changes in world history and prehistory is presented in
Social Transformations: A General Theory of Historical Development (1995; expanded ed. 1999b).
An article-length version of the same is Sanderson (1994¢).

Graeme Donald Snooks, an economic historian, has written a trilogy of books that deal
in important conceptual and theoretical ways with the whole problem of historical develop-
ment over the past several thousand years: The Dynamic Society: Exploring the Sources of Global
Change (1996), The Ephemeral Civilization: Exploding the Myth of Social Evolution (1997), and The
Laws of History (1998). These books raise deep theoretical questions and are extremely pro-
vocative interpretations of long-term historical change. Snooks presents a resolutely material-
ist interpretation of history that reveals many crucial insights. Although he argues against an
evolutionary interpretation of history, he is in fact a type of social evolutionist.

David Christian’s Maps of Time: An Introduction to Big History (2004) is an extraordinary
attempt to do what he calls “Big History.” He not only provides an excellent analysis of the
evolutionary dynamics of the past 10,000 years of human history but he also discusses the
origin of the universe, the origin of life on earth, and human origins and evolution. Christian
also projects the human future over the near, medium, and long term.
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CHAPTER

Preindustrial Societies

Hunter-Gatherers and
| Horticulturalists

In order for their members to survive, all societies obviously must develop technol-
ogy and establish some form of economic life. Technology and economy are very -
closely related in every society but are by no means the same thing. A society’s tech- &
nology consists of the tools, techniques, and knowledge that its members have cre-
ated in order to meet their needs and wants. A society’s economy, on the other hand, |
consists of the socially organized way in which goods and services are produced and |
distributed. This chapter and Chapter 4 discuss the evolution of preindustrial forms |
of technology, conceived here as subsistence technology, or the technology directly re-
lated to getting and maintaining a living, as well as the types of political economy
that correspond to these technological forms. We will look at five types of societies
arranged in a general evolutionary order: hunter-gatherer, simple horticultural, and {
intensive horticultural societies, and, in Chapter 4, agrarian and pastoral societies. At ¢
the end of Chapter 4 we will discuss the reasons one type of society has replacedi
another in the evolutionary history of the human species. Industrialism as a mode of ©
technological, social, and economic life will be discussed in Chapter 6. |

Hunter-Gatherer Societies

Subsistence Technology

T A i et i

For about 99 percent of their history, humans subsisted entirely by hunting wild ani-*
mals and gathering wild plant foods. The total monopoly of the hunting and gather-+
ing way of life was not broken until some 10,000 years ago, when some societies.
L began to subsist by the practice of agriculture. During the past 10,000 years, hunter-
I* | gatherer societies have grown fewer and fewer in number, and only a handful re-*
main today. Most of these are found in relatively isolated geographical locations, =
such as the arid and semiarid regions of Australia, the central rain forest and south-
western desert regions of Africa, and the Arctic. It is unlikely that even these will
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survive more than a few decades longer. The hunting and gathering way of life is
soon destined to be only a historical relic known to ethnography and archaeology.

Most of what is currently known about hunter-gatherers is based on fieldwork
conducted among surviving hunting and gathering groups. It cannot be known with
any certainty how similar these groups may be to hunting and gathering societies of
prehistoric times. No doubt there are a number of differences, but it is also likely that
there are many striking similarities. In any event, the description of the hunting and
gathering way of life that follows is based primarily on the results of contemporary
ethnographic research.

Hunter-gatherers live in small groups known as local bands. These are groups
of about 25 to 50 men, women, and children who cooperate with each other in the
quest for subsistence. Each local band is a more or less politically autonomous and
economically self-sufficient unit. However, many local bands are usually connected
by ties of intermarriage into a much larger cultural unit, sometimes known as a tribe.
A tribe is a network of bands all of whose members share the same cultural patterns
and speak the same language. Furthermore, the composition of each local band is
constantly shifting, with people frequently moving from one band to another. Such
movement may arise from marriage or from a need to create a more even balance
between population size and the food supply.

How do hunter-gatherers divide their time between hunting and gathering?
Some years ago Richard Lee (1968) estimated that contemporary hunting and gath-
ering societies derive approximately two-thirds of their diet from gathered foods of
all-sorts, holding that this figure closely corresponds to the subsistence activities of
prehistoric hunter-gatherers. This idea has come to be widely accepted by social sci-
entists, even to the extent that the suggestion has been made that such societies
might be more appropriately named “gatherer-hunter” societies.

However, a closer look suggests a rather different picture. Carol Ember (1978),
using a sample of 181 contemporary hunter-gatherer societies drawn from the Ethno-
graphic Atlas (Murdock, 1967), a larger and more inclusive sample than the one used
by Lee, shows that hunter-gatherers are rather evenly divided in their emphasis on
the activities of gathering, hunting, and fishing. Gathering is the most important ac-
tivity in 30 percent of the societies, hunting most important in 25 percent, and fishing
most important in 38 percent. However, if fishing is treated as a type of hunting,
which is logical since fishing involves the procurement of wild animal protein, then
63 percent of hunter-gatherer societies emphasize hunting over gathering.

Another way of looking at this problem is to calculate the percentage of soci-
eties in which a particular subsistence activity contributes half or more of the calories
that people consume. Ember (1978) shows that in only 23 percent of societies does
gathering contribute more than half of the calories. If Ember’s data are reliable, then,
they show that in hunting and gathering societies hunting is clearly the dominant
subsistence activity. This is consistent with what experts have long known about
hunter-gatherers: They usually spend more time hunting than gathering and meat is
more highly valued than plant food.

Since hunter-gatherers are food collectors rather than food producers, they
must wander over wide geographical areas in search of food. They are thus
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generally nomadic, and the establishment of permanent settlements is hlghl
unusual. -
The technological inventory of hunting and gathering societies is quite limi od,
The tools and weapons used directly for subsistence typically include spears, bows:
and arrows, nets, and traps used in hunting, as well as digging sticks used for plant
collecting. Tools are crude and simple, generally being made of stone, wood, bone,*
or other natural materials. There are usually few or no techniques for food storage or'
preservation, and food is thus generally consumed immediately or within a short
span of time. 1
Hunter-gatherer societies are the simplest in structure of all human soc1et1es,
the division of labor being based almost exclusively on age and sex distinctions. Pri« &
mary responsibility for subsistence ordinarily falls to persons who are in middle &
adulthood, with both young and old members contributing less to the subsistence
needs of the group. Hunting is conducted by males, gathering by females. Although &
women may occasionally hunt or trap small game animals, they dre seldom involved
in big game hunting. Likewise, men sometimes share in gathering activities, but they &
are the principal gatherers in no hunter-gatherer society. Hunter-gatherers are notori=&
ously lacking in occupational specialization beyond subsistence tasks. There are no
specialized “arrow makers” or “bow makers,” for example. Each man makes all of &
the tools that he needs in the subsistence quest, and the women do the same. ¥
The primary unit of subsistence among hunter-gatherers is the family, and &
hence economic life may be termed familistic (Service, 1966). Yet individual families &
within each local band are linked together into a total economic unit, the local band &
itself. While individual families produce their own subsistence, they also contnbute
in significant ways to the subsistence of other families within their band. ‘
Hunter- gatherers or at least most of them, are well known for their failure to
produce an economic surplus, an excess of goods over and above what is needed for =
subsistence. Until recently, it was widely believed that this was due simply to an in-&
ability to do so—an inability resulting from a marginal and precarious existence. ;

" Contemporary research contradicts this view. Social scientists now generally agree
that the failure to produce a surplus is due to a lack of any real need. Since the re- I
~ sources of nature are always there for the taking, nature itself becomes a kind Of

great storehouse. However, in recent years it has come to be increasingly recogmzed
that some hunter-gatherers do produce an economic surplus, in some cases a consid-
erable one. This has led to an important distinction between hunter-gatherer soci-|
eties that store food and those that do not (Testart, 1982, 1988). Although nonstoring =
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hunter-gatherers predominate, hunter-gatherers who store food are probably more
common than experts have realized, and in any event differ in important respects
from those societies that do not. Storing hunter-gatherers are more likely to be sed-
entary rather than nomadic, to have bigger populations and higher population den-
sities, and to be organized in a more complex way.

Contemporary hunter-gatherers who store food can be found, but such groups
seem to have been particularly prominent in the last few millennia before the devel-
opment of agriculture (around 15,000 to 10,000 years ago) (M. Cohen, 1985), and
probably represented hunting and gathering societies on the verge of developing an
agricultural economy. It might be useful to call both prehistoric and contemporary
hunter-gatherers who do not store food simple hunter-gatherers, while referring to
those who do store food as complex hunter-gatherers (cf. Kelly, 1995).

The 'Kung San serve as an excellent example of a contemporary hunter-
gatherer society (the “!” stands for a “click” sound in the language). Some 45,000 San
are found scattered throughout the territories of Botswana, Angola, and Namibia in
southern Africa. These people are divided into several different linguistic groups,
one of which is !Kung, spoken by about 13,000 people. Many of these people are now
either under the direct control of local governments or heavily influenced in their
way of life by means of contact with more technologically advanced peoples. The
last of the hunting and gathering !Kung number some 1,600 clustered around water
holes in northwestern Botswana. The ethnographic account that follows is based on
a population of 466 !Kung located in the Dobe area of Botswana studied by Richard
Lee (1972; cf. Lee, 1979, 1984).

'Kung life is organized around eight permanent water holes and 14 indepen-
dent camps. These camps are moved about five or six times a year. The population
density is approximately 0.4 person per square mile, a density typical for hunter-
gatherers. The habitat is the Kalahari Desert, a region surprisingly abundant in re-
sources. Nearly 500 species of plants and animals are known and named by the
'Kung. The climate is characterized by hot summers with a four-month rainy season
and by moderate winters with no rainfall.

The IKung enjoy a secure existence. They depend primarily on vegetable foods
(Lee estimates that about 37 percent of their diet consists of meat). Their most impor-
tant food plant is the mongongo or mangetti nut, a highly nutritious and superabun-
dant staple. Other major plant foods are also available, but the 'Kung tend to eat only
those that are more attractive in terms of taste or ease of collection. Game animals are
less abundant and less predictable. A type of large antelope is regularly hunted, as
are warthogs and smaller antelopes. Game birds are captured in ingenious snares,
and a large tortoise is a great favorite.

The camp or local band is the basic residential unit and the primary focus of
suh.»sistence activities. Members of each local group move out each day individually
Or in small groups to exploit the surrounding area, returning each evening to pool
collected resources. Women do the gathering in groups of three to five. The men do
the hunting, which is primarily an individual activity. Bows and poisoned arrows
Serve as effective weapons. Food is extensively shared, although the sharing of meat
1S more formally organized than the sharing of vegetable foods. Large game is
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butchered and divided into three portions: about one-fifth remains with the fap ‘
one-fifth is cut into strips for drying, and the remaining three-fifths are distributedg
closely related households. Meat division is carried out with considerable care. Thy
hunter may call in other men to advise him, or he may even ask his father-in-law fg
conduct the division. Absolute sharing is the ideal in !Kung camps even though it j§
seldom attained in practice. It is noteworthy that the most common verbal disputes
concern accusations of improper meat distribution and improper gift exchange.

&

The Original Affluent Society?

Social scientists used to depict hunter-gatherers in largely negative terms. It wag
widely believed that they led a precarious and difficult life, one in which people had
to work hard and long just to eke out a bare subsistence. As Marshall Sahlins noted:
over three decades ago (1972:1): :

Almost universally committed to the proposition that life was hard in the paleolifhiq:
our textbooks compete to convey a sense of impending doom, leaving one to wors
der not only how hunters managed to live, but whether, after all, this was living?|
The specter of starvation stalks the stalker through these pages. His technical incom-|
petence is said to enjoin continuous work just to survive, affording him neither re-
spite nor surplus, hence not even the “leisure” to “build culture.” -
Since the late 1960s, social scientists have radically altered this view of hunter-
gatherers. In a famous argument, Sahlins (1972) dubbed them the “original affluents®
society.” By this, he did not mean that they are rich and enjoy a great abundance off8
material possessions, which would be an absurd claim. That is affluence in the mod-
ern sense. What Sahlins meant was that hunter-gatherers have very limited needs
and wants and are able to satisfy them with a minimum of effort. To assess Sahlins’s®
claim, we need to look carefully at the hunter-gatherer standard of living and at hows
hard and long hunter-gatherers typically work. - ’
Despite the fact that virtually all contemporary hunter-gatherers exist in mar:
ginal environments, these environments often turn out to be surprisingly abundant
in resources. For example, Richard Lee (1968) notes that the 'Kung San are able to8
rely on a wide variety of resources of considerable quality. As mentioned earliet®
their most important food source is mongongo nuts, and thousands of pounds of&
these rot on the ground each year for want of picking. Furthermore, the Kung habi
tat contains 84 other species of edible plants, and 'Kung gathering never exhausts
the available plant foods of an area. Similarly, James Woodburn (1968) shows that®
the Hadza of Tanzania enjoy an exceptional abundance of game, and he thinks it 5%
almost inconceivable that they would die of starvation. It would thus appear thatsh
both the 'Kung and the Hadza obtain a standard of living that is perfectly adequiates
in meeting basic humar subsistence requirements. E
This impression is reinforced by Mark Cohen’s (1989) survey of studies of diet
and nutrition among many contemporary hunting and gathering groups. Cohen’s
review of numerous studies suggests to him that most hunter-gatherers generallyl8

"
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7, enjoy diets that are fully adequate in nutrition. Some groups, such as the fKung, may
0 barely obtain a sufficient number of calories, but their diets are otherwise abundant
e in animal proteins and various nutrients. Many hunter-gatherers do experience sea-
to sonal bouts of hunger and food anxiety, and starvation may sometimes occur
is (Yesner, 1994). However, there is nothing unusual about hunter-gatherers in this re-
es spect. Settled agricultural populations also experience such difficulties, and often to

an even greater extent.

Moreover, prehistoric hiinter-gatherers seem to have been better nourished
than prehistoric agricultural populations. Cohen and Armelagos (1984) summarize
the findings from paleopathological studies—studies examining evidence of biologi-
cal stress and disease in ancient skeletal and dental remains—carried out by over a

vas dozen biological anthropologists. These studies were carried out on remains from
ad virtually all major regions of the world, covering the time period after 30,000 BP.
ted § Most of the studies found that infection was a more frequent and severe problem for
farming populations than for hunter-gatherers. Chronic malnutrition was also more
) common in agricultural populations. Indicators of biological stresses leading to the
e disruption of childhoold growth told basically the same story.
._ron; If hunter-gatherers generally enjoy adequate diets, how long and hard do they
ing? . .
" have to work to obtain them? A good deal of evidence suggests that many such
i ey groups work neither hard nor long. Reviewing data collected on the subsistence ac-
tivities of the hunter-gatherers of Arnhem Land in northern Australia, Sahlins (1972)
- notes that these people do not work hard or continuously, that the subsistence quest
nter- is highly intermittent, and that plenty of spare time is available. Along the same
\uent lines, Lee (1979) has calculated that the typical !Kung adult spends an average of
wce of only 17 hours per week in direct food-getting activities. Woodburn (1968) shows that
mod: the Hadza obtain sufficient food with relative ease, and that life for them is anything
\eeds but a difficult struggle for existence. His impression is that they spend less time and
J1ins's energy obtaining subsistence than do their agricultural neighbors.
t how Some other studies of hunter-gatherer workloads are not as encouraging, at
least on the surface. Since Lee’s data on Kung work patterns were collected during
| ma the dry season, John Yellen (1977) studied a group of !Kung during the wet season.
ndail He found that during this time of year they worked considerably longer. In addition,

Kim Hill, Hilliard Kaplan, Kristen Hawkes, and Ana Magdelena Hurtado (1985) find
that men among the Aché, a hunter-gatherer society in Paraguay, spent perhaps 40
L2 to 50 hours a week hunting. But this figure is probably highly atypical.

Robert Kelly (1995) presents data on the workload in 11 hunter-gatherer socie-
ties in five different world regions. These data show that the avera ge amount of time
both men and women spend foraging is only about 3.8 hours a day, which comes to
slightly less than 27 hours a week (assuming that foraging is undertaken every day).
If one calculates the total subsistence effort in these same 11 societies by adding in
the amount of time people spend at such tasks as manufacturing and repairing tools
and processing food, then people are spending only 6.5 hours a day (45.5 hours a
* Week). This is well below the figure for the members of modern industrial societies,

Wh'O work a 40-hour week and spend many more hours in such subsistence-related
- Acvities as getting to and from work, shopping for food, cooking, and maintaining
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their households. Most interestingly, Bruce Winterhalder (1993) shows that ra
hunter-gatherers must limit their subsistence efforts because failure to do so will
counterproductive. In most hunter-gatherer environments, if people work tog by
they will deplete their resources and lower their productivity in the long run_ pg
notes, low to intermediate levels of effort are associated with the largest sustainat
populations and the highest rates of food acquisition. ]
It would seem, when all is said and done, that Sahlins’s original affluent s
ety thesis holds up reasonably well. This appears to be especially true when we rea
ize that most of what researchers know about the standard of living and the
patterns of hunter-gatherers is based on contemporary groups. Since nearly a
these groups live in marginal environments, prehistoric hunter-gatherers, most
whom would have existed in much more favorable environments, would have bee
even better off. It is crucial that we avoid romanticizing the hunting and gathe ing
lifestyle as being some sort of primitive paradise. Clearly, that would be a g
oversimplification. Nonetheless, hunter-gatherers have fared much better than social
scientists used to imagine. As Elizabeth Cashdan (1989:26) concludes, it is now poss
sible to “demolish with confidence the old stereotype that hunter-gatherers had fg
work all the time simply to get enough food to eat.” And it is also possible to demolt
ish with confidence the old stereotype that hunter-gatherers did not eat well,. &

O

Economic Life

When considering how goods are produced in all societies, a vital question concer
who owns the forces of production—that is, who owns those resources that are of
greatest significance in carrying out productive activities. In the middle of the nine
teenth century, Karl Marx speculated that the earliest mode of economic life in hus
man history was what he termed primitive communism. By this, Marx meant a type
of society in which people subsisted by hunting and gathering or by simple formsofs
agriculture or animal herding, and in which all of the vital resources of nature were
held in common. Private ownership of resources by individuals or small groups wass
not found, he believed, in this type of society.
Although many social scientists over the years have challenged Marx’s vieW :
on this matter, contemporary social science provides considerable evidence thit"
Marx was basically correct. The vast majority of hunter-gatherers studied by moderfts
anthropologists display a mode of resource ownership that can be adequately chaf
acterized by Marx’s notion of primitive communism. Although much economic act
tivity among hunter-gatherers is centered on the family, all individuals in su
societies have equal access to those resources of nature that are necessary for theif§
subsistence. No person in a hunter-gatherer band may be deprived by any other pert:
son or group of an equal opportunity to hunt game, collect plants, use a water holé
or camp on the land. Thus, everyone owns these resources collectively (it is som
times said that since everyone has an equal right to their use, 1o one owns them).
fact, some hunter-gatherers do not even restrict the ownership of resources to theifs
own local band; instead, they provide equal access to resources to all other individ
als and groups who may have need for them (Woodburn, 1968). Even in those in” ;
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stances where resources may be “owned” privately by individual families, there are
typically no restrictions on other families using these resources. Among the 'Kung
San, for instance, water holes are frequently said to be “owned” by individual fami-
lies, but these families do not prevent other families from using them (Lee, 1968,
1972).

Itis true that among hunter-gatherers items such as jewelry and art objects are
owned privately, but this fact does not invalidate the claim that primitive commu-
nism is the principal ownership mode of hunting and gathering peoples. Jewelry
and art objects are not part of the forces of production, as Marx called the vital re-
SOUrces necessary to economic production. Rather, they are items of what is more
appropriately referred to as personal property. Since they are not used in the produc-
tive process, the nature of their ownership is irrelevant to the Marxian thesis of
primitive communism. Even then, one finds that these items of personal property
are seldom kept for long as private objects. Instead, they continually circulate among
members of the group, and thus their use is community wide.

Hunter-gatherers generally distribute economic goods through a process
known as reciprocity, which is the obligation to repay others for what they have
given to or done for us, or the actual act of repaying others. Two distinct types of
reciprocity, known as balanced and generalized reciprocity, exist. Balanced reci-
procity occurs when individuals are obligated to provide equivalent and often im-
mediate repayment to others. Balanced reciprocity can be identified by the fact that
individuals deliberately and openly calculate what they are giving each other and
openly declare the nature of the repayment to be made. Each party to the transaction
expects to benefit in some way, but there is a clear expectation of mutual benefit and
a lack of “exploitation.”

Generalized reciprocity occurs when individuals are obligated to give to oth-
ers without expecting any immediate or equivalent repayment. As opposed to bal-
anced reciprocity, generalized reciprocity does not involve any direct or open
agreement between the parties involved. There is a general expectation that equiva-
lent repayment of a debt shall be made, but there is no particular time limit set for
the repayment, nor is there any specification as to just how the repayment shall be
made. The terms of repayment in generalized reciprocity are notoriously vague.
Marvin Harris (1974) notes that one can tell whether generalized reciprocity is the
Prevailing mode of distribution by noticing whether people say “thank you.” As
Harris (1974:124) puts it, when generalized reciprocity is the distributive mode

it is rude to be openly grateful for the receipt of material goods or services. Among
the Semai of central Malaya, for example, no one ever expresses gratitude for the
meat that a hunter gives away in exactly equal portions to his companions. Robert
Dentan, who has lived with the Semai, found that to say thank you was very rude
because it suggested either that you were calculating the size of the piece of meat

you had been given, or that you were surprised by the success and generosity of the
hunter,

_Oﬂe might also say that it is rude to express gratitude when generalized reciprocity
18 the distributive norm because under such circumstances giving things away to
others is a social obligation, not an act of kindness.
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Whereas generalized reciprocity occurs to some extent in all societies (it goey
among friends and family members in U.S, society, for instance), it constituteg g
very essence of economic life among hunter-gatherers, where it is most frequeny
found. Hunting and gathering peoples are famed for their extensive food sharj
Individuals constantly give food to others and receive food in return. When a mg
returns to camp with an animal that he has killed, he will divide it into portions "
then give these away, typically first to members of his family and then to other men
bers of the band. Similarly, women constantly give away portions of food they hay
gathered. When a hunter gives meat to others, he expects only that he will probapj
be repaid in some way at some time, The hunter may give to others time after timg
‘without any repayment taking place and without any mention being made of thys
fact. He understands that the chances are excellent that his acts will eventually bg
_Teciprocated. A failure to reciprocate only becomes a cause for concern and confli
~when it appears that one person is “freeloading” off another. )
Where generalized reciprocity is a pervasive feature of economic life, shari

and individual humility become compulsory social habits, As Richard Lee com-
ments in regard to the 'Kung (1978:888):

[N

The most serious accusations that one !Kung can level against another are the charge
of stinginess and the charge of arrogance. To be stingy or “far-hearted” is to hoard
one’s goods jealously and secretively, guarding them “like a hyena.” The corrective
for this in the Kung view is to make the hoarder give “till it hurts,” that is, to make

him give generously and without stint until everyone can see that he is truly cleaned
out. In order to ensure compliance with this cardinal rule, the IKung browbeat each
- other constantly to be more generous and not to set themselves apart by hoardinga
little nest-egg. . . . '
But as seriously as they regard the fault of stinginess, the !Kung’s most scath-
ing criticisms are reserved for an even more serious shortcoming: the crime of arro-
gance. . .. A boasting hunter who comes into camp announcing “I have killed a big®®
animal in the bush” is being arrogant. A woman who gives a gift and announces het
great generosity to all is being arrogant. Even an anthropologist who claims to have
chosen the biggest ox of the year to slaughter for Christmas is being arrogant. Thel
'Kung perceive this behavior as a danger sign, and they have evolved elaborate de-
vices for puncturing the bubble of conceit and enforcing humility. These leveling de-*
vices are in constant daily use, minimizing the size of others’ kiils, downplaying the s
value of others’ gifts, and treating one’s own efforts in a self-deprecating way. =
“Please” and “thank you” are hardly ever found in their vocabulary; in their stead

we find a vocabulary of rough humor, back-handed compliments, putdowns, and®
damning with faint praise. ' {

. What explains the pervasiveness of sharing among hunter-gatherers? The most ':-'
commonly offered explanation is that it is a rationally chosen strategy of variance re-3
duction (Cashdan, 1985; Winterhalder, 1986a, 1986b; Kelly, 1995). Hunter-gatherers
intimately depend on one another for survival. Although resources are typically not®
highly scarce in a general sense, they are notoriously subject to marked fluctuations
in availability. Thus, a man may encounter a long run of bad luck in hunting. If oth-*




41
urs him because they know that they too will eventually have their turn with bad hunt-
the ing Iuck, during which time they will expect to receive meat from him. Therefore, to
itly give regularly to others is to help ensure one’s own well-being in the long run
ng. (Weissner, 1982; Cashdan, 1985). _

\an Generalized reciprocity, then, is a special instance of what is known as enlight-
mnd ened self-z'nterest—«:ooperaﬁng with or assisting others when it is to one’s own per-
m- sonal advantage to do so, not because one has natural altruistic feelings toward
we | others. There can be nothing surprising in the fact that hunter-gatherers show great
bly disdain for the occasional individual who is competitive, selfish, and boastfy] Sucha
me person is a serious threat to the economic wel]-being of others and must be subjected
his to strong pressure to change his or her ways,

be ’

lict

ing Because of their emphasis on sharing and the absence of true Private property
m= among most hunter-gatherer societies, they usually lack social stratification, or

structured inequalities of power and privilege. Yet the absence of class divisions

does not mean that perfect equality prevails among the members of these societies
Ige Inequalities do exist. These are mainly inequalities of prestige or social influence and
ardy are typically based on such factors as age, sex, and certain personal characteristics
“’ As is the norm throughout the world, men tend to have higher status than women
19 - among hunter-gatherers, and, likewise, the older members of society are often given
;e :i more honor and respect than the younger ones. In addition, the Possession of certain
g personal traits is generally a basis for the a

: = than “firsts among equals,” and they typically
it g able to others. It must also be noted that the acquisition of Prestige and influence
: ' comes from an individual’s Oown abilities and efforts, not from any mechanism of

"~ sodial heredity. Prestige is both personally gained and personally lost. Individuals

must conﬁnually justify such honor, and should their abilities or efforts fail them,
their status will fa]] and others will replace them,

It must be stressed that the degree of prestige that can be gained among
hunter-gatherers is very mild when compared to the nature of prestige in other soci-
eties. Hunter-gatherers loathe boasting and self-glorification
Sanctions against thoge Persons who come to think tog p
€Mphasis is clearly on communa] well-

r
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8 of the 10 that stored food were stratified, whereas only 2 of the 30 nonstoring soci-
eties had stratification. There is obviously a pronounced relationship between food
storing and the presence of stratification. 3

By far the best examples of stratified hunter-gatherer societies are those Indian | i
tribes that have inhabited the Northwest Coast of the United States. Although there &
has been some disagreement as to the actual nature and extent of the inequalities &
present, a number of anthropologists believe that the Northwest Coast was charac- &
terized by an exploitative class system. Anthropologist Eugene Ruyle (1973), for in- &
stance, makes a strong claim for the existence of a ruling class, rent or taxation, and &
slavery. These societies have been famous among social scientists for their elaborate &
competitive feasts known as potlatches. During these potlatches, Northwest Coast
chiefs would attempt to shame rival chiefs by giving away large quantities of wealth &
and by ranting and raving about their own greatness. Among the Kwakiutl, for ex- £
ample, chiefs seemed obsessed with maintaining and enhancing their high status.

There is also strong evidence that a number of hunter-gatherer societies in late
pre-Neolithic times (about 12,000-10,000 years ago) had crossed the threshold into &
stratification, or at least had developed extensive inequalities of social status or rank
(Mellars, 1985). Like the Northwest Coast tribes, these societies very likely consisted ©*
of dense populations in regions of abundant resources that had adopted the practice &
of food storing. And, also like the Northwest Coast tribes, these prehistoric societies &
were uncharacteristic of hunter-gatherer societies the world over. Their uniqueness =
should not be allowed to detract from what is most commonly found at the hunting &
and gathering stage of social life—pervasive social and economic equality. .

It might be suspected that the striking egalitarianism of hunter-gatherers is a&&
“natural” phenomenon, or one that results from the absence of motivations toward :
status seeking and wealth acquisition at this stage of social life. Such motivations, it&
might be presumed, develop only at later evolutionary stages. But this would be an®
incorrect inference. As Elizabeth Cashdan (1980) and James Woodburn (1982) point®
out, social and economic equality is always threatened by individuals who seek to&
attain more than others, and it takes constant vigilance to maintain it. The equality &
that results from pervasive reciprocity and sharing seems to be an essential condi-®
tion for human survival and well-being among most hunter-gatherers because it is & 4
necessary means of overcoming temporal and spatial variations in the food supply- &
But since there is nothing natural about strict equality, powerful techniques of social
ization must be used to bring it about and maintain it (Cashdan, 1980; Lee, 1978). Thet
emergence of significant inequalities, then, results from the lifting of restrictions oncel
placed on human motivations (Cashdan, 1980). Tt is among food-storing hunter==
gatherers and, more significantly, horticultural and agrarian societies that these 1€ :
strictions come to be lifted. E

Political leadership in most hunter-gatherer societies rests on informal influZs
ence and iypically lacks any sort of real power (Fried, 1967). In addition, leadership! _‘
tends to be displayed in transient fashion, frequently shifting from one person to arss
other. Political leaders, or headmen as they are usually called, seldom possess any redg
power or authority to command the actions of others. !Kung San leaders, for €x
ample, direct migration and subsistence activities and perform certain ceremoniesss
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but the position they hold contains no power, honors, or rewards. Fried appears to
catch the essence of political organization at the band level when he says (1967:83):

It is difficult, in ethnographies of simple egalitarian societies, to find cases in which
one individual tells one or more others, “Do this!” or some command equivalent.
The literature is replete with examples of individuals saying the equivalent of “If this
is done, it will be good,” possibly or possibly not followed by somebody else doing
it. More usually the person who initiates the idea also performs the activity. . .. The
leader is unable to compel any of the others to carry out his wish.

Simple Horticultural Societies

Subsistence Technology

A number of simple horticultural societies can be found in the modern world. Most
of these are found in Melanesia, a chain of islands in the southern Pacific (generally
said to include New Guinea), and in various regions of South America. Extensive
ethnographic research has been conducted among these societies, and the results of
this research provide the basis for the discussion that follows.

Simple horticulturalists live in small villages ordinarily containing from 100 to
200 persons. Although villages substantially larger than this are known to exist, they
are not common. Each village is in essence economically and politically self-
sufficient. Nevertheless, important intervillage ties do exist. Marriage often takes
place between individuals from different villages, and persons residing in separate
villages often come together on ceremonial occasions. Members of culturally and lin-
guistically related villages collectively constitute a tribe, a sociocultural unit that may
contain tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of persons.

Most simple horticulturalists in recent times have lived in heavily forested en-
vironments and practice a form of cultivation known as slash-and-burn (also known
as shifting cultivation). This cultivation technique involves cutting down a section of
forest growth and then setting fire to the accumulated debris. The remaining ashes
serve as a fertilizer, and usually no other fertilizer is added. The crops are then
planted in these cleared plots (usually no more than an acre in size) with the aid of a
digging stick, a long pole with a sharpened and fire-hardened end. A given plot may
be devoted to a single crop, but a more common practice is to plant several minor
crops along with one main staple (Sahlins, 1968). The task of clearing and preparing
the plots generally falls to the men, while that of planting and harvesting is most
often carried out by women.

Since wood ashes generally serve as the only fertilizer, slash-and-burn cultiva-
tion is associated with short-term soil fertility. Freshly produced ashes are washed
away by rain after a year or two, and for this reason a plot of land can be cultivated
only for that length of time. It must then be allowed to remain fallow long enough
for the forest to regenerate so that new ashes can be produced. The fallow period
ordinarily lasts approximately 20 to 30 years. When the forest growth has returned,
the process of cutting, burning, and cultivating can begin again.
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Slash-and-burn
cultivation. This area
of tropical forest i the
Amazon Basin has
Just been cleared for
garden preparation.

Because the slash-and-burn system requires lengthy fallow periods, any soci- &
ety practicing it must have much more land at its disposal than it will have under
actual cultivation at any given time (Sahlins, 1968). The Tsembaga Maring of New &
Guinea, for example, had only 42 acres of land under actual cultivation in 1962-1963, &
but about 864 acres of their territory had been gardened at one time or another (M. &
Harris, 1975). Such land use requirements put limits on population density, and &
tropical forest cultivators often maintain population densities of less than 10 persons:
per square mile (Sahlins, 1968). 3

Cultivated plants constitute the bulk of the dietary intake among simple
horticulturalists, but a number of simple horticultural societies also possess domesti-+
cated animals. Domesticate_d pigs, for instance, are found throughout Melanesia. But
most simple horticulturalists lack domesticated animals, and such groups must rely &
on hunting or fishing for their supply of animal protein. &

Simple horticulturalists produce more food per unit of land than do hunter-=
gatherers, and some even produce small economic surpluses. Yet it cannot be con-&
cluded that they enjoy a superior standard of living. Indeed, as noted earlier, it has™
been suggested that the standard of living for simple horticulturalists is inferior tof
that of hunter-gatherers (M. Cohen, 1977, 1989). They do not consume more calories/ &
and their intake of protein appears to be lower. Furthermore, considerable evidence 4
has accumulated in recent years to show that simple horticulturalists commonly. 3
work harder than hunters and gatherers (M. Cohen, 1977). Tt generally takes mores
time and energy to clear-land and plant, tend, and harvest crops than to collect whatt
nature automatically provides. Thus, simple horticulture is a more intensive systent
of technology than hunting and gathering, but it does not lead to greater material$s
benefits. ' ' '

The Yanomama (Chagnon, 1983, 1992) exemplify a surviving simple horticub®
tural society. They are a South American Indian tribe living in southern Venezueld
and adjacent portions of northern Brazil. There are perhaps some 125 widely scab

 tered villages having populations ranging from 40 to 250 inhabitants, with an avers

age village size of about 75 to 80 persons. Several hundred years ago, the Yanomam?
may have relied primarily on hunting and gathering, and so they may only have

wammmbtlhi i a dn e L
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it may, their current subsistence practices nicely illustrate the simple horticultural
mode of production. These practices have been described in some detail by Napo-
leon Chagnon (1983, 1992), one of their principal ethnographers.

The natural environment of the Yanomama is a relatively dense tropical forest.
The land is entirely covered with jungle, even the tops of mountain ridges. The
Yanomama survive in this environment with only a simple technology. All tools and
techniques are uncomplicated, and none requires the use of specialized labor.
Among the elements of technology the Yanomama have developed are crude clay
pots, bows and arrows, agouti-tooth knives (made from the lower incisor of the ago-
uti, a rodent), and canoes (which are so crude that they are generally used only once
and then discarded). The Yanomama are slash-and-burn cultivators. In earlier times,
they had only stone axes for clearing the land, but they now have steel axes that have
been supplied by local missionaries. Each man clears his own land. Each village has
a local headman, and he usually has the largest garden. The headman must produce
larger quantities of food, as he is expected to give food away at feasts. By far the
largest crop is plantains (similar to bananas), and each garden usually contains three
or four varieties of both plantains and bananas. A root crop, sweet manioc, is also
grown, and this is refined into a rough flour and then converted into a thick, baked
bread. Other crops include taro, sweet potatoes, and a palm tree that produces a
large crop of fruit. Maize is cultivated as an emergency crop, but it does not figure
prominently in the daily diet. Tobacco is another cultivated crop, and the men,
women, and children all chew it. Cotton is also grown and is used for making
hammocks.

While perhaps 85 percent or more of the Yanomama diet consists of cultivated
plants, the Yanomama spend almost as much time hunting as they do gardening,
Since they have no domesticated animals, they rely exclusively on hunting (as well
as some fishing and the collection of small animals and insects) for their source of
animal protein. Game animals are not abundant, which is typical of tropical forest
environments. The most frequently hunted game animals are several species of
monkeys, two species of wild pig, armadillos, anteaters, deer, small alligators, small
rodents, and several species of smaller birds. All game animals are shot with arrows.
Several varieties of insects, some species of caterpillar, and large spiders are collected
and eaten. Wild honey, considered a real delicacy, is collected in large quantities.

The suggestion that the Yanomama were hunter-gatherers in the recent past
seems confirmed by the fact that some villages have made the transition to horticul-
ture only very incompletely. People in these villages regularly leave them to spend
long periods of time trekking through the forest, surviving largely on whatever
game they can kill and plant foods they collect (Good, 1993). These treks may last
anywhere from three to six weeks, and as many as six treks might be made in a
year’s time. It is easily seen that these groups of Yanomama spend nearly as much
time away from their villages as in them.

Economic Life

Among many small-scale horticultural peoples, primitive communism in the strict
sense ordinarily does not prevail. Instead, most simple horticulturalists have a mode
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ership occurs when large-scale kinship groups, known as lineages (or sometimes as &

clans), hold property in common. Of course, in such societies the most important &

of property ownership that can best be designated lineage ownership. Lineage own-

form of property is land. When lineages own land in common, individual members &
of the group participate in the use of lineage land only because they are lineage 4

members. Their right to the use of this land is granted only by the lineage itself asa &
corporate body; the leaders of the lineage, acting as representatives of the lineage as 7
awhole, bestow these rights. ?

Lineage ownership is similar to primitive communism in that it is not a private

i

form of property holding. Property is still held and used communally. But there is an :

important difference between lineage ownership and primitive communism. Line- &
age ownership is more exclusive or more restrictive inasmuch as it makes ownership &
and use of valuable resources dependent on kinship group membership. In societies &
resting on lineage ownership, not all members of the society have equal access to the &

forces of production, even though all members of the same lineage do. Lineage own- &
ership is thus a small step away from primitive communism and toward private &

since in true lineage ownership the lineages themselves have relatively equal access &

to resources.
As you saw in the case of hunter-gatherers, as goes ownership so goes distribu-

ownership. Still, it is closer to primitive communism than to private ownership, &

&=

tion. Reciprocity is a common practice in simple horticultural societies, but they are &
also characterized by another process that anthropologists have called redistribu-

tion. When redistribution occurs, products are funneled from individual households &
to a central source and then returned to those households in some sort of systematic =
manner. Redistribution differs from reciprocity in that redistribution is a more for- 4
malized process involving the movement of goods into the hands of some person or
group that serves as the focal point for their reallocation. .
Two types of redistribution may be identified: pure and partial (Moseley and
Wallerstein, 1978), sometimes called egalitarian and stratified (M. Harris, 1975). In&
pure redistribution, the redistributive process is complete in the sense that the redis-=
tributive agent reallocates all goods and keeps no extra portion for himself. By con-=
trast, where partial redistribution occurs the redistributive process is incomplete
inasmuch as the redistributive agent retains a portion of goods for his own use. ¥
Pure redistributive economies, which are most commonly associated with®
small-scale horticulturalists, work somewhat differently from one society to another. &
One version of a redistributive economy is widespread among simple horticultural®
groups in Melanesia. These societies contain extremely ambitious men known as bigs
men, who seek prestige and renown through their roles as organizers of economics
production. The typical aspiring big man begins his career by cultivating larger gars
dens and raising bigger pig herds. He does this by drawing on the help of close rela
tives and neighbors, who themselves have a stake in his success. If he is successful a8
his attempts to increase the productivity of his own gardens and herds, he will evens
tually have accumulated enough foodstuffs to hold a large feast, at which time thesés
foodstuffs will be redistributed to other village members. Prestige and some renowis
fall upon him through the holding of a successful feast. But there are usually othef
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. individuals in his village with the same aspirations who are holding feasts of their
s own. If he is consistently able to hold larger feasts than those organized by his com-

; petitors, he is generally recognized as the village big man and given considerable
l:n prestige. But should he falter at this task, his status i quickly lost, and he will be
== replaced by one of the competitors who has outdone him. Also, he is expected to be
e 3 generous in his distribution of products and must Place considerable emphasis on
58 the welfare of the entire village. Big men who are not sufficiently generous and keep
e too much for themselves are frequently killed (M. Harris, 1974, 1977).

' The quest for high status on the part of aspiring Melanesian big men has defi-

:ate nite economic consequences. Such a quest strongly enhances economic productivi ty,
i leading to a general increase in the quantity of garden products, domesticated ani-
o mals, fish, and other economic products (Oliver, 1955). The circulation of goods is
ihlp also substantially increased, as feast preparation involves numerous exchanges of
e goods and services. In addition, there is typically a notable increase in the consump-
g tion of many goods by the members of the entire village (Oliver, 1955). The process
WS of competitive feasting is therefore a vital part of the economic systems of Melane-
v sian horticulturalists,

ship, : The Kaoka-speakers, a simple horticultural group in Melanesia, are character-
o ized by a classic big-man redistributive system (Hogbin, 1964). The native expres-
e sion for a leader of prestige and renown is mwanekama, which literally means
r;bu “man-big.” The natives generally agree that there is at any given time only one real
4 big man in a village. He is usually a man over 40 years old who carries himself with
g assurance and dignity, lives in the most solidly built house, extends extraordinary
o y; hospitality, and is shown deference by the villagers.

m? : To win the support of relatives and neighbors in order to launch a career to-
i)n 2 ward bigmanship, a man must be forceful, even tempered, tactful, industrious, and a

good organizer. A man'‘s ambition to pursue such a career usuall

i in his early thirties. When a man intends to strive toward bigmanship, he begins by
~ cultivating larger gardens, a task for which he enlists the aid of close relatives. He
T also attempts to increase the size of his pig herd. When in time his gardens are flour-
ishing and he has perhaps 10 fat pigs and several smaller ones, the man makes it
known that he wishes to build a new dwelling, one that is larger and better built
than usual. This move is usually taken as a public declaration that he is a candidate
for the highest honors of the village. The celebration to mark the end of the job, what

Kaoka-speakers call “the feast—to~remove-the-sp1inters,” is highly elaborate (M.
- Harris, 1974, 1977),

One such feast was that of

y becomes apparent
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The Kaoka-speakers considered this to be the proper result. As they said, “The giy
of the feast takes the bones and the stale cakes; the meat and the fat go to offeg
(M. Harris, 1974, 1977). .

Further progress toward village bigmanship requires that there be more an
bigger feasts. If a man can continue to do this, he is eventually likely to become g
village big man. If he does succeed, however, he can never rest on his laurels
As soon as the size of his gardens and pig herds begins to shrink, he subsides ing
insignificance. He is always faced with competitors who are waiting to take hig
place should he be unable to maintain a sufficiently intense level of economi
productivity.

Marvin Harris (1974, 1977) points out that the big man is an economic intengi
fier. His actions lead to an increase in the level of production beyond what it would
otherwise be. As such, it is easy to see why big men are not found among hunter;
gatherers. Big men in hunter-gatherer societies would be economically maladaptive,

for they would exploit the resources of nature beyond their natural recovery pointss

and thus destroy the ecological and economic foundation of hunter-gatherer society,
Thus, the very personalities that may be highly beneficial for many horticultural so=
cieties would produce disastrous consequences for hunter-gatherers. '

Social Inequalities and Politics

Like most hunter-gatherers, most simple horticulturalists lack hereditary class divi
sions and thus true social stratification. However, as should be, clear from the pre:
ceding discussion, status-seeking behavior is carried considerably further in simple

horticultural societies. They are examples of what Morton Fried (1967) has termed ™
rank societies. As Fried defines it, “A rank society is one in which positions of val-
ued status are somehow limited so that not all those of sufficient talent to occupy s

such statuses actually achieve them” (1967:109). Those who achieve high rank, or big
men, come to be held in considerable respect, envy, and sometimes even awe. The
Siuai of Bougainville in the Solomon Islands heap considerable praise on these men

of high rank. They also show much respect for a high-ranking individual’s name and’

person. He is generally not addressed by name, but usually called instead by a kin-

ship term or simply mumi (“big man”). Even in reference his personal name may not &
be used, and on these occasions he may be referred to by the name of his clubhouse
or by the name of one of his assistants. The respect given his name typically contin- &
ues even after his death. Big men are also usually given considerable deference. As

the Siuai’s principal ethnographer, Douglas Oliver; comments ( 1955:401):

Leaders are usually spared menial jobs; others fetch water for them, and climb palms &
to get coconuts and areca nuts for their refreshment. Boisterous talk usually becomes =
quieter when a leader approaches, and boys leave off rough-housing. In fact, one of &
the sternest lessons impressed upon a child is to stay away from a leader, or else
remain quiet in his presence. (“Never play when a mumi is nearby; you might dis-+
turb him or hit him with your toys.”) Females, especially, appear awed near the
great men, often looking shyly to the ground. Men usually wait for a leader to open =
conversations, and take their cues from him concerning when to laugh, to commend, &

- or to decry.
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No supernaturally sanctioned taboos surround a leader’s person in order to
insulate him from plain physical contact with other natives, but few people would
assume enough familiarity with him to place a friendly hand on hjs shoulder—a
common gesture among equals.

Despite their prestige and the deference usually shown them, big men are like
hunter-gatherer headmen in the sense that their leadership role confers no ability to
command the actions of others, Big men advise, suggest, and cajole, and more often
than not, their wishes will be followed. But since they lack the Capacity to force oth-
ers to do their bidding, they Possess no real power or authority. The political stryc-
ture of big-man leadership, therefore, rests on informal influence and requires the
voluntary consent of those they attempt to lead. Lacking the capacity to command

serve the public good ends in demotion from big-man status,

Intensive Horticultural Societies

Subsistence Technology

Many of the simple horticultural societies that were ushered into existence by the
Neolithic Revolution in due time evolved into intensive horticultural societies. No
doubt, hundreds of intensive horticultural societies have existed during the past sev-

Tonga, among many others. Prior to the end of the nineteenth century,
ished throughout large parts of sub-Saharan Africa, South America and southeast
Asia are also regions where numerous intensive horticulturalists were once located.
Today, however, few remain. Most of these are found in parts of sub-Saharan Africa,
and perhaps in some portions of South America and southeast Asia,

Like simple horticulturalists, intensive horticulturalists are dependent on culti-
vated garden products for the bulk of their food supply, and they cultivate by the
slash-and-bumn method. Some of them keep domesticated animals, whereas others
hunt or fish to obtain their supply of meat. However, intensive horticulturalists dif-
_fer in several significant ways from simple horticulturalists, One principal difference
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accompanies more frequent cropping, intensive horticulturalists further fertilize th h
soil by adding such things as humus or animal manure. ;

The shortening of the fallow period has the effect of eventually converti
thick forest growth to bush. Land that has been cleared of bush must be prepared \
cultivation in a way that is unnecessary for land cleared of forest. Thus, many intep
sive horticulturalists have invented or adopted hoes for the purpose of properly p
paring land for cultivation. As Boserup explains, “After the burning of real forest thy
soil is loose and free of weeds and hoeing of the land is unnecessary. By contrasg
when the period of fallow is shortened and, therefore, the natural vegetation beforg
clearing is thin or grassy the land must be prepared with a hoe or similar instrumeng
before the seeds or roots can be placed” (1965:24).

Some intensive horticulturalists employ elements of technology in addition t
or instead of, the ones just mentioned. Polynesian intensive horticulturalists, for ex-
ample, although they never made use of hoes, did engage in the terracing and irrigas
tion of land. It is clear, then, that intensive horticulturalists have achieved a level of
technological development beyond what is typical for simple horticulturalists. It i§
also clear that people work harder and longer under intensive horticulture. Prepar
ing the land by hoeing and terracing and irrigating land are demanding and time
consuming activities. Since people work harder and longer, and since any given area
of land is cultivated more frequently, it is obvious why this mode of qubsmten
technology is referred to as intensive horticulture.

Compared to simple horticulture, intensive horticulture is considerably moré
productive per unit of land. Intensive horticulturalists, in fact, produce sizable ecos
nomic surpluses, and these surpluses are used to support a class of persons who are
freed from direct involvement in agricultural production. In many intensive horti
cultural societies, the members of this class are regarded, theoretically at least, as the
owners of all the land, and in all such societies they direct many economic activitiesi8
Their standard of living is higher than that of everyone else. The standard of living of
most of the members of intensive horticultural societies is difficult to determine, but
it seems likely that it differs little from that typically found among simple hortiss
culturalists. Yet it should not be forgotten that intensive horticulturalists work sig :
nificantly harder just to achieve the same material results.

As noted earlier, aboriginal Polynesia contained many simple horticultural so7
cieties. Most of the population of this region lived on the so-called high islands;
which are rugged, eroded remnants of great volcanic cones. The arable land is very.
rich and covered with dense tropical growth. One of these high islands is Tahiti,
member of the Society Islands group. Tahiti is about 35 miles long and about half a
wide. In the eighteenth century the island supported a population of approximately-
100,000 (Service, 1963).

_ The Tahitians are sophisticated horticulturalists, considerably more so tha
groups like the Yanomama. They make very efficient use of the land for their gar
dens by terracing hillsides, diverting streams for irrigation, and enriching the soil &8
various ways. The primary horticultural tool is the simple digging stick. Since theres
are no metals, they have never developed the mietal hoes characteristic of manj =
other intensive horticulturalists. Tahiti’s main domesticated plants were brought®
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from Indonesia, and these include coconut palms, breadfruit trees, taro, yams, sweet
potatoes, bananas and plantains, and sugar cane. The most important food is bread-
fruit, a fruit that is plentiful and nutritious and stores well. The most versatile do-
mesticated plant is the coconut palm. The coconut meat is a nourishing food and
coconut milk is used for drinking. Palm leaves are used for thatch, and the fiber is
used for the manufacture of mats and baskets. Fishing is also an important part of
the Tahitian subsistence pattern, and the technology available for it is diversified and
elaborate. This technology includes basketry traps, many forms of nets, fish poisons,
harpoons, and many kinds of hooks and lines. Tahitians of both sexes are excellent
swimmers. Women dive for crabs and other shellfish and even capture octopi. Men
and boys dive to great depths for pearl oysters, the flesh of which is used for food
and the shell for various implements and ornaments. Aside from seafood, the main
source of protein is pork, and pigs are carefully fed and tended. Chickens are also
raised.

Economic Life and Stratification

What might be called paramount ownership is an evolutionary variation on the
theme of lineage ownership. This type of ownership is ordinarily found among more
intensive horticultural societies, although it has been known to exist in a few atypical
hunter-gatherer societies and some simple horticultural societies. Paramount owner-
ship prevails when a powerful individual—a chief—who is the head of a lineage, of
an entire village, or of a vast network of integrated villages, claims personal owner-
ship of the land within his realm and attempts to deprive those persons living on this
land of full rights to its use. Actually, the ownership of all the land within a chief’s
realm is to a certain extent a fiction. The ownership rights of the chief are not as
“real” as they are often made out to be. The Kpelle of Liberia in west Africa are inten-
sive horticulturalists with a paramount mode of ownership, yet the ownership rights
of the chief are quite limited. As James Gibbs explains (1965:200-201):

Formally, land is said to be “owned” by the paramount chief, who divides it into
portions for each town in the chiefdom, using for boundaries cottonwood and kola
trees, creeks and hills. Each town chief divides the land for his town into segments
for each quarter, using similar boundaries. These portions, in turn, are further split
... into parcels for each of the “families” or unnamed lineages. . ..

Because each man in the lineage is entitled to the use of a portion of the land,
the lineage head cannot refuse to allot a piece of it to each household head in the
lineage. Once land is parceled out, it stays within the lineage and reverts to the quar-
ter elder or other original “owner” only when a lineage dies out or some other un-
usual event occurs. Thus, although a town chief, a quarter elder, or a lineage head is,
like a paramount chief, called “owner of the land,” each is really a steward, holding
the land for the group he represents.

Actually, in everyday situations, the head of the household to whom lineage
land has been allocated is spoken of as the owner of the land. He decides which bit
of “his” land he will work during a given year and which portions he will allow to
lie fallow. Most farms are individually owned by the heads of the households and
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are worked with the help of the farmer’s household group and cooperativé
groups.

Thus, even though chiefs are the official owners of the land among the Kpella;
powers of these chiefs appear to be significantly restricted. Since ordinary indiy}
als make most of the daily decisions regarding the actual productive use of the
these individuals are, in a sense, also its “owners.” 4
Intensive horticulture and paramount ownership commonly imply partial
distribution. Marshall Sahlins (1963) highlights the important differences betws
pure and partial redistribution by comparing the distributional systems of Melag
sian and Polynesian societies. As he notes, most Melanesian societies have by
small-scale horticulture and big-man systems, whereas most Polynesian sociefy
have been characterized by more intensive horticulture and partial redistribut
Melanesian big men are persons who seek prestige and renown through the
ing of elaborate feasts, but, as we have seen, their high status is relatively fragile ar
can quickly disappear when their elaborate feast giving declines. By contra
Polynesian chiefs are installed in office through a system of hereditary succession an
hold substantial economic leverage over the large mass of the population. Onel
their primary aims is the production and maintenance of a constant economic sul
plus, which they accomplish by compelling the people to relinquish a portion @
their harvests. This leads to the formation of a “public treasury,” a great storehous
over which the chief exercises control. The uses of this storehouse are plentiful
Chiefs support themselves and their families from it and also use it for providing
lavish entertainment for visiting dignitaries, initiating major public projects such &
irrigation works, building temples, sponsoring military campaigns, and supporting
a vast range of political functionaries and administrative officials. In addition, por:
tions of the storehouse are redistributed to the people as the need arises, and chief
are expected to be generous with it. Those who are not sufficiently generous or wh
make excessive demands on the people’s harvests are sometimes killed. '
Polynesian partial redistributive systems are redistributive in the sense thak
they involve a continual flow of goods between the chiefs and the people. In this
case, however, the flow of goods is an unequal flow: The people clearly give moes
than they receive in return. Although clearly similar in principle to the pure redisss
tributive systems of small-scale horticulturalists, these intensified redistributive syse
tems of more advanced horticulturalists are different in that they serve to promoteds
system of true social stratification. Three main social classes—consisting roughly o
chiefs, subchiefs, and commoners—are a common pattern. These classes are disting®
guished by their differences in social rank, power, dress and ornamentation, patternss
of consumption of luxury and other goods, direct involvement in economic produc
tion, availability of leisure time, and general styles of life. ' ' 1
Stratification systems of this type have been found among many of the inten:&
sive horticultural societies of sub-Saharan Africa as they existed in the eighteentls
and nineteenth centuries. Here, the familiar three-class system of stratified life wasis
frequently found (Lenski, 1966). The dominant class consisted of a small minority of§
powerful and privileged persons who lived off the economic surplus generated froms

AR




those below. An intermediate class of officials and specialists served the fancies of
the dominant class and carried out some of the lesser functions of political rule. The
lowest class consisted of the large majority of ordinary people who were charged
with producing enough economic goods to support the other two classes.

Chiefs or kings in some of these societies were treated with great respect and
were often exalted and deified. In Dahomey, for instance, extreme acts of deference
were shown the king. Even his ministers of state were expected to grovel in the dust
in his presence, all the while throwing dirt over their heads and bodies (Lenski,
1966). Also, “no one could appear in his presence with his shoulders covered, or
wearing sandals, shoes, or hat. No one could sit on a stool in his presence; if they sat,
they were obliged to sit on the ground” (Lenski, 1966:154). Dahomean kings also
possessed great wealth, both in the form of property and wives. They were nomi-
nally regarded as the owners of all property within the kingdom, were permitted to
engage in incestuous marriages, controlled all appointments to public office, and ap-
proved the inheritance of property. Such exalted figures also possessed life-and-
death power over their subjects, for persons who displeased the king could be (and
often were) put to death.

Even though considerable stratification among African horticulturalists did ex-

: ist, such societies, as is the case among intensive horticulturalists more generally,
il * were characterized by what Lenski (1966) calls a “redistributive ethic.” Among the
ok southern Bantu, for example, a chief was expected to be generous and to take the
: common good into account, and a failure to do so led to a sharp decline in his popu-
larity. As Lenski notes (1966:165):

Though he is the wealthiest man in his tribe, he cannot use his wealth solely for the
satisfaction of personal needs and desires. He is obliged to provide for the support of
his ministers and courtiers. He must entertain all those who come to visit him, On
great public occasions he is expected to slaughter many of his cattle and provide
beer and porridge for all who gather at his villa ge. He lends cattle, supports destitute
widows and orphans, sends food to sick people and newly confined mothers, and in
time of famine distributes corn from his own granaries or, if this is insufficient, pur-
chases supplies from neighboring groups.

Similar systems of stratified life have also existed among many of the aborigi-
~ nal societies of Polynesia. Hawaii, before the arrival of the Europeans, provides an
excellent example from this region of the world. According to the description given
by Sahlins (1958), Hawaii was divided into three main social strata: the “high chiefs”
d their families, local stewards, and commoners. A paramount chief managed the
e of l_and.s throughout an entire island. He had the right to redistribute all lands
on his accession to office. In addition, he could alienate the land of any person of
e rank and transfer it to someone else. Commoners could be dispossessed from
: L for such reasons as hoarding surplus production, failing to contribute labor for
' Sonstruction of irrigation works, and failing to make their household plots ade-

=Y Productive. High chiefs and local stewards also controlled and supervised
0 water used in irrigation.
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Local stewards directly supervised household economic production, making
sure that the land was being cultivated. In general, persons of high status could call
on those of lower rank for the performance of various labor services; commoners, of
course, were the major source of labor for communal projects. Refusal by a com-
moner to comply with a demand for labor could result in his death. It is clear that the
major responsibilities of labor and economic production were carried out by the
commoner class, and high chiefs and their families were freed from direct involve-
ment in subsistence production. In this sense, chiefs constituted a kind of primitive
“leisure class,” putting others beneath them to work.

Hawaiian society also displayed class differences in consumption patterns. Al-
though the redistributive ethic guaranteed an adequate food supply for all, and com-
moners have been described as “prosperous,” certain choice foods were reserved for
high chiefs. Moreover, luxury goods were often restricted to high-status persons and
served as insignia of rank. The use of certain luxury items for dress and ornamenta-
tion was limited to high chiefs, and the quality of housing was closely associated
with rank.

The Hawaiian paramount chief was considered divine. Because of the aura o
sanctity that surrounded him, a series of elaborate taboos existed concerning contac
with him, violation of which could result in death. For example, it was prohibited to
let one’s shadow fall on the paramount’s house or possessions, to pass through his
door ahead of him, or to put on his robe. Commoners were generally prohibited
from touching anything used by the chief. In his presence, others were expected t0
prostrate themselves on the ground in a demonstration of extreme humility. When
he traveled, people were warned of his coming so they could properly prepa

themselves.

Politics
Politically, intensive horticultural societies have quite oftén been organized in@
chiefdoms. In simple horticultural societies, the various villages of a tribe are usuall
politically autonomous, and politics is limited to the local level. The chiefdom, on th
other hand, is marked by the integration of many separate villages into a centrall
coordinated complex whole governed from the top down. In aboriginal Polynesi4
chiefdoms were common, and the most advanced of these were found on the island
of Tonga, Tahiti, and Hawaii (Sahlins, 1963; Kirch, 1984). Here were sovereigni‘i
that included as many as tens of thousands of persons spread over areas as extensi®
as hundreds of square miles. The classical Polynesian chiefdom was a pyramidal &
rangement of higher and lower chiefs. These chiefs were regular and official holdé!
of offices and titles, and they claimed genuine authority over permanently esta
lished groups of followers. Authority resided in the office itself, and not merely ¢
the person holding the position. Chiefs gained access to their positions through a i
of hereditary succession. Chiefs used their large storehouses of food to supp?
permanent administrative apparatus created to carry out a variety of political

tions. Such administrative officials as supervisors of the stores, talking chiefs, &
emonial attendants, and high priests, as well as specialized warrior corps, wé



A reconstruction of
Tenochtitldn, the capital
city of the Aztecs of
ancient Mexico. The
Aztecs were q very
intensive horticultural
society with an elaborate
system of stratification
and a state system of
political organization.

It is clear that a significant evolutionary gulf separates leaders in simple horti-
cultural societies—big men and such—from genuine chiefs. Indeed, the chiefdom
marks the beginning of the establishment of power and authority in social life. The
real beginnings of power and authority emerge with the chiefdom because it is there
that the necessary administrative machinery needed to compel compliance is cre-
ated. Polynesian chiefs, for example, could not only issue commands, but could back
them up as well. When that is possible, genuine power has become a significant so-
cial force.

The authority of chiefs is not without limit, however. Chiefs are still related to
the common people through kinship ties, and they are expected to show concern for
the common good. Chiefs who fail to meet these expectations frequently find them-
selves in the midst of a popular, and more than likely successful, revolt. In ancient
Polynesia, for instance, many a chief who "ate the powers of government too
much”—who made too many demands on the people—was dethroned and put to
death (Sahlins, 1963). Thus, although chiefdoms have been able to create genuine
power and authority, there are clear restraints on their coercive capacities. Lacking a
genuine monopoly of force, primitive chiefs have not been allowed by their subjects
to become true tyrants.
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