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Human Evolution: Hunter-Gathers Past and Present Perspectives 

Engels said that humans are either ‘collectors' or ‘producers' (1875). Using the ethnographic information to illustrate your discussion, critically evaluate subsistence categories.


The inclination to use the terminologies of hunters, pastoralists, and farmers in anthropological categories can be traced back to mid-eighteenth century northern Europe when social evolution or ‘progress' was widely used and then systemized to explain universal histories. Human development consequently became defined by subsistence categories (Pluciennik, 2004). Over time, many issues have been identified within anthropology and archaeology in using these terms, recent ethnographic and archaeological discoveries have highlighted how complex hunter-gatherer societies are, to the extent where the term hunter-gatherer has been discussed to understand how useful the term really is in light of new information (Pluciennik, 2004). There have been numerous attempts to define subsistence categories (Bird-David, 1994; Lee and Daly, 1999; Woodburn, 1980). For example, Woodburn (1980) developed two types of subcategories to subsistence, immediate and delayed return, or the terms ‘simple’ and ‘complex’ to describe hunter-gatherer societies. Whereas other academics have proposed other avenues of inquiry by highlighting that whilst there may not be universal classifications, other generalizations can be made, for example, Bird-David describes an attitude within hunter-gatherer societies which focus on ‘the giving environment' (1990; 1992a). More recently Tim Ingold has discussed how hunters consult the world in his publication The Perception of the Environment (2011). This essay will focus on and discuss the subcategories outlined by Bird-David (1990) and Woodburn (1982) using ethnographic examples, to draw out whether hunter-gatherers are mere ‘collectors’ or ‘producers’ as defined by Engels (1875). 
Presently, there exist four main methods of obtaining food: Hunting and gathering, which includes fishing, gathering fruits, berries, and roots and collecting for honey from bees, for example, pastoralism, which is the raising of livestock, horticulture, the cultivation of plants and industrial agriculture (farming). Woodburn (1982) has sought to classify hunter and gatherer societies further by introducing two major categories which divide the four main types outlined above. These two categories are ‘immediate-return systems and those with delayed-return systems' (Woodburn, 1982:432). The characteristics which define immediate-return systems according to Woodburn (1982) consist of the following:

· People acquire a ‘direct and immediate’ (Woodburn, 1982:432) benefit from their toil
· Food obtained from hunting and gathering is consumed the same day or casually over the following days
· Food is not elaborately stored or processed

· Simple, portable, useful and replaceable tools and weapons are employed which are made with genuine skill and do not require a large amount of labour.


In contrast, delayed-return systems have the following characteristics according to Woodburn (1982), people hold ownership over assets of value. These assets represent either ‘a yield, a return for labour applied over time or, if not, are held and managed in a way which resembles and has similar social implications to delayed yields on labour' (Woodburn, 1982:432). Woodburn (1982) goes further by explaining that the assets value described above consist of four main types, and are as follows:

· Items which have facilities of technical value in their production, for example; boats, nets, and beehives. These items are a product of substantial labour, which to obtain a food yield would take a period of months or years.
· Processed and stored foods/materials which are kept in permanent dwellings

· Wild products which are improved/increased by human labour, for example, wild fauna which is culled selectively, and flora which has been tended to increase yield


· Female kin who are assets to males who are bequeathed in marriage to other men

A brief summary of the above systems of immediate or delayed returns according to Woodburn (1982) can be theorised as follows. Immediate-return hunter-gatherers usually live in small-scale, mobile groups with social and subsistence systems which are positioned in the present. Features include immediate consumption, egalitarian ideologies and low levels of technology, all generally aimed at hunter-gatherers who do not have elaborate social systems of hierarchy (Dale et al, 2004). Juxtaposed to these classifications set out by Woodburn (1982), delayed-return systems live in large, less mobile groups have social and subsistence systems located in the past, present and future. These types of societies tend to experience delays in return for labour and hold ownership overvalued assets, a high level of technological investment and storage (Dale et al, 2004). 
Bird-David (1990) on the other hand, advocates another view of subsistence categories. She stresses that hunter-gatherer societies cannot simply be classified based on their modes of subsistence and associated characteristics, and criticises Woodburn’s (1982) theories of delayed and immediate-return frameworks. Recent findings have clarified hunter-gatherer societies and their modes of subsistence as more complex than the categories originally assigned to them. Discoveries that challenged the accepted modes of subsistence categories. One of these is the theory of giving and sharing and that ‘giving without expecting an equivalent return is more common among food-gathering peoples than any other others and is a feature of most food-gathering societies’ (Bird-David, 1990:189). Recent work in the areas of anthropology has done much to remove the "great divide" (Bird-David, 1990) that has dominated the categories ‘between food-collecting and food-producing peoples' (Bird-David, 1990:189). Bird-David (1990) builds on these findings by suggesting a new perspective, that in which hunter-gatherers are distinctive from other modern western societies by ‘their particular views of the environment and of themselves’ (Bird-David, 1990:189) and in connection with this a specific type of economy that hasn’t been considered. This branch of subsistence category and economy focuses on hunter-gatherer societies who view their environment as giving; in turn, this creates an economic system which is characterised by modes of distribution. In taking into account hunter-gatherers view and relationship of their environment, this standpoint opens up a new area of investigation instead of concentrating solely on immediate or return based systems. 
Additionally, Ingold (2011) believes it is important to distinguish between different versions of nature and the environment which shapes how different societies view and interact with their surroundings. For Ingold, nature consists of "really natural' nature (the object of study for natural scientists) and ‘culturally perceived' nature (the object of study for social and cultural anthropologists) (2011:41). It is well known that the dichotomy between culture and nature is embedded within Western thought (Ingold, 2011). However, Ingold, argues that hunter-gatherers, as a rule, do not approach their environment as a separate entity to nature, or that they compete with an alien world consisting of matter and substances that are separate to nature. No one way of viewing the world is better, but when researching subsistence categories, it must be taken into account that the traditional Western mode of thought regarding nature and culture, does not necessarily apply to hunter-gatherer societies.  Nature and culture to Ingold (2011) are mental representations of each society or individuals view their environment and how they interact with it. In contrast to the traditional Western dichotomy between the two, Ingold reiterates ‘apprehending the world is not a matter of construction but of engagement, not of building but of dwelling, not of making a view of the world but of taking up a view in it’ (2011:42). 
This essay will now turn away from the theories discussed above and apply them to ethnographic examples, the first of which is a classic study of the Nuer by E.E. Evans-Pritchard (1940) of which the following information is derived. The Nuer are an ethnographic example of a delayed-return hunter-gatherer society in Sudan, a largely pastoral group located in Africa (Evans-Pritchard, 1940). The Nuer have sections of groups which have their own pastures for grazing their cattle and water supplies, political separation is closely linked to the distribution of natural resources and the rights to these is associated to clans and lineages. The Nuer live in small kinship related clans but the cohesion of neighbouring groups is important in order to maintain and protect their cattle and lands. A single family or household cannot undertake this task alone. Cattle is of paramount importance to the Nuer, which will be discussed in depth later, and are owned by families. The head of the household owns the rights to herd, whilst his wives have the rights to milk the cows and sons own some oxen. Cattle to the Nuer represent wealth, and they will go to great lengths to protect their herd, even dying for it. Even though cattle equals wealth, a Nuer man will never own more than his outhouse can hold. When a son marries the herd is reduced drastically as cattle is set as the bride price. To rebuild the herd back to original numbers can take a number of years, and is depleted when the next son marries. Therefore, a Nuer family can be wealthy one day, and experience poverty the next.  Although the milk from the cattle is an immediate-return, raising a calf and storing the milk in the form of cheese is a delayed-return system. The Nuer also supplement their diet by growing millet which they eat as part of a cereal diet, complemented by milk. So far, the Nuer have ticked all the boxes of Woodburn's (1982) frameworks to be classified as a delayed-return hunter-gatherer society.   

However, if we scrutinize Evans-Pritchard (1940) study of the Nuer further, we can uncover other aspects of how this society engage with their environment (Ingold, 2011) and how it is a giving mode of subsistence and distribution (Bird-David, 1990). Cattle are the Nuer’s most cherished possession, and their whole social and economic systems revolve around their herd. The herd will live with them or in very close proximity, even sleeping with them and their daily routines orbit around the needs of the herd. Men will sit and watch their herd all day, and as Evans-Pritchard (1940) discovered, a large portion of any conversation is about the herd. An example of sharing resources is found where milk and children are concerned. For instance, the Nuer view milk from the cows as essential for children, believing that children cannot be well and happy without it. The needs of the children in having access to milk are always satisfied first, to the point that elders will sacrifice their own needs for the children. Kinship obligations in regards to children are always generously fulfilled and acknowledged. A kinsman will always lend a Nuer family a lactating cow if the family do not possess one or share a part of their own personal milk stores. Furthermore, the Nuer will endeavour to preserve every calf, and consequently, human needs are subordinated to the needs of the calves. The Nuer's complete devotion to their cattle goes beyond the boundaries of normal pastoralism and is a symbiotic relationship. Evans-Pritchard describes this relationship as ‘cattle and men sustain life by their reciprocal services to one another. In this intimate symbiotic relationship men and beasts form a single community of the closest kind' (1940:36). Evans-Pritchard also notes that there a ‘no high barriers of culture divide men from beasts' (1940:40). The Nuer identify themselves as one with the cattle, with the men even taking their names from their favourite oxen and singing songs about them. 
Next, we turn our attention to an ethnographic example which is classified as an immediate-return system, the Mbuti of the Ituri Forest of Zaire. The Mbuti diet consists of berries, fruits, nuts and roots which is supplemented by hunting, either by net fishing or spear hunting wild animals (Milton, 1985).  The Mbuti eat as and when needed, and trade meat with neighbouring outside villagers for materials such as pots and pans and resources in the form of agricultural crops. The Mbuti frequently move in hunting bands and therefore move camps, making them nomadic for hunting purposes. Turnbull (1961) would argue that the Mbuti are ‘kinshipless', as he doesn't recognise a kinship system in effect, however, this is because the Mbuti regard the forest they live in as their parent (Bird-David, 1990; Ingold, 2011 and Mosko;1987). They are an egalitarian society, which consists of no political structure, no rules, and no religion. Every Mbuti member has equal access to resources, male and females are equal to each other and misdemeanors are generally dealt with gossiping or shunning, but extreme cases result in banishment. The Mbuti also do not recognise any form of hierarchy (Turnbull, 1961;1965).  Again, the Mbuti seemingly fit into the Woodburn’s immediate-return system of subsistence.
However, it is the Mbuti's relationship with the forest habitat they dwell in which shows how complex separating hunter-gatherer societies can be into neat categories based on their subsistence. Whilst the people who live outside the forest regard it as dangerous and benevolent, the Mbuti view the forest as kin. Turnbull (1961) describes almost poetically how the Mbuti are fully ensconced within their forest environment: 


It is their world, and in return for their affection and trust is supplies them with all their needs…for they know how to hunt the game of the region and gather the wild fruits that grow in abundance there, though hidden to outsiders. They know how to distinguish the innocent-looking itaba vine…and they know how to follow it until it leads to a cache of nutritious, sweet tasting roots. They know the tiny sounds that tell where the bees have hidden their honey; they recognise the weather that brings a multitude of different mushrooms springing to the surface…The exact moment termites swarm, at which they must be caught to provide an important delicacy…They know the secret language that is denied all outsiders and without which life in the forest is an impossibility (1961:14). 

This hunter-gatherer society experiences a different type of ‘the giving environment’ that the Nuer of Sudan recognise. Here the Mbuti exchange directly with the forest. The Mbuti refer to the forest as giving by claiming it provides for all their needs “food, shelter and clothing just like their parents” (Turnbull, 1965:19) and furthermore ‘like their parents, [it] gives them affection (Turnbull, 1965:19). The relationship between the Mbuti and the forest is reciprocal. They refer to the forest as “mother” or “father”. Bird-David (1990) argues that the hunter-gatherer perceptions of their environment is not based on good conduct or sacrificial conduct, but is that the forest gives unconditionally, just like a parent would. 
In conclusion, we cannot simply define hunter-gatherer societies as either “producers” or “collectors” as Engels (1875) claimed. The social and economic systems in the case of the Nuer and Mbuti are much more complex than immediate or delayed-return systems of categorisation advocated by Woodburn (1980). Their modes of subsistence are entwined with their environment; it is an ethos. We must also recognise that even the category of “hunter-gatherer” is based on western dichotomy thought, as Bird-David points out that ‘this category, however, is our own, culture-specific construct’ (1992:21). By contrast, the environment, to populations of cultivators is likened to an ancestor, where bounties are only supplied in return for favours rendered (Ingold, 2011). This, as Bird-David (1990) suggests that this perception of the environment to cultivators is opposed to the awareness of the environment to hunter-gatherers is what should be the distinguishing factor. The environment shares its resources with humans just as humans share with each other, embracing humans and non-human animals alike (Ingold, 2011). There is no separation between themselves or their environment, they dwell in it, embrace it and share with it. Perhaps we should endeavour in the age of the Anthropocene to see the environment as part of us, and not separate from it as we have done in our quest to dominate nature. Hunter-gatherer societies live in harmony with their environment, ‘they do so as beings in a world, not as minds which, excluded from a given reality, find themselves in the common predicament of having to make sense of it’ (Ingold, 2011:47). Hunter-gatherers make sense of their world not by categorising objects within it, such as trees, flowers, or river, but are within that environment. They see themselves as part of it, not detached. As Bird-David notes, hunter-gatherers ‘do not inscribe into the nature of things a division between natural agencies and themselves, as we do with our “nature:culture” dichotomy. They view the world as an integrated entity’ (1990:29-30). Ingold (2011) builds on this theory by advocating a new term to categorise hunter-gatherer subsistence modes, procurement. He suggest this notion opens up opportunities to attend to more entwined relationships with the environment, one where he stresses that ‘hunting and gathering are forms of skilled, attentive ‘coping’ in the world, intentionally carried out by persons in an environment replete with other agentive powers of one kind or another’ (Ingold, 2011:59). 
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