Materiality
Anthropological generalisations about contemporary hunter-gatherers I

In this lecture we will be looking at generalisations about contemporary hunter-gatherers. Much of this work was done in anthropology and/or American archaeology in the 1960s. Generalisations about contemporary hunter-gatherers included such question as: What are hunter-gatherers? Can they be viewed usefully as a unified group?  Why should we want to do that? 

Major change late 1960s, Man the Hunter Symposium

Why? What was the political backdrop? America 1960s Hippies antimaterialism, anti war, hunter-gatherers elevated on account of egalitarianism, supposed anti-violence see Bender and Morris for an overview. The image of hunter-gatherers came full circle since Hobbes was describing their lives as nasty brutish and short. – Majority of papers at the Man the Hunter symposium stress the ease of the hunting gathering way of life, except Balikci on the Netsilik Eskimos and Williams on the Bihor of India, but these papers were (deliberately?) overlooked. Sahlins calls hunter-gatherers the Original Affluent Society (4 hours per day) in his own paper at the Man the Hunter symposium 

Richard Lee/Irven Devore. Harvard Kalahari project. Man the Hunter symposium 1968. Introduction: I quote 

“The symposium considered the definition of “hunters” but did not succeed in satisfying everyone. An evolutionary definition would have been ideal; this would confine hunters to those populations with strictly Pleistocene economies – no metal, firearms, dogs, or contact with non-hunting cultures. Unfortunately such a definition would effectively eliminate most, if not all, of the peoples reported at the symposium...” (Lee and Devore 1968:4)

They define hunting and gathering in 1. Economic terms, as a mode of subsistence and 2. Generally men hunt and women gather. 

Cultural ecology puts this down to adaptation – the role of women as child bearers and carers and the idea that hunting is incompatible with child carrying. 

Social aspects: fluidity of band composition being the only generalisation they could make at the Man the Hunter symposium.  Lee and Devore see it as adaptive – in ecological terms. The effect in political terms is that conflict can be resolved by fission (especially Turnbull, Mbuti), hence egalitarianism (also levelling mechanisms). Another aspect of band fluidity is property ownership, or rather the lack of it.  

"...the pure nomad is the poor nomad. Mobility and property are in contradiction" (Sahlins 1972:12).

This lack of property extended to lack of territoriality among fluid hg bands. Even where territoriality was described at the symposium (Mbuti, Hadza, “Bushmen”) it was shown that access to resources was fluid, variable and seasonal. Access to different groups was based on bilateral kinship links. Small groups the norm – stressed adaptive function in terms of disease avoidance. Magic numbers emerged as 500 for group and 25 for band. Density of one person per square mile. Populations kept low by mobility, leading to birth spacing; post partum taboo on sex, prolonged lactation. For mobile hunter-gatherers, women can not carry more than one child at a time !Kung: “a woman who gives birth like an animal to one offspring after another has a permanent backache”. Hence birth spacing. Lee showed that mobile hunter-gatherers could produce a food surplus if they wanted to (work 4 hours per day, original affluent society) but then, being mobile, what would they do with it? 

The Nomadic Style hunter gatherer model was produced.....
In 1982, the Nomadic Style model was questioned for exactly how generic it was. 

Storing hunter-gatherers

In 1982, the Nomadic Style model was questioned for exactly how generic it was. Testart said that it worked only if certain hunter-gatherers were considered to be exceptions. One of these being NW Coast Native Americans. It was funny that this case provided the spur, as it had been described perfectly by Suttles at the Man the Hunter symposium, but was deliberately ignored in the fervour to produce the nomadic style model.

The Californian Indians are another “exception” and Testart argues that these things have been known for a long time – Grosse in 1896 had made a distinction between “upper” and “lower” hunter-gatherers and argued that it was essentially the same type of subsistence strategy but that differences could be related to the different environments in which they lived.

Testart argued that there are two distinct forms of hunting and gathering societies and that these differences were not attributable only to the environment, but the two forms constituted very different types of economy. He argued that the first type is based on the immediate use of food resources (San, Australian Aborigines) and the second on large-scale seasonal food storage (NW Coast, Californian Indians). The general characteristics of delayed return hunter-gatherers are very different to those described by Lee and Devore in 1968.

Characteristics of delayed return hgs: 1. Environments with dramatic seasonal fluctuations; means intense activity is necessary at times when resources are available, STORAGE to deal with times when resources are not available. During lean months food productive activities are low and there is time for leisure (and ritual) (his words, not mine!). All this means that 2. A lot of planning is required. Testart argues that from these, differences from “Nomadic Style” hunter-gatherers are necessary in terms of residence patterns, population densities and socio-economic inequalities. 

Residence patterns – 

Large amounts of stored food incompatible with wide-ranging mobility. On top of that, large amounts of stored food make the of practise wide-ranging mobility un-necessary. What is needed, however, is a system of permanent camps (food storage, inhabited during lean part of year) and outlying seasonal camps for exploitation of seasonal resources.

High population density – 

For mobile hunter-gatherers, women can not carry more than one child at a time !Kung: “a woman who gives birth like an animal to one offspring after another has a permanent backache”. Hence birth spacing. Sedentism alone, therefore, should give rise to demographic expansion and this is demonstrated empirically. Added to this, storage makes more food available (ie it is not the richness of the environment per se – because this richness is only transient – but rather the extension of that abundance to all year round by means of storage). So, sedentism gives rise to demographic expansion, storage allows population to stabilise at a higher level.

Socio-economic inequality – 

Lee showed that mobile hunter-gatherers could produce a food surplus if they wanted to (work 4 hours per day, original affluent society) but then, being mobile, what would they do with it? Sedentary hunter-gatherers, on the other hand, can not only produce a surplus of food but store it as well. This surplus can be converted into material form (goods) by means of exchange and, unlike mobile hgs, who have to carry their stuff around, sedentary hgs can accumulate as much as they want to. 

As Testart puts it; “the accumulation of wealth is made possible by sedentarism, realized by the transformation of food into lasting goods, and rendered potentially unlimited by the exchangeable nature of stored food” (Testart 1982:526). People who have access to an economic surplus can use this to gain political power. 

The storing model was produced....

– 

