Materiality

More anthropological generalisations about contemporary hunter-gatherers, leading to the implications for archaeological conceptions of past hunter-gatherers

Delayed return, immediate return

Woodburn ([1995]1988) attempted to make generalisations about hunter-gatherers. He made a distinction between immediate return and delayed return systems. He defined an immediate return system as one in which;

"activities oriented to the present...are stressed; in which people deploy their labour to obtain food and other resources which will be used on the day they are obtained or casually over the days that follow; in which people use simple, portable, utilitarian, easily acquired, replaceable tools and weapons made with real skill but not involving a great deal of labour; in which people do not hold valued assets which represent a yield, a return for labour applied over time, or valued assets which are held and managed in a way which resembles and has similar social implications to delayed yields on labour; in which people are systematically disengaged from assets, from the potential in assets for creating dependency" (Woodburn 1988:32). 

Woodburn (1988) described a delayed return system as one in which;

"activities are oriented to the past and future as well as to the present; in which people hold rights over valued assets of some sort, which either represent 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 1988:32).

Woodburn (1988) suggested that, according to these definitions, some contemporary hunting and gathering societies have delayed return systems and some have immediate return systems. He argued that all non-hunting and gathering societies, or all other societies, have delayed return systems. Woodburn (1988) suggested that there had been changes - in both directions - within groups of hunter-gatherers from one system to another throughout time and he set about trying to determine the factors which led to this transformation. The fact that Woodburn argues for changes shows that this definition is not cut along the same lines as Testart and Lee (for although Testart and Lee try to ease themselves away from environmental determinism there is always the hint in their models that the environment is an important factor) 
simple-complex

Price and Brown translated the anthropologists’ models of Nomadic style and Storing hunter-gatherers into simple and complex  hunter-gatherers for archaeological purposes. 

Rowley-Conwy found examples of complex hunter-gatherers in the archaeological record of Denmark. Rowley-Conwy (1981) (see also 1983) suggested that, as anthropological theory had led archaeologists to believe that simple economies are equatable to mobile economies (e.g. Sahlins 1972, Service 1966, Lee and Devore 1968b), archaeologists had come to assume that because all simple and mobile economies discussed by anthropologists are those of hunters, all hunters must have simple and mobile economies. Rowley-Conwy (1981) discussed the Danish case and suggested that it was difficult to find evidence for that type of simple mobility for the Ertebølle of Jutland, or indeed other Scandinavian Mesolithic hunter-gatherers.

Rowley-Conwy (1981) showed that even though the seasonally-determinist model has shown indicators of winter and spring occupation at the inland site of Ringkloster (such as pine marten bones, young red deer and migratory bird bones); and evidence of summer occupation (in the form of fish bones) has been found at coastal sites, Rowley-Conwy suggested that the evidence is not so straightforward as it may at first appear. He suggested that there is some evidence that some sites, including the type site of Ertebølle, were occupied all year round and that the implications of permanent settlements in a hunting economy are large (Rowley-Conwy 1981:52). He suggested that; "such settlement was possible in the Ertebølle...because migratory food resources arrived in the same general area all the year round" (Rowley-Conwy 1981:53) 

According to Rowley-Conwy, the social implications of sedentism in a hunting and gathering group are major.

"there is generally a much more complex social structure among sedentary hunters...social stratification and control is sufficiently developed to allow disputes to be solved internally, so fissioning does not occur" (Rowley-Conwy 1981:54). 

Rowley-Conwy's conclusion was that: "the degree to which sedentary hunters "mimic" farmers is...rather striking. The major difference appears to be between "sedentary" and "mobile" rather than between "hunter" and "farmer"" (Rowley-Conwy 1981:54
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Summary – how anthropological research has changed 

archaeologists’ views of the transition to agriculture
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