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societies the same issue often emerges over rights to the carcass of a
successfully huitted game animal. In very many of lhesg,sti'cielies the
carcass is recognized as being individually owned and yét at the same
time the various members of the camp in which the/6wner lives have
socially recognized rights.to a share in the mgat which cannot be
refused by the owner. In looking at the politicdl relevance of property
rights, the important question ¥ 3 a6t so much whether these
rights are held by individuals or by"gretps, although this is a matter to
which we will return, but the morefuridamental question of the scale of
s women and children to the

hyd valued in hunting and
he_basis for the various

range of material things
W€ are concerned with t

equalities and iped
historical traje¢tories. In our search for answers we must start with some

3

Low production targets

In a famous paper at the ‘Man the hunter’ conference in 1966q Sah?i;::
argued that hunter-gatherers, far from having difficulty in obtainifig
their material requirements and desires, oblained them rather easily
and allowed themselves much leisure by setling their targets low and
by Timiting their material wants to_those that are well within their
capacity to achieye (Sahlins 1968: 85-9; 1974: 1-39). Much work has
been stimulated by the theory over the years and many comments have
been made, some favourable and some not. Certainly not all hunter-
atherers are willing to set their targ i uence they
find tolerable the degree of hardship suggested in one of his examples
(1968: 89). And again much more effort is, at some times and in some
societies, made to obtain people’s requirements than this theory pre-
dicts. .
But, if two provisos are made, the crux of the((heory Mas, we believe,
stood up well to twenty years of additional research. The first proviso is
that it applies very much better to hunter-gatherer societies with
i i 5 — that is, in brief, with economies in which
people usually obtain an immediate yield for their labour, use this yield
with minimal delay and place minimal emphasis on property rights —
than it does to hunter-gatherer societies with delayed-return systems
— in which people plac{ more_emphasis on property rights, rights
which are usually but not always linked with delayed yields on labour

(for a more detailed characterization of these types of economy, see
Woodburn 1980; 1982a; 1982b). Contemporary hunter-gatherers with
immediate-return systems include, in Africa, the Mbuti, the IKung, the
Nharo and the Hadza; in South Asia, the Paliyan, the Hill Pandaram
and the Naiken;

in South-east Asia, the Batek. Most north-
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ern hunter-gatherers have delayed-return systems and so, too, do

_ Australian Aborigines. All societies with pastoral or agricultural modes
of subsistence have delayed-return systems. The second proviso is that

difficulties must be recognized in the definition of material wants —

. those wanis that according to the theory are set at a low level that is
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well within people’s capacity to achieve. The difficulty arises because of
the undoubted fact that people in these societies alimost never oblain
nearly as much of the more desirable foods — especially meat and

w. Andthereis a clearly articulaled desire Tor

: more arrows, more axes, more beads, more clothing, more tobacco,

and so on. As many anthropologists who have worked in societies with

. immediate-return_systems will testify, people’s demand for food and

other goods from anthropologists, as well as from members of their
own society, is very great, indeed at times almost insatiable (Woodburn
e point is not that wanuts are set low, but rather th
production largers arey Demand is not focused on greater production, I

does not, for example, lead to pressure to persuade those who hunt
little to spend more time and effort on hunting. It is instead strongly
focused on the requirement that people who at some particiilar mo-
ment happen to have more of something than they immediately need

should carry out their moral obligation to share it outj The émphasis is

on what was, at the conference from which the chapters in this volume
are drawn,(Called demand-sharing) People do not wait meekly for their
share, but make what are al time mmﬁl‘:ﬁbiumers, in
some at least of these societies, are expected to deprecate their own
success and may even choose o give up hunting for a while lest they be
suspected of attempting to build up their status (see, for example, Lee
1984: 48-50, 151-7).

In all known hunter-gatherer societies with immediate-return sys--
tems, and in many, but not all, hunter-gatherer societies with delayed-
return systems, people are almost always able to meet their nutritional
needs very adequately without working long hours. In setling their
production targets low, people are not normally running significant
risks of endangering their health and welfare, not even, because of the
emphasis on sharing, the health and welfare of the weak and poten-
tially vulnerable. :

The combination of low production targets, little difficulty for indi-
viduals in meeting their nuliilional needs and strong pressures for
immediate use of food and of artefacts means that, in comparison with
other types of society, not many material things are held and even
fewer are accumulated over time.

Definition of property rights
How, then, are property rights organized? We musl first define whef
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" strategy, a people can cnjoy an unparalleled material

-

It ccononncs s the dismal science, the study of hunting-gathering ccon-
ones must be its most advanced branch. Almost totally committed to the
argiment that life was hard in the Paleolithic, our textbooks compete to
comey a sense of impending doom, leaving the student to wonder not only
how Tiimiters managed to make a lvin , but whether, after all, this was

specter of starvaty is. the stalker in thesc pages. His tec 10i-

cal incompetence is said to enjoin continuous work just to survive, lecaving

him without respite from the food quest and without the Icisure to “build
culture.” Even so, for his cfforts he pulls the*lowest grades in thermo-
dyvnamics—IJess encrgy harnessed per i v hode
of production. And in treatises on economic develo mcent, he is condenned
to plavthe role ol b alled * istc 1y."”

WiI'be exfremely difficult to correct this teaditional wisdom. Perhaps
then we should phrase the necessary revisions in the most shocking terms
possible: that this was, when vou come to think of it, the original affluent

+ t society. By common understanding an affluent socicty is one in which all

the people’s wanfs are casilv Salished: and though we arc pleased 0 consider

this happy condifion the unique achievement of industrial civilization, a
better case can be made for hunters and gatherers, even many of the mar-

i ginal ones spared to cthnography. For wants are “casily satisficd,” either by

| producing much or desiring little, and there are, accordingly, two possible
, roads o afffuence. 1h ﬁzlﬁxraiﬂvean course makes assumptions peculiarly
appropriate to market economies, that man’s wants are great, not to say
infinite, whereas his means are limited, although improvable. Thus the gap
between means and ends can cventually be narrowed by industrial produc-
tivity, at Je at “urgent” goods became abundant. But there
is also aZen solution to scarcity and affluenc beginning from premises
oppasite Trom our own, that human material ends are few and fnite apd
technical means unchanging but ‘on the whole adequate. Adonting the Zen
lenty, th per-

* haps only_a Tow_standard of Tving,That think descri he_hunters.!

The traditional dismal view of the hunter's fix is pre-anthropological. It
goes back to the time Adum Smith was writing. and maybe to a time before
anyone was writing. But anthropology, especially evolutionary anthropol-
ogy, found it congenial, even necessary theoretically, to adopt the same
tone of reproach. Archeologists and ethnologists had become Neolithic rey-
olutionaries, and in their enthusiasm for the revolution found serious short-
comings in the Old (Stone Age) Regime. Scholars extolled a Nealithic Great
Leap Forward. Some spoke of a changeover from human effort to domesti-
cated energy sources, as if people had been liberated by a new labor-saving
device, although in fact the basic power resources remained exactly the
same, plants and animals, the development occurring rather in techniques
of appropriation (i.c., domestication. Moreover, archeological research was
beginning to suggest that the decisive gains came in stability of scttlement
and gross economic product, rather than productivity of labor).

But evolutionary theory is not entirely to blame. The larger economic
context in which it operates, “as if by an invisible hand,” promotes the same
dim conclusions about the hunting life. Scarcity is the peculiar obsession of

. @ business economy, the calculable condition of all who participate in it.
The market makes freely available a dazzling array of products all these
“good things” within a man's reach—but never his grasp, for one never has

enough to buy everything, To exist in a market economy is to live out a
n m:\acquacy and cnding in acpri\'aﬁon. A

double tragedy, beginning

cconomic achivity starls Trom a position of shor age: whether as producer,
consumer, or scder of labor, one’s resources arc msulficient to the possiblc

=

)

usts ana satistactions. do one comes to a conclusion—"vou pavs rour
money and you takes your choice.” But then, every acquisition is simulta-
neously a deprivation, for every purchase of something is-a denial of some-
thing else that could have heen had instead. (The point is that if vou buy
one kind of automobile, say a Plymouth fastback, you cannot als n have a
Ford Mustang—and | judge from the TV commercials that the deprivation

involved is more than matcrial.) Inadequacy is the judgment decrecd by our
economy, and thus the axiom of our economics: the application of scarce

¥
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means against alternate ends. We stand sentenced to life af hard labor. Ttis .;"//

fromi This anxious vantage that we look back on the hunter. But.iFMgm
man, with all his technical advantages, stll hasn't got the wherewithal, what
chance has this naked savage with

carcity 1s not an infrinsic property of technical means. It is a relation
between means and ends. € empitical possibility Tha
unters are in busingss for their health, a fnite objective, and bow and
arrow are adequate fo that end. A fair case can be made that hunters often .
work much less than we do, and rather than a grind the food quest is
intermittent, leisure is abundant. and there is more sleep in t i
capita than in any other conditions of society. (Perhaps certain traditional
formulae are better inverted: the amount of work per capita increases with

his puny bow and_arrow? Hm‘mg(
A

equipped the Tiunter with bourgeois impuilses and Paicolithic tools, W tiidge '
his situation hopeless in advance. .

e

«

the evolution of culture and the amount of leisure per capita decreascs.)

&

\urcover, Tianicrs scem ncither Tarassed tor anxious. A certain conh-
dence, at Teast many cascs, attends their economic attitudes and deci-
sim(;s. The way they dispose of food on hand, for example—as if they had it
made.
This is the case even among many present marginal hunters—who
hardly constityte a fair test of Paleolithic omy but something of a
supreme testSConsidering the poverty in which hunter an gatherers live in
i€0TY, if cOmes as a surprise that Bushmen who live in the Kalahar; eni
‘a kind of material plepty” X is speaking of
non-subsistence production; in this context her explication scems applicable
bevond the Bushmen. She draws attention to the technical simplicity of the
non-subsistence sector: the simple and readily availabic raw materials, skills,
and tools, Bul mosi important, wants arc restricted: a fow people are happy
to consider few things their good Tortune, The restraint is imposed b no-
- Ut the hunter, it is truly said that this wealth is 3 burden (at least
fpr his wife). Goods and mobility are therefore soon brought into contradic.
tion, and to take Tiberties with aline of Lattimore's, the pure nomad remains

8 poor nomad. It is only consistent with their mobility, a5 many accounts
irectly say, that among hunters needs are limited, ice inhibi
Warner (1937 1958], p. 137) makes this very clear

Varne / ; for the Mumgin—-mrta-
bility is a2 main value in the economic scheme of things.

n Lee's paper he reported that
productive members of IKung Bushman camps

week in subsistence. |

chance than with chances of game.

_ addition, evidence on hunter-gatherers’ economic attitudes and deci.
sions shoulfi be brought to bear. Harassment is not implied in the descrip-

to hunt was shut up in a stable” (Le Jeunc's Relation of
- 1927, 1, p. 182). “Not the slightest thought of, or carc for,
what the morrow may bring forth,” wrote Spencer and Gillen ( 1899, p. §3).

Two intr:'tprctaliom of this
they are fools, or they are n

the morrow will brin

, it would seem

augh-

soul, and worry him <o
EAND,

ght are possible: cither

as far as they are concerned

her than anxi
uence, of a condition i whi

. It can carry them |

Id try cven a Jesuit's

that—as the Indians warn—h,
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Sahlinspffered two promising cultural propositions. The
as that affluence is a culture-specific relation be-

tween material wants and means and that hunter-
gatherers achieve it by redycing their materis ants
through cultural processes:
would have been a good starting poi which to
explore the ideas of hunter-gatherers in r'elation'to their

ecgpomic conduct -

cultural proposition was, essentially,
that iunter-gatherers have confidence in their environ.
menmﬁ%mwmm
relation to that confidence. In “Notes on the Original
Affluent Society” he put this boldly, arguing that ““a cer-
tain confidence, at least in many cases, attends their
economic attitudes and decisions. The way they dispose
of food on hand, for example—as if they had it made”

Sahlins did not, I think, £0 back on the explanatory
importance of hunter-gatherers’ confidence in their en-
vironment. He simply laid his bet on another proposi-
tion which he had come to believe would make his case
more strongly. Reputed to be central and crucial to “The
Original Affluent Society,” this proposition was that
hunter-gatherers work an average of three to five hours
per adult per day. In retrospect, and taking into account
the recent work discussed briefly above, it is clear that
he bet on the weaker horse, =~ :

[Tl Aasued TaT) ¢ hunter-gatherers
could gain an adequate livelihood by working so little,
it was obvious that they could easily get what they
wanted and did not want more than they could easily
get, and, furthermore, it was obvious {“reasonable”
they had confidence in their environmen us, Sahlins
concluding theory on the ecological propo-

sition, which should not have been offered {since there
“Was neither sufficient evidence nor any theoretical need
for it), and abandoned the cultural propositions.

It is as a result of this that he provided a theory of
abundance with cost {owing to ecological dictates) when
he had set out to offer the opposite, a theory of affluence
without abundance (owing to cultural influences).

_ .. . _ «1wouldargue, how-
ever, that in drawing attention to the explanatory power
of hunter-gatherers’ trust in their environment, Sahlins
did point the way towards a culturally oriented theory
of hunter-gatherers’ economic behaviour. He was on the
threshold of what can now be pursued by using the cul-
turalist method of économic analysis.

|B/RD - DAVIA

“The Original Affluent Society* |

BIRD-DAVID Beyond

The Cosmic Economy' of Sharing

Here T discuss a closely related metaphorical
model—the cosmic economy of sharing—in relation to
subsistence activities in the text of a comparison
between the Nayaka and rwo other
i ediate-return systems, the-Mbuti-ofZaire-and-th
ifim stems,-the-Mbuy

Hatek of Malaysia Each group has animistic_notions

/ whichgattribute life and consciousness to natural phe-
mena, jncluding the forest itself and parts of it such

as hilltops, tall trees, and river sources. I shall examine
the way in which they copstn h elationship with
these agents—at oncc

g eclectically at their rituz my heir every-

day discourse and conduct and by paying special atten-

me 33, Number 1, February 1992

o

The Nayaka confine the merriment ot a communal get-
together with the natural agencies to a festival nomally
held once a year. However, throughout this festival,
which lasts 24 hours, they converse, dance, sing, eat, apd
even share cigarettes with natural-cum-ancestral spirits,
which they invoke by shamanistic performances.
Second, the@atural agencies %ve food and gifts to ev-
eryone, regardless of specific kinship ties or prior recip-
rocal obligationsJThe Mbuti, for example, explicitly say
that “the forest gives them . . . food and shelter, warmth _
and clothing” (Turnbull 1976 [1965]:253; 1978:16_5).
They view game, honey, and other natural foods as
“gifts” (Turnbull 1976 [1965]:161, 180, 277; 1961:61,
Third, the people regard themselves as “children of "
the forest, the term connoting generic ties rather than 7
simply bonds of emotion and care. For example, not only
do Mbuti often refer to the forest as “father” and
“mother” (Turnbull 1965:252; cf. Mosko 1987} and say
that it “gives them . . . affection” {1965:253) but also
they describe it as the source of all spiritual matter and
power, including the vital essence of people’s lives
Finally, these groups not only depict their ties with
the natural agencies as ties of sharing between relatives

but also explain experiences which could be seen to be
at odds with this cultural representation in its own

terms, as temporary, accidental, and remediable excep-
tions. The Mbuti, for example, say that mishaps occur
when the forest is asleep. Then they have to awaken it
by singing and “draw the forest’s attention to the imme-
diate needs of its children” (Turnbull 1961:87; 1976

3 : 2y . They
view their world.as an integrated entity. While many
other non-Western peoples view the world in this fash-
ion,(t seéms that hunter-gatherers with immediate-
feturn systems distinctively view their ties with the
natural a €s rms of visiting and shari
i € can say that their world—accor: ing to the
metaphorical template carrizd by the image of
haring#is"a cosmic3ystem ich embraces
both "human-to-human and nature-to-human sharing. |

e two kinds of sharing are constitaents of a cosmiic
economy of sharing,

~ First, as in the case of human-to-human sharing, they

care about going on forays just as they do about the value
of their products. For example, on some days they col-
lect items of no immediate use and of no great value,
and, having collected something, return to the camp,
even in the middle of the day. A concern with the activ-
ity itself—as much as, and sometimes more than, with
its yield—is even more conspicuous when people engage
temporarily in other subsistence activities. They con-
tinue to go on expeditions in the forest every now and
then, even though they often collect little or nothing at
all and could do without it
P P

* Second, like sharing, hunting and gathering are social
events and contexts for socializing. {The Bate , forexam-
.. Most men and
women approach theif economic activities enthusiasti-
_cally” {K. L. Endicott 1980:650}. “W- ' '
Third, as in human-to-human sharing, seeing consti-
tutes a crucial moment in hunting and gathering activi-
ties.’ These hunter-gatherers tend to appropriate what

o . they see rather to search for somethi want.

o  tion to the metaphors which they use. Four features in yseer than efr'[n the I;s?lﬁf t&ze hunter-

= particular are prominent: i - — - gatnerers, the assumption of abundance has—the-same

< First, the natural (human-like) agencies socialize with) kapationrit is consistent with their view of the natural

% ( the hunter-gatherers, The Mbuti molimagestival tor ex- environment as a sharing partner, which implic. L.

z  dmple, is, in fact, precisely about this: the Forest visits as human agents appropriate their shares they secure

: the Mbuti camp, plays music, and sings with the people urther sharing. The assumption of scarcity is consistent

z  (Tumbull 1961). The Batek similarly say that the super- with Westemers’ mechanistic view of the natural envi- /
% natural spirits, called hala’, “come to earth merely for - ronment, which implies that in the course of time, as |g
= the pleasure of sharing a good singing session with ghe human agents use up resources, the total stock is de- |
O Batek.” During the frujt season, Batek frequently sing leted.

for—and with—the natural spirits (Endicott 1979:219). —
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This excellent article should be prescribed as an(antidote
wm__gn_t}_;t_gpglg_zy courses for which “The Original

uent Society” is required reading. I am so much in
agreement with Bird-David’s arguments that I shall
limit my comments to one suggestion and one reserva-
tion, which is that her commitment to a “culturalist”
account prevents her from bringing out the more radical
implications of her own argument.

My suggestion concerns two terms which recur
throughout Bird-David’s presentation, as indeed they do
in Sahlins’s text, and which are surely as crucial to the
whole argument as is the concept of sharing. These
terms me@ and " and they are used
to characterize the attitude that hunter-gatherers are
said to have towards the environment and its present
and future capacity to provide them with their means
of subsistence. Sahlins uses the terms freely, as virtual
synonyms (e.g., 1972:29, where they appear in consecu-
tive sentences], and so does Bird-David. | suggest that
they be distinguished, at least for purposes of analysis,
and that the distinction will help us to put our finger
on the most important respect in which Bird-David's
portrayal of hunter-gatherer orientations towards the en-
vironment differs from that of Sahlins.

In making the distinctign between confidence and
trust, I follow the lead of Luhmann}ngS)(C_onﬁdence)
he suggests, is what enables U570 get by in a world full
Tu;fgfre—s»?m:ﬁsmered danigers. It presupposes
no engagement, NoO active involvement on our part, with
these potential sources of danger, so that when trouble
does strike it is attributed to forces external to the field
of our own relationships, forces which just happen to
set the “outside world,” under its own momentum, on
a collision course with our expectations. This, I think,
is a fair representation of the way in which Sahlins de-
picts the hunter-gatheérer attitude to nature, conceived
as a world “out there,” external to the world of human
relationships {society] and subjéct to ups and downs re-
gardiess of human actions and dispositions towards it.
Nature goes its own way, and if it yields or fails to yield

it 1s not because it has the hunter-gatherer in mind. And
the hunter-gatherer has to assume that it will yield. for

¢ altemative—in Luhmann’s {1988:97) words—is to
withdra nis without having anything with

which to Teplace them._ : A
y contrast,(presupposes an active, prior en-
gag t with the ageficies and entities of the environ-

ment on which we depend; it is an inherent quality of
our relationships with them. To trust others is to act
with them in mind, on the expectation that they will do
likewise—r1esponding in ways favourable t0 Us—30 long
as we do nothing to cuiFb thieir autonomy to act other-

'\ wise. This peculiar combination of dependency and au-

tonomy is, | believef'the essence of hunter-gatherer shar-)

t
and by Bird-David’s account—which could readily

be corroborated with data from societies other than the
ones she describes—it equally characterizes people’s re-
lationships with nonhuman constituents of the environ-
ment. These constituents, imbued with personal pow-
ers, are ideed supposed to act with the people in mind.
So long as they are treated with respect and consider-
ation, they may be expected to act benevolently. But by
the same token, they have the power to withhold if any
attempt is made to coerce more than they are prepared
to provide. Coercion, the attempt to extract by force,
represents a betrayal of the trust that underwrites the
willingness to give. .

The contrast I have drawn may be summarized as fol-
lows: @ahlinsYuncritically accepts the “Western” view
of the environment as a world of nature outside of, and
opposed t6, the human world of society and 1i5 inite ;
moreover, he allows this view to inform his own charac-
terization 6f hunter-gatherer attitudes towards the epyi-
ronment, epitomized in the notion of conAdence( Bird-

"DgigoLec!tllLrecognizes that for hunter-gatherers
themselves the environment is not “nature” in this
Western sense but rather the world as it is gathered
within the ambit of an all-embracing nexus of personal-
1Z€d Tetar IpS whose quality is aptly conveyed by
the notion of trust, T'his contrast, however, Brings

to my reservation about Bird-David’s argument. Despite
her welcome suggestion that a proper recognition of the
hunter-gatherer view “can help us loosen slightly the
bonds of our own Western ways of viewing the world,”
the kind of “culture-sensitive” analysis that she of-
fers—set up as it is in opposition to naturalistic, “eco-
logical” models of hunter-gatherer life—actually has the
opposite effect.

Hunter-gatherers do not, as Westemers are inclined to
do, draw a Rubicon separating human beings from all
non-human agencies, ascribing personhood exclusively
to_the former whils ing the latter to an inclu-,

sive category of things. ror theém thére are not [wo /
\Eﬂﬂiﬂ%@rsons [society) and things [naturelBut just -

>

one world=-one environment—saturated with personal
wers and embracing both human beings, the animals
and plants on which they depend, and the landscape in
which they live and move. In the culture-sensitive,_an-
thropological account, however, what is taken to be Jit-
erally true of relationships among humans is assumed
to be only metaphorically true of dealings with the non- .
human_environmens. Thus it is said that sharing, an
accurate description of what goes on between human
members of a hunter-gatherer band, provides the people
with a metaphor for expressing their relations with “na-
ture.” In the one case it belongs to the language of the
objective account {of a social reality}, in the other it be-
comes incorporated into the language of subiective rep-
resentation, superimposed upon the obijective reality of
nature. The Western dichotomy between society and na-
ture is thereby reproduced despite the hunter-gatherer’s
insistence on its dissolution. Nature, we say. does not
really share with people (as people really share with one
another in society). We know, from scientific ecology.
what nature is really like. Hunter-gatherers’ representa-

tions may be appealing and congenial, but they have got

it wrong. - ,

at hy atherers have with constituents of their en:
nd that it is manifested just as well in trans-
actions with other humans that we might describe as
sharing as in transactions with non-human constituents
that we might describe as hunting and gathering. What

e ———
Wwe need, then, is not a culture-sensitive account to re-
place a naturalistic_ecology, for, as we have seen the
former—ostensib i -
phorical representations—actually presupposes the pos-
sibiity of an alternative, Jiteral account of the natural
world that the latter purports to deliver. Rather, we need
a new kind of ecological anthropology that wonld take
as its startin int the acti t
of human Iniggiwith the constituents of their world,
And the first step in its establishment must be to dis-
solve the facile identification of “the environment” with
“nature” as a world out there, given independently of
human involvement. For hunter-gatherers as for the rest
of us, life is given in engagement, not in disengagement,
and it is in that very engagement that the real world at
once ceases to be “nature” and becomes an environment
for people.

I suggest that we start again from the opposite prem- , s
iss, tha%@ey have got it n%%m other words, that the
notion of trust correctly cap  the quality of relati%




