Hunting and Gathering
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By 12,000 years ago, human populations had spread into most of the habitable regions of the globe, including Australia and the Americas. With the aid of their flexible, rapidly evolving cultures, these groups, loosely organized as small bands of "hunter-gatherers" were able to adapt to virtually any environmental situation. 

The essence of hunting and gathering or what we might think of as foraging economies is to exploit many resources rather than to depend heavily on only a few. This means they tend to have a generalized subsistence strategy rather than a specialized one. Small, mobile human groups subsist on whatever resources are available within a defined territory. They adapt to conditions as they find them, using what is already there. They tend to move on a seasonal basis lacking any permanent settlements in an effort to optimize different sources of food throughout a relatively large territorial range. Having a fairly large range has relatively little impact on the environment. Hunter-gatherers tend to accumulate a large and intimate knowledge of their range and the food sources, dangers, and opportunities which exist within it. This knowledge is largely communal; it is shared by the group. 

In most circumstances, the activity of gathering of resources is very important providing 75 to 80% of the total calories consumed. We often think that hunting provides the major portion of the diet but it tends to only provide the balance. Technically, we ought to speak in terms of "gathering and hunting" rather than "hunting and gathering." In [image: image2.jpg]


existing hunting and gathering cultures, women usually do most of the gathering, while the men specialize in hunting. This is recognized as division of labor. Other than this kind of gender specialization--and it is by no means universal--there is little specialization of roles within the Hunter-gatherer group.

Hunter gatherer societies typically enjoy a surprisingly diverse diet and abundant leisure. They live in a small, personal world seldomly consisting of more than 250 people. Hunter gatherers have no accumulated wealth; they have marriage rules that require them to marry outside of their immediate group; the form bonds with neighbors largely through marriage and can rely on neighboring groups in time of need. Strong marriage bonds form alliances between groups making it unlikely that hostilities will ever exist

Hunter-gatherers form what Anthropologists call egalitarian relationships. This means that everyone in the group is thought of on equal terms. There is little opportunity in these groups for economic or other kinds of specialization to develop. What one 
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person knows and believes, the entire group tends to know and believe. Life is communal; cultural and technical knowledge and skills are widely shared. A sense of egalitarianism tends to prevail, and there are no sharp 

social distinction which can be found between individual. 

Custom and tradition, which are learned by imitation or embodied in the legends and myths of the group, determine behavior and values. The rules are simple and clear and understood by all. Social pressure by the group enforces proper behavior. There usually is no need for coercion. There is also little in the way of "individualism" as we would understand it. In fact, hunter gatherers would very probably not understand the concept of the individual since the group as a whole is the social unit they recognize in a collective sense. To survive as a individual "hunter-gatherer" is not possible so a collective identity is a means to survive in this way of making a living. 

Hunter-Gatherer Populations 

Because of their mobile way of life and their methods of subsistence, hunting and gathering economies can support only a low child-to-adult ratio. Interestingly, the birth rate of such groups tends to remain low, although controlled by mechanisms that are not fully understood. There appear to be natural checks on fertility, so that the human population tends to stay in balance with available resources. 

The stable population size which tends to characterize hunter-gather groups points to one of the most fundamental differences between this mode of life and the more complex way of life based on agriculture. Agricultural populations tend to expand dynamically and create greater density of population across a landscape.
QUESTIONS

1.  How does the idea of subsistence assure the success of hunting and gathering societies?
2. According to the article, the majority of the food consumed was from what?

3.  How does the term “communal” apply here?

4.  What is the typical size of a hunting-gathering group?

5.  How do marriage bonds assure no hostilities between group members?
6. What does "Egalitarian" mean?
7. How would hunting and gathering societies feel about the concept of "individualism?"
8.  Where do their behavior and values come from?

9.  Why was it necessary for hunting and gathering societies to move frequently?
10.  How would the food supply have impacted the number of kids they had?
