READINGS IN ANTHROPOLOGY

Jean-Luc Chodkiewicz




PEOPLES OF THE PAST AND PRESENT

READINGS IN ANTHROPOLOGY

Jean-Luc Chodkiewicz
University of Manitoba

HARCOURT
= BRACE
Harcourt Brace & Company

Toronto Montreal Fort Worth New York Orlando Philadelphia San Diego
London Sydney Tokyo



Copyright © 1995
Harcourt Brace & Company Canada, Ltd.
All rights reserved

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information
storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Requests for permission to make copies of any part of the work should be mailed to:
Permissions, College Division, Harcourt Brace & Company, Canada, 55 Horner
Avenue, Toronto, Ontario M8Z 4X6.

Every reasonable effort has been made to acquire permission for copyright material
used in this text, and to acknowledge all such indebtedness accurately. Any errors and
omissions called to the publisher’s attention will be corrected in future printings.

Canadian Cataloguing in Publication Data
Main entry under title:
Peoples of the past and present

Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 0-7747-3214-8

1. Anthropology. 2. Ethnology. I. Chodkiewicz, Jean-Luc.
GN25.P46 1995 301 C93-095483-1

Publisher: Heather McWhinney
Editor and Marketing Manager: Daniel J. Brooks
Projects Co-ordinator: Megan Mueller

Director of Publishing Services: Jean Davies

Editorial Manager: Marcel Chiera

Supervising Editor: Semareh Al-Hillal

Production Manager: Sue-Ann Becker

Production Supervisor: Carol Tong

Copy Editor: Darlene Zeleney

Cover and Interior Design: Maher Design
Typesetting and Assembly: Howarth & Smith Typesetting & Printing Ltd.
Printing and Binding: Edwards Brothers Incorporated

Cover Art: Maasai Messages, watercolour by Canadian artist Irene Klar. Reproduced
with the permission of the artist.

This book was printed in the United States of America.

1 2 3 4 5 99 98 97 96 95



Preface

textbook in introductory anthropology,

not to compete with its full and systematic
coverage. The articles it contains, although they
are not all written by anthropologists, illustrate
many of the issues and viewpoints commonly
discussed in the latest editions of the various
available textbooks. The topical arrangement of
the readings in this collection is also similar to
that of most current textbooks for introductory
courses, reflecting the “four-square” division of
the field (biological anthropology, archaeology,
cultural anthropology, and linguistic anthropol-
ogy) so often honored in the breach in the
research and practice of many modern anthropol-
ogists. To give just one example, the fast-develop-
ing field of applied anthropology would deserve
some portion of that “square.” The majority of
the articles reproduced here were chosen from
hundreds of books, journals, and magazine
articles that have appeared over the last four
decades. Older articles appear alongside original
contributions published here for the first time.
One function of the older articles is to dispel the
illusion that only the latest is the best, or that
only the anthropological research of this decade
is useful and relevant to our basic understanding
of human societies and cultures.

Whereas well-established facts and theories are

the main fare of a textbook, a reader such as this

T his volume is intended to accompany your

one attempts to illustrate, comment, and specu-
late. To avoid creating an eclectic and disjointed
collection of unrelated texts, I have combined
articles unified by several themes, and provided
introductory comments that highlight the links
among the selections. So many choices had to be
made among equally worthy anthropological
contributions that, like any selection, this one
does not contain every item of importance, but
reflects, to an extent, its editor’s preferences and
perspectives. [ wanted to present anthropology as
a science in the making, and to emphasize the
modern understanding and practice of “holism,”
which is not the so-called four-fields approach
but a synthetic approach that distinguishes
anthropology from all other social sciences.
Although not all modern anthropologists find
this approach equally useful and relevant, it has
the advantage of promoting a logical and coher-
ent framework for an initiation into the field of
anthropology.

Anthropology is, first of all, a unique way of
looking at the world, and the objective of an
introductory course should be to illustrate and
explain that world view. Anthropology does not
have a monopoly on the study of humankind
and its place in nature, but it has original contri-
butions to make to that understanding. A leading
concern in the selection of the articles in this
reader was to introduce and emphasize problems
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of method, by providing illustrations of “scienc-
ing,” and not just scientific results. This emphasis
on seeking knowledge rather than revealing
accepted truths is intended to help students
understand that there is much yet to be done: the
purpose of their training is to enable them to
dispel the confusions and fill the gaps of our
present knowledge. No attempt was made to be
comprehensive and to cover all the important
points; that is the job of textbooks. Some of the
more humanist, or postmodern, perspectives, for
example, are underrepresented in this collection.
Nevertheless, the present collection represents
many of the anthropological perspectives
embraced by modern leaders in the field. Other
anthropologists, other ideas and theoretical
positions have been or could be featured in other
readers. As it is, Peoples of the Past and Present
reflects different facets of modern anthropologi-
cal research dedicated to making anthropology
into the science that it could be, and that many
anthropologists claim it is already becoming.

The articles chosen, as well as the comments
that introduce the various sections, are not
intended to be comprehensive or to settle issues,
but to raise interest in them. Although they do
not seek controversy for its own sake, they are
often argumentative, intended to initiate a
debate. The objective was to provide interesting
illustrations of anthropological discoveries and
points of view, in order to show that a scientific
anthropology is an attractive and viable possi-
bility.

Advances in other sciences — notably in
biology, physics, and chemistry, but also in many
of the new technologies that have been made
available to us — help us to settle old issues,
prompt us to raise new questions, and force us to
reconsider cherished assumptions. Beginning
students are often puzzled or discouraged by the
argumentative self-analysis characteristic of the
discipline, and by the “learning by debunking”
illustrated by Stephen Jay Gould in Chapter 9.
You may feel that, if the specialists cannot agree,
then anything goes — you can believe whom you
want. On the contrary, a point illustrated in
many of the following selections is that we
should never believe scientists. Science is not a
matter of belief, but a self-correcting effort to
develop workable explanations. We can use the
discoveries of scientists only with caution, always
aware that their interpretations are tentative and
readily modified. Indeed, at any moment, it
might be too late even to agree with them,
because newer discoveries may have come along

to complement or replace the previous, hard-won
knowledge. To some, this uncertainty is over-
whelming and discouraging. To many others,
including the present writer, it illustrates the
excitement of “sciencing,” an excitement that I
hope you will come to share as you read this
volume.

Five hundred years ago, Columbus made a
fateful landing in the Caribbean, initiating the
history of contact and interaction between the
Old and the New World. This meeting of Indian
bowmen with cavalry and guns is not properly
described as a “culture contact”: it was the start of
a brutal conquest, assisted by pestilence and
genocide. It is timely, so recently after the
Quincentennial celebrations of this event, to
reflect on the first “Americans” and their inde-
pendent achievements: this is why many articles
on the subject have been included in this reader.

Other articles in the collection are linked by
their discussion of some aspect of reciprocity —
ecological, economic, or political — which is
present and important in all human societies. The
discussion of social stratification in several of the
articles and the focus on linguistic as opposed to
alternative, nonlinguistic modes of communica-
tion in the second part of the book also distin-
guish Peoples of the Past and Present from other
readers.
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“culture.”

30

Fieldwork among the Yuqui / 193

ALLYN MACLEAN STEARMAN

From Yuqui: Forest Nomads in a Changing

World, 1989
Research leads anthropologists to live in
strange places where they can never assume
that they will be welcome. A successful adjust-
ment requires skills and psychological traits
that no academic program can provide. A.M.
Stearman lived with the Yuqui, a small group
of nomadic foragers of Bolivia. Their distrust
and resentment of strangers are well justified
by the activities of land-grabbers, insensitive or
hostile governments, and ethnocentric mis-
sionaries. This abstract describes some of the
material, social, and psychological problems
that the author had to overcome at the start of
her field research.

31

Cultural Truth and Ethnographic

Consequences / 199

MICHAEL LEVIN

From Culture, Vol 11, No. 1-2, 1991
What anthropologists write about the people
they study affects not only the latter’s self-
perception, but also the way others see them.
Caught between their own culture and that of
the people they study, anthropologists are
becoming increasingly aware of their responsi-
bility to their informants. With the aid of
analogies to the language of baseball umpires,
Levin illustrates the scientific alternatives in
ethnographic description, and evaluates them
from the perspective of the consequences of
labeling in print the people who trust anthro-
pologists not to harm them.

32

Oral Tradition and Material

Culture: Multi)pl ing Meanings of

“Words” and “Things” / 205

JULIE CRUIKSHANK

From Anthropology Today, Vol. 8, No. 3, June 1992
The cultural achievements of Africans or
Amerindians have become “things” to be
stored and exhibited in our museums; their
myths and other oral literature have been
reduced to documents in libraries. The taking
of these “words” and “things” out of their own
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context may represent the ultimate form of
colonialism. Following in the footsteps of
those who took the land away from its native
owners, anthropologists and museums seem to
rob the defeated peoples of their culture and
history. Cruikshank describes some of the
recent innovations through which museums
attempt to redress these mistakes.

SECTION ONE
The Material Basis of Social Life

Introduction / 213

33

Murders in Eden / 218

MARVIN HARRIS

From Cannibals and Kings: The Origins of

Cultures, 1977
Hunter-gatherers, in the present as in the past,
work less, eat better, and enjoy better health
and more leisure than do agriculturalists. It
was not as the result of great new discoveries
that people became agriculturalists, but as an
unhappy consequence of overpopulation. How
had the populations of the earlier hunters and
gatherers been controlled? Natural causes are
not sufficient to explain their remarkably low
growth rates. For example, most epidemic
diseases could not have spread effectively
among them because of their low population
densities. After considering all the techniques
of population control that would have been
available to our ancestors, Harris suggests that
infanticide must have played a major role in
maintaining close to zero population growth
over the millennia.

34

Eating Christmas in the

Kalahari / 224

RICHARD BORSHAY LEE

From Natural History, December 1969
Reciprocity is one of the fundamental institu-
tions of such hunters and gatherers as the
!Kung of the Kalahari desert. The author shows
in this amusing tale how givers are prevented
from becoming proud: an outstanding gift is
greeted not with admiration but with ridicule.
The object is to enforce humility upon the
provider, who might after all become a beggar
any day, and should not be allowed to threaten
the egalitarian order of the society.
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35

When the Turtle Collapses, the

World Ends / 229

BERNARD NIETSCHMANN

From Natural History, June 1974
The Miskito Indians on the coast of Nicaragua
are very dependent on green turtles. These
reptiles used to provide the Miskito with the
bulk of the proteins in their diet, but today
they are exploited for sale on the open market.
The Miskito were victims of several boom-and-
bust economic cycles. Whenever one of their
resources became a market commodity, it
became overexploited, leaving the Miskito
poorer than they had been before. The turtle
hunters have abandoned their harpoons for
nets that allow them to capture excessive
numbers of turtles for export. The commercial-
ization of what used to a subsistence resource
has also disrupted the social obligations of
reciprocity that had previously ordered the
society, leaving most people with an inferior
diet and causing the breakdown of village
cooperation. A new phase of economic bust
has started.

SECTION TWO
Kinship

Introduction / 237

36

Dealing with Incest in a

Caribbean Village / 240

HYMIE RUBENSTEIN

Original essay, 1992
All societies have incest taboos, which many
anthropologists have described or attempted to
explain. Few, however, have dealt with the
consequences of breaking the taboo, as this
essay does. In Leeward Village, on the island of
St. Vincent, the occasional breaches of the
taboo are punished by mock public trials and
executions. The trials, which last up to two
months, and the public executions of the
culprits in effigy allow the villagers to express
their outrage, while maintaining a complex
web of social relations and keeping the official
justice system out of their private affairs.

37

When Brothers Share a

Wife / 245

MELVYN C. GOLDSTEIN

From Natural History, March 1987
Fraternal polyandry is an ideal form of mar-
riage and family among certain Tibetan social
strata. The author reports than neither men
nor women find the sexual sharing unusual or
repulsive, and that no attempt is made to link
children specifically to the brother who is their
biological father. This form of marriage helps
to avoid the fragmentation of family and
scarce land. Previous explanations, such as the
claim that polyandry is a consequence of
female infanticide in Tibetan society, are
disproved. Large numbers of spinsters con-
tribute to a lowering of population growth.

38

What Makes Warda Run? / 250

ROBERT F. MURPHY

From The Kroeber Anthropological Society Papers, No.

24, Spring 1961
The 1200 Munduruci Indians of Brazil are
organized into patrilineal clans, but men
normally reside in their wife's village. Wart
was the son of a village chief, but was raised by
a non-Indian trader before returning to be the
chief of a nearby village. Lost between two
worlds, Warti was neither Munduruci nor
Brazilian. He attempted to bolster his prestige
by practicing polygyny, like the chiefs of times
past. Because his two wives resided in two
different villages, he was constantly running
from one to the other; in the meantime, one
set of villagers plotted against his life, while
the other cuckolded him merrily. Warti was
perceived as a deviant, and the Munduruct
resorted to plans of murder, on the one hand,
and sex with his wife, on the other, as means
of social control.

39

Domesticity and Politics / 255

MURIEL DIMEN-SCHEIN

From The Anthropological Imagination, 1977
Imagine a soap opera about the Yanomamoé of
Brazil or the Nuer of the Sudan. The domestic
scene would still be the focus, but it would be
embedded in larger, more permanent units
composed of relatives by descent or marriage.
Love is not an important prerequisite of
marriage in these societies, since marriage is
perceived not as the union of a bride and a
groom but as an alliance of two family groups.



In spite of the isolation of nuclear families in
North American societies, the wealthy and the
poor still use extended kinship ties to their
advantage.

SECTION THREE
Political Systems

Introduction / 259

40

Mbuti Politics / 262

MAURICE GODELIER

From Perspectives in Marxist Anthropology, 1977
The Mbuti Pygmies are hunters and gatherers
in the tropical forests of Zaire. They hunt
collectively for gazelles and the occasional
elephant. The author discusses the mainte-
nance and reproduction of the social order in
terms of three constraints: dispersion, coopera-
tion, and fluidity. Bands do not have chiefs.
Inequality does not exist, and the Mbuti make
a systematic effort to avoid all kinds of vio-
lence between individuals and between bands.
They use a buffoon to draw attention away
from serious quarrels, and they abandon guilty
individuals to be punished by the forest, which
is revered as a god and a life-giver.

41

The Rise of a Big Man / 268

DOUGLAS L. OLIVER

From A Salomon Island Society: Kinship and Leadership

among the Siuai of Bougainville, 1955
This brief sketch of the life and achievements
of Son)i, a “Big Man” (mumi) from Bougainville,
illustrates vividly the multiple aspects of
egalitarian redistribution. Industrious, cun-
ning, and friendless, Sori gains respect
through calculating, planning, and coaxing
and manipulating others to work hard and
raise pigs for his feasts. Even the most success-
ful feast in memory is no excuse to rest: the
next one will be bigger!

42

A Theory of the Origin of the

State / 276

ROBERT L. CARNEIRO

From Science, August 1970
Carneiro defines the state and analyzes the
flaws in previous explanations for its emer-
gence, all of them rooted in voluntaristic
theories. Only a coercive theory, implying the
use of force, is supported by the evidence, but,
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as Carneiro puts it, “while warfare may be a
necessary condition for the rise of the state, it
is not a sufficient one.” Environmental circum-
scription is seen as another key condition:
people who live in fertile valleys surrounded
by mountains, seas, or deserts are prevented
from escaping when they are defeated in war;
they have no choice but to stay and accept
political subordination to the victor. Examples
from Peru and Amazonia show the effects of
circumscription and other important factors
contributing to state formation.

43

Cyclical Conquests / 284

JULIAN H. STEWARD and LOUIS C. FARON

From Native Peoples of South America, 1959
The state is both a provider of public services
and a consumer of taxes. Political, religious,
and military institutions demand increasing
amounts of taxes, and when an economy can
no longer support the increases, the state’s
only alternative is to conquer other states to
garner their wealth, thus creating an empire,
such as the Tiahuanaco empire of Peru.
Overtaxing ultimately results in revolt, the
destruction of the empire, and depopulation
by starvation. Later, the survivors form vil-
lages, then chiefdoms, then states, then an
empire, and a new cycle repeats the previous
one.

44

The Political Economy of the

Aztec and Inca States / 289

PEDRO CARRASCO

From The Inca and Aztec States, 1400-1800, 1982
The empires of the Incas in Peru and the Aztecs
in Mexico were still thriving when the Spanish
conquerors arrived and destroyed them.
Carrasco emphasizes the similarities between
these two economic and political systems. In
both, the economy was politically directed.
The Incas had unified their empire, but the
Aztecs ruled a federation. In both, the rulers
were economically powerful. Both empires
comprised a multitude of ethnic groups and
many local units, and were ruled by the
emperor and his closest relatives.

45
Reciprocity on Skid Row / 295
CHRISTOPHER HAUCH
Original essay, 1992
Poverty is not a state of mind or the result of
laziness. Hauch's analysis of Winnipeg’s skid



