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SICK SOCIETIES 




Chapter 1
Paradise Lost 
 The Myth of Primitive Harmony
 [image: Image]

All societies are sick, but some are sicker than others. This paraphrase of Orwell’s famous quip about the equality of animals calls attention to the existence of traditional beliefs and practices that threaten human health and happiness more in some societies than in others. But it also indicates that there are some customs and social institutions in all societies that compromise human well-being. Even populations that appear to be well-adapted to their environments maintain some beliefs or practices that unnecessarily imperil their well-being or, in some instances, their survival. Populations the world over have not been well served by some of their beliefs such as, for example, those concerning witchcraft, the need for revenge, or male supremacy, and many of their traditional practices involving nutrition, health care, and the treatment of children have been harmful as well. Slavery, infanticide, human sacrifice, torture, female genital mutilation, rape, homicide, feuding, suicide, and environmental pollution have sometimes been needlessly harmful to some or all members of a society and under some circumstances they can threaten social survival.

To Americans besieged by headlines and television reports concerning our endangered environment, homelessness, child abuse, the threat of drugs, AIDS, or gang violence, the idea that some things people do may he harmful to themselves and others will hardly seem controversial. Beliefs that lead to anorexia nervosa or wife beating are likely to be seen as harmful, and beliefs favoring anti-Semitism or male supremacy are also likely to be seen as dangerous. Americans may also believe that if surveys can rate various cities in the United States in terms of their “relative quality of life,” the same could be done for foreign cities and, for that matter, foreign countries. Many would surely be troubled by the idea that the political systems of Iraq, Hitler’s Germany, or the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia were, or are, as good as those in, say, Norway, Japan, or Switzerland. And they would probably react with disbelief to the assertion that there is no scientific basis for evaluating another society’s practice of genocide, judicial torture or human sacrifice, for example, except as the people in that society themselves evaluate these practices. Yet that is exactly what the principle of cultural relativism asserts, and this principle continues to be widely and strongly held.

So too is the belief that “primitive” societies were far more harmonious than societies caught up in the modern world. We know that human misery, fear, loneliness, pain, sickness, and premature death are typical of America’s urban ghettos and its homeless people, South Africa’s black townships, the starving villages of the Sudan, the slums of Brazil, and the war-ravaged lands of Central America or the Middle East. We also know that people in places such as these are the hapless victims of such forces as governmental neglect, racism, corruption, ethnic, religious and political strife, and economic exploitation, among other kinds of social, cultural, and environmental pressures. However, many prominent scholars believe that this sort of misery is not natural to the human condition, that people in smaller, more homogeneous “folk” societies have historically lived in greater harmony and happiness, and that many small populations continue to do so today. The belief that primitive societies are more harmonious than modern ones, that savages are noble, and that life in the past was more idyllic than life today is not only reflected in the motion pictures and novels of our popular culture (the recently acclaimed film Dances with Wolves comes immediately to mind), it is deeply engrained in scholarly discourse as well.

This “community-lost” way of reconstructing history is founded in the romantic belief that the malaise and mayhem of the modern world is not the natural human condition. Instead, human misery is thought to be the product of pervasive social disorganization, divisive ethnic or religious diversity, class conflict, or competing interests that plague large societies, particularly nation states. Because smaller and simpler societies, on the other hand, developed their cultures in response to the demands of their immediate and stable environments, their ways of life must have produced far greater harmony and happiness for their populations. Robin Fox, for example, vividly described the upper Paleolithic environment of big-game hunters as one in which “… there was a harmony of our evolved attributes as a species, including our intelligence, our imagination, our violence (and hence our violent imagination), our reason and our passions—a harmony that has been lost.”1 If a small society is found that lacks harmony, many social scientists conclude that this condition must be the result of the disorganizing effects of culture contact, particularly urbanization. This idea, like cultural relativism, has been deeply embedded in Western thought for centuries, and it persists in scholarly thinking today.2

In 1947, when Robert Redfield published his well-known folkurban typology, he did little more than lend the cachet of anthropology to an already ancient distinction.3 The idea that cities were characterized by crime, disorder, and human suffering of all sorts while small, isolated, and homogeneous folk societies were harmonious communities goes back to Aristophanes, Tacitus, and the Old Testament. The idea was given renewed prominence in nineteenthcentury thought by such influential figures as W.H. Morgan, Ferdinand Tönnies, Henry Maine, Fustel de Coulanges, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, and, not least, Karl Marx in the Communist Manifesto. Their writings and those of others led to a consensus that the emotional and moral commitment, personal intimacy, social cohesion, and continuity over time that characterized folk societies were lost in the transition to urban life, where social disorganization and personal pathology prevailed. In the twentieth century, the contrast between folk “community” and urban “society” became one of the most fundamental ideas in all of social science. The idea that large urban societies lost the harmonious sense of community that was thought to be characteristic of folk societies is widespread among social philosophers, political scientists, sociologists, psychiatrists, theologians, novelists, poets, and the educated public in general. Kirkpatrick Sale recently answered criticism of his book The Conquest of Paradise (about the European conquest of the native peoples of America) by vigorously insisting that compared to the culture of Europe, the “primal communities” of preconquest America were more “harmonious, peaceful, benign and content.”4

The contrast between folk harmony and urban conflict is rooted in the evolutionary assumption that while people in folk societies, like the Indians of America, were achieving harmonious ways of living together, they were also developing traditional beliefs and practices that helped them to adapt to their environments without depleting or destroying them. Jean-Jacques Rousseau made the idea of the Noble Savage part of our common parlance, and in one form or another, many modern scholars sustain this viewpoint. There is no shortage of evidence documenting the social pathology that plagues many modern societies, but reliable evidence for primitive harmony is less plentiful. Before we look at what that evidence is like, we should pause to consider how it came into being.

Knowledge of life in folk societies—those small, traditional, and often less complex societies that existed all over the globe before the coming of states, industrialization, and world economic systems—comes primarily from the work of anthropologists. Some useful reports about folk societies have been produced by explorers, traders, missionaries, military men, and even adventurers, but many of these reports have been wildly inaccurate, even fantastic. Some romanticized folk societies so outrageously that Rousseauist illusions of primitive Arcadia resulted, and others were so luridly negative that tribal peoples were caricatured as grotesque subhumans. Humans were often depicted as apes or monsters, and Rousseau actually based his renowned portrait of the Noble Savage on a description of an orangutan.5 The most accurate descriptions of small-scale societies have usually been written by anthropologists, those men and women who have learned the local languages and whose stock in trade is interviewing, observing, and participating in the lives of people in societies other than their own. Everyone has heard of Margaret Mead, but before she went to Samoa, New Guinea, or Bali, hundreds of anthropologists had described tribal peoples, and later, thousands more would follow. Their many ethnographic accounts provide the bulk of what we know about folk societies.

While theirs is the best available information about life as it has been lived in small-scale societies during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this information is neither entirely complete nor entirely accurate. In the year (or two or three) that an anthropologist typically spends in a small society, he or she can learn only so much and, in the course of a professional career, can write only so much. This means that some aspects of life among small non-Western populations simply cannot be fully described. For a number of reasons that we will discuss below, many anthropologists have chosen not to write about the darker side of life in folk societies, or at least not to write very much about it. Among themselves, over coffee or a cocktail, they may talk freely about the kinds of cruelty, irrationality, and suffering they saw during their field research, but only a relative few have written about such things or about any of the many ways in which people in various folk societies do things that are seemingly harmful to themselves and others. As a result, it is likely that the ethnographic record substantially underreports the amount and kind of human suffering and discontent that has actually existed in the world’s small societies, just as it underrepresents the various things that people believe and practice that do not contribute to their well-being.

This may sometimes occur because anthropologists believe that the cruel, harmful, or ineffective practices they see in a folk society are the result of social disorganization brought about by colonialism, something that in fact has often taken place. And certain practices, all anthropologists know, are sometimes not reported because doing so would offend the people being described or discredit them in the eyes of others. For these reasons along with other forms of personal bias, some anthropological monographs, or as they are also called, “ethnographies,” are idealized, even romanticized portraits. For example, Jane Belo wrote this about the Balinese: “The babies do not cry, the small boys do not fight, the young girls bear themselves with decorum … Everyone carries out his appointed task with respect for his equals and superiors, and gentleness and consideration for his dependents. The people adhere, apparently with ease, to the laws governing the actions, big and small, of their lives.”6 Unfortunately for the authenticity of this idyllic vision, Belo went on—unwittingly, it would seem—to document instances in which men beat their wives, wives ran away from home, children defied their parents, and people rebelled against their customs and laws.

There are many other examples in ethnographic reports of this sort of discrepancy between the ideal and the reality of life. One of the most significant is Robert Redfield’s ethnographic account of the Mexican village Tepoztlan, because it is his understanding of this town that informed his development of the folk-urban comparison. Redfield found the people of Tepoztlan to be tranquil and contented, living in almost ideal personal adjustment and social integration. However, when Redfield’s former student Oscar Lewis restudied Tepoztlan a few years later, he found widespread social conflict, malicious gossip, mistrust, hatred, and fear.7 There is some suspicion that Lewis may have exaggerated these negative aspects of life in Tepoztlan, but that Redfield’s vision of Tepoztlan was idealized is beyond dispute.

When Elizabeth Marshall Thomas entitled her book about the San (formerly known as Bushmen) of the Kalahari Desert in southern Africa the Harmless People, she was giving voice to her perception of these people as being at peace with themselves as well as their environment. Unfortunately for her view of San harmony, it was later shown that these people had an exceptionally high homicide rate and at an earlier time were warlike as well, a correction that was probably missed by much of the general public that read this popular book.8

An even more popular book, probably the most widely read ethnography ever written, is The Forest People, an account of the Mbuti pygmies of Zaire’s Ituri Forest written by Colin M. Turnbull in 1961.9 Rich in detail and personal observation, Turnbull’s gracefully written book describes a people who lived in what he portrays as almost perfect harmony with the forest that provided for all their needs. According to Turnbull, the Mbuti had no homicide, no suicide or rape, no painful initiations or mutilations, and no warfare. Turnbull admitted that the Mbuti were quarrelsome and sometimes fought, that they lied, stole, and sometimes refused to share (and he neglected to mention that men who owned hunting nets exploited men who did not); but no matter—for Turnbull, the Mbuti were a loving, happy people whose culture made them one with their forest world. As seen through Turnbull’s eyes, the Mbuti were the very prototype of a folk society. Few of Turnbull’s anthropological colleagues challenged the accuracy of his account.

Turnbull was unabashedly enamored of the loving, harmonious way of life that he believed the Mbuti embodied, so much so in fact that a decade later when he studied another small society, he was openly appalled by their loveless existence. As he described them in another very popular book, The Mountain People, the Ik, a starving population of some 2,000 people in northern Uganda, had become so horrifically dehumanized, so ruthless about their individual survival, that Turnbull actually proposed to an official of the Ugandan government that they be forcibly rounded up and dispersed throughout the country, not, as one might have thought, to save them from starvation, but to assure that their asocial, loveless culture would die with them, never to corrupt other people.10 The anthropological reaction was harsh. Turnbull was severely criticized for painting too dismal a picture of Ik culture as well as for unethical conduct.11

The truth about the Ik is still in dispute. Formerly a hunting and gathering people with some degree of reliance on cultivation, the Ik had been forced by the government of Uganda to give up hunting and to rely on horticulture. When prolonged drought devastated their crops, the Ik began to starve, and according to Turnbull, all traces of human kindness, caring, and affection disappeared as small children were abandoned to fend for themselves, the old were encouraged to starve, and anyone strong enough to do so literally took food out of the mouths of weaker people. There can be little doubt that those who survived were truly miserable and that as their hunger grew more intense, they thought of survival above all else. Yet this survival behavior was probably adaptive, as Turnbull later came to acknowledge.12 Just how adaptive it was, and for whom, cannot really be determined without studying them for a period of years, something neither Turnbull nor his critics have done.

That Turnbull may have allowed his Mbuti-like image of what a small-scale society should be like to distort his vision of the Ik became even more apparent when Bernd Heine (a German expert on Kuliak languages, which include Ik) visited them for a brief period in 1983, over fifteen years after Turnbull had completed his field research. He found that despite a recent drought and an epidemic of cholera that had killed many Ik, the population had grown in size and the people were quite sociable. As a result, he raised a number of questions about the accuracy of Turnbull’s book. For example, he pointed out that the village Turnbull chose to study (one of twenty) was near a police post, and because of the security that resulted, it contained more non-Ik from neighboring populations than actual Ik. He also observed that Turnbull’s use of Ik terms indicated only a minimal grasp of the language, something that Turnbull acknowledged. He added that Lomeja, a man whom Turnbull described as a typical Ik, was in fact not an Ik at all but a Didinga who spoke only “broken Ik.” He also challenged various ethnographic facts reported by Turnbull and concluded that the Ik he saw seemed to be “an entirely different people” from the ones Turnbull described.13 Heine’s criticisms have gone largely unnoticed (they appeared in a scientific journal that only scholars interested in Africa are likely to read), however, and for most readers, including some anthropologists, the Mbuti still stand as the very model of a folk society, while the Ik epitomize a people who have lost their sense of community.

In addition to the personal idealism of such as Belo, Redfield, and Turnbull, there has been a benevolent conspiracy on the part of some anthropologists not to betray the trust of a people with whom they have lived and worked (and whom they have often come to like and respect) by writing about their least likable or reasonable practices. Indeed, there is a pervasive assumption among anthropologists that a population’s long-standing beliefs and practices—their culture and their social institutions—must play a positive role in their lives or these beliefs and practices would not have persisted. Thus, it is widely thought and written that cannibalism, torture, infanticide, feuding, witchcraft, painful male initiations, female genital mutilation, cermonial rape, headhunting, and other practices that may be abhorrent to many of us must serve some useful function in the societies in which they are traditional practices. Impressed by the wisdom of biological evolution in creating such adaptive miracles as feathers for flight or protective coloration, most scholars have assumed that cultural evolution too has been guided by a process of natural selection that has produced traditional beliefs and practices that meet peoples’ needs.

As a result, when a society was encountered that seemed to lack a meaningful system of beliefs or effective institutions, it was usually assumed that the cause must lie in the baneful influence of other peoples—such as colonial officials, soldiers, missionaries, or traders—who had almost always been on the scene before anthropologists were. When a society was encountered whose traditional beliefs and practices appeared to be meaningless or even harmful, the blame was often laid to external disruption. Thus, the conviction has persisted that before the social disorganization and cultural confusion brought about by foreign contact, the lives of traditional populations must have been, if not quite idyllic, then at least harmonious and meaningful.

At one time, that is, even the Ik must have enjoyed love and social harmony (something that Turnbull himself clearly believed). Therefore, rather than report the alienation, violence, or cruelty that sometimes dominated the lives of the people they came to study, some anthropologists tried to reconstruct the people’s way of life as they believed it was before it was disrupted by the religious beliefs, taxes, laws, and economic interventions of the colonial powers. Few anthropologists believed that homicide, suicide, rape, and warfare were unknown before folk societies were impacted by external forces, but most of them wrote their ethnographies as if such behaviors were either infrequent or somehow helped these people to adapt to their environmental circumstances. As a consequence, the myth of primitive harmony was inadvertently reinforced, even by anthropologists who knew better.

It is very difficult to be precise about the frequency with which traits that may have been maladaptive occurred in these small societies because the existing corpus of ethnographic accounts so seldom addresses the possibility that some of the beliefs or practices of the people being described might be anything other than adaptive. If one were to select a substantial number of ethnographic monographs more or less at random, probably no more than a handful would contain an analysis of the maladaptive consequences of any particular belief or practice. On the contrary, if seemingly paradoxical, irrational, bizarre, inefficient, or dangerous beliefs or practices are described at all—and very often they are not—they are usually presumed to be adaptive and are treated as if they must serve some useful purpose. For example, even the most extreme forms of penile mutilation—slashing open the urethra, scourging it with abrasive stalks of grass or other plants, mutilating the glans or infibulating it—have typically been analyzed in the ethnographic literature (but not the psychiatric) not as irrational, nonadaptive, or maladaptive practices but in terms of their positive social, cultural, or psychological consequences.14

Similarly, the practice of Pharanoic circumcision or female genital infibulation, common in parts of Muslim Northeast Africa, involves slashing away a girl’s clitoris and both sets of vaginal labia. The wound is sutured together, leaving an opening the size of a matchstick for the passage of urine and menstrual blood. When young women are married, this small opening must be surgically enlarged to permit sexual intercourse. In addition to inflicting great pain, these procedures carry a considerable risk for infection, infertility, and even death. Nevertheless, anthropologists have commonly chosen to interpret infibulation as an adaptive practice because the people who practice it zealously defend it and because it can readily be seen how it reinforces values of female purity and family honor. That most societies in the world, including most Islamic societies, have managed to cherish female purity and family honor without practicing infibulation is rarely acknowledged.

The cumulative impact of relativistic and adaptivist assumptions has led generations of ethnographers to believe that there simply must be a good social or cultural reason why a long-established belief or practice exists. If it has endured for any length of time, it must be adaptive, or so it has been assumed either implicitly or explicitly by most of the people who have written what we know about the lives of people in small, traditional societies.

But not everyone has made this assumption. Some ecologically oriented ethnographers, for example, have provided descriptions that carefully assess how adaptive a particular population’s beliefs or institutions may be. Walter Goldschmidt’s ethnography of the Sebei of Uganda is a good example. After analyzing the relatively positive social and cultural adaptations that the Sebei made during their recent history, he described what he referred to as “disequilibria and maladaptation,” especially “… the failure of the Sebei to establish a social order capable of maintaining their boundaries, and the failure to develop a commitment to a relevant set of moral principles.”15 His analysis went on to specify the changing socioeconomic circumstances that led to these “failures.” Similarly, Klaus-Friedrich Koch, writing about the then-unacculturated Jalé who lived in the remote eastern Snow Mountains of Irian Jaya in the mid 1960s before foreign influence had changed their lives, concluded that the disputes and killing which were so common among them, and so divisive, resulted because Jalé methods of conflict management were “very few and very inefficient.”16 However, even ecologically oriented ethnographers have typically paid scant attention to maladaptation.17 Instead, the emphasis has been placed on showing the adaptive fit between various economic activities and the environment.

When the costs and benefits of a particular belief or institutionalized practice are discussed in ethnographic writing, the result is often vintage Dr. Pangloss. That is, if it is acknowledged that a certain belief system, such as witchcraft, may have costs for a population, it is quickly asserted that it also has benefits that far outweigh them. For example, when Clyde Kluckhohn and Dorothea Leighton wrote their classic ethnography The Navaho, they concluded that the pervasive Navaho belief in the existence among them of witches engendered fear, led to violence, and sometimes caused innocent people to suffer “tragically.”18 Nevertheless, they concluded that witchcraft beliefs “keep the core of the society solid” by allowing the Navaho to redirect all the hostility they feel toward relatives and “the hazards of life itself” onto witches, and furthermore, it prevented the rich and ceremonially powerful from attaining too much power and in general served to prevent socially disruptive actions.19 Kluckhohn and Leighton to the contrary notwithstanding, it is not self-evident that these positive results of Navaho witchcraft beliefs—if they in fact existed—outweighed the fear, violence, and tragic suffering that so many manifestly did exist.

More common still is the practice of providing no explanation at all of the presence of potentially maladaptive behavior. This phenomenon is commonplace in contemporary ethnography as well as in earlier reports, and it is reflected in the writing of some of the most insightful and distinguished ethnographers. For example, the highly esteemed British social anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard wrote in his classic The Nuer that these Sudanese men fought with one another frequently, with little provocation, and sometimes with deadly effect. Like the Jalé, the Nuer had no effective means of preventing such violence or the retaliation it evoked. The Nuer themselves, we are told, said that “a feud never ends.” It is certainly not implausible that this pattern of internecine violence was maladaptive, but Evans-Pritchard did not address the matter in his book.20

Evans-Pritchard also noted that even in normal years, “Nuer do not receive as much nourishment as they require.”21 He then observed that although cattle disease made cattleherding risky, the Nuer nevertheless preferred it to horticulture, which they practiced without rotating, fallowing, or fertilizing, even though good land was in short supply. Moreover, though often hungry, they refused to eat either chicken or eggs, and as fisherman and hunters, we are told with apparent disapproval, “they use little cunning.”22 The Nuer would appear to have employed less than fully efficient subsistence strategies, but Evans-Pritchard offered no analysis that would clarify the issue.

The failure to analyze seemingly maladaptive practices continues to be common. For example, writing of the Mehinaku Indians of Brazil, Thomas Gregor has provided a finely textured, sensitive account of the lives of these fewer than 100 people, who lived together in a single village.23 His descriptions of their interactional strategies are insightfully drawn, as is his description of their incessant thievery and adultery, which, we are told, had the potential for serious social conflict. Yet Gregor does not discuss why such practices persist nor whether they might indeed be maladaptive. I do not mean to single out Evans-Pritchard and Gregor for criticism, as both wrote excellent ethnographies by most standards. My point is that even the most accomplished ethnographers have often ignored the maladaptive potential of traditional beliefs and practices they encountered in small, simple societies. Indeed, I am reluctant to fire salvos of gunboat criticism at any ethnographer because some years ago I made the same assumptions myself.24

Most ethnographers would probably agree with psychologist Donald T. Campbell, who wrote that the assumption of adaptiveness is a good one because no matter how “bizarre” a traditional practice might seem, once it is understood it will make “adaptive sense.” Many others would no doubt agree with Marvin Harris’s declaration that there is no need to assume that beliefs or practices are adaptive because it has already been demonstrated that sociocultural systems are “largely if not exclusively” composed of adaptive traits.25 To paraphrase Von Ranke, both the assumption that culture is adaptive and the assertion that it has been shown that cultures consist largely or exclusively of adaptive traits are equally far from God. With the partial exception of economic practices, there has been no demonstration of such widespread adaptiveness, and the assumption that culture must be adaptive is therefore unwarranted.

This issue is not of interest only to anthropologists—a tempest confined to an exotic, “primitive” teacup. The implications of the ethnographic record are important for anyone who has an interest in understanding why human societies, including our own, sometimes do not function as well as they might. It is true that some folk societies have been relatively harmonious, and some still are, but life in smaller and simpler societies has not been free of human discontent and suffering. In fact, some small populations have been unable to cope with the demands of their environments, and others have lived in apathy, conflict, fear, hunger, and despair. Nevertheless, the belief persists that small-scale societies are better adapted to their ecological circumstances than we are. The principal burden of this book is to show that some may be, but others decidedly are not.

In a number of small societies, people are chronically hungry and care little about one another’s welfare. Consider the Sirionó Indians, who lived in the tropical forest of eastern Bolivia by hunting, fishing, gathering, and planting some crops. Unlike the starving Ik whom Turnbull described, they were not entirely asocial. They loved their children, at least when they were small, had some family bonds, engaged in a few social activities such as drinking parties and wrestling matches, and some people, particularly young lovers, now and then showed affection for one other. Yet Allan R. Holmberg, who lived with the Sirionó in 1941 and 1942 (where he learned about Pearl Harbor three months after the event), wrote that the unconcern of one individual for another, even within the family, “never ceased to amaze” him.26 To illustrate his point, he recounted an episode, said to have been typical, of a man who was overtaken by darkness on his way back to camp after hunting all day. Lost in the moonless night, he repeatedly called for help. His Sirionó relatives in camp nearby heard his cries but paid no attention. After half an hour his cries ended, and his sister blithely said, “‘Ajaguar probably got him.’”27 In fact, the hunter survived the night by climbing a tree, but when he returned to the camp in the morning, no one welcomed him. Instead, his sister complained bitterly that he gave her only a small portion of his catch.

Holmberg also reported that the Sirionó constantly quarreled about food, accused one another of hoarding it, refused to share it with others, ate alone at night or in the forest, and hid food from family members by, on the part of women, secreting it in their vaginas. For the Sirionó, food was always in short supply, hunger was a constant reality in their lives, and at times, some bands were very close to starvation. In fact, sick or elderly persons who could not keep up with the nomadic round of activities were abandoned, sometimes left pathetically to crawl after the departed band until they collapsed and death came. Grief, like love or caring, was a luxury the Sirionó rarely allowed themselves.

The Sirionó environment was hardly benevolent, it was often cold, wet and windy, and the Sirionó were entirely nude. They did not know how to make fire, and so someone, usually a woman, had to carry a firebrand at all times. Even with fire, their flimsy houses and lack of clothing often left them cold and miserable. They also had no protection against the hosts of mosquitos, gnats, ticks, flies, bees, wasps, and ants that plagued them, nor the snakes, scorpions, spiders, and jaguars that threatened their lives. Hungry, fearful, physically uncomfortable, and without concern for one another, the Sirionó did not live long and did not live well. Few readers of this book would be likely to choose to live as they did, and their neighbors had no desire to emulate them either. We do not know how long the Sirionó lived in this way, but it must have been for a good many years, and unlike the Ik, there had been no recent, catastrophic change in their environment. If anything was to blame for the misery of their lives, it must have been events in the distant past or, perhaps, the Sirionó themselves, because they had not been very successful in meeting their own needs, something they themselves understood. Although their traditional way of life was not threatened by external pressures, when offered Western tools and weapons or the opportunity to work as tenant farmers, many were eager to accept, even though they were badly mistreated. Although some Sirionó have continued to live as forest nomads, most of them were no more committed to their culture than they were to one another.28

Unlike the Sirionó, the impoverished Italian farmers of Montegrano in southern Italy were committed to their culture, but that culture directed them to live solely for the benefit of the nuclear family. According to Edward C. Banfield, they did whatever they could to further the short-run interests of their families, and not surprisingly, they believed that everyone else did the same.29 The people of Montegrano lived with perpetual hunger, fatigue, and anxiety as well as a grim melancholia—known as  la misèria. They also endured the humiliation that resulted from their unchanging poverty and powerlessness. Yet they were unwilling to take any organized community action on behalf of the village. They badly wanted their children to be better educated because only through education could a family better itself, but they took no action to improve their inadequate local school or even to improve the bus schedule so that their children could attend a better school in a neighboring town. The nearest hospital was five hours away by auto, and ambulance service was inadequate, but they did nothing to remedy that situation either. Banfield concluded that the people of Montegrano were “prisoners” of their family-centered culture that left them incapable of acting for the common good and, incidentally, in their families’ own long-term interest.

Sometimes a population like the peasants of Montegrano retains its cherished cultural beliefs even though they are counterproductive. Sometimes a population like the Sirionó that cannot cope effectively with its physical environment develops little commitment to its culture and few social ties. And sometimes a population like the Ik may be overwhelmed by external events. What these three examples suggest is that some small-scale populations do not effectively solve the problems they face, and sometimes the very culture that should sustain them and enhance their well-being instead produces fear, apathy, isolation, and degradation. Populations are sometimes devastated by events beyond their control—floods, epidemics, volcanic eruptions, and military conquest by technologically superior peoples are a few examples. This book is not about the problems that these kinds of catastrophes produce. Instead, it addresses problems that populations might be said to bring on themselves by maintaining traditional beliefs and practices that are inefficient at coping with environmental demands or are harmful to people’s health or well-being.

As much as humans in various societies, whether urban or folk, are capable of empathy, kindness, even love and as much as they can sometimes achieve astounding mastery of the challenges posed by their environments, they are also capable of maintaining beliefs, values, and social institutions that result in senseless cruelty, needless suffering, and monumental folly in their relations among themselves and with other societies and the physical environment in which they live. People are not always wise, and the societies and cultures they create are not ideal adaptive mechanisms, perfectly designed to provide for human needs. It is mistaken to maintain, as many scholars do, that if a population has held to a traditional belief or practice for many years, then it must play a useful role in their lives. Traditional beliefs and practices may be useful, may even serve as important adaptive mechanisms, but they may also be inefficient, harmful, and even deadly.

In what follows, I will define what I mean by social and cultural maladaptation, provide examples of the many forms it takes in traditional small-scale societies, and attempt to identify the factors that bring about and maintain maladaptive beliefs and practices.


Chapter 2
From Relativism to Evaluation
 [image: Image]

Anthropologists have long debated whether their field is or ought to be a science or one of the humanities; some are fond of pronouncing that it must become history or nothing or that biology and psychology have no explanatory power in the study of cultural man. These exchanges, as regular as the seasons, can be entertaining or infuriating, depending on one’s tastes, but they do little to advance knowledge. What is needed, I believe, are fewer manifestos about the paradigmatic status of the discipline and better questions for scholars to pursue in whatever fashion they believe will lead to falsifiable answers. I am proposing several questions. First, can we identify valid criteria for determining whether one sociocultural system is more adaptive—or less harmful to its members—than another? Second, do maladaptive or useless beliefs or practices occur even in societies that have survived in the same ecosystem for many years? Finally, if maladaptive beliefs and practices can be identified, why do they occur?

We must first clarify terms such as maladaptive and useless. Even at the simplest level they can have multiple meanings. To illustrate, we could begin with an individual as the focal point. Anything that impaired that person’s ability to make the necessary adjustments to the demands of the environment (defer for now questions about what is meant by “environment”) would be maladaptive. Although a fear of being caught in an open and unprotected area might have been selected for in our evolutionary past, a fear of open spaces so extreme that it kept a person in seclusion would be maladaptive in most societies. Although people in many societies enjoy alcohol, getting stinking drunk every day would usually be maladaptive, too. A useless belief would be the idea that wearing purple socks would help to win the lottery or that tossing pennies into a wishing well would bring good luck. Unless indulged in excessively, such beliefs would probably not be harmful, only ineffective. A harmful belief or practice would endanger a person’s physical or mental health. Smoking tobacco would be one example, fearing that the violation of any one of a hundred taboos might cause death would be another.

If similar practices or beliefs were present among members of a family, kin group, hamlet, or village, they would continue to be useless or harmful, but another issue would arise—the survivability of the group and its sociocultural system. In addition to asking questions about individual well-being and health, we would now ask whether the population can adequately carry out the tasks necessary to meet the needs of its members. And while we will address later the question of what these needs may be, it is sufficient for now to establish the presumably self-evident point that some individuals are unable to adapt to the demands of their environment. Sometimes they are unable to survive. So it is too with some families. And it requires only little more imagination to think of an entire society whose members are so unhealthy, unproductive, and divided against themselves that they inevitably die or are absorbed into another social system. A social system destined to disintegrate could be one, for example, in which only old men were allowed to have sexual access to young women while young men were confined to nonorgasmic sexual relations with aging women. (Aristophanes used such a scenario in one of his comedies.) Knowing only this, one can readily understand that without astonishingly effective systems of inculcating values and powerful means of social control, such a system would be unlikely to thrive.

In reality, there was such a society—the Oneida Community—and it did indeed perish. However, the wonder is not that the Oneida Community ceased to exist but that it lasted as long as it did—some 30 years. From 1848 when it was first organized to 1879 when the community collapsed and its leader, John H. Noyes, fled to Canada to escape prosecution, some 200 communitarians lived together in one large New York house where they engaged in a form of group marriage, prohibited any lasting emotional attachments (including those between mothers and their children), and required all men, except Noyes and a few other leaders, to practice  coitus reservatus.1 These remarkable practices were maintained by recruiting only devoted followers to the community and expelling those who did not conform. Regular sessions of group criticism during which any misbehavior was relentlessly exposed and “corrected” also helped maintain compliance with the singular rules of the Oneida Utopia. After the community had achieved a reasonably stable and devoted following, Noyes decreed (and strictly enforced) an edict that because men enjoyed sexual intercourse more (according to him) if they did not ejaculate, they would be required to practice coitus reservatus. Even  coitus interruptus was forbidden. Men and women did practice this form of intercourse, and they must have conformed to the rule, at least most of the time, because despite using no mechanical form of contraception there were virtually no unplanned births in the community.2

Noyes next declared that henceforth only older men like himself who had achieved spiritual “perfection”—the goal of the community—would be allowed to have sex with young, and as yet “imperfect,” women; young men, who were also considered to be “imperfect,” could only have sex with postmenopausal women, who were considered to have achieved a degree of perfection similar to that of older men. This time Noyes miscalculated the malleability of the young men: they threatened open rebellion.3 In an effort to appease them, he reversed himself on the pleasures on nonorgasmic sex and allowed young men to reach orgasm with older women, but he still reserved all the young women for himself and his aging cronies. Somehow the community still managed to avoid disintegration until Noyes finally decided that soon after each young girl experienced her first menses, he would personally initiate her into full sexuality. Other older men of “perfection” who had looked forward to their own right to initiate these girls were so annoyed that they reminded Noyes of the statutory rape laws of the state of New York, and he abruptly decamped for Canada. With his departure, the community collapsed.

Whether we look to a short-lived community like Oneida or, as we shall see later, to well-established societies that have also collapsed, it is evident that some societies do not survive. But there are other societies that do persist, sometimes for many years, even though their members are unhealthy and some of their long-standing practices appear to be maladaptive. The impoverished and embattled populations who live in our inner cities provide an obvious example, and the people who live in rural pockets of poverty are another. For example, the 238 individuals who some 30 years ago lived in Duddie’s Branch, an isolated “hollow” in Eastern Kentucky, are an example of a people who were physically unwell, and whose society and culture cannot easily be said to have served them well, but who nevertheless survived and created a world of meaning to which they were committed.

The inhabitants of this remote mountain valley lived in ramshackle wood and tarpaper shacks along a one-mile stretch of a polluted stream. Their houses had no indoor toilets, and only a few had functioning privies. Most people simply defecated on the ground, leaving their feces to be eaten by their emaciated dogs or to be carried into the river by the frequent rains. In addition to human feces, the stream was polluted by all manner of garbage and waste that people threw into it. Nevertheless, it provided the people’s only source of water. Except for a handful of men who were employed, mostly in nearby coal mines, everyone lived on welfare. A few people had some chickens and small gardens, but the Duddie’s Brancher’s survival was dependent on grossly inadequate governmental food allowances. There was little protein available to them; in fact, there was little food of any kind, and most Duddie’s Branchers were perpetually hungry. Their children were so malnourished that all were very thin and small. Some six-year-olds had achieved only half the growth that is normal for children their age, many were anemic, and all were chronically ill with endemic diseases.

Although several children and adults slept piled together in the same bed, they were perpetually chilled during the long season of cold weather. Their health was also threatened by the cockroaches, insects, and rats that infested their houses. Their few cooking utensils and bowls were rarely washed, and neither were the tin cans they used as cups; when they were washed, they received only a cursory rinse in contaminated stream water. There was no soap. The Duddie’s Branchers, who ate with their fingers, rarely washed themselves either. Their clothes were as dirty as they were ragged, and their hair literally throbbed with lice. Anthropologist Rena Gazaway grew very fond of the people, but nevertheless spoke frankly about the conditions that left them chronically ill with tuberculosis, among other diseases. “With few exceptions, the housekeeping is shocking and the filth defies description. The air is foul with the stifling odor of dried urine, stale cooking, unwashed bodies, dirty clothing.”4

Although the people of Duddie’s Branch tried to reckon kinship—their principal social tie—it was often difficult because sexual relations were indiscriminate (girls began to have sexual intercourse as early as the age of six) and illegitimate births were commonplace. Perhaps as a result, children had little interest in the identity of their fathers. When Gazaway asked one boy if he was not curious about his father, he answered “Hain’t worth knowin’,” a common sentiment.5 People were indifferent about marriage, and there were no community groups or formal organizations, not even a church. Indeed, there was very little sociality of any kind. There was little interaction among households, and none at all as an entire community. In fact, even household members communicated with one another only in quite limited fashion. People sometimes shot others’ dogs simply because it amused them to do so.

People spoke to one another so infrequently that for some time Gazaway actually thought that many of them were mute. During the course of an ordinary day and evening, a family might not exchange more than half a dozen words with one another. They also had such limited knowledge of the outside world that none knew the name of any president, past or current, or the capital of the United States. One man had heard of the American “king”—someone named Kennedy—but he could not say what a king was. Duddie’s Branchers not only could not read, they could not even make change for money—a bill of any denomination was called a “skin”—and they were frequently victimized by shopkeepers as a result. They also had no conception of either clock time or calendar time. Parents opposed formal schooling, and school attendance was not enforced by school authorities. But parents did nothing to educate their children either. Not only could these unschooled children not perform rudimentary tasks of reasoning, when asked to do so they were unable to draw a circle or a square, raise their right or left arms, extend their fingers, or spell their names. Gazaway wrote, “I showed them a series of pictures pasted on cardboard; cat, raccoon, rabbit, otter, rat, squirrel. ‘What are they?’ I inquired. ‘Reckon they’s cats,’ they decided.”6 The children could not play simple ball games, learn to whistle, sing, or even hum a simple tune. Older boys could not saw a straight line or hammer nails. And according to Gazaway, neither children nor adults displayed much curiosity about the world in which they lived nor ingenuity in deriving satisfaction from it. The major exception occurred when a few men somehow managed to illegally tap into a passing electric line to bring power into their homes. Gazaway could not explain how this could have been done successfully because she found the men of Duddie’s Branch incompetent to make even minor repairs to their houses and completely incapable of repairing their old cars when they broke down.

Here then is—or at least was—a physically unwell population that could not feed itself, that had no apparent social institutions they valued, whose children would seemingly qualify as being mentally retarded, and who were apparently incapable of doing anything to improve their nutrition, health, comfort, or general well-being. Yet this was only part of the reality of Duddie’s Branch. Despite the absence of any kind of ritual, ceremony, or community-wide activities, these people were fiercely loyal to their hollow and their way of life. Even those few who could emigrate, like a boy Gazaway took away from the hollow for a brief period of schooling, preferred to remain in Duddie’s Branch. They could also express great love for members of their families, and even for an outsider like Gazaway. They had pride, dignity, courage, and generosity. Many populations that have excellent health, good education, and material plenty and have never experienced hunger have shown less commitment to their culture and to one another. If it is a basic human need for people to feel content with themselves and their lives, then that need, if no other, was being met in Duddie’s Branch.

Stressing this positive accomplishment of the people of Duddie’s Branch is not intended to direct attention away from their harmful practices. Instead, it emphasizes the point that there are several criteria by which social and cultural inadequacy can be measured. One is survival—of the population or its culture—another is the physical well-being of its members, and still another is the members’ satisfaction with their lives. The people of Duddie’s Branch were satisfied, but their physical health was very poor, and their survival depended on government food allotments.

Any attempt to develop a cross-culturally valid perspective on maladaptation must take into account these and other difficult-tomeasure criteria of human biocultural success—a daunting prospect. But before confronting these difficulties by turning to issues of comparison and evaluation, approaches that run counter to the perspectives taken in relativistic or interpretive anthropology, it would be useful to put the contributions of these latter approaches in perspective. Although some comparativists scorn relativists and interpretivists, who produce “nothing” but accounts of particular cultures (arabesques of allusion and allegory, some critics have implied), and some interpretive anthropologists reject all comparative research, these extreme adversarial positions parody the search for human understanding. Both interpretive and comparative approaches have value, both have contributed to anthropology and more generally to human understanding, and they should continue to do so in complementarity.

The principle of cultural relativism is not merely a shibboleth but has helped to counter ethnocentrism and even racism. It has also provided an important corrective to ideas of unilinear evolution, which presumed that all societies passed through the same stages of “progress” until they eventually reached near-perfection; namely, one or another version of Western European “civilization.” The relativists’ insistence on respect for the values of other people has undoubtedly done more good for human dignity and human rights than it has done harm to science. Even the overheated assertions of the epistemological relativists have been useful, for they remind anyone audacious enough to compare cultures that any sociocultural system is a complex network of meanings that must, indeed, be seen in context and, as much as possible, be understood as its members understand it. What is more, they may be right in arguing that some understandings and emotions are unique to a particular culture. Also, the meanings and functions of some practices may remain permanently beyond the comprehension of outside observers or interpreters of that particular culture.

Relativism, then, has its value, and not just in cautioning comparativists to proceed at their own risk. The admonitions of functionalists to attend carefully to the linkages among beliefs and practices continue to have value as well. When these perspectives—functionalism and relativism—are brought together to produce finely textured protraits of life in other cultures, the result is not the work of the Devil but the essential descriptive material without which neither cultural comparison nor evaluation can take place.

Evaluating Cultures

A commonly articulated reason for abandoning cross-cultural comparison is that it has yielded no useful generalizations, or “laws.” Thus, when Sir Edmund Leach decided that anthropology should be an art rather than a science—“in the natural science sense,” as he put it—he did so because “During the hundred years of their existence academic anthropologists have not discovered a single universally valid truth concerning either human culture or human society other than those which are treated as axioms: e.g. that all men have language.”7 Without knowing what else Leach regards as axiomatic and hence, apparently, trivial, this assertion flies in the face of an imposing body of evidence about universals of human society and culture.8 Not all claims of the many scholars who believe that cross-cultural comparisons have yielded valid generalizations may be correct, but enough are well-documented that it should be obvious that Leach’s categorical rejection of anthropology’s success in its scientific search for truth is greatly overstated.9

To be sure, anthropology’s long practice of cross-cultural comparison is not without its many and serious difficulties.10 (Problems of sampling, equivalency of concepts, inadequate data, coding, and statistical analysis continue to bedevil even the most sophisticated practitioners of this kind of comparison.)11 But setting technical problems like these aside for the moment, it should be pointed out that even the most particularistic interpretive anthropologists who confine themselves to a single culture and reject all comparison nevertheless implicitly use a comparative perspective as they make their interpretations. Just as social anthropologists could not avoid making psychological assumptions about the people they studied, so epistemological relativists must make comparative assumptions about mind, self, and emotion, for example, in order to talk about them at all. The emotions of another people, to choose only one example, are either the same as ours or different, and either conclusion implies, at the very least, comparisons between the emotions of the interpreter and those of the people being interpreted. When another people’s emotions are said to differ from ours, then the comparative dimension is even more overt.

Even though comparison is inescapable, its practice as a systematic scholarly activity is nonetheless demanding, and the most demanding form of comparison involves evaluation. To continue with emotion as our propaedeutic example, it is difficult enough to determine whether people in two cultures experience the same emotions; to evaluate these emotions as more or less adaptive or healthy is even more so. Suspicion, hatred, envy, fear, or rage can be adaptive in some circumstances but maladaptive in others. Devising criteria for such evaluations is a formidable undertaking.

Nevertheless, what I am proposing calls for the evaluation of other cultures, something that challenges the prevailing doctrine of cultural relativism. By asserting that some traditional beliefs and practices are maladaptive because they endanger people’s health, happiness, or survival, I am opposing the established tenets of relativism and adaptivism. Any attempt to evaluate another culture is a controversial task that must be undertaken with caution (not unlike scaling Vesuvius on one of its more agitated days) because—in addition to the conventional wisdom in social science, which maintains that virtually all established beliefs and practices are adaptive and that there can be no universally valid criteria for evaluating peoples’ cultural beliefs or social institutions’many scholars today believe that it is quite impossible even to understand the lives of people in other cultures. Before discussing the doctrines of cultural relativism and adaptivism, the radical epistemological position that people in other cultures are beyond our ken must be examined.

How this understanding—that the conduct of other peoples is inaccessible to scientific comprehension, much less evaluation—came into being has a complex and controversial history, but anyone familiar with the enchanted postmodern era of unstable truths will recognize that scholars today must contend with a world where the possibility of even one human comprehending another is challenged. In a series of influential books, philosopher Richard Rorty has endorsed the views of philosophers no less celebrated than Wittgenstein and Quine that scholars should abandon their quest for objective truth.12 Like scholars in many other disciplines, anthropologists have been profoundly affected by hermeneutics, poststructuralism, deconstructionism, and other “critical” perspectives that challenge the older epistemologies that once lent a comfortable degree of certainty to Western science. How much matters have changed can be seen in the despairing perspective of British anthropologist Rodney Needham. After many years of passably successful efforts (by prevailing standards of scholarship, at any rate) to understand human beliefs, Needham was struck by “… how thoroughly we are induced to misunderstand one another.”13 Referring to Einstein’s famous comment that “the eternally incomprehensible fact about the universe is that it is comprehensible,” Needham offered this contrary conclusion: “The solitary comprehensible fact about human experience is that it is incomprehensible.”14

Although Needham’s counsel of despair would be considered extreme by most anthropologists, many share his skepticism about the possibility of comparing or evaluating the practices of other peoples, a skepticism that took root long before postmodernism. Most anthropologists have readily, and in many cases fervently, provided a host of reasons why any attempt to evaluate the beliefs or practices of people who live in different societies—in different worlds of meaning—is misguided, trivial, politically dangerous, and not least, scientifically invalid.

Much of this reluctance to evaluate other cultures can be traced to the concept of cultural relativism, one of our most venerable—and, many say, most valuable—principles. This principle, or more correctly, this axiom, states that because there is no universally valid standard by which the beliefs or practices of other cultures can be evaluated, they can only be judged relative to the cultural context in which they occur. This idea did not originate in anthropology, although Franz Boas and his students at Columbia University did much to establish its credibility. Montaigne and Hume sometimes espoused a version of cultural relativism, and to some extent, so did Herodotus and the fifth-century Sophists. But the first explicit formulation of the principle probably came, not from a Greek or an anthropologist, but from an American sociologist, William Graham Sumner, in 1906. It was Sumner who memorably said, “The mores can make anything right, and prevent condemnation of anything,” and he meant exactly that. For Sumner, who had never done research in a non-Western society, practices such as religious prostitution, cannibalism, human sacrifice, infanticide, and slavery were perfectly reasonable human adaptations to particular circumstances. Like all practices, they had to be understood in context; there could be no absolute standard for evaluating them.15

Because anthropologists made the study of the world’s many diverse cultures their professional monopoly, their assertions about cultural relativism came to have a special impact. In the 1920s and 1930s, owing largely to the efforts of Boas’ famous students, Ruth Benedict, Margaret Mead, and Melville Herskovits, cultural relativism became so fundamental to anthropological thinking that in 1939 Clyde Kluckhohn, a prominent Harvard University anthropologist who was destined to become even more influential, could write that this idea was “… probably the most meaningful contribution which anthropological studies have made to general knowledge.”16 In fact, cultural relativism soon became a taken-for-granted postulate of modern liberal thought. As British philosopher Martin Hollis and sociologist Steven Lukes put it, “Other minds, other cultures, other languages and other theoretical schemes call for understanding from within. Seen from within, they make us doubt whether there is anything universal under the sun….”17

There are some highly vocal scholars who deplore cultural relativism and confidently exalt the superiority of one culture over others, Allan Bloom being a conspicuous example.18 However, as Bloom, among others, has deploringly observed, the principle is deeply rooted. In general, contemporary American college students so unquestioningly accept cultural relativism that they are quite unwilling to evaluate the customs of other people. In Bloom’s example, the custom that students refused to judge was the Hindu practice of suttee, in which a widow, willing or not, was called upon to join her deceased husband by being burned to death. (This practice will be examined in chapter 6.) Their reluctance to evaluate illustrates the deep inroads of cultural relativism, despite the fact that the rise of totalitarianism, the horrors of World War II, and the tensions of the Cold War had weakened many scholars’ faith in the concept to such an extent that by the 1950s it had come under increasingly heavy fire.19 Along with the related concept, functionalism (which in its strongest version has it that all established beliefs and practices have positive social functions), relativism came to be seen as a conserative doctrine opposed to change in Third World countries that were attempting to gain their independence from colonial governments.20

Nevertheless, the majority of anthropologists still accepted the basic idea of cultural relativism, and in the 1970s a far more radical version of the concept came into vogue. Propelled into prominence by such distinguished anthropologists as Clifford Geertz and David M. Schneider, this epistemological form of relativism challenges more than one’s ability to evaluate other cultures; it contends that cultures cannot even be compared. Cultures, this new relativism insists, are incommensurable; each one can only be understood, or more correctly, interpreted, in its own terms as a unique system of meanings. What is more, only someone enculturated in that system can comprehend it fully. As Renato Rosaldo put it, “My own group aside, everything human is alien to me.”21

For these relativists, not only is each culture unique unto itself, but people’s thoughts, feelings, and motivations are radically different from one culture to another.22 It follows then that any attempt to generalize about either culture or human nature must be false or trivial unless it is confined to people who live in a specific cultural system.23 As these relativists have said, it necessarily follows that if peoples’ minds vary so much from one culture to another, Western science is only a culturally specific form of ethnoscience, not a universally valid way of verification or falsification.24 In this perspective, a person from another culture remains the “Other,” forever incomprehensible. Physicist Charles Nissam-Sabat has chided epistemological relativists for adopting this extreme position because “they make the people they study falsely incomprehensible and thus dehumanized”.25

The same epistemological relativists might also be chided for failing to heed the lessons of the famous Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which, in its strong version, claimed that the language people spoke had such a profound effect on how they saw the world and thought about it (as Sapir had often declared) they lived in different worlds of meaning. This much-promoted relativistic idea helped to popularize linguistics, and it led generations of students (along with some anthropologists) to believe that language profoundly shaped how people understood the world around them. Benjamin Whorf, a student of Sapir, chose the Hopi language to illustrate this hypothesis. Among other things, he claimed that the Hopi language had no terms for time comparable to ours and also that it had no such tenses as past, present, and future. As a result, he said, the Hopi conceived of time in a manner radically different from and, he added, scientifically more sophisticated than that of speakers of English. Subsequent research proved Whorf wrong on all counts: the Hopi did have tenses and various words for time comparable to those used in English. Also, the Hopi had no difficulty thinking of time in the ways English speakers do.26 Attempts to show that language had a significant impact on thought in other societies also failed to confirm Whorf’s ideas, and his hypothesis has been rejected in linguistics for at least fifteen years.27 Despite such failed attempts as this, epistemological relativists seem to be gaining ground in numbers and, apparently, in influence as well.28

This antipositivistic epistemological relativism, as its critic Melford E. Spiro has called it, has sometimes been linked to interpretive anthropology, which attempts to comprehend alien cultures by “reading” their system of meanings as if it were a text, without, however, adopting any standard by which one interpreter’s reading should be preferred to a contradictory reading by someone else. Some anthropologists have found nothing of value in this preference for insightful readings, variously referring to the enterprise as absurd, trivial, clairvoyant, and dangerous.29 Many others, however, have embraced this perspective with enthusiasm. Like the epistemological relativists, interpretive anthropologists usually deny the validity of cultural comparison or attempts to reconstruct social evolution.30 For them, too, all human beliefs and practices must be understood only in their own context. Indeed, the enterprise of science, particularly positivistic social science, is often rejected altogether. For example, in a Jovian pronouncement (lacking only thunderbolts) Stephen A. Tyler has declared that scientific discourse is “deeply mendacious,”31 an “archaic mode of consciousness” that has failed in its search for proof, and should be replaced by a postmodern approach to ethnography that seeks to “evoke” what cannot be known discursively and that stands, we are told, “beyond truth and immune to the judgment of performance.”32

Not all scholars who oppose positivism are as nihilistic as Tyler nor as beguiled by postmodern discourse, but most would probably agree that the postmodern relativists—if we may call them that—are asserting far more than the self-evident point that people in different societies live in somewhat different worlds of meaning. They are claiming that each of these worlds is truly unique—incommensurable and largely incomprehensible—and that the people who inhabit them have different cognitive abilities.33 In what Dan Sperber has referred to as “cognitive apartheid”34 and Ernest Gellner has called “cognitive anarchy,”35 various postmodern relativists and interpretivists postulate fundamental differences from one culture to the next in cognitive processes involving logic, causal inference, and information processing. The existence of such basic cognitive differences has yet to be demonstrated, and if the history of research into human cognition and inter-subjectivity is any guide, it will not be.36

To be sure, all anthropologists or other scholars who attempt to understand another culture admit that their success in doing so is only partial. Indeed, long before 1973, when Clifford Geertz wrote his celebrated article about the difficulties anthropologists have in getting to the bottom of another culture’s system of meanings, other anthropologists had acknowledged that intercultural understanding could never be perfect.37 For that matter, long before Geertz, anthropologists (such as A. F. C. Wallace) had argued that even intracultural understanding could never be perfect, because individuals within any given culture never fully share the same world of meaning—husbands and wives, for example.38 These caveats aside, most anthropologists believe that it is possible to understand many aspects of another culture. As Gellner and Spiro have observed, no ethnographer known to them (or to me) has returned from a stay in another culture to report that the people they encountered were so alien that their beliefs and practices were completely incomprehensible.39

Well before Quine’s indeterminacy thesis, which held that any one of several translations would fit the language or belief system of an alien people equally well, no one believed that one language could be perfectly translated into another.40 Indeed, as Wittgenstein was fond of reminding us, at one level language serves to promote misunderstanding more than understanding. But ethnographers and linguists have without exception found ways to translate foreign languages into their own language well enough to establish workable communication with all peoples yet studied. True enough, there are thoughts that cannot adequately be translated even from one IndoEuropean language to another—from Russian “aspect” to English “tense,” for example—but there is no known language that cannot be translated well enough to permit a reasonably complete exchange of ideas between speakers of that language and any other known language.41 Indeed, one would have thought that radical claims of cognitive relativism might have ceased over twenty years ago when Brent Berlin and Paul Kay showed that people in different cultures did not divide the color spectrum in arbitrary and untranslatable ways from one society to another, as was then thought to be the case. Instead, Berlin and Kay showed that basic color terms are universally translatable because eleven psychophysiologically defined colors serve as the focal points of all the basic color terms in all the languages of the world.42

Though the adversarial tone and mannered literary style of some of the interpretive anthropologists and postmodern relativists have perturbed a number of anthropologists43 and the continuing claims of cultural and cognitive uniqueness seem burlesque to others,44 nevertheless various aspects of this approach have drawn support from some of the most acclaimed scholars in the field. Marshall Sahlins has argued for the determinative power of culture as radically as anyone possibly could and has also declared that anthropology is metaphysics, not science.45 Similarly, both E. E. Evans-Pritchard and Sir Edmund Leach, two of the most important figures in the history of British social anthropology, have concluded that anthropology should abandon its scientific pretensions and declare itself an art form or a humanistic enterprise.46 Many able younger scholars on both sides of the Atlantic have also embraced epistemological relativism as the only true path to valid cultural understanding.

Although what I have referred to as interpretive anthropologists and epistemological or postmodern relativists are the most determined opponents of cross-cultural comparison, they are not alone in rejecting the legitimacy of cultural evaluation. For example, distinguished anthropologist Marvin Harris47, whose cultural materialism (in some ways similar to Marxism) is as far from interpretive anthropology as any approach could reasonably be, also opposes cultural evaluation. Even before the emergence of interpretive anthropology or epistemological relativism, Harris wrote, “As a result of the cultural relativistic critique, anthropologists no longer believe that the study of cultural evolution will provide a scientific basis for judging which cultures are aesthetically, ethically, or politically superior.” 48 Harris was right about the impact of relativism, but there is another reason why anthropologists have typically refused to evaluate the customs of other peoples. That reason is the long-held assumption that culture is an adaptive mechanism, and thus the beliefs and practices of any established culture must serve some useful purpose, a position that is explicitly stated in many contemporary introductory anthropology textbooks.49 Few contemporary anthropologists have made this assumption more often or more vigorously than Harris himself. In his recent book, Good to Eat, Harris insists that eating patterns that seem “impractical, irrational, useless or harmful” are in reality the utilitarian result of human attempts to maximize benefits and minimize costs, an argument he has previously advanced with regard to many other kinds of seemingly irrational beliefs and practices.50

The assumption that human practices and beliefs are adaptive is also present in other scientific fields. When Donald T. Campbell gave his presidential address to the American Psychological Association in 1975, he declared that culture should be regarded as adaptive. He noted that when an evolutionary biologist encounters some seemingly ludicrous or bizarre form of animal life, he approaches it with awe, “… certain that behind the bizarre form lies a functional wisdom that he has yet to understand.” 51 Campbell urged psychologists and other social scientists to adopt the same sense of awe “… when considering an apparently bizarre, incomprehensible feature of their own or another culture … expecting that when eventually understood, when our theories have caught up with it, that seemingly bizarre supersitition will turn out to make adaptive sense.” Campbell later amended this comment by saying that instead of awe, the proper approach should be “grudging, skeptical respect,” but his belief in the adaptiveness of culture was unshaken.52

In the late nineteenth century, when the scholarly study of small non-Western societies began in earnest, many anthropologists accepted neither cultural relativism nor the belief that all customs are adaptive. John Lubbock (later Baron Avebury), an influential British anthropologist who was eventually elected to Parliament, was frankly ethnocentric and sometimes racist; he approved of the Eskimo because they had kin terms for aunt and uncle like those used in English, but he regarded the Hawaiians as savages because they did not. Clark Wissler, a student of Boas and one of the most distinguished figures in early American anthropology, was an unabashed racist who believed in the superiority of “Nordics.” 53 E. B. Tylor, perhaps the most influential of the nineteenth-century anthropologists, often referred to what he called “survivals,” or customs that may once have served a useful social purpose but no longer do so, as “absurd” or “foolish.” 54 The belief that some traditional beliefs and practices were useless survivals lasted until it was supplanted by the emerging concept of functionalism, especially as developed by Bronislaw Malinowski in the 1920s and 1930s. According to Malinowski, “… in every type of civilization, every custom, material object, idea and belief fulfills some vital function, has some task to accomplish, represents an indispensable part within a working whole.” 55

Malinowski’s British rival in the development of functionalist theory, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, once held a position that was quite similar to that of Malinowski56 but later ridiculed his “… quite impossible view that all customs and institutions of any society are right and good….” 57 But the idea that every custom had a positive function, whether manifest or latent, soon took hold in both anthropology and sociology, and neofunctionalist ideas continue to exert an influence today.58 Marvin Harris summarized the conventional wisdom as it existed in 1960: “Countless studies of extant socio-cultural systems and bio-organisms have been made to discover the functional status of socio-cultural and bio-morphic structures. In both realms the results of these studies indicate that bio-organisms and socio-cultural systems are largely if not exclusively composed of positive-functioned, that is, useful traits.” 59

Despite Harris’s enthusiasm, functionalism lost much of its credibility in the early 1960s until V. C. Wynne-Edwards published a book about “group selection” that gave it new life. Wynne-Edwards’s hypothesis was that organisms had evolved the ability to regulate population growth and therefore “naturally” avoided overexploitation of food and other resources. Thus, individuals naturally cooperated to conserve resources, refrained from reproduction and even intentionally sacrificed themselves to maintain a stable ecosystem.60 Before other investigators showed that this kind of group population regulation was illusory, the hypothesis was widely adopted in the social sciences, especially cultural ecology, where all manner of human practices, including ritual cycles, warfare, and infanticide, were interpreted as means of bringing about population equilibrium.61 For example, Roy Rappaport’s Pigs for the Ancestors, which offered such a functional interpretation, became one of the most influential books in the field of cultural ecology soon after it was published in 1968.62

Marvin Harris to the contrary notwithstanding, it has never been demonstrated that all human customs or institutions, or even most of them, have adaptive value,63 but the assumption that this is so is still commonplace among scholars who study human evolution.64 In 1990, Richard A. Alexander, a leading evolutionary biologist (or sociobiologist to some) wrote that “any human attribute that is too elaborate to be accidental” should be considered adaptive.65 The idea that every known society is well adapted to its environment, or that all of the beliefs and practices of that population contribute to the society’s adaptation, is, on its face, tantamount to arguing that all living humans are equally healthy simply because they are alive and seemingly able to carry out their required tasks. Nevertheless, despite various disclaimers, the prevailing assumption in anthropology continues to be that any custom or practice that has survived for any length of time is adaptive until proven otherwise, an assumption that Stephen Jay Gould has likened to Dr. Pangloss’s declaration that the nose exists to support the eyeglasses. Despite the strength of this assumption, not everyone in anthropology has accepted it.

In earlier times anthropologists interested in cultural evolution tried to evaluate all manner of social institutions from kinship to legal systems as well as beliefs from food taboos to the etiology of disease, but their conclusions were for the most part arrantly ethnocentric. The first relatively viable evaluative comparisons had to do with technology. Several scholars observed that technology tended to evolve through stages from simple to complex.66 Moreover, it was obvious that some tools and weapons were better than others.67 A sinewbacked bow is more powerful than a slingshot, a rifle is a better weapon than a musket, a repeating rifle is better still, and for many purposes a machine gun is even better.68 As all populations yet discovered have agreed, a steel axe is better than a stone one. Alexander Goldenweiser took pains to point out that some oars were more efficient than others and that there were a limited number of ways to make an efficient one.69 Later, Thomas Gladwin showed that knowledge about technology could also be evaluated when he compared Polynesian navigational systems.70 Even archrelativist Melville Herskovits admitted that forms of technology could be evaluated in terms of their efficiency.71 Others pointed out that for various purposes certain systems of writing, money, or counting were more efficient than others.

Surprisingly, even the most zealous proponents of cultural relativism sometimes made evaluative judgments about other cultures. In her phenomenal two-million-copy, 1934 best-seller Patterns of Culture, Ruth Benedict proclaimed that all ways of life were of equal value and that all standards of behavior were relative. She praised cannibalism and often went to great lengths to put seemingly maladaptive institutions in a positive light.72 For example, she referred to the kinship system of the Kurnai of Australia as a “social liability” because the Kurnai classified so many women as one’s “sister” or “mother” that it was virtually impossible for a man to marry without committing incest, thereby quite literally risking death.73 Yet Benedict went on to write approvingly about a “subterfuge” the Kurnai employed to “avoid extinction.” It seems that young couples could choose to “elope” to a nearby island, and if they succeeded in reaching it without being overtaken and killed by outraged pursuers, they were given sanctuary. If the couple could then manage to survive long enough to bear a child, they were permitted to return to society, but only after running a gauntlet and being pummeled before they were allowed to live as a married couple. Instead of adhering to her initial view that this extraordinarily cumbersome institution of marriage was a social liability, Benedict chose to see it as a clever social adjustment that permitted people to find a spouse despite violating the Kurnai role against incest.74 Even Clifford Geertz, no foe of cultural relativism, was perturbed by Benedict’s contorted version of the principle, saying that her position that “… anything one group of people is inclined toward doing is worthy of respect by another …” was a “strange conclusion.”75

Elsewhere in her book, Benedict compared three tribes—the Zuni, Dobu, and Kwakiutl—with what can only be described as bald evaluation. First, she left no doubt that she preferred the peaceful Zuni to more violent societies (it may not be coincidental that she omitted from her account a sizable body of evidence describing Zuni violence). When she then characterized the Dobuans of Melanesia as “paranoid” and the Kwakiutl of America’s northwest coast as “megalomanic,” not only was she suggesting that terms for individual psychopathology could be used to characterize an entire society, but she inspired a spate of similar characterizations of other societies as “sick.” In what might stand as the culmination of this practice, Weston LaBarre wrote that the Japanese were “… the most compulsive people in the world ethnological museum.”76

Benedict did not acknowledge Freud, but the imputing of psychopathology to entire populations drew its “scientific” warrant from Civilization and Its Discontents, where Freud argued that it was possible for a society to conflict so markedly with the needs of its members that entire populations could become neurotic.77 The terms used by Benedict, LaBarre, and others seemed to imply an even greater severity of psychopathology than neurosis, and anthropologists such as Anthony F. C. Wallace, Irving Hallowell, and Marvin Opler denounced the use of psychiatric terms to typify a population. When Erich Fromm wrote The Sane Society in 1955, he rejected this criticism as one based on what he described as the postulate that “each society is normal inasmuch as it functions.” He insisted that there could be “sick” societies—as well as sane ones—because, as Freud had directed, some societies were more successful than others in meeting human needs.

Sharp criticism of the practice of imputing psychopathology to entire societies brought this sort of cultural evaluation to an end, but several of the world’s most respected anthropologists, all of whom had earlier endorsed the principle of cultural relativism, eventually published critical evaluations of “primitive” societies, as folk societies were often referred to at that time. For example, in 1948 Alfred Kroeber, then the doyen of American anthropology, not only rejected relativism but declared that as societies “progressed” from simple to more complex, they became more “humane,” and he asserted—in language calculated to make present-day anthropologists’ hair stand on end—that “… the mentally unwell in modern advanced cultures tend to correspond to the well and influential in ancient and retarded cultures.”78 Furthermore, “progress,” as Kroeber referred to cultural evolution, not only involved advances in technology and science but also entailed the abandonment of practices such as ritual prostitution, segregating women at parturition or menstruation, torture, sacrifice, and belief in magic or superstition. In 1950 Ralph Linton, another leading anthropologist, who possessed perhaps the most encyclopedic understanding of world ethnography of anyone then alive, wrote that there could be universal ethical standards,79 a position that Clyde Kluckhohn, by then no longer a committed relativist, endorsed five years later.80

Robert Redfield, a distinguished anthropologist at the University of Chicago, agreed with Kroeber by declaring that primitive societies were less “decent” and “humane” than more “advanced civilizations”: “… on the whole the human race has come to develop a more decent and humane measure of goodness—there has been a transformation of ethical judgment which makes us look at non-civilized people, not as equals, but as people on a different level of human experience.”81 In a paper presented in 1960, George Peter Murdock, then the leading figure in comparative studies in the world, said that Benedict’s relativistic idea that a cultural element has no meaning except in its context was “nonsense” and that Herskovits’s assertion that all cultures must be accorded equal dignity and value was “not only nonsense but sentimental nonsense.”82 He added that it was an “absurdity” to assert that cannibalism, slavery, magical therapy, and killing the aged should be accorded the same “dignity” or “validity” as old age security, scientific medicine, and metal artifacts.83 All people, Murdock continued, prefer Western technology and would rather be able to feed their children and elderly than kill them. Furthermore, he said, primitive peoples readily relinquish such practices as cannibalism and headhunting “… when colonial governments demonstrate the material advantages of peace.”84

The strong antirelativistic sentiments of Kroeber, Linton, Kluckhohn, Redfield, and Murdock—anthropology’s equivalent of the 1927 New York Yankees—were not accepted by the majority of anthropologists, who continued to reject the idea that civilized societies were ethically superior to primitive ones. Indeed, they deplored even the use of terms such as “civilized” or “primitive.” With relatively few exceptions, they continued to call for every culture to be respected in its own context, and they chose to interpret established beliefs and practices as adaptive. What Marvin Harris wrote in 1960, when he said that there was no scientific standard by which ethics, aesthetics, or politics could be measured, was the consensual view then, and it has continued to be.

Nevertheless, a few anthropologists have rejected this position. In the early 1960s Edward Norbeck rejected the received view of witchcraft as a benign and natural belief system with numerous socially positive functions; instead, he made much of witchcraft’s socially harmful consequences.85 Similarly, Melford Spiro interpreted the Burmese belief in witches as a form of psychological projection that led to cognitive distortion,86 and in 1974 Theodore Schwartz pointed out the dysfunctional effects of what he called the “paranoid ethos.”87 Schwartz speculated that a paranoid belief system was “… the bedrock psychopathology of mankind”88 that has persisted “over the span of human history as a substratum of potential pathology in all societies.”89 Schwartz believed that in Melanesian societies, especially Dobu, paranoid ideation with its extreme suspiciousness and hostility was so deeply entrenched that “… existence is at least uncomfortable, possibly highly stressful, and undoubtedly anxious.”90

Even earlier, John G. Kennedy launched a direct attack on the prevailing relativistic doctrine that all beliefs and practices have positive social functions. Taking issue with scholars such as E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Clyde Kluckhohn, M. G. Marwick, and Beatrice Whiting, all of whom had argued that a belief in witchcraft can have socially positive consequences, Kennedy asserted that witchcraft beliefs were “irrational and dysfunctional.” Stressing the paranoid character of witchcraft beliefs as well as the fear and aggression that such beliefs produce, Kennedy proposed that belief in witchcraft was “institutionalized irrationality.”91 The conclusion he offered was controversial then and it still is: “… we should seriously entertain the possibility of the existence of ‘sick societies’ or pathological institutions and culture patterns, rather than making the a priori relativistic assumption that all groups automatically find a healthy, balanced level of functioning.”92

A decade later, Arthur Hippler scolded anthropologists for adhering to cultural relativism, accusing them of regarding “… anything and everything done in or by some non-Western culture … as good or at least neutral [while] everything done in or by Western society is seen as bad.”93 The charge that some anthropologists have been quick to criticize Western culture while steadfastly withholding criticism about non-Western cultures has been made many times before.94 Indeed, Herskovits once wrote about a critic of cultural relativism who defined an anthropologist as “a person who respects every culture-pattern but his own.”95 Even Marvin Harris, who has endorsed relativism and offered positive functionalist explanations for the seemingly “irrational and harmful” around the world, wrote a book, America Now, that purported to explain what has gone wrong with American culture.96 More recently, Washburn has attributed the “continuing power” of cultural relativism to anthropologists’ hostility to the values of their own society and a preference for those of others.97 This bias may be subtle, but it is often there.

Echoing Murdock, Hippler also asserted that Western culture was superior and that most “primitives” find it irresistible. What is more, echoing Freud, he concluded that cultures such as the Yolngu of Australia institutionalize “immature defenses and coping mechanisms.”98 Hippler also concluded that the Yolngu have a limited capacity for reality testing, and that they are “… self-evidently to me, not a terribly advanced group.”99 He saw nothing unusual in their lack of “advancement,” because, as he said, entire populations can exist at “… very low levels of cognitive development. All they have to do is reproduce.”100 It will come as no surprise that Hippler’s conclusions provoked a flurry of critical comment.101 Another controversial evaluation was recently offered by C. R. Hallpike. First, as a result of his ethnographic field research among the Tauade, a small population of Papua New Guinea, Hallpike concluded that their practice of warfare was not adaptive.102 Hallpike also believed that it was maladaptive for the Tauade to raise huge herds of pigs that “devastated” their gardens and led to “innumerable quarrels and even homicides,” only to be slaughtered in such large numbers that they could not be eaten. He also saw no adaptive advantage to the Tauade in keeping rotting corpses in their villages. He observed acerbically, that “No doubt, the Tauade had survived to be studied, but their major institutions and practices seemed to have very little to do with this fact.”103 In an earlier ethnography of the Konso of Ethiopia, Hallpike concluded that the Konso did not need their elaborate age-grading system.104 “Primitive societies are not,” he concluded, “beautifully adapted little organisms put together like watches, in which every component functions for the well-being and survival of the whole.”105

Another noteworthy approach to cultural evaluation was taken by Raoul Naroll in his book The Moral Order.106 Naroll was concerned that suicide, divorce, child abuse, mental illness, excessive use of alcohol and drugs, and crime, among other things, were weakening the basic human primary group that he called the “moralnet.” Comparing statistical data from various countries about these “social ills,” as he called them, he found that when moralnets were weakened, the result was a reduction in physical and mental health, as well as a higher mortality rate. Comparing only European countries where the data were most comparable on variables he named physical health, mental health, brotherhood, progress, peace, order, and variety, Naroll found that Norway had the highest quality of life with an index value of 550. The United States scored 483, and Israel had the lowest index at 440, just behind Spain.107 Recently, Benjamin Colby has taken the quantification of quality of life, or well-being, a step further by proposing to measure a person’s adaptive potential defined as adaptivity, altruism, and creativity. Colby hopes to be able to develop a universal theory of well-being defined in terms of physical health, satisfaction and happiness.108

While these cultural anthropologists were discussing the possibility of evaluating cultural dysfunction or pathology, parallel developments were taking place in evolutionary biology, or as some prefer to call it, sociobiology. Until quite recently, most evolutionary biologists also assumed that existing cultural practices were adaptive109 and attempted to explain these traits by matching them to reproductive fitness optimization models,110 but this assumption is no longer universally held. Scholars from fields such as ecology, biology, psychology, anthropology, and even sociology have argued that there is no a priori reason to assume that any given cultural practice is adaptive.111 Moreover, various scholars have identified mechanisms that could lead to and perpetuate maladaptation.112

In their influential book Culture and the Evolutionary Process, Robert Boyd and Peter J. Richerson rejected Sahlins’s contention that Darwinian theories of evolution must result in adaptive or functional hypotheses about human behavior: “Nonadaptive, or even frankly maladaptive, cultural variants can spread in a population under the influence of indirect bias, even in the face of selection and direct bias favoring more adaptive variants.”113 Although his model differs from that of Boyd and Richerson, Alan Rogers agrees that natural selection can produce mechanisms of cultural transmission that are not adaptive.114 In another significant book, Darwin, Sex and Status, Jerome H. Barkow has suggested that maladaptive cultural traits can be produced by such factors as environmental changes to which a population fails to respond effectively, short-sighted practices of the population that lead to ecological ruin, and the tendency of powerful elites to favor traits that serve their interests at the expense of the majority of the population.115

This brief review of some approaches to the evaluation of other cultures should be sufficient to demonstrate that despite the tenacity of cultural relativism and the prevalent assumption that all, or nearly all, existing cultural practices are adaptive, some scholars of quite varied backgrounds and theoretical persuasions have had their doubts about those assumptions, and with the passage of time, those who believe that cultural maladaptation exists have grown in numbers and sophistication. Today, various scholars are beginning to agree that cultural practices can be maladaptive, and a few have gone so far as to say that entire societies can become pathogenic. This is not to suggest that most anthropologists share these views. It is impossible to be certain, but it seems likely that the majority of anthropologists would reject the idea that cultural maladaptation is common, and some vigorously reject the idea that it occurs at all. And it is almost certain that a large majority would not accept the assertion that entire societies can legitimately be thought of as sick. One major reason for this, it is said, is the absence of a universally valid and measurable set of criteria for maladaptation.

Defining Maladaptation

One reason why defining maladaptation is so difficult is that there is a multiplicity of levels at which it can be said to occur. It can involve a single gene or a number of genes that in combination may predispose an individual to depression, schizophrenia, or panic. Maladaptation can also be defined in terms of a single individual’s ill health or lack of reproductive success, a group of related individuals’ refusal to engage in altruistic behaviors, or the absence of well-being among cooperating groups of people engaged in warfare or big-game hunting. The focus can also legitimately fall on categories or corporate groups of people who share common interests and risks because of their age, gender, class, ethnicity, race, occupational specialty, or some other characteristic, or it can encompass an entire society, a kingdom, an empire, or a confederation. For some purposes, maladaptation may be conceptualized in terms of the well-being or survival of all people on earth.

Maladaptation can also be defined in terms of Darwinian selection, as sociobiologists have done. The early and generic sociobiological approach began by assuming that at some point in the evolutionary past there was genetic variation within our species (or some subgroup of us) concerning some trait such as aggressiveness, bravery, passivity, timidity, or the like. Individuals with genes that favored, say, bravery and aggressiveness would have more offspring than those whose genes made them passive or timid. As Lewontin, Rose, and Kamin, among others, have pointed out, this approach is based on some as yet unsubstantiated assumptions.116 First, it assumes that complex human behaviors like bravery, cooperation, and empathy are products of genes of high heritability. Until such genes have been demonstrated to exist and to be highly heritable, it may be more reasonable to assume that human behaviors such as those named are produced by a complex of interacting genes, and that it may not be highly heritable. The approach also suffered from arbitrariness in assigning a reproductive advantage to certain behavioral traits. It is not at all difficult to imagine scenarios in which bravery, perseverance, empathy, or virtually any other behavioral trait might have yielded a reproductive advantage under certain conditions, but these scenarios are usually so unverifiable that critics have referred to the imaginative process of creating them as a version of “let’s pretend” or a Kiplingesque Just So Story.117

Consider for example, the fact that men cannot detect when a woman is ovulating, even though such an ability would surely be valuable in increasing the reproductive success of a male who possessed it.118 Darwinists would argue, one must presume, that no heritable genes for this ability existed. But it has been proposed that some women might well once have had the ability to detect their own ovulation. Instead of using this knowledge to increase their fecundity, they chose to restrict it because pregnancy and childbirth were unpleasant. The result was selection for the inability to detect one’s own ovulation. 119The possibilities surrounding this kind of question are as numerous as they are speculative.

Problems such as these have led a number of evolutionary biologists or psychologists to reject sociobiology as a useful paradigm for the study of human evolution. Donald Symons has concluded that sociobiology, or “Darwinian social science” as he prefers to call the approach, is an “inefficient and ambiguous way to illuminate adaptation.”120 For Symons, understanding the evolution of human behavior requires elucidation of the psychological mechanisms or designs that underlie it. And Charles J. Lumsden, co-author of Genes, Mind and Culture with sociobiologist E. O. Wilson, has also found the sociobiological approach of limited value for the study of human behavior “because of its assumption of direct causal links between genes and social phenomena, and for its adherence to the standard fitness optimization models of classical evolution.”121 Instead, Lumsden, along with Symons and others, believes that attention should be turned to the human psychological mechanisms that both generate and change culture.122 They call for an evolutionary psychology that will provide knowledge of the innate psychological mechanisms that actually constrain and produce human behavior, a position that Jerome Barkow took as early as 1973.123 According to John Tooby and Leda Cosmides, the goal of this new discipline is identifying the adaptive problems that organisms must be able to solve and discovering the information-processing mechanisms that have evolved to solve them.124 When it comes to the study of contemporary human societies rather than the long span of human evolution, a Darwinian emphasis on reproductive success has its limitations. It cannot be denied that certain individuals, such as big men, chiefs, clan leaders, or great warriors—that is, the powerful and wealthy—may outreproduce others, and it is possible that their offspring may therefore more often share a certain gene or set of interacting genes than the offspring of other people. Indeed, Paul W. Turke continues to insist that in studies of small, traditional societies, people of wealth and power consistently outreproduce others.125 He notes a telling example of this pattern that comes from Monique Borgerhoff Mulder’s research with the Kipsigis of Kenya.126 Yet D. R. Vining finds no general support for the rich outreproducing the poor,127 and Alan R. Rogers has found that the rich only outreproduce the poor in societies in which large numbers of children are valued.128 Neither Turke nor other evolutionary biologists who believe that reproductive success is the ultimate measure of evolution maintain that humans consciously attempt to outreproduce others. Instead, humans are said to crave wealth, power, and prestige, and it is these activities that, if attained, lead to greater reproductive success.

However, the rich and powerful may choose not to reproduce. For example, like some other despots, King Shaka Zulu refused to allow any of his possible offspring to live for fear that they would attempt to overthrow him. And although differently motivated, the wealthiest and most powerful members of modern societies tend to have fewer children than lower-class people.129 The Japanese elite did so over the past century,130 and as Barbara Miller has shown, during the nineteenth century the high-ranking military and land-owning castes of northern India killed all of their female offspring even though they were more than affluent enough to raise daughters as well as sons.131 Rather than achieve reproductive success, they chose to reduce the numbers of children who could claim inheritance.

Instead of assessing individuals as evolutionary biologists have done, social scientists have typically preferred to concentrate on the well-being of a social system. From Saint-Simon, Comte, and Durkheim to British functionalists like Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown or to Talcott Parsons and the contemporary neofunctionalists, the question has been what is required to hold a society together, to maintain its “social solidarity.” Conflict theorists ask what conditions lead to social collapse. Either perspective can be translated into a description of a society as either well- or maladapted.

In an attempt to be specific about what they called the functional prerequisites of society, several sociologists joined with anthropologist David F. Aberle to specify the conditions that would terminate the existence of a society. They proposed four: (1) the biological extinction or physical dispersion of its members, (2) apathy of the members, defined as loss of motivation to survive, (3) the war of all against all, and (4) the absorption of the society into another one.132 To avoid the occurrence of one or more of these self-evidently terminal conditions, Aberle and his colleagues proposed that a society must provide for the following functional prerequisites: adequate “relationship” to the environment; sexual recruitment; role differentiation and assignment; communication; a shared, articulated set of goals; the normative regulation of means and affective expression; socialization; and the control of disruptive behavior. Walter Goldschmidt later offered a somewhat different set of prerequisites that he called “social imperatives,” or those elements necessary to the organization of every society. These imperatives are groups, values, status and role, authority, and ideology.133 In 1986, Hallpike suggested that there are seven areas of a society’s organization where problems are likely to be encountered: leadership, social organization, division of labor, systems for allocating and controlling scarce resources and property, reciprocity and cooperation, dispute settlement, and the regulation of relations with the supernatural and other communities, including recruitment.134 A serious problem in any of these areas would presumably constitute maladaptation.

Emphasizing group selection is another way of focusing on group maladaptation. Although, as we have noted, Wynne-Edwards’s hypothesis that some species automatically control their population to maintain homeostasis has not fared well when applied to humans, there may yet be an advantage in examining group selection, as Donald T. Campbell argued when he wrote that social evolution has had to counter selfish individualism, like that of the Sirionó, and familism, like that in Montegrano, with “self-sacrificial altruism.”135 In this view a society can become maladapted if it cannot socialize at least some of its members to sacrifice their individual interests for others or the society as a whole by sharing scarce goods, engaging in patriotic military action, or accepting undesirable social roles that contribute to the group’s survival.

Turning from the group once again to individuals, it is also possible to define maladaptation as the failure of a society to meet its members’ creature needs, as Malinowski did in his now-famous attempt to attribute elements of culture to physiological needs as basic as metabolism, reproduction, and health.136 Such an approach is still viable, of course, since any population whose needs for food, water, shelter, and the like are not met will not survive, whatever other virtues its culture may possess; but it is also simplistic.137 Other scholars, such as Henry A. Murray, preferred to define human needs in terms of higher-order abstractions like achievement, affection, autonomy, dominance, nurturance, order, play, and understanding, among others. After reviewing various theories of human nature, Christopher Boehm has suggested that the needs of humans are best understood in terms of ambivalences in human nature, some of which may be brought about by the contrasts and contradictions between humans; psychobiological inheritance and their enculturation.138 What the study of adaptation must not include, yet sometimes has, is gratuitous value judgments. For example, however much one may dislike aggression, it can be a highly adaptive attribute. Indeed, a population whose men are not aggressive enough to defend themselves may not survive. As repugnant as one may find warfare, it can sometimes confer a significant advantage on populations that are skilled in its use.

The concept of inclusive fitness, or the differential reproductive success of individuals, may have value for understanding certain kinds of biologically constrained behaviors,139 but as was mentioned earlier, it has more limited value for scholars interested in the maladaptation of human societies who may prefer to assess the relative satisfaction that people have with their lives.140 People’s dissatisfaction with their life circumstances or with specific aspects of their social institutions or culture may take such forms as apathy, alienation, dysphoria, vocal protest and open rebellion. The measurement of life satisfaction has a long history in the West, and discussion of the concept in anthropology goes back at least to Edward Sapir, who in the 1920s wrote that some societies had “genuine” cultures that were “inherently harmonious, balanced, self-satisfactory.”141 But it is only in the last decade or so that systematic attempts to study the satisfaction of nonWestern peoples have appeared.142

These two criteria—population growth and personal satisfaction—are the Scylla and Charybdis of cultural adaptation. Biological evolution takes place as a result of differential reproductive success—that is a given—but unrestrained population growth can be ruinous if the carrying capacity of the environment is exceeded. Malthus’s apocalyptic vision of population increase has not always been realized, but small societies have struggled to control their population growth with mixed success, and in much of the world, populations are increasing so rapidly that social survival is threatened.143 Today, the population of the world increases at the astounding rate of 10,000 people per hour, and most of the increase occurs in societies unable to feed their existing populations. If population growth is the ultimate criterion of adaptation, as many have argued,144 then Japan and the Western world are maladapted because they are losing the baby race. Yet if people in those societies chose to maximize the number of offspring they produced, they could match if not exceed the rate of fertility in the developing world, and they could keep a much greater percentage of these children alive. For Japan and the West, the search for happiness and well-being does not include population proliferation. But surely, no one would seriously propose that these nations are less well adapted than the rapidly increasing populations of Bangladesh or Sudan.

If population growth is not a universally valid criterion of adaptive success, then what is the alternative? The most obvious answer would be people’s own subjective assessment of their happiness or wellbeing. Nothing could be more plain than the fact that people try to enhance their own well-being, yet as a criterion of adaptiveness, this once again opens the door to cultural relativism. If we use only this measure of societal success, we may be left with nothing more illuminating to say than that whatever people find satisfying—headhunting, feuding, enslaving others, or torturing them—must be adaptive so long as that society has been able to survive. However, dis satisfaction with one’s culture can certainly be maladaptive, because if enough people are seriously disaffected, their society can be endangered.

As we have seen, and as any good  bricoleur would attest, there are many potential criteria of maladaptation, each with a claim to legitimacy for certain purposes. I have chosen to rely on the most self-evident of these. I shall first define it as the failure of a population or its culture to survive because of the inadequacy or harmfulness of one or more of its beliefs or institutions. Second, maladaptation will be said to exist when enough members of a population are sufficiently dissatisfied with one or more of their social institutions or cultural beliefs that the viability of their society is threatened. Finally, it will be considered to be maladaptive when a population maintains beliefs or practices that so seriously impair the physical or mental health of its members that they cannot adequately meet their own needs or maintain their social and cultural system. Defined in these three ways, I will contend that maladaptation is common among the world’s societies, and what is more, it is inevitable.


Chapter 3
Maladaptation
 [image: Image]

There are many reasons why traditional beliefs and practices may become maladaptive. Some traditional practices that evolved early in human history must have been relatively inefficient solutions to environmental demands, but without rigorous competition from other populations or other belief systems, such practices tend to persist. Besides, because humans do not always make rational adaptive decisions, some of their beliefs and practices may have been maladaptive from the beginning. What is more, when environmental change occurs, practices that once were adaptive may become maladaptive, just as practices that may be adaptive over the short term can have longterm costs. Cultures may also create needs in people that become so imperative that they can become destructive when environmental change occurs. Even when the need for change is clear, human populations, especially small traditional ones, have seldom been sufficiently innovative to improve their cultural patterns. Even if potentially more adaptive innovations are introduced, they may not be accepted because populations tend to be so conservative that without severe pressure from other populations, their traditional beliefs and practices will be retained. Finally, and in some respects most important of all, some of the beliefs and practices that become established in a population are not adaptive responses to environmental demands at all but are reflections of human genetic predispositions to think, feel, or behave in certain ways. Before illustrating each of these points, it may be helpful to describe a small society where all appear to have played a role, the now-extinct aboriginal culture of Tasmania.1

The Tasmanians

People are known to have lived on Tasmania, an island about the size of Ireland, for over 20,000 years, and for the last 10,000 to 12,000 years of their cultural existence these people were totally isolated from all other human populations because the rapidly melting glacial ice cap flooded the land bridge that had previously connected Tasmania to Australia. No other society that survived until modern times was so completely isolated for such a long period.2 As a result, the Tasmanians are a unique example of people who were allowed to adapt to their surroundings without pressure or competition from other populations.

When Europeans first made contact with them in the eighteenth century, the approximately 4,000 Tasmanians then living had the simplest technology ever reported for any human society. Men relied on one-piece wooden spears and wooden clubs that they threw, along with stones, usually with great accuracy. Women used simple wooden digging sticks to prise up roots, wooden chisels to pry shellfish off rocks, short grass ropes to climb trees, and woven grass bags to carry the fruits of their efforts. In addition to two types of temporary huts or windbreaks, the Tasmanians made pouches of animal skin and kelp, used abalone shells as drinking vessels, wore kangaroo skins slung over their shoulders for warmth, and fashioned a few ornaments. In all, the entire Tasmanian inventory of manufactured goods came to no more than two dozen items.3 This paleolithic technology had been replaced on the Australian mainland where the Tasmanians had once lived by a substantially more complex array of tools, weapons, and other artifacts long before European contact. In short, these Tasmanians put the lie to the myth of  Homo Faber.

The Tasmanians lived in bands of forty to fifty people led by an accomplished warrior (in one band, the leader was a woman). Each band claimed exclusive hunting and foraging rights over a territory of some 200 to 300 square miles stretching inland from a coastal strip to the wooded and mountainous interior. They subsisted on shellfish (mostly mussels, oysters, whelk, and abalone), seals, marsupials (possums, wallabies, and kangaroos), and birds and their eggs, as well as various vegetables. In all, they ate sixty species of animals and seventy species of vegetables.4 Moving continually in search of food, each of the Tasmanian bands apparently had an adequate diet for much of the year, but during the frigid winter months, food shortages could become so extreme that they were reduced to eating kangaroo skins.5

What is known about the Tasmanians is based on observations not only by sundry explorers, missionaries, and settlers but also by Francois Péron, the first person ever officially called an anthropologist, who visited Tasmania in 1802 under the auspices of the world’s first anthropological research group.6 The resulting ethnographic record, while spotty, is sufficient to suggest that all of the sources of maladaptation listed at the beginning of this chapter played a part in Tasmanian life. First, some of their basic economic practices appear to have been inefficient. For example, men clearly dominated women and benefited disproportionately from their labor and risk. Yet with the possible exception of spearing kangaroos and wallabies, a task at which men arguably would be more efficient than women, either sex could, in principle, have carried out any of the necessary subsistence activities. In reality, however, almost all of these activities, including the potentially most dangerous ones, fell exclusively or primarily to women. While men often remained in camp resting or talking (early European observers called them “indolent”7), women fetched water and firewood and gathered vegetable products. They alone collected shellfish, the dietary staple, by diving deep into coastal waters where sharp rocks, unpredictable currents, and stingrays were dangerous hazards. More remarkable still, the job of climbing eucalyptus trees (to a height of as much as ninety feet!) to club possums to death also fell to women. And it was women who swam and crept up on sleeping seals to club them to death.

It is likely that Tasmanian women took more risks in the food quest than women have in any other folk society. Conversely, men took virtually no risks in their subsistence activities. For example, men appear to have excluded women from hunting kangaroos and wallabies not because this activity was dangerous, but because to them hunting was enjoyable while other forms of foraging were not. Despite the risks that women took and their crucial role in the economy, Tasmanian women appear to have been treated harshly by men8 and to have been denied access to the choicest foods.9 That Tasmanian women were not content with their lot was evident from the fact that they frequently complained to early European visitors about their husbands’ mistreatment of them. It is true that this Tasmanian economic system functioned well enough to maintain the population at a more or less steady state, but a set of food-getting practices that exposed women to so many hazards while men contributed so little would hardly seem to be optimal, especially not if, as was the case, women were disaffected as a result and the population nearly starved every winter.

Like their technology, Tasmanian social institutions were undeniably simple. When the paleolithic technology that the Tasmanians relied on was replaced on the Australian mainland by more complex tools and weapons, the aborigines of Australia were able to provide for their subsistence needs far more quickly, allowing much more time for the elaboration of social and cultural forms, particularly their remarkably complex systems of art, religion, and kinship. Unlike the Australians, the Tasmanians had no initiation rituals, only rudimentary religious conceptions and rituals, and no elaborated forms of social organization.10 Their beliefs and practices were adequate to maintain a small population in a large and diverse environment, but similar ways of doing things did not persist among the ancestral Australian population. It must be concluded that like people in many other societies, the Tasmanians persisted in their traditional practices even if they were only tolerably efficient ways of getting food, maintaining social harmony, or satisfying human needs.

There were other aspects of Tasmanian culture that appear to have been frankly maladaptive. As Rhys Jones has trenchantly pointed out, the Tasmanians either lost or abandoned some seemingly useful forms of the technology they originally brought to the island.11 They once had bone tools, wooden boomerangs, barbed spears, hafted stone tools, and edge-ground axes, but all these were gone long before the Europeans arrived.12 Most Tasmanian groups also lost the ability to make rafts or catamarans, even though these watercraft would have been useful in reaching nearby islands with rich food resources.13 And inexplicably, the Tasmanians also gave up fishing. Until approximately 4,000 years ago, fish were an important food source for them, but after that time fish disappeared from the archeological record. By the time the Europeans arrived, the Tasmanians had no fishhooks, fish spears, or nets, and when they were offered cooked fish by European visitors, they rejected it with revulsion. For a population that spent most of its time seeking food, ate virtually every other food source on the island, and were desperately hungry during winter months, to reject fish as a source of food borders on the bizarre. The same fish that they routinely ate in early times were still abundant in the shallow coastal waters of the sea, as well as the many rivers and lakes of the interior. It is true that one species of fish (out of hundreds) was poisonous, but bones of this fish do not appear in archeological sites,14 and if the Tasmanians gave up fish as a food because one, easily identifiable, fish was poisonous, this was not a rational adaptive strategy, especially because fish were plentiful during the winter months of famine. Most coastal Australian aborigines made fish a staple of their diet, and they were incredulous when told that the Tasmanians did not do the same.

The Tasmanians were far from being an innovative people, but there is no reason to suspect them of deficient intellect. When first contacted by Europeans, they played quite effective practical jokes on them, and when their children were sent to European schools, they performed as well as European children except in grammar and arithmetic, and in both of these subjects the grammatically quite different Tasmanian language, which was limited to only five number terms, probably placed them at a disadvantage. Despite their apparent intelligence, the Tasmanians did not replace the items of material culture that they lost with anything better or even as efficient. It would be too much to ask them to have invented the bow and arrow or agriculture—few people have been that inventive—but despite the bitterly cold winters the Tasmanians had to endure, they apparently made no effort even to fashion clothing. They simply threw a kangaroo skin over their shoulders or smeared themselves with animal fat. As a result, during the winter months people were forced to huddle around fires all day for warmth, and their ability to procure food was much restricted.

What is more, they could not make fire by any of the methods known on the Australian mainland; each Tasmanian band had to carry a burning firebrand at all times or risk having no fire at all for warmth or cooking. Tasmanians often fell ill, particularly during the coldest periods, but their principal medical treatment consisted of slashing the patient with deep cuts until the victim was covered with blood, and visibly weakened. If the Tasmanians had any effective herbal preparations, they were not reported by European visitors, some of whom remained with Tasmanian patients throughout their serious illnesses until death.16 Instead of creating new and better forms of hunting, fishing, or medical treatment, the Tasmanians lived on, generation after generation, actually abandoning previously useful practices without creating new ones. As Rhys Jones, perhaps the foremost student of Tasmanian ethnoarcheology rather dyspeptically put it, 4,000 years of isolation apparently led not to more adaptive cultural forms but to a “slow strangulation of the mind.”17

After millennia without any exposure to external forces for change, in the eighteenth century the Tasmanians found themselves exposed to European exploration. Long before the onset of newly introduced epidemic disease or European efforts to exterminate the aborigines by warfare, the Tasmanians responded to this new set of environmental changes with a remarkable, but not self-evidently adaptive, vitality. The European seal fishermen, who formed the bulk of the newcomers, introduced dogs to Tasmania where previously no such potentially valuable adjunct to hunting had existed, and the Tasmanians quite literally could not get enough of them. Without delay, and apparently without much thought for the consequences, they gave the Europeans exactly what they wanted for dogs—namely, young women. As we have already noted, hunting was far from being the mainstay of the Tasmanian economy, and although the acquisition of dogs made hunting more efficient, it was still a less vital source of food than women’s foraging or diving for shellfish. By trading young women for dogs, Tasmanian men managed, in a singularly ill-advised choice, both to reduce their food supply and to exacerbate the most glaring problem in their society, interband fighting over women.18

Given the relative abundance of food resources in the Tasmanian environment, there is no obvious reason why their bands of people could not have lived amicably with each other. As we have seen, each band had foraging rights within a territory that provided adequate sustenance except in winter, and few of these territories were markedly richer or poorer in resources than any other. There was no economic need for conflict, then, and because their practice of band exogamy forced men to find wives in bands other than their own, there was an additional reason for Tasmanian bands to live in peace with one another. Yet they did not. Each band claimed exclusive foraging rights to its territory, making any trespasser subject to death and the killers subject to retaliatory raids. But trespass was not the only cause of hostility or of death, nor even the major one. Raids to capture women were the main cause of death, and these raids were commonplace.19 To avoid deadly retaliation, bands were obliged to circumscribe their foraging movements, and people lived in a climate of fear.20

It is difficult to understand how this pattern of raid, counterraid, and pervasive fear could have been adaptive for the Tasmanians. It seems more probable that this pattern is not an adaptive response to some environmental demand at all but rather a reflection of human predispositions, especially those having to do with male competition for women and dominance over them. There were no social or economic imperatives that drove Tasmanian men to treat their wives badly, to require them to carry out dangerous tasks, or to kill other men in pursuit of more wives, but there may well have been psychological imperatives that in the absence of social or cultural constraints led men to behave in these ways. Like many other small societies, Tasmanians failed to devise social and cultural mechanisms to control their destructive tendencies. Grasping for an explanation of Tasmanian fighting over women, one might argue that it was a population control mechanism, but infanticide would surely have been a far less destructive and more efficient solution to overpopulation (if indeed that was a problem, and there is no indication that it was).

The Tasmanians have not been singled out for discussion because they were a profoundly maladapted population. On the contrary, compared to many societies that will be discussed in subsequent chapters, they were relatively well adapted at least by the criterion of maintaining their population over thousands of years. But their way of life was hardly ideal. Their feuding was deadly, disruptive, and purposeless, their food supply was at times inadequate, and their women were discontented. The population also maintained practices that could have proven to be maladaptive if the Tasmanians had been challenged by competing societies with better tools or weapons, more compelling religious beliefs, or more efficient economies. When the Europeans arrived, Tasmanian society quickly collapsed. Until then, the Tasmanians had the luxury of muddling through the centuries because they were wholly isolated from other populations and different cultures. Most societies had no such good fortune.

Adaptation—Optimal or Tolerable?

Some years ago, primatologist Hans Kummer criticized what he saw as a tendency on the part of behavioral scientists to interpret every existing social practice as adaptive because, as he put it, “all we can say with certainty is that it must be tolerable, since it did not lead to extinction.”21 Because few populations die out, everything a population does or believes must, by this definition, be considered adaptive.

Nevertheless, Kummer’s argument that practices may become entrenched for long periods even though they are merely tolerable makes a useful point by calling attention to the possibility that human beliefs and practices may persist even though they serve individual or social needs rather badly. Without strong selective pressure from other populations or a rapidly changing environment, that is exactly what one would expect unless populations’ early solutions to the demands of their environments were remarkably efficient. The Tasmanian design for living suggests that this was not the case for them, and it is likely, as C. R. Hallpike has argued, that “mediocre” practices and beliefs have quite commonly survived in small-scale societies, even though they were simple or inefficient to begin with, because there were too few selective pressures to force change.22

Weston LaBarre has provided compelling evidence that the antiquity of a belief is no assurance of its “tested truth,” as he put it, nor does its survival demonstrate that it serves any positive purpose.23 To illustrate these points, LaBarre refers to the ancient and widespread idea that the fundamental source of semen, and thus fertility and life, is the brain. After documenting the importance of this belief from its origin during the Paleolithic to modern times, LaBarre shows that it led countless populations throughout the world to become headhunters in order to eat the brains of others because it was thought that doing so would enhance their own life essence and fertility. The great antiquity and virtual ubiquity of this demonstrably false belief and lethal practice led LaBarre to coin the term “group archosis” to refer to “nonsense and misinformation so ancient and pervasive as to be seemingly inextricable from our thinking.”24 He concluded, “A frightening proportion of all culture is arguably archosis, more especially sacred culture.”25 French anthropologist Dan Sperber has taken a similar position by asserting that while some mental dispositions have been selected for in the process of biological evolution, others are mere “side effects” that have only marginal adaptive value. Provocatively, Sperber concluded that religion is one of these side effects of evolution.26

Another example of an ancient practice that is still widespread, was once probably universal, yet has dubious adaptive value is divination. The belief that one or another form of divination—searching for cracks in a heated scapula, flipping sandals into the air, poisoning chickens, or whatever—could provide answers to questions about what caused illness, where to hunt, when to make war, whether it would rain, and other important matters may have been reassuring; as Evans-Pritchard pointed out after his stay with the Azande in the Sudan, for some highly indeterminate activities, such as running a large household, divination may be as efficient a basis for decision making as any other. But when more accurate means of forecasting or controlling events such as weather satellites, insecticides, and immunization become available, divination declines in importance.27 For example, many small-scale societies relied on divination to tell them when and where to conduct raids against their enemies, but it is difficult to believe that sound intelligence and skillful scouting would not have been more efficient. While divination is not entirely absent in modern warfare—Hitler’s reliance on astrology is one example—military leaders who rely on it in their war planning today would be at a decided disadvantage.

It has nevertheless been seriously proposed that divination can be adaptive. A classic adaptive interpretation of divination was offered by Omar Kayyam Moore, who purported to show that the MontagnaisNaskapi Indians, who subsisted primarily by hunting caribou on the Labrador peninsula, used divination to maintain the ecological equilibrium between themselves and the caribou.28 Basing his analysis on data recorded earlier by Frank Speck, Moore argued that the Montagnais-Naskapi use of scapulimancy to tell them where to hunt for caribou (they interpreted the cracks and breaks that appeared in an animal scapula after it was exposed to fire) was highly adaptive. Moore believed that because this procedure resulted in randomizing the areas where hunters searched for game, it prevented them from being so successful in finding caribou that they would overhunt and deplete the caribou herds. Moore’s paper soon became widely cited as an example of the adaptive value of divination.29

But as a recent reexamination of Moore’s analysis has shown, he was wrong on many essential counts. First, according to Vollweiler and Sanchez, he badly misstated Speck’s data. Of the thirty-four cases of scapulimancy Speck discussed, only one approximated what Moore claimed was a general practice.30 Moore also misunderstood how the Naskapi actually searched for game, and he falsely assumed that car ibou respond to human predation by changing their location. Finally, he asserted that the use of divination was commonly used by hunters in other societies to locate game. In fact, divination has rarely been used for this purpose.31

One might also call into question the adaptive value of primitive warfare, which, though widespread, was not self-evidently of benefit to most of the populations that have practiced it. Challenging the view of Vayda and others that primitive warfare can be adaptive, R. B. Ferguson has argued that any benefits warfare may bring to a population can also be achieved without war, and that the presence of warfare limits the number of people who can live in the affected area. He concluded that “life is worse for war.”32 Many others have concluded that life is also worse as a result of the need that people in many small-scale societies feel to seek vengeance in feuds that never end.

A similar question can be raised about the universal existence of ethnocentrism in human society. Ethnocentrism may once have been adaptive by reinforcing in-group commitment, solidarity, and cooperation or by preserving scarce economic resources. Some scholars have made such arguments, but others have wondered if ethnocentrism might not be an example of a belief system that arose by chance and has always been maladaptive.33 Whether it arose by chance cannot be known, but like a paranoid ethos, ethnocentrism is probably rooted in quite basic, if not necessarily adaptive, attributes of the human mind—fear and mistrust of strangers. From our postnuclear perspective, we can readily see the need to eradicate ethnocentrism if the world is to survive, but as events the world over so dramatically demonstrate, ethnocentrism is as widespread and virulent today as at any time in history.

As British anthropologist Roy Ellen has suggested, another reason why early human beliefs and practices were not highly adaptive is that humans are not consistently rational. He wrote, “Cultural adaptations are seldom the best of all possible solutions and never entirely rational”.34 Although Ellen did not use this example, we might note that one reason for this is that people tend to make faulty causal inferences. This limitation has led them to blame one another rather than bacteria or viruses for ill health. It has led them to conclude that some people possess the evil eye or that performing various rituals will bring rain, improve hunting success, increase fertility, or ward off death. To be sure, once established, almost any human practice, including divination, feuding, or accusing other people of being witches, can develop some positive social functions for at least some members of a population. But beliefs and practices like these are usually not the most efficient ones on which to found a society. The development of scientific medicine, effective means of adjudicating disputes, and peaceful relations with neighbors, to suggest a few examples, are likely to be more adaptive in the long run.

For some specific examples of less than fully rational beliefs and practices, let us turn to the Bena Bena of highland Papua New Guinea as described by L. L. Langness. Many Bena Bena quite clearly loved their children, and they sought to protect them against harm by making sure that they never visited neighboring villages where malevolent sorcerers were thought to live. Yet these same concerned parents allowed their small children to play with very sharp knives, sometimes cutting themselves, and they permitted them to sleep unattended next to the fire. As a result, a number of children burned themselves seriously. Langness reports that it was not uncommon to see children who had lost a toe to burns, and some were crippled by even more severe burns. A similarly nonrational and apparently maladaptive Bena Bena practice concerned food. Although chemically short of protein, the Bena Bena would eat neither chicken nor eggs because, they said, chickens ate feces. Yet their favorite food source, pigs, also ate feces.35

It must be noted, of course, that the Bena Bena are not uniquely nonrational. As Melford Spiro among others has pointed out, other populations, including our own, cling to beliefs and practices that are equally nonrational.36 Research has shown that American parents, for example, like their Bena Bena counterparts, are frequently more concerned with protecting their children against rarely occurring and relatively benign threats to their health than with more serious risks.37 (I will return to this discussion in the concluding chapter.)

Another, often overlooked, reason why the practices of small, traditional societies may not be adaptive solutions to the challenges of their environments is that some of them were never humanly contrived solutions at all. Instead, they are expressions of human biological predispositions that populations have failed to control through social mechanisms or cultural beliefs. Men’s competition for nubile women, their sexual jealousy, and the resulting lethal bloodshed and feuding have occurred not only in Tasmania but among the !Kung San, Inuit (Eskimo), Yanomamo, and many other small societies.38 To take a single example, in the 1920s the San (or Bushmen as they then were called) were anything but peaceful, as I noted earlier. Much like the Tasmanians, each band claimed exclusive hunting rights to a territory, and trespass almost invariably led to bloodshed.39 Bands also raided one another, killing all men and boys in fights that were conducted with “great bitterness.”40 Any killing, even by accident, triggered retaliation, and if the killer could not be found, his wife, relatives, or children were killed. But if these reasons for violence were not enough, there were also lethal fights over women. Men often attempted to capture women from other bands to marry, and they were met by “violent resistance.”41 Is fighting like this, especially fighting over women, an adaptive practice or merely a tolerable one because most societies that engage in it nevertheless manage to survive? Or is it instead a maladaptive practice that results from the inability of small-scale societies to create effective social and cultural restraints on biologically driven male sexual competition and jealousy? We will return to this question later in this chapter.

The Persistence of Maladaptation

From time to time over the course of human history, rigorous selective forces have compelled societies to change, and those that could not were absorbed by other populations or, sometimes, became extinct. But more often there has not been enough competition among societies to bring about major social or cultural change.42 In the absence of strong competition, there is little motivation for change. Just as people very often do not rationally calculate how each of their beliefs or customs might better serve their needs, neither do they very often rationally calculate how best to change their ways in order to survive whatever the future can reasonably be expected to bring. As the Tasmanians illustrated, people in small traditional societies are neither consistently rational maximizers of their well-being nor highly innovative. The history of small societies is one of little change even in the realm of technology, where so much as a minor improvement—a feathered arrow, a hafted axe, a spear thrower, a weighted digging stick—is a rare occurrence. Even when innovations are proposed, the population may resist their adoption.

Psychologist Donald Campbell has suggested that this may be so because people have evolved to be conservative, to respect established ways and responsible leaders; for Campbell, conservatism is a survival mechanism.43 Similarly, sociologist Joseph Lopreato was so impressed by the human predilection for conforming to rules and forcing others to do likewise that he posited a genetic need for conformity.44 Whatever the truth of these speculations, it is clear that most populations are reluctant to change their traditional beliefs and practices. With the exception of self-evidently more efficient tools such as steel axes, the majority of populations resist innovation.45 For this reason, even a quite ineffective or actually harmful belief or practice may persist because most people are reluctant to change it. Their reluctance may occasionally be based on a rational argument for the adaptiveness of the belief or practice in question, but more often it is not. With the partial exception of subsistence activities, for every man or woman in a folk society who has been able to explain why something believed or done is beneficial, there have been thousands (in some societies this includes everyone) who provide no more by way of explanation than “it is our custom” or “we’ve always done it this way.” And indeed, when an answer is offered such as “we do not eat eggs because to do so would anger a terrestrial spirit” or “we sacrifice children because the moon god demands it,” anthropologists are almost certain to dismiss such explanations and search for one of their own based on their preferred understanding of how such a practice might have an adaptive basis.46

Consider the Ijaw of Nigeria, who above all else wanted to have more children but nevertheless killed all twins of either sex, even after British rule declared such actions to be homicide. When Philip E. Leis asked them why they did so, they answered that it was because “our ancestors did it this way.”47 For Leis, the Ijaw practice of killing twins was “nonfunctional,” a “remnant of the past,” and he felt obliged to caution scholars against finding a positive function that twin killing performed. He apparently believed that such a cautionary note was necessary because, as he put it, anthropologists took great satisfaction in finding meaningful explanation for the exotic and seemingly irrational. As Ernest Gellner had written a few years earlier, anthropologists have found little sense of accomplishment in concluding that an apparently pointless ritual was, after all, pointless.48 Of course, humans can modify their beliefs or practices to accommodate to change, and they sometimes do so,49 but more often they refuse to change or are unable to do so, and often they fail to understand the implications of changing conditions, believing that the lessons of the past will continue to serve them well in the future. Just as many generals were slow to recognize how drastically the machine gun, the tank, or air power would change the nature of warfare, some populations overlook economic or political changes as they steadfastly believe that the future will mirror the past. For example, the Tapirapé and Tenetehara Indians of Brazil were economically similar societies that responded quite differently to the changes brought about by European contact. The Tenetehara were sociopolitically flexible enough to change, and as a result their population remained steady despite 300 years of colonial influence. The Tapirapé did not change, and after only 40 years of much less intense colonial pressure, they were decimated.50

Populations may also find that initially productive practices have long-term costs. The destruction of wooded areas can bring shortterm benefits, but in the long run deforestation may result. Goats may become prized because they are wholly self-sufficient yet provide highly desirable meat, but in large numbers, omnivorously grazing goats can contribute to desertification. Swidden agriculture can produce high yields, but in time it can lead to deterioration of the soil, development of diseases, and topsoil erosion. A grain may be replaced by a root crop that provides more calories for less effort, but in the long run the reduction in protein can be harmful. Industrial growth may benefit millions before people discover that the resulting pollution may endanger even larger numbers.51 In this regard, so-called environmentalists tell us on a daily basis, our own lack of foresight may soon prove to be catastrophic.

To take an example from the past, for over two hundred years before 1000 A.D., Norse settlers occupied the islands of the North Atlantic: Iceland and Greenland, the Shetlands, Faroes, Hebrides, and Orkneys. These Norse colonists were keen observers of their new habitats, but they were unwilling to sacrifice short-term personal advantage for long-term common benefit. They were also unable to recognize subtle differences between their homelands and these new territories, so that their traditional practices of overstocking domestic animals, fuel collection, and construction activity so badly depleted the trees, shrubs, and pasture land that severe soil erosion resulted. The degradation of these new environments was a product of human error, and although this error came about for understandable reasons, it was error nonetheless.52 It also seems likely that the collapse of the classic Mayan state was related to urban demands for wood fuel that led to deforestation and soil erosion.53 Archeologist Arthur M. Demarist believes that he has found evidence to show that the ultimate cause of the destruction of the Mayan state was large-scale warfare. When besieged populations fortified themselves in towns and cities, their need for wood as fuel eventually became impossible to fulfill,54

There are many reasons, then, why traditional beliefs and practices—culture, if you prefer—can become maladaptive and remain so. Even if one were to make the untenable assumption that humans are remorselessly rational beings who unfailingly devote themselves to optimizing their adaptation in every way possible, the vagaries of human social living and of ecological constraints would often thwart their best efforts. But humans are not utterly rational, nor are they very much given to optimizing the well-being of their fellows. They sometimes seek to better their own ways of living, of course, and they can sometimes do so with remarkable ingenuity, as Inuit technology so vividly illustrates. Yet as ingenious as Inuit groups were in solving some of their technological problems, they maintained some markedly maladaptive beliefs. There can be no doubt that Inuit technology exemplified rational, even ingenious,“applied science”: houses of wood and ice blocks that kept them warm in arctic winters, clothing that was both waterproof and warm, efficient bird and animal traps, snow goggles that anticipated modern designs, sleds, kayaks, and complex harpoons, to mention only a few of their most obvious achievements. But at the same time, they imbued their environment with an appallingly large assemblage of aggressively evil entities: mermaids that enticed and then killed people, giant birds able to carry off and kill caribou and people alike, giant lake fish able to swallow a man with a single bite, and all manner of invisible ghosts and spirits capable of causing illness or death.

These fearsome entities forced the Inuit to employ elaborate means of protection that were a poor use of their time and energy. The presumed existence of these entities also created such anxiety that the Inuit chose to alter their hunting and fishing strategies in order to avoid them. For example, they avoided lakes that they admitted offered superior fishing and hunting because they were thought to be inhabited by monstrous man-eating fish, and they avoided excellent campsites in order to avoid malevolent ghosts and spirits. Good hunting and fishing areas could not be visited at night for fear of “wild babies”—creatures resembling human infants—that were thought to devour people like wolves or, more remarkable still, tickle them to death.55 Neither needlessly living in fear of culturally created supernatural entities nor limiting subsistence activities because of them is a rational adaptive strategy, as the early European visitors proved when they hunted and fished with great success in areas the Inuit feared to enter. The Inuit were also far from successful in solving their social problems, especially those having to do with male competition for women.

Biological Predispositions and Maladaptation

Humans have not devoted themselves exclusively or consistently to solving the problems they face; instead, while populations sometimes seek solutions to pressing problems or to better meeting their collective needs, they also create problems by engaging in behaviors that appear to be rooted in their biological predispositions. Their psychobiological inheritance—their evolved “nature”—includes far more than the predispositions selected for during the relatively brief period of time since humans have become fully cultural creatures. A part of our genetic inheritance was established much earlier than that, and at times it makes us unruly, difficult, and self-serving—the beast within us, as some have said. Whether one looks to Freud, Norman O. Brown, Donald T. Campbell, or some other scholar who has attempted to illuminate the conflicts that humans bring upon themselves, the perduring message is the same: if humans are to succeed in adapting to one another and to the environments in which they live, they must devise social and cultural mechanisms to control certain aspects of their biological nature. It is self-evident that no population has yet done so with complete success.

Because the role of genetic factors in human behavior is poorly understood by many in the general public as well as by many scholars, some of whom steadfastly reject any assertion that genes produce behavior, it will be necessary to provide some background. It is generally agreed that human beings evolved in our present form during the Pleistocene and that few significant changes in the human genotype have taken place since then.56 It is also generally agreed that the human genotype and culture evolved at the same time and that this process of dual evolution involved reciprocal influences between culture and human genetic predispositions. But the nature and intensity of the influence that culture had on the hominid genotype that evolved into humankind during the Pleistocene is in dispute. Some, like P. D. MacLean, who coined the term “triune brain,” have conceived of reptilian and mammalian brains overlain by newly evolved cortical capacities. In this view, the cerebral cortex was greatly influenced by the challenges of the Pleistocene environment, including the cultures (or culture) that developed at that time, but the earlier genetic hominid predispositions, although to some degree modified, were not wholly transformed. Adherents of this view believe that biology imposes powerful constraints on human thought and behavior. Others disagree, vehemently insisting that biological constraints are so weak that they play no significant role in determining human behavior.57

Probably the most influential spokesman for this latter view is Princeton’s Clifford Geertz, who holds that culture as a system of symbols and meanings played such a fundamental role during the evolution of  Homo sapiens that without it humans would be “unworkable monstrosities with very few useful instincts, fewer recognizable sentiments, and no intellect: mental basket cases.”58 For Geertz, “… there is no such thing as a human nature independent of culture.”59 He believes that because our central nervous system, especially the neocortex, developed in interaction with culture, “… it is incapable of directing our behavior or organizing our experienc without the guidance provided by systems of significant symbols.”60 We are, concludes Geertz,“incomplete” animals who complete ourselves through culture, more exactly through the highly particular form of culture in which we are raised.

Those who find Geertz’s  tabula rasa position persuasive have the formidable task of explaining how it came to pass that early hominids were able to evolve into true humans solely by means of culture without becoming different creatures—Homo Javanese, Homo Hopi, or Homo Tasmanian. If it is culture that shaped our nature, why are we one species with differing cultures instead of different beings altogether? Some scholars, as we saw in chapter 2, write as if they believe that such a culturally determined division of humankind has taken place, but most anthropologists and evolutionary biologists reject this cultural deterministic position, preferring to believe that although the acquisition of language and culture greatly affected the developing neocortex and may have modified older parts of the brain as well, human psychobiology is the same everywhere. How people think and behave is a product of their genetic predispositions acting under the influence of various environmental factors that include but are not limited to their culture. These scholars also assume that the Pleistocene environment—including human culture—in which humans evolved was sufficiently homogeneous that various small bands of people evolved virtually identical genotypes.

Exactly what that Pleistocene environment was like is a matter for speculation. Based on what is known about the early hominids, it is likely that men and women had to learn to cooperate in hunting and gathering and, indeed, that they developed a division of labor. They must have been nomadic, at least most of the time. They probably felt close ties for family members, and practiced considerable sharing and mutual aid. Some evolutionary biologists believe that what mattered most during the Pleistocene and what has given all modern humans the same psychobiology was their need to understand and manipulate other people. Some of the demands of social living must have called for affection, companionship, even skills at entertainment, but others would have involved more onerous demands for sharing, assistance, or self-sacrifice, and at times the demands must have called for effective displays of hostility, intimidation, deception, and aggression. There have been many ingenious speculations about what Pleistocene life must have been like for modern humans to have evolved as we did, but these are largely unverifiable because the archeological record has not yet told us enough about the selective forces that shaped us and we cannot infer that any contemporary hunter-gatherer societies have retained that Pleistocene way of life.

Nevertheless, we can make some assumptions that bear on the development of maladaptive behavior in modern populations. First, and most obvious, whatever the human genotype was that evolved during the Pleistocene, some aspects of it were selected for that particular environment. In the radically different environments faced by modern populations, some aspects of our genetic inheritance could prove to be “pathological,” as Robert Boyd and Peter J. Richardson bluntly put it.61 For example, it is quite possible, as various evolutionary biologists have suggested, that the cravings of modern humans for fat, salt, and sugar were selected for during the Pleistocene when these substances were scarce. A craving that might once have been adaptive became harmful when fat, salt, and sugar became as readily available as they have been in recent times. It is also important to note that there is no reason to assume, as evolutionary biologists often do, that Pleistocene hunter-gatherers were optimally adapted to their environment. It seems much more likely that some of their beliefs and behaviors were as harmful or inefficient as those of modern men and that some of these cognitive and behavioral tendencies would in all likelihood persist in modern populations. The belief that semen resides in the brain is an example, as LaBarre has pointed out. What is more, because of a phenomenon known as pleiotropy, a desirable trait like endurance or physical strength that was selected for during the Pleistocene may have been genetically linked with an undesirable one such as low intelligence; hence, selection for an adaptive trait may bring with it a maladaptive one. And finally, many hominid predispositions, such as selfishness or competition for mates, that can make social living problematic appear to have survived largely unmodified despite centuries of Pleistocene evolution.

We will turn to a consideration of the potentially maladaptive character of some aspects of human nature in a moment, but first it is important to acknowledge the power of culture to shape how people think, feel, and behave and to point out how this too can lead to maladaptation. As anyone with a passing knowledge of advances in the cognitive and neurosciences knows, Geertz’s belief that human psychobiology cannot shape behavior independently of culture is mistaken, even though his insistence on the importance of culture—of systems of meaning—for human existence is axiomatic. However, in some hands the concept of culture has been used as the explanation for all behavior. For example, if human nature is rejected as a causal factor in how we behave, then when men in all societies behave more violently than women, it follows that it must be a result of their culture. It should be obvious that this kind of explanation is as vacuous as it is circular. Nevertheless, the power of human beings to teach one another how to feel, think, and behave is undeniably profound.

In spite of power of culture, no society yet discovered has succeeded completely in making all its members want to do all the things they have to do for the society to prosper—to share, for example, to avoid envy or to speak no evil of others. But most societies have nevertheless managed to do well enough in the process of socializing themselves and their young to create populations with culturally constituted needs that can become as powerful as they are, independent of genetic predispositons. Conceptions of trust, beauty, valor, honor, prestige, decency, achievement, and the like are the stuff of human existence. Often these conceptions fit well with the needs of a people to cope with their environment, and when they do, successful adaptation can be greatly enhanced. But these conceptions, often thought of by those who embrace them as the defining characteristics of everything that is desirable and proper, can become so deeply embedded, so overdetermined by an onslaught of symbols, rituals, and everyday reinforcements, that they are difficult to change when change becomes necessary. Thus, for the Dakota Indians to exalt the manly virtues of the warrior as strongly as they did helped them to survive in competition with other Indian societies that were equally warlike. But when warfare was suppressed after United States military conquest, these Dakota could not easily adapt to a life without the thrills and honors of warriorhood, and, as Gordon McGregor documented in Warriors Without Weapons, they became apathetic and depressed.62 So did the warlike people of Eddystone Island in the Pacific when the British abolished the practice of head-hunting to which they had been devoted.63

Culturally constituted needs can lead toward maladaptation even when there is no dramatic environmental change like the one that unmanned the Dakota and the Eddystone Islanders. A cultural value on the accumulation of wealth can lead people not only to avariciousness but to accusations of witchcraft and deadly forms of competition. Inculcating a profound love of place can be helpful in uniting a community and in encouraging positive forms of cooperation, but if that love of a particular place causes people to return again and again to an area that has been ravaged by earthquakes or volcanic eruptions, as has happened in Italy, then what would otherwise be a virtue can become a threat to a population’s survival.64 The individualism that Tocqueville saw in the 1830s and feared might eventually isolate Americans from one another is another example. As Robert Bellah and his colleagues have shown in their book Habits of the Heart, our cultural commitment to individualism rather than collective achievement has enhanced our self-reliance, a virtue that was probably adaptive earlier in American history but that has also brought about such a loss of community that the consequences now threaten our common well-being.65

Assessing Human Nature

Scholars from various backgrounds, disciplines, and political persuasions have sought to discover the nature of human nature by such wondrously diverse strategies as, referring to what they believed to be natural law, studying our primate “relatives,” and extrapolating from cultural universals to presumed biological causes. They have also examined how infants behave before they are “socialized” (or how strongly they resist certain kinds of efforts to socialize them). Other scholars have invoked such basic physiological needs as hunger and creature comforts and have examined the functioning of the central nervous system. Still others have studied behavior genetics or modeled presumed evolutionary processes such as parental investment strategies. Very often, one suspects, introspection is the method of choice.66

Some of the resulting catalogues of human nature consist of dismayingly short lists of genetic predispositions that are thought to exercise relatively little constraint over human behavior. For example, Marvin Harris’s search for the smallest number of what he called “pan-human psychobiological drives” capable of accounting for human behavior led him to identify only four—the “need to eat” and a tendency to choose more rather than less nutritious diets; a preference for carrying out tasks by using less rather than more energy; finding pleasure in sexual intercourse; and craving love and attention.67 This seemingly arbitrary assessment of human nature is even more abbreviated than Malinowski’s earlier and much-derided conception of human nature, which was defined exclusively in terms of physiological needs such as reproduction, health, and metabolism. As many have commented, if human nature is reduced to such self-evident and trivial “drives” as these, it is unlikely to provide much that is of value for the explanation of either human evolution or contemporary behavior.68

Fortunately, there have been other, more provocative contributions to the study of human genetic predispositions.69 Some of these formulations, like the one offered by Robin Fox, are based on the arguable assumption that practices that occur in all societies must have a genetic basis. Taking a cue from the supposed experiments of Pharaoh Psammetichus and King James IV of Scotland, both of whom are said to have raised some children in total isolation from adults to see what language they would speak, Fox concluded that if children were reared in isolation from their elders they would eventually produce a society with rules about incest and marriage, beliefs about the supernatural, initiation ceremonies for young men (an odd conclusion, because such ceremonies are not universal), gambling, dancing, myths, legends, and everything else that appears to occur everywhere and hence be the product of human nature.70 Others have chosen to infer human nature from behaviors shared by both humans and primates. Thus, Kent G. Bailey has suggested that genetic predispositions control a host of behaviors from predation and food seeking through courtship behavior and parenting to patterns of play and friendship.71 Melvin Konner, on the other hand, has emphasized the biological grounding of human rage, fear, joy, lust, love, grief, and gluttony, many of which, it seems obvious, would make social living problematic.72

Sometimes theories of human nature are based on suppositions concerning the adaptive value of certain interpersonal strategies. For example, various forms of deception, including lying, occur in all human populations as people attempt to gain an advantage over others. Someone who can deceive others successfully may gain a significant advantage, as did the Kapauku headman described by Leo Pospisil, who admitted that he lied to his fellow tribesmen in order to acquire a comely new wife. “The people are like that,” he said. “One has to tell them lies,”73 As La Rochefoucault put it in his famous maxim, “Hypocrisy is the homage vice pays to virtue,” but lying successfully is no easy matter, especially in small societies where people know so much about one another, and being caught out in a lie can have unpleasant consequences. Thus, the best guarantee of successful deception might well be self-deception, that is, a lack of awareness that one is lying at all, because a person who did not realize he was lying would likely be more convincing than one who knew he was distorting the truth. So, various theorists have concluded, one might suppose that if there were a heritable gene or set of genes that enhanced successful deception, this skill might be selected for too. This idea has led to a large literature on the adaptive advantages of self-deception, including related psychoanalytic concepts such as repression and denial.74 Anxiety may be reduced if one can deceive oneself about some menacing aspects of reality, and so may depression. The denial of death is an example. But if self-deception goes too far, reality may be distorted to such an extent that survival may be endangered. Despite this risk, there is evidence that self-deception occurs in lower organisms as well as humans and may therefore actually have a genetic basis.75

The most recent and in some respect most promising approaches to human nature involve the search for specific psychological mechanisms that evolved in response to specific environmental demands. Unlike earlier approaches to learning that assumed the evolution of generalized cognitive abilities of learning or information processing, these approaches argue that humans evolved specific psychological abilities to solve specific problems.76 That the brain is, indeed, organized into discrete modules of cognitive abilities has been confirmed by neurosurgical research.77

As an example of the search for specific psychological mechanisms, David Marr has developed a model that specifies how an organism is able to reconstruct three-dimensional objects from a two-dimensional retinal display.78 In another approach, Thomas Wynn analyzed the tools made over a span of evolutionary time from almost two million years ago to 300,000 years ago in an attempt to determine what spatial abilities were required to produce them. Wynn found that the hominids that made tools two million years ago possessed concepts of proximity, separation, pairs, and order, but their tools were neither aesthetically pleasing nor symmetrical, and the cutting edges were not straight. However, the tools made 300,000 years ago showed an essentially modern intelligence, including an understanding of Euclidian space.79 Other developments in cognitive science have brought us closer to an understanding of human thought and problem solving, including limitations in our ability to process information.80

The view that human cognitive abilities evolved as discrete modules in response to problems posed by specific environments, combined with increasingly persuasive evidence that humans possess not one generalized intelligence, as previously thought, but multiple intelligences that are also largely independent, requires a more complex conception of human cognition and problem solving.81 It also raises the possibility that just as individuals differ in cognitive abilities, populations that evolved in somewhat different Pleistocene environments may have developed correspondingly different cognitive abilities. The study of population or racial differences, to use an imprecise gloss, is in its infancy, where perhaps it will remain due to its racist implications and the possibility that gene flow since the Pleistocene would have eliminated any such population differences. However, at least one serious scholar has reported that he has found strong differences in temperament between Euro-American children and their Chinese-American and Navaho counterparts. If these differences are in fact genetic, as psychologist Daniel G. Freedman believes, it would follow that some cultural practices that were adaptive for the more genetically quiescent Navaho children—the use of a cradleboard, for example—would be maladaptive for more active Euro-American children.82

In addition to these proposed group differences in temperament, any population, no matter how small, will contain individuals who further test the capacity of any set of traditional beliefs or practices to meet human needs. Inborn differences in temperament can make some people more aggressive, depressed, or irritable than others, just as individuals differ in intelligence, creativity, strength, beauty, endurance, and other heritable characteristics. Idiosyncratic experience in childhood may leave some individuals timid and fearful, others hostile and mistrustful, still others unusually affectionate or empathic. One person may have great charisma, another a capacity for ecstatic experience, yet another a tendency toward paranoia. As a result, every population will contain some unusual, difficult, disputatious, and dangerous people who sometimes challenge or disrupt the beliefs and practices that adequately meet the needs of the majority. They may also make it more difficult for the population to cope effectively with the challenges posed by its environment.

Human Nature Versus Society

Not all human genetic predispositions pose challenges to social living. Indeed, it is likely that some predispositions help people to live with one another. For example, humans are clearly predisposed to enjoy the company of other humans, to cooperate (at least in some activities), and, as several scholars have suggested, we very likely have a need for recognition or positive affect as well.83 Indeed, as mentioned earlier, some scholars believe that humans have a genetic predisposition to conform. E. O. Wilson has hypothesized the evolution of “censor gene’s which inhibit the action of other genes—an authentically biological superego.84 However, the primary concern is not with genetic predispositions that support society and enhance human well-being but with those that must be controlled if a society is to survive. In Culture Against Man, Jules Henry wrote that man’s “ultimate problem” was “learning to live with himself” while wringing satisfaction out of culture.85 In Beyond Culture, Lionel Trilling expressed this perspective on human nature as well as anyone: “… there is a hard, irreducible, stubborn core of biological urgency, and biological necessity, and biological reason, that culture cannot reach and that reserves the right, which sooner or later it will exercise, to judge the culture and revise it.”86 Humans are forever betwixt and between, required (as Jules Henry put it) to “wring” satisfaction from a culture that represses many aspects of human nature, yet still dependent on that culture for all that gives meaning to life.

Many of the predispositions that are commonly believed to exist in humans have the capacity to threaten society and resist the efforts of culture to constrain them. The list is a long and familiar one. Donald T. Campbell has argued that if a society is to survive, it must develop means to curb human greed, pride, dishonesty, covetousness, cowardice, lust, wrath, gluttony, envy, thievery, promiscuity, stubbornness, disobedience, and blasphemy.87 Ten commandments plus four. R. L. Trivers has added gossip, backbiting, and scolding to the list, one that few would agree was complete without mention of selfishness or egocentrism, probably the most commonly proposed attribute of human nature.88 All sociocultural systems attempt to control most of these predispositions or to redirect them into culturally acceptable forms, but none, as I observed earlier, has had complete success in doing so. Nowhere have adults found it necessary to teach their children to be selfish, greedy, angry, stubborn, envious, or disobedient; instead, they search everywhere for means to limit or eliminate these characteristics in their children. Many small-scale societies are remarkably indulgent with their children when they are small, but as these children grow older, adults attempt to bring their selfishness, temper tantrums, disobedience, and the like under cultural control.89

Although many socially divisive behaviors may have their roots in our common genetic inheritance, not all destructive practices necessarily have a genetic origin. Whether warfare has its roots in genetic predisposition is a matter of continuing debate, but it is likely that some kinds of warfare are the result of conscious choice rather than human psychobiology. The ethnographic record shows that most societies engaged in warfare prior to their pacification. For some the decision to go to war led to tangible gains in arable land, livestock, hunting territory, captives, and other resources. But for most societies these gains were ephemeral and outweighed by the costs of retaliation and irresolvable violence. For example, the Mae Enga of highland Papua New Guinea fought incessantly to gain and hold arable land, but the price they paid for meager advantage was high.90 Twenty-five percent of all male deaths were the result of warfare, and anxiety was endemic. Elsewhere in highland Papua New Guinea the percentage of male deaths due to warfare was even higher.91 For a modern state to have, year after year, 25 or 30 percent of its male deaths result from warfare would be almost unthinkable. For some societies in highland Papua New Guinea and for others in Amazonia, warfare with its terrible casualties was virtually unending. Initially, at least, many of these wars were probably seen by those who planned them as the best available solution to a perceived problem,92 but if they calculated the long-term costs at all, they did not do so accurately.

However, for another common kind of killing, there appears to have been no rational calculus of cost and benefit, but instead a seemingly irresistible predilection on the part of men to fight over nubile women. There is no doubt that men everywhere prefer nubile women, and as Donald Symons has argued, this very likely is a preference that was strongly selected for during the course of human evolution.93 Various small, relatively peaceful societies like the San fight over women; in fact, almost all San fights in recent times in which deaths have occurred have been over women. So it was for the Tasmanians, the Inuit, and, as we shall see later, the Kaiadilt of Australia, who were close to extinction as a result of their raids to capture women.94 It is evident that until societies develop adequate mechanisms to control such violence, they are endangered. When the fighting is over the control of tangible resources, it is possible that people are doing their best to enhance their collective welfare, but when men kill other men over sexually attractive women, their goal is not social well-being but personal satisfaction. The result is deadly retaliation by those who feel wronged. Adding a woman to a band or a kin group may sometimes add to its foraging success, and her sons may help to protect them in the future; but these benefits, if they occurred at all, were not intended. The Kaiadilt, for example, explicitly denied that that was why they fought over women, and so have men in such other societies as the Yanomamo, who emphatically said that the reason they fought one another was to possess women, not to enhance their resources.95

For a final example of apparent genetic predispositions that can lead to maladaptive beliefs and practices, consider the ubiquitous presence of beliefs in witchcraft (or other forms of human malevolence, such as sorcery or the evil eye) by people throughout the world. As earlier stated, anthropologists have frequently asserted that these beliefs serve a useful purpose; for example, by identifying the cause of illness or misfortune or by giving victims a means of coping with their dilemma through, in some societies, confessing their own wrongdoing or, in others, employing a specialist to take protective or retaliatory measures against the presumed witch. Witchcraft beliefs can also promote social solidarity by redirecting attributions of malevolence away from the family, clan, or village onto more distant people with whom close cooperation is not necessary. It is likely that these and other positive functions of witchcraft do exist, but as we heard from several scholars, the negative consequences of beliefs in witchcraft appear to outweigh the positive ones, often by a large margin. Witchcraft has created fear and led to deaths; in some instances, the virtual annihilation of entire populations. If the costs of believing in witchcraft outweigh the benefits, why has it been so widespread?

The answer would appear to be that it is a product of several related and quite basic characteristics of human thought.96 First, we are now (and were even more so in earlier, more credulous times) prone to accept correlated events as being causally linked, so that the presumed enmity of another person and the death of a child become conflated. Second, humans are predisposed to paranoid ideation, which leads them to suspect the worst of others. And third, we project our own hostility onto others: if we wish harm to others, surely others must wish the same for us.97

The source of witchcraft beliefs, then, may derive more from genetically determined characteristics of the human mind than from a collective desire to explain or control misfortune or redirect aggression away from people who must cooperate with one another. If this view is correct, then beliefs in witchcraft are natural to humans, and if they are to be controlled or eradicated, that must be done by social and cultural means. Such means have often been required over the course of history because of the fear and the killing that witchcraft engenders. Witchcraft may also be maladaptive because as long as such a belief system is uncritically accepted by a society, there is little need to search for more rational explanations for crop failure, infant mortality, adult illness, or other misfortune.

Finally, the success of culture in constraining socially threatening aspects of human nature—or more correctly, the efforts of people to find social and cultural mechanisms to control unwanted aspects of their nature—has never been more than partial. This is no doubt so because some human genetic predispositions are implacable, but there is another reason as well—namely, that some genetic predispositions may be contradictory. Thus, there is reason to believe that we have a predisposition not only to be selfish but also to be altruistic, not only to compete but also to cooperate, to be curious but to fear the unknown, and to be self-assertive yet submissive.98 There may also be conflict between, for example, biological needs for food and for comfort or sociability. As a result, people may come to feel ambivalent about certain choices they must make in life, leaving them less than fully committed to the goals and values of their cultures—timid warriors, reluctant food sharers, lazy hunters, squeamish cannibals, disrespectful wives, disillusioned children. At a still more basic level, people have a need for variety. Humans tend to prefer variety in all sensory modalities, and they find boredom so unpleasant that they frequently take dangerous risks to escape it. A need for variety may lead to creativity, as Ralph Linton believed, but it can also lead to socially disruptive, deviant behavior as people violate what they experience as stifling cultural restraints.99

Of all the causes of maladaptation, none is as controversial as human nature. Yet the controversy among most scientists today is not about whether humans possess genetic predispositions to think, feel, and behave in certain ways but rather about the specification of these predispositions and how modifiable they are by experience. In A Treatise on Human Nature, written in 1739 and 1740, David Hume wrote,“’Tis evident that all the sciences have a relation, greater or less, to human nature; and that however wide any of them may seem to run from it, they will return back by one passage or another.” If there is to be a scientific study of human maladaptation, it too will find it necessary to return to the study of human nature, for as much as we are the products of our cultures, we are human animals with genetic predispositions. We are, in that sense, all too human. Our needs are not easily served by the cultures that we have created and that in return have created still more needs in us.

There is ample reason, then, to predict that some traditional beliefs and practices will be maladaptive. But are these harmful practices uncommon and largely inconsequential, or do they significantly endanger people’s health, leave them seriously discontented, or actually lead to population extinction? I will attempt to show that dangerously maladaptive beliefs and practices are commonplace in folk societies, as they are in our own, but before doing so, we need to examine another source of maladaptation. That source is inequality, and its universal presence in human societies both small and large makes it inevitable that ways of doing things that may serve the needs of some people in a society will be harmful to others.


Chapter 4
Women and Children First
From Inequality to Exploitation
 [image: Image]

Rarely are cultural practices equally adaptive for all members of a society. Because no society yet described is completely lacking in social differentiation, the interests of all members of a society are seldom identical. Even in the smallest societies, family and multifamily groups’ competing interests often cause bands or camps to break up into still smaller groups or individual families.1 Until quite recently, all societies placed the well-being of adults above that of children, especially the very young, and with few exceptions men have put their interests above those of women. Even among the relatively egalitarian Aka, Mbuti, and Efe pygmies of Zaire, men ate a higher-protein diet than women, who subsisted primarily on starchy plant food and consequently were in poorer health than men. And like other such societies, these African pygmies distinguished “leaders” from “nonleaders,” and these men enjoyed better health.2 As societies have grown larger and more complex over the course of human history, ever more kinds of inequality have appeared, and since the emergence of the state, a small ruling elite has often been able to further its own interests against those of the great majority of people. For all these reasons, any inquiry into the adaptiveness of certain beliefs or practices must specify whose needs are being served and whose are not.

Until a few thousand years ago, there were no states; today, virtually every person on earth is subject to the authority of one state or another and influenced by still others. The paradox inherent in this rapid process of state formation is that while a minority has typically benefited greatly from the perquisites of power, most people subject to a state’s authority have experienced exploitation and even tyranny. As we know only too well, many states have not only neglected and exploited most of their own people, they have polluted and degraded their physical environments. The most powerful of them—those with great military forces—have dominated, conquered, or destroyed neighboring societies. Most states, including many modern ones, have perverted Jeremy Bentham’s principled plea for “the greatest happiness for the greatest number” by providing the greatest misery for the greatest number while reserving happiness for a privileged few.

When we think of tyranny, we are inclined to conjure up an image of a despotic autocratic ruler or a small military elite, but there are many other absolute forms of inequality. When parents in a smallscale society choose to practice infanticide, we may regard their decision as an adaptive necessity for people who fear they cannot adequately support another child. But the decision of adults in a society to enhance their well-being or assure their survival by killing some of their infants may not be qualitatively distinct from the desire of a small minority within a militarily powerful state to advance its interests by exploiting or destroying many other people. Successful human adaptation is often achieved by some at the expense of others—children, women, the very old, the less powerful.

Many European scholars, including Rousseau, Schmoller, and Marx, believed that there had once been a period when all people in a society were equal and that it was only with the coming of “civilization” that inequality developed. Anthropologists often agree that there is equality among people in small-scale societies, but by equality (or egalitarianism, as they are likely to call it) they mean the absence of significant distinctions among people except for those based on sex, age, and ability.3 These distinctions are universal. In addition, some very small societies also make distinctions based on wealth, power, or kinship. As we saw in chapter 1, Mbuti men who owned hunting nets “rented” them to men who did not.

Nevertheless, some economic anthropologists believe that people in small societies had no motive to exploit one another because for such people the economic necessities of life were in ample supply. In his influential book, Stone Age Economics, Marshall Sahlins even argued that a lack of exploitation was also typical of some more complex societies such as small chiefdoms, because the even-handed manner in which chiefs redistributed goods and services resulted in society-wide reciprocity, not inequality.4 Subsequent research has shown that Sahlins’s egalitarian vision was idealized. In many small chiefdoms, indeed probably in most of them, chiefs advanced their own interests at the expense of lower-status people. To take a single example, Ifaluk Atoll in the Western Carolines was populated by fewer than 500 people, a small-scale society by any standard. Yet clan chiefs on Ifaluk had a decided advantage over people of lower status. As Laura Betzig has pointed out, chiefs took home almost twice as much fish after a communal catch as others did, and they regularly received food from distantly related person.5 Instead of redistributing this food among the population, they gave a disproportionate amount to their close kin, from whom they received various goods and services in return. Chiefs were so favored by their positions of power that they spent only about one half as much time in physical labor as other men of the same age, and they were able to have more children than other men as well.6

Most modern sociologists have been anything but romantic about social equality. With few exceptions, they have believed that inequality is ubiquitous. Kingsley Davis and several other followers of Talcott Parsons argued that inequality is inevitable because all societies must have social differentiation. For Davis and other functionalists the presence of inequality was a functional necessity because the roles that must be played in a society are not equally rewarding, and therefore some must have a higher ranking than others. Janitors and judges, for example. This phenomenon may actually occur to some extent in all societies, but in an influential essay, Rolf Dahrendorf argued that the root cause of inequality was not the inevitability of social differentiation but the fact that all societies have rules that are enforced by sanctions. People who break those rules lose prestige and their claim to equality with persons who conform to the rules.7 This happened to a man named Cephu among the Mbuti pygmies. He broke an important hunting rule by setting up his net in front of other peoples’ nets in a futile attempt to kill more game. He lost considerable prestige and dignity as a result. Rule violators may in deed lose prestige, or their lives, just as people who assiduously follow important rules, such as those calling for sharing, bravery, piety, respect, and the like, may gain prestige and, with it, power.

However, Dahrendorf did not acknowledge the extent to which individual differences also make inequality inevitable. Individuals vary in attributes, such as intelligence and strength, that are valued in all societies and others, such as a calm temperament, that may be valued in some societies but not in others. Those who suffer serious physical injury or illness may be treated by others as social inferiors, and as we acknowledged earlier, no society could conceivably treat the very young as the equals of adults (sometimes this applies to the elderly as well). And although women are not nearly as incapable of engaging in hunting, warfare, or other physically demanding activities as has traditionally been thought—Agta women in the Philippines were able hunters, and Dahomean women in Benin made excellent soldiers—their relative lack of physical strength and the demands of pregnancy and nursing have also contributed to the universal phenomenon of sexual inequality.8 So, I should note, has the widespred practice in small, traditional societies of men’s deciding whom women should marry and then forcing them to remain in marriages as subordinates to their husbands.9

Finally, it may also be the case that humans are predisposed to seek advantages based on inequality. It was once thought that small bands of people who lived solely by hunting and gathering—people who may have lived as our Pleistocene ancestors did—made no distinction among themselves in terms of privilege or advantage, but there is growing evidence that (like the Mbuti of Zaire and the San of the Kalahari) even those populations that emphasize egalitarianism recognize some people as leaders, and when the available resources become more abundant, people tend to make even more distinctions among themselves in terms of wealth and authority, including hereditary authority. For example, the Chumash Indians, who lived on the Channel Islands off the southern California coast and on the adjacent mainland, were the first California Indians to be contacted by Spanish explorers. These people practiced no agriculture but lived entirely by hunting, gathering, and fishing. Although they made ocean-worthy canoes, their technology was otherwise not greatly developed. They lived in rude huts, and despite the often chilly temperatures of winter and spring, the women wore nothing more than a flimsy skirt and the men went entirely nude. Nevertheless, they had clamshell money, which they avidly sought to accumulate, and their society was dominated by an upper class of people whose power was based on the wealth this money represented. The Chumash also had lower classes, and they kept slaves, as did some other tribes in California, none of which grew any crops. These small societies recognized chiefs who exercized considerable power, they often had social classes, and they all possessed money.10 “Primitive” egalitarianism, like “primitive” harmony, is often more illusion than reality.

Despite the presence of various social and cultural mechanism to create equality, or the appearance of equality, social inequality is a universal reality of human existence; it leads to competing interests within a society, interests that can generate conflict and exploitation alike. However, when and for whom exploitation may be maladaptive are complex questions. I discussed earlier why adults may practice infanticide in an effort to enhance their well-being. Although this survival strategy serves the interests of adults at the expense of children, it can, under circumstances of food shortage, be a perfectly rational one. If the population is to survive, young adults must live to reproduce again. However callous it may seem to an outsider, children can be replaced. The same argument can be made for the practice of killing the elderly.

Infanticide, however, can be purely selfish. Napoleon Chagnon’s vivid descriptions of the ferocious Yanomamo Indians of Venezuela’s tropical forest have made them one of the best known small societies in the world. According to Chagnon, a woman was forbidden to have intercourse with her husband from the time that she first discovered she was pregnant until she weaned her child. Rather than endure prolonged celibacy, some young couples chose to kill their infants.11 Similarly, the torture of animals—which occurs widely in a great many societies, including our own—has no evident adaptive value unless one wishes to argue that people derive some psychological benefit by redirecting aggression from their fellow men (something that could be socially disruptive) to wild or domestic animals. Nelson Graburn has observed that Inuit adults, who prized emotional equanimity and nonviolence, nevertheless encouraged children to torture small animals and birds to death, and he “often” saw men laugh at or strike mortally wounded animals.12 Almost 100 years earlier, Lucien Turner similarly reported seeing Inuit hunters “mock” mortally wounded animals.13 If this behavior served to deflect aggression from humans onto animals, as adaptivists might claim, it was not notably successful, because the Inuit were prone to outbursts of lethal violence and in fact killed one another at a very high rate.14

Even more difficult to explain in adaptive terms than the practice of torturing wild animals was the cruelty the Inuit inflicted on their invaluable sled dogs. Perhaps because they were economically important, dogs were usually not maltreated, but sometimes men whipped or kicked them, and if a dog were injured so that it could not pull its weight on a dogsled, it might be “beaten mercilessly” and left behind to starve.15 One can easily make an argument for leaving a lame dog behind, but why should it be beaten mercilessly? The lnuit were not unique in this. The Mbuti, who relied on their dogs for hunting, acording to Colin Turnbull nevertheless “… kicked them mercilessly from the day they are born to the day they die.”16 Turnbull does not explain why such behavior was adaptive for the Mbuti. In fact, he was puzzled and dismayed by the pleasure they derived from watching wounded animals suffer agonizing pain. Like outbursts of violence, the practice of torturing domestic animals should not be considered adaptive simply because people enjoy doing it. For example, men among the Machiguenga Indians of the Peruvian Amazon were not particularly warlike or aggressive, and Machiguenga women and children were seldom subjected to capricious violence, yet Machiguenga men sometimes treated their hunting dogs with callous cruelty. According to Michael Baksh, they rubbed hot chili peppers in their dog’s mouth and forced them to swallow “… more for the entertainment of watching the animals howl, run crazily, and writhe in agony than to prepare them for hunting.”17

In most of the world’s societies, large as well as small, adults have sometimes aborted fetuses and abandoned or killed infants and children. As sad and exploitive as these practices are, they can often be explained as rational expedients for individuals or societies whose resources would not permit them to rear more children. But severe child abuse is much more difficult to portray as an adaptive practice. The practices of abandoning, beating, burning, starving, imprisoning, and murdering children are not confined to Western, urbanized societies, although they are more common in such societies than in smaller, less complex ones. Still, similar forms of severe child abuse have occurred in small, non-Western societies,18 and they are increasing in brutality and frequency in many parts of the world.19 Child abuse is often a nonrational behavior, and if any case can be made for child abuse as an adaptive behavior, it could only be that adults are serving their own idiosyncratic need to brutalize a helpless child. This, clearly would be a stark form of exploitation. It would also be a form of psychopathology, not socially adaptive conduct. The exploitation of children in prostitution, industry, or agriculture has also been cruel and exploitive, but at least these kinds of exploitation occasionally had economic advantages for the families involved.

Male Dominance

Men’s subjugation of women is another common but potentially counterproductive adaptive strategy. The extent to which women are subordinate to men varies among societies. In some places, men’s dominance over women is slight and may in fact be nonexistent, but in a great many societies, including some small-scale foraging populations, women’s conduct has been largely controlled by men, women have been considered by men to be their spiritual, moral, and intellectual inferiors, and they have been excluded from the equal exercise of religious or political power.20 In Europe during the Middle Ages, women were excluded from all political activity, and their legal rights were minimal compared to those of men. Among the many sins attributed to them were vanity, pride, greed, promiscuity, gluttony, drunkenness, bad temper, and fickleness.21 Many other societies, both small and large, have treated women similarly; but it should go without saying that women have always had some legitimate rights and powers, and along with their considerable informal powers of suasion, these rights have sometimes allowed women to impose their will on men, especially in domestic affairs. Nevertheless, men dominate public affairs, and they typically use their physical strength (or the threat of it) to control women; in doing so, they leave no doubt about whose interests are being served. Men have approved wife beating in virtually every folk society.22

In many such societies, choice, desirable foods were denied to women simply because men reserved them for themselves. In his review of food taboos, Frederick Simoons reported that after women among the Chukchee of Siberia had done all the work of slaughtering, butchering, and cooking reindeer, Chukchee men ate their fill, leaving only scraps and bones for the women. These men left no doubt about how they felt when they said, “Being women, eat crumbs.”23 The Chukchee were hardly unique. Peter Freuchen observed that for the Hudson Bay Inuit, boiled meat was “man’s food, too good for women to have.”24 Similarly, in many parts of aboriginal Australia, women were not allowed access to food that men were especially fond of; instead, the men ate alone, then “threw” what they could not eat to the women.25

These practices do more than signal male dominance. The impoverished diets of women in these and many other societies can have harmful health consequences. In societies in places as culturally different as India, West Africa, Morocco, and South America, women continue to be so regularly deprived of animal protein and fat that they and their children are more vulnerable than adult men to disease and death.26 A particularly macabre example comes from the Fore of highland Papua New Guinea, where men so monopolized access to animal flesh that women and children sought to supplement their diets by eating the flesh of deceased relatives. As a consequence, they contracted kuru, a deadly neurological disease caused by a slow virus communicated through cannibalism.27 In these societies and many others where men denied choice food to women, they sometimes sought to justify their actions by referring to religious ideology, taboos, or women’s health, but very often their were no justifications, only a transparent sense of their superiority and their lack of concern for women’s welfare. This same unconcern sometimes underlay practices such as foot binding, female genital mutilation, selling daughters into prostitution, gang rape, and wife beating.

The division of labor between men and women has not usually been equitable, either. In many small societies around the world, women were required to carry extremely heavy loads on their backs, heads, or foreheads by means of tumplines. It was not at all uncommon for women to carry loads of wood, water, and other valuables that were in excess of their own body weight. Carrying these heavy loads was mandatory because, men frequently said, it was imperative for men to carry weapons to defend women against enemy raiders. However, women very often caried heavy loads when men were far away guarding nothing and were, in fact, idle. What is more, after colonial governments curtailed warfare to such an extent that there were no more raids by enemies and hence there could be no imperative reason for men to carry weapons, men still did not carry water, wood, or other heavy loads. There is no direct evidence that these practices reduced women’s fertility or the risk of miscarriage or, for that matter, they they increased birth spacing where that was desirable. But these practices certainly reflect men’s dominance over women and their lack of concern for their welfare. For example, men among Efe pygmies of the Ituri forest in Zaire were relatively considerate of their women, but on those rare occasions that men killed a large animal, they did not carry it back to camp; instead, they returned to camp empty-handed, and then required the women to fetch the game and carry it back.28

Societies with cults that separated men from women, such as predominated in Melanesia and South America, were particularly blatant about men’s superiority to women.29 In highland Papua New Guniea, for example, men confidently asserted that they were superior to women in every way, and women often said that they agreed.30 But women’s acceptance of men’s superiority has by no means been universal. Women have considerable power in some European peasant societies,31 and in many other societies, arrogant expressions of male dominance result in divisive antagonism between men and women. Among the Kamba of Kenya, women bitterly resented it when men told them that they had “small, smooth brains” and could not think for themselves or openly boasted “we buy them, we give them orders, they are not like men.”32 And the frequent threats by Mehinaku Indian men to gang-rape women reaffirmed male dominace but left women not only fearful but angry.33 Although all societies have sanctions against many forms of rape, including gang rape, prohibited types of rape nevertheless appear to have occurred in all societies.

Is there an adaptive advantage to a society for men so ruthlessly to assert their superiority over women? Perhaps it helps men to maintain or enhance their aggressive self-confidence, masculine solidarity, or separateness from women. But these qualities have not been shown incontrovertibly to be adaptive either for men or for the societies in which they live. And even if, for the sake of argument, we were to agree that these are socially positive attributes, the socially negative consequences of male dominance would appear to be both more numerous and more damaging. That is so because in all societies, especially small-scale ones, there are important services that men want and need women to perform, such as engaging in satisfying sexual relations with them, giving birth to children, providing child care, gathering wild foods, cultivating, fetching water and wood, and preparing meals, to mention only some elementary roles that women are typically expected to play. If the antagonism between men and women becomes extreme, women may refuse to provide some of these services, may delay in doing so, or may choose to do so inefficiently. In addition, the resulting atmosphere of hostility and fear may interfere with men s lives in many ways and may even endanger their health and threaten their survival.34

To illustrate how badly things can go wrong between men and women, let us consider the Gusii of western Kenya. A large, horticultural population near Lake Victoria, the Gusii lived in clans that were territorially separated from other clan territories by areas of uninhabited bush. Because these clans were exogamous, men had to seek wives from neighboring clans. Many societies have chosen marriage partners in the same way without social conflict, but Gusii clans were so hostile to one another that most had feuded in the past, and animosities continued to run high. A Gusii proverb said, “Those whom we marry are those whom we fight.”35 This presented the Gusii with a dilema, but instead of attempting to soothe these tensions as other societies with a similar form of marriage have done, the Gusii made matters worse.36

According to Robert LeVine, although the Gusii attempted to prevent open hostilities between the groom’s relatives and the relatives of the bride from an alien clan, they nevertheless inflamed an already tense situation in many ways. When the groom first visited the bride’s home before the wedding ceremony, he was accosted by a crowd of highly vocal women who colorfully criticized his appearance and taunted him by declaring that his penis was too small, adding that he would be impotent on the wedding night in any event. When the bride visited the groom’s relatives, she found the door to her future mother-in-law’s house barred by a crowd of hostile women who, not to be outdone, screamed insults at her, mocked and pinched her, and sometimes even smeared dung on her lips before allowing her inside.37

Receptions like these could not be expected to herald a tranquil and loving marriage, and neither could the events of the wedding night. Starting matters off on the worst possible foot, the bride refused to disrobe or go to bed, and then she did everything in her considerable power (including tying her pubic hair over her vagina) to prevent her husband from achieving penetration. This behavior was traditional; girls were taught to resist their husbands in such ways, including a practice called ogotega in which the vaginal muscles were kept so tense that penetration was said to be impossible.38 It was also said that a “fierce” bride might prevent her husband from successfully achieving sexual intercourse for as long as a week, but more commonly, young male friends of the groom (who waited outside the nuptial house) intervened and helped the groom by holding the bride’s legs apart, a practice that no doubt did nothing to lessen her hostility. Once intercourse finally took place, the husband was obligated to repeat it as often as possible that night (six times was the minimally respectable number) and in the process to cause his bride as much pain as possible.

Interclan hostility contributed to this extraordinary antagonism, but Gusii culture was pervaded by sexual hostility even among members of the same clan. For example, in a custom known as ogosonia, when adolescent boys were recuperating from the effects of being circumcised, adolescent girls from the same clan came to the hut where the boys were secluded. Maliciously, they disrobed, danced provocatively, challenged them to have intercourse, and made disparaging comments about their genitals. The girls were triumphant if their actions resulted in erections that caused the boys intense pain when their partly healed incisions burst open.39

Both before and after marriage, Gusii men were said to have been so frustrated sexually that they resorted to rape. Whether sexual frustration was the cause or not, the fact is that the Gusii committed rape almost four times as often as the average rate in the United States. In 1937, there were so many rapes that the British colonial government had to threaten military action, and in 1950 there were so many convictions for rape that there were not enough prison facilities to hold the offenders.40 Not surprisingly, married life itself was always distant and often hostile.41 The antagonism between Gusii men and women clearly caused considerable stress, and if it served any useful social purpose, it has yet to be identified.

That Gusii women were often depressed by the conditions of their lives is unremarkable. In most non-Western societies, women suffer from depression more often than men do, and as we saw in the last chapter, women also react to the dominance of men by sometimes engaging in social protest or becoming possessed. But they may take more direct action, too, action that can create serious problems for men. The Pokot women who so brazenly and defiantly berated and beat an errant husband in the practice of kilipat (described in chapter 6) were almost certainly permitted to do so by Pokot men because they feared that otherwise the women would take recourse to more lethal steps such as witchcraft or poisoning. Many Pokot men refused to eat any food cooked by one of their wives for fear of being poisoned (only a mother or sister might be trusted enough to prepare food), and many others said that their wives were attempting to kill them with witchcraft. A number of thoroughly disgruntled wives openly admitted that their husbands’ suspicions were warranted. With the help of their sons, these women said that they were doing their best to kill their husbands through either witchcraft or the use of poison. One woman told me that she had succeeded. A comparable level of sexual antagonism and fear existed among the Kamba, and to a somewhat lesser extent, the Sebei of Uganda.42 As Walter Goldschmidt put it, male domination among the Sebei was “deeply institutionalized and internalized” and as a result, “the relationships between the sexes are overwhelmingly manipulative, lacking in trust, and hostile.”43 It is unclear what positive social functions these hostile relationships might serve, but it is obvious that an atmosphere in which men demean and beat women who in turn try to kill their husbands is quite literally poisoned.

It would seem that both individual well-being and social stability would be better served by fostering affection, cooperation, and a spirit of shared interests between men and women. Of course, some societies have done exactly that. Men and women among the Mbuti were often affectionate, cooperated economically, and with the exception of one, albeit important, religious ceremony, men generally treated women with respect and consideration. Mbuti men did beat their wives now and then, but women were expected to fight back, and sometimes they did so with intimidating success.44 Among the Cheyenne Indians, men were clearly dominant, but they treated women with respect, romantic love was not uncommon, and many husbands and wives often remained devoted to each other throughout life.45 Societies like the Mbuti and Cheyenne—and there have been many others—that join men and women in cooperation rather than hostility would appear to have been at an adaptive advantage over neighboring societies that were divided by sexual hatred.

Political Exploitation

For every Samuel who warned against despotism or every Solon who refused to become a tyrant when given the chance, there have been untold numbers of despots. It is no surprise, then, that when common people the world over have written about their rulers they have so often deplored their selfishness, and in turn, rulers have complained about the ungovernability and ungratefulness of the unruly masses. The prosperity of the few at the expense of the many has been an unending concern of humanity. Recently, the same concern has appeared in the works of scholars interested in cultural adaptation. So, for example, after assessing the relative health of hunter-gatherers, horticulturalists, and urban civilizations, Mark Nathan Cohen concluded that civilized states are superior to all other forms of political organizations because they can absorb or destroy nonstate systems but that they do so at the expense of many of their own people.46 Jerome Barkow has similarly concluded that one of the reasons why maladaptive cultural traits exist is the tendency of powerful elites to favor practices that are in their interests, not those of the bulk of the population, even when they have come to power as a consequence of revolutions that were intended to achieve equality.47

These ideas, so self-evident to most scholars, can be troubling to students of human evolution because they suggest that the culmination of our social and cultural history is an increase not in the wellbeing of most humans but in that of the powerful few and the social institutions they control. A few simple facts should be sufficient to illustrate this point. The malnourished adolescent poor of London in the late eighteenth century were so short that only two of eighty-one ethnic groups for which comparable data exist are known to have been shorter—two badly malnourished populations in New Guinea.48 In 1840 in Manchester, England, the average age at death for gentlemen was 38, for traders 20, and for unskilled laborers, 17. In Sheffield in the 1860s, the upper class lived on average to be almost 50, while the lower classes lived to an average of less than 30.49 In 1901 the average life expectancy at birth for all of England was sixty years for the upper class and only half of that for the lowest class.50 Class differences like these were hardly lost on Karl Marx, who lived in London from 1849 until his death in 1883. There is no need to detail the wretchedness of the lives of the poor relative to the comforts and good health of the wealthy in the past, nor presumably is there a need to remind readers that large numbers of poor continue to suffer in modern states. The infant mortality rate for blacks in the United States is still twice that of white babies51—and much higher in certain especially poor areas52—while the lowest-income Americans continue to have higher rates of both physical and mental illness than Americans with higher incomes.

Before the advent of republics and democracies, most large states were largely or entirely despotic. The Romanov dynasty was an egregious example of tyranny. While the Russian nobility lived in great luxury, over 90 percent of the population lived in conditions that gave rise to clichés like “abject poverty.” The state was maintained by a vast apparatus of secret police and a loyal military.53 Later, and in the interest of equality, Stalin would rule by an even more concerted use of terror, but inequality did not vanish. Still later, states like Romania and East Germany would do the same. Just before its collapse in 1990, the East German Ministry for State Security—the infamous Stasi—employed over 34,000 full-time secret police, 6,000 of whom did nothing but monitor phone calls. In addition, the Stasi used many part-time informants.54 Still, the use of so many secret police and the concerted use of terror, including torture, was not enough to ensure the survival of the East German government or that of many other despotic states. Every annual report by Amnesty International documents the practice of state terror by a depressingly large number of governments, many of which probably would not be able to survive without it. As commonplace as terror has been as an instrument of power in archaic as well as modern industrial states, it is not unique to societies as complex as states. Elman Service has insisted that most nascent states did not rely on repressive controls based on force,55 but in fact, although some small states did minimize the use of repressive force, many did not, and the roots of political coercion by a ruling minority over the majority can be found even in small-scale societies.56

The use of coercive force by an individual or kin group against the rest of a society sometimes occurs even in small hunting and gathering societies. There are also accounts of a highly aggressive man or several related men attempting to dominate a hunting and gathering band in societies as diverse as the Inuit, Hadza, Australians, and San. However, these attempts to dominate are typically short-lived, as the remainder of the band either exiles the potential tyrant or kills him. Religious specialists such as prophets or shamans were sometimes able to exercise power over a majority of the society for longer periods. A prophet among the Kikuyu of Kenya could achieve a dominant position of authority for a period of years, as could a particularly successful shaman among the Inuit and some Siberian tribes.57

To take another example, warfare occurred in the western highlands of Papua New Guinea, but it was intermittent enough to allow the development of large populations that produced surpluses of pigs and agricultural products. Political leaders in this region, known as big men, were specialists in controlling the exchange of these surpluses. Big men might grow wealthy as a result, but when they were successful their people benefited as well, and if these leaders were not successful, they could be replaced. But in the eastern highlands, warfare was as vicious and unremitting as it has been anywhere on earth. All other human activities, including providing food, paled into insignificance. Indeed, so much time and energy were devoted to warfare that both agriculture and pig husbandry suffered. Subsistence was made even more difficult because people were forced to live in palisaded villages chosen for defense, not for their proximity to agricultural land or pig pasturage.

Warfare among these societies was so ferocious that entire populations were sometimes annihilated. In order to survive, a society needed a great war leader who could rally his own warriors to battle and recruit the survivors of decimated populations as allies. In this climate of unending warfare, political leaders became despots who ruled by ruthless intimidation. Such men took other men’s wives and killed anyone who objected. Capable of every moral outrage, they were usually beyond the reach of public opinion because their people needed them. Some of these despots ruled for over twenty years, and although they ran roughshod over the people they led, they also defended them against their enemies in a world where death in war was an ever-present threat.58 Such warrior leaders not only gave an adaptive advantage to the populations they led, they were a vital necessity for them. But the system of warfare that prevailed in this region was clearly not adaptive for the area as a whole. Even those societies that survived the endless attacks of their neighbors lost many lives and lived under needlessly deprived economic circumstances.

In other small-scale societies, a kin group such as a clan, might attempt to impose its will on the rest of the society by force, and so might a secret society. Sometimes a powerful political leader could consolidate his power through the support of a clan or a secret society, and together they could thoroughly tyrannize the rest of the people in their society. Audrey Richards observed that a chief among the Bemba of Rhodesia “ … practices savage mutilations” on those who offended him or injured his interests. Bemba chiefs came from the ruling crocodile clan, which was so named, it was said, because like crocodiles, they seized the common people with their teeth and tore them “to bits.”59 Sometimes the tyranny of chiefs like these was restrained by a council of elders or wealthy and powerful men (as sometimes happened among the Bemba), but from Africa to Polynesia, chiefs, their families, and retainers often ruled over the great majority of the population through the use offeree. These political systems—to call them reigns of terror would not be far wrong—were sometimes replaced by more moderate political systems or developed into protostates headed by monarchs who levied taxes, impressed labor, ruled armies, and exercised increasingly absolute power. It is in these larger state systems—managed by bureaucrats, supported by priesthoods and human sacrifice—that social stratification and political oppression became truly institutionalized.

Yet social stratification developed in some small-scale societies that lacked not only bureaucracies and priesthoods but cultivation as well. This was true of many pastoral, nomadic societies, and we have earlier mentioned the small, nonagricultural California Indians who were organized into social classes based on wealth. So were the Kwakiutl Indians of Vancouver Island, who were mentioned in chapter 2 because Ruth Benedict was criticized for characterizing them as megalomanic. They have long generated controversy. Like Benedict, Franz Boas, who studied them for many years, was puzzled by their potlatches in which men gave away or destroyed their wealth simply, it seemed, to gain prestige by dominating and humiliating other men who could not afford to destroy or give away as many valuables as they could. Boas did not refer to this practice as a form of social pathology (although there were times when he appeared to have thought of it in those terms), but Benedict did, as we have seen. Some years after Boas did his research among the Kwakiutl, other anthropologists reinterpreted the potlatch as an adaptive cultural system that equalized food consumption among local groups that were subject to periodic food shortages, thereby benefiting the entire population.60 Seen from this perspective, potlatching was, as Marvin Harris so charmingly mistook it, “ … a system, explicable in scientific terms, where previously there was nothing but the unintelligible ravings of megalomaniacs.”61

This interpretation was based on the erroneous belief that the Kwakiutl were a classless society. Although there were never more than a few thousand of these Indians and they lived by hunting and fishing without practicing agriculture, they were nevertheless socially stratified. A closer look at the Kwakiutl, at least during the period before they were depopulated and disorganized by European contact, strongly suggests that the benefits of potlatching accrued primarily to Kwakiutl chiefs, not the entire population. As Ernest E. Ruyle has argued (and others have concurred), Kwakiutl society was dominated by a chiefly class that controllled wealth along with supernatural and political power. Chiefs owned all of the food resources available to the population, while most of the population were consumers who were obliged to contribute as much as one half of their food production to the chiefs. The chiefs then redistributed most of this food (and other wealth) to the commoners but retained some of it for themselves, and in the process of redistribution, they gained the continuing support and dependency of common people who, in essence, labored largely for the benefit of their chief.

The Kwakiutl also possessed large numbers of slaves—perhaps 15 percent of the population—who were owned by chiefs. These people were an important economic asset to chiefly families, who for all practical purposes lived by the labor of their slaves and the contributions of the commoners. Although the potlatch may have helped to equalize the availability of food during times of shortage, the chiefs always ate well, while commoners and slaves sometimes went hungry. Here, then, was a small society in which a chiefly minority lived well at the expense of the majority. Moreover, because many of the chief’s slaves were obtained by making war against neighboring societies, it might also be said that they posed a threat to their weaker neighbors.62

The Aztec Empire is a more extreme example of the success a small elite had in using religion and military power to defeat neighboring societies (many of whom were enslaved and then eaten) without sharing the spoils of conquest with the general population. The powerful armies of the Aztecs and their allies were usually successful in battle. Like other victorious armies they exacted tribute in the form of gold, food, and other valuables, but they also demanded slaves who, along with prisoners captured in battle, were returned to the Aztec homelands where they were sacrificed before being eaten. Almost all of the wealth taken in battle, including the flesh from the sacrificed victims, went to the Aztec elite—the king, nobles, and priests.

Michael Harner and Marvin Harris have argued that this “cannibal kingdom” developed because population growth along with progressive degradation of the always limited sources of wild and domestic animals (mostly turkeys, wildfowl, deer, rabbits, dogs, and other small animals) in the Valley of Mexico left the Aztecs critically deprived of animal protein.63 Their nutritional interpretation of Aztec cannibalism has not escaped criticism,64 but there is no doubt that the Aztecs scarificed large numbers of people every year—estimates range from a low of 15,000 to as many as 250,000 per year—and that they ate almost all of them. There is also no doubt that human flesh was a delicacy that was highly prized. To be sure, Aztec human sacrifice was justified as a religious imperative demanded by their seemingly insatiable gods, but the people who were sacrificed atop Aztec temples by having their hearts torn out need not have been eaten to placate the gods, and if the gods somehow required that the victims’ flesh be consumed, one might have expected it to have been done with elaborate ritual preparations and perhaps even some trepidation on the part of the population.

This was not the case. Sacrificed bodies were rolled down the temple stairs (probably made as steep as they were to facilitate the process) to waiting men who carved them up as adroitly and dispassionately as any butcher might deal with a side of beef before the various parts were carried away to be seasoned, cooked, eaten, and hugely enjoyed. The desire for human flesh was so great that many wars were fought for no other reason than the capture of prisoners, and military operations against neighboring societies were virutally unceasing.65 It need hardly be added that the societies that were victimized by Aztec armies regarded the Aztec Empire as a scourge, and when the opportunity came to fight against them as allies of Cortes, many were eager to do so.

Not only were the Aztecs a menace to their neighbors, their ruling elite reserved most of the benefits of their conquests for themselves. Except for priests, who chose poverty, the Aztec rulers lived in grand houses and provided themselves with luxuries that Cortés and his men thought stupendous. Cortes found Montezuma’s palace in Tenochtitlán so beautiful and magnificent that he said it was indescribable and declared that there was “nothing like it in Spain.”66 Little is known about the life of Aztec commoners, but it is clear that they did not share in their rulers’ luxury. Free men gladly served in the army, as it was a potential means to honor and prestige, but they served at a distinct disadvantage. The nobles who formed the elite of the Aztec army wore helmets and body armor and used shields. Commoners were unprotected, and as a result they suffered disproportionately in battle.67 Commoners also lived modestly. Poorer still were landless peasants, and below them were slaves, many of whom were Aztecs who sold themselves into slavery because they could not otherwise provide for themselves.68 The splendors of Aztec culture cannot be denied, but they were achieved at great cost by the many largely for the benefit of the ruling few. There are many other examples of the same phenomenon.

The rapid development of the Zulu Empire under Shaka dramatically illustrates the ability of one ruthless man to establish absolute rule over half a million people. It also illustrates the difficulities of sustaining such a despotic rule of terror. Around 1800 the Zulus were one of several dozen small Nguni-speaking groups in and around what is now Natal in southeast Africa. Usually led by a petty chief with limited powers, these people herded cattle and goats and cultivated crops, sometimes shifting their territory every few years. The idea of stronger chieftainships was in the air among the Nguni at that time, as it was with many other Bantu-speaking people. Some stronger chiefs had the power to use force against wrongdoers and to collect taxes, but they redistributed much of this wealth, and their power was constrained by clan elders, the interests of young men who formed military-age sets, and persons who possessed wealth or supernatural power.

Around this time, a chief’s son from the Mthethwa (a tribe perhaps twice as large as the Zulus) fled for his life after being accused of intriguing against his father. Now calling himself Dingiswayo (“he who was caused to wander”), the outcast returned in 1805 to find his father dead and wrested political control from his brother. Warfare at this time was a relatively bloodless affair that seldom lasted over a day. In what is now a well-known story, Dingiswayo reorganized his warriors into regiments and demanded a disciplined performance, attacking in a crescent formation that allowed them to envelop their enemies. It has often been assumed that these changes in military organization must have been produced by knowledge of European practices acquired by Dingiswayo during his wanderings, but in fact the changes he made had clear precedents in Nguni culture.69 Whatever their provenance, Dingiswayo’s men used these new tactics to conquer some thirty small chiefdoms. As long as these people agreed to pay tribute. Dingiswayo left them to manage their own affairs and while his conquests led to some bloodshed, his rule changed relatively few lives.

Shaka was also the son of a chief who sent him away, along with his mother, presumably because of an offense on her part. Shaka joined Dingiswayo’s army, where he became an officer and made further innovations in tactics. When his father died in 1816, Shaka returned to claim power, killing his brother in the process. Two years later, Dingiswayo died, and Shaka began his campaign to rule his own empire. With an army that initially numbered only a few hundred men, he built a force of over 100,000 that defeated over thirty tribes and established his suzerainty over half a million people. Unlike Dingiswayo, Shaka was not a magnanimous conqueror. Often his armies killed everyone who resisted them—women and children as well as men—and the numbers of dead were appalling. For example, in 1826 Shaka ordered visiting British traders to join his army of 50,000 in a campaign against his most truculent enemy, the Ndwandwe. Henry Fynn, who took part in the battle, reported that it took no longer than ninety minutes for the Zulu army to destroy the Ndwandwe, leaving some 40,000 men, women, and children dead on the field.

Shaka’s army was aided by excellent intelligence, but it relied on terror to destroy the fighting spirit of any potential enemy. So many populations fled from his terror that huge areas around Zululand were uninhabited, a circumstance that Shaka turned to his advantage by maintaining these areas as a buffer zone around his empire. Some chiefs who fled Shaka’s terror created kingdoms of their own based on the Zulu model. One that was established in Zambia controlled over 500,000 square miles.

Shaka did not rule his empire solely by terror. He created allies by awarding honors and gifts to his armies and redistributed war booty (especially cattle) to his rich and powerful supporters. He also killed those who opposed him, especially those who were thought to possess supernatural power, and he developed his own reputation for knowledge of divination and magic. But most of all he relied on terror, not because he was a madman, as Max Gluckman mistakenly wrote, but because he was an astute, calculating ruler, who believed that only the use of terror would permit him to control the unruly clans and tribes in his domain.70 Few despots have used terror more effectively to intimidate a people. Followed everywhere by his royal executioners, Shaka needed only to point a finger or nod his head for someone whom he had singled out to be killed. The victim would be bashed on the head or have his or her neck broken before the body was beaten almost to a pulp, and then left for all to see with a sharpened stake driven up the anus, while vultures pecked at the corpse.71 Fynn, who spent a great many days with Shaka, once saw him order the deaths of sixty boys under the age of 12 before he sat down to eat breakfast. When Fynn’s comrade Nathaniel Isaacs joined him at Shaka’s court, he saw the same daily killings, but unlike Fynn, who was by then somewhat inured to them, he could not bear to watch.72

After ten years of tyrannical rule, Shaka’s terror (which included the deaths of some 7,000 people after his mother died) became so intolerable that the Zulu people rebelled, and Shaka was assassinated by two of his half-brothers. One of them, Dingane, became the new king. After promising to put an end to the terror, Dingane renewed it with such vigor that with the partial exception of some of his kinsman and his wealthy councillors, everyone in the empire lived in fear. A few grew very wealthy and powerful, and this elite gradually expressed its power in the Great Council that sat next to the new King, Mpande and, as a parliament might, greatly circumscribed his power. Mpande reigned from 1840 to 1872, when he was succeeded by one of his sons, Cetshwayo. Over his three-decade rule, the use of state terror lessened greatly, although it never ceased altogether, and the Zulu people prospered as never before. The great councillors and their families became virtual feudal barons (British visitors who saw them at this time compared them to English lords) who controlled vast lands and herds of cattle and commanded the loyalty of thousands of retainers.

Yet as the king and the wealthy men redistributed some of their wealth, many commoners prospered too, and their loyalty to the Zulu king grew stronger. When British troops invaded Zululand in 1879, loyal Zulus fought against them with such reckless courage that the British concluded they did not fear death. They feared death—inordinately so—but thirty years after the end of the terror, thousands were willing to risk death for their king when the British invaded their territory.73Time and circumstance changed not only the exploitation of the Zulu elite but the commitment of Zulu commoners to their culture and political system.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the Asante Empire (previously written Ashanti) in what is now Ghana was incomparably the greatest military power in West Africa, probably in all of Africa. Thanks to military conquests, Asante kings ruled over an area the size of the state of Wyoming—or England, Wales, and Scotland combined—for perhaps two centuries. By all accounts, the empire was enormously wealthy, perhaps the wealthiest one ever to exist in Africa. Asante wealth came primarily from gold, and wealthy Asante may have held more gold than existed in all the other West African kingdoms combined.74 Asante gold was known to the Portuguese as early as 1471, and by 1900 over fourteen million ounces of gold had been produced by as many as 40,000 Asante mines.75 The royal treasury held at least £1,500,000 in the mid 180Os (a huge sum for that time), and it was not uncommon for a member of the royal administration to possess well over £100,000 in gold, a good deal more money than most upper-class British families had at that time.76

The hub of the empire was Kumase, a city of about 30,000 permanent residents. There stood the royal palace, the treasury, and enough government offices to house a large, efficient, and officious bureaucracy. Roads for military and commerical traffic spun out from Kumase in all directions. Guarded by special highway police, these roads were usually well maintained despite the constant encroachment of tropical vegetation. Kumase itself was built around huge, tree-shaded avenues that were 50 to 100 yards wide. Now and then wheeled carriages could be seen, pulled by people because there were no horses. Painted in brilliant red and white, well-constructed ornate buildings, some two-stories tall, served as residences, shops, and offices. The streets were swept daily, courtyards were clean, and markets were full of produce.77

One of the first Europeans to write about his experiences in Kumase was T. E. Bowditch, who arrived with three other Britons in 1817. They were greeted—or more nearly engulfed—by more than 5,000 people, most of whom were warriors who fired their muskets in the air so often that it quickly became difficult for the awe-struck visitors to see their welcomers through the smoke. But they could not fail to hear the deafening cacophony of drums, horns, rattles, and gongs played with what Bowditch called “a zeal bordering on phrensy.78 For half an hour the throng continued its welcoming dance, led by officers whose dress excited the wonder of the white men. Each officer wore an immense cap with gilded ram’s horns thrusting out from the forehead and topped by three-foot-long plumes of eagle feathers. On their chests they wore red cloth vests covered with amulets of gold and silver, as well as various small bells, shells, and knives that jangled as they moved. Three or four animals’ tails dangled down their backs, covering a small bow. A quiver of poisoned arrows hung from their right wrists, and each man brandished a small spear covered with red cloth and silk tassels in his left hand. They wore loose cotton trousers that were stuffed into soft, red leather boots that reached to midthigh, where they were attached by small chains to cartridge belts worn around the waist.

When the welcoming ceased, the British visitors moved on to deposit their supplies and gifts in a large house assigned to them. As they did, they were serenaded by various bands melodiously playing horns and flutes in concert. They were soon ordered to proceed toward the King’s palace, while much of the population of Kumase gathered around to stare at them. On the way, they witnessed the disconcerting spectacle of a man being tortured prior to his execution. He was made to walk with his hands tied behind his back, a knife passed through his cheeks; one ear was cut off and carried before him while the other hung by a small piece of skin. His bare back was gashed and bleeding, and knives had been thrust up under each shoulder blade. The man was being led along by a cord that had been passed through his nose. The English visitors needed no further convincing that this kindgom was as cruel as it was grand.

After this unfortunate man had been led away, the four Englishmen and their interpreters were led down a very broad street toward the marketplace, where they were stunned by the “magnificence and novelty” of the next scene that “burst” upon them, as Bowditch put it.79 They had to avert their eyes to escape the blinding glare of the sun reflected off masses of gold ornaments worn and carried by the King, his court and attendants, and thousands of soldiers. As the Englishmen stared in amazement at the display of gold, no fewer than 100 bands began to play, alternating between drums and horn on the one hand and softer, more melodic tunes from long flutes and instruments that resembled bagpipes on the other. As the music continued, at least 100 huge umbrellas, each large enough to provide shade for thirty people, sprung open, adding bright splashes of scarlet and yellow to the scene.

The dazzled Englishmen were invited to come forward to take the hand of each captain, chief, noble, and important figure in the King’s court. Most of these men wore heavy silks thrown over one shoulder like a Roman toga, and they displayed so much gold and silver that the visitors were stunned. Some Asante had attached to their wrists gold ornaments so heavy they had to be supported by boy attendants. Others had solid gold, life-size wolves’ or rams’ heads suspended from their gold-handled swords. Bowditch noted that the swords were apparently not reserved for ceremonies because their blades were crusted with blood. Large numbers of young soldiers bedecked in leopard skins, wearing elephant-hide cartridge boxes encrusted with gold, silver, blue agate, and shells, and carrying gold-handled swords and long Danish muskets, also ornamented with gold, sat on the ground.

Before they could reach the King, the visitors met the royal executioner, a huge man wearing a gold breastplate and holding before him the execution stool, which was clotted in blood and nearly covered by a caul of human fat. Four of the King’s spokesmen came next, and then the keeper of the treasury, who ostentatiously displayed the boxes, scales, and weights of his office, all made of solid gold. Finally the white men reached the King, Osei Bonsu, who courteously extended his hand. About forty years old and heavy-set, the King was every inch a monarch. His dress was magnificent but restrained; he wore a rich green silk robe, and his many gold ornaments were of the finest workmanship. Even his white leather sandals were delicately ornamented with gold and silver. He wore gold castanets on his finger and thumb, which he clapped to enforce silence.

After the king greeted the Englishmen, they were passed on to meet handsome female attendants, small boys holding elephant tails whose job was to clean up the King’s spit, eunuchs who oversaw his harem, and hundreds of wives. Prominently displayed by itself under its protective umbrella was a golden stool—symbol of the Asante state—entirely encased in gold. As they moved farther from the King and his retinue, they were greeted by older men of rank who were carried by their slaves, as well as by the children of chiefs and noblemen who were so weighed down by their golden jewelry that they too had to be carried. As the Englishmen were escorted to their quarters, they were entertained by royal dancers, mimics, and buffoons. The mimics were remarkably talented, being able to repeat English phrases and even sentences that they had heard only once before. At eight that evening, the King paid a visit to the Englishmen, asked their names for a second time, and wished them a good night. The Englishmen could not agree on how many people they had seen in Kumase, but they all estimated the number of soldiers alone at 30,000. Later, the King invited the Englishmen to dinner, where they were treated to a lavish meal of pork, duck, lamb stew, soups, vegetables, oranges, and pineapples, elegantly presented on silver service. The meal was washed down by port, madeira, Dutch cordials, and gin. Bowditch wrote “We never saw a dinner more handsomely served, and never ate better.”80 Astonished by the opulence of the royal court, the Englishmen were almost as impressed by the lifestyle of Asante chiefs. Bowditch observed that “… the chiefs are fed bountifully by the labours of their slaves” and that they possessed a large surplus of income that accumulated daily.81 He also noted that their great wealth was a result of the tribute paid them by conquered people. He did not mention that their slaves also came from the people they had conquered.

Although there were almost constant intrigues around the court, most of the Asante elite—noblemen, army officers, chiefs, priests—lived very well indeed, and four noble families were so exalted that they were above the law.82 But as the sight of a man being taken away for execution dramatically illustrated, not everyone in the empire prospered equally. Conquered people were ruled by Asante law and power, which offered them some protection, but Asante rule was always arrogant and could be harsh.83 In addition to paying tribute in gold, ivory, and other valuables, conquered people were required to contribute a quota of slaves and free men as conscripts for military service. Because the Asante were in great need of slaves and soldiers, the numbers conscripted often grew so large that the conquered people rebelled, leading to brutal retribution by Asante troops.

Slaves were not usually treated as badly by the Asante as they were in the plantation economies of the New World, but they were forced to do most of the agricultural work because so many Asante men were in military service. Slaves were also made to do all of the work in the gold mines. A few became wealthy and even married free Asante, but their children always remained slaves, and a master always retained the right to send an offending slave away for human sacrifice, an act that took place often in the empire, as the human fat on the executioner’s stool graphically illustrated.84

The Asante Empire was controlled by a small political, religious, and military elite, but the great majority of the population consisted of common people whose lives were only somewhat better than those of most slaves. Far from the splendor of the court, most lived modestly on small farms. They were often engaged in military service from which they profited very little and in which many died, often from epidemic diseases. Bowditch described the common people as “ungrateful, insolent and licentious,” and the King did not disagree, calling them “the worst people existing” and declaring that he was only able to rule by the draconian use of force.85 It is impossible to be specific about the level of discontent among the Asante commoners, the conquered peoples, or the slaves, who together made up the bulk of the Asante Empire; but there can be no doubt that the empire was ruled by a small elite that prospered brilliantly from the labor and military service of the many.

Although very different one from another, the Aztecs, Zulus, and Asante were successful in defeating and devastating neighboring societies. If it had not been for the intervention of European forces, all three would probably have maintained their power for many more years. However, smaller and weaker societies that threaten their neighbors are less likely to succeed. For example, the Tonkawa Indians of central Texas were cannibals who, like the Aztecs, raided neighboring societies for captives. Unlike most of the North American Indian societies that practiced cannibalism, the Tonkawa ate people without religious justification or ceremonial purpose.86 The open gusto with which they consumed human flesh was offensive to neighboring tribes, and the frequent Tonkawa raids in search of more captives were so threatening that in 1862 a coalition of six disparate tribes, united only by their detestation of the Tonkawa, attacked them and killed half the people in the tribe.87 There are other examples of small societies that have threatened their neighbors and suffered accordingly.

Even the most menacing of conquest states are seldom wholly destroyed, no matter how much they endanger other societies. European armies spread colonial rule over much of the world, and when subject people resisted, as they usually did, they were killed, frequently in very large numbers. Not until the men of Belgium’s King Leopold killed an estimated six million people in the Belgian Congo did the world community seriously object, and even then Leopold’s only punishment was the loss of control over the Congo as his personal chiefdom. Stalin killed untold millions in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, only to die a natural death at the age of 74, and the Stalinist state he created survived for almost four decades after his death. The genocidal murders of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia killed perhaps two million people, but the Khmer Rouge are still a political force in that tormented land. The only remarkable thing about the fact that states with great military power may exercise genocidal tyranny with impunity is that it is so unremarkable.88

It is also unremarkable that societies routinely degrade their own environments and, increasingly, those of their neighbors and the world. The destruction of irreplaceable natural resources began long before the emergence of states. The Paleolithic hunters who drove thousands of large animals over cliffs to their deaths even though they were only able to consume a few of them not only destroyed a precious resource, they endangered their own survival. It is not only modern development that can threaten the destruction of a tropical rain forest, as has occurred in Brazil; even the Semang, a hunting and gathering people of Malaya, can have a significantly negative impact on their forest enviroment. By their heavy smoking of cigarettes and burning of domestic fires, the Semang create a level of atmospheric pollution surpassing that of downtown Los Angeles.89 And the deforestation of virtually the entire Middle East was carried out by people who lived in small societies as well as by people in the nascent states of that region.90

Of course, states have destroyed forests for their own purpose and continue to do so; they have polluted and destroyed environments with the same impunity that they have conquered other peoples. The destruction of native environments brought about by colonial powers has been described so often that it does not bear repeating here, but it should be noted that it was often done in full knowledge that it was the subject people and not the colonial powers that would suffer. Even diseases were sometimes introduced with full awareness of the devastating effects they would have on people who lacked any immunity.91 Today, great industrial societies spray pesticides, pollute rivers, lakes, and oceans, strew nuclear waste here and there, create smog and acid rain, destroy the ozone layer, and in many other ways endanger human well-being more or less unchecked.

Conclusion

What have these observations about the nature of state systems to do with human maladaptation? The observations themselves may be familiar to many, but their implications for an assessment of maladaptation are far-reaching. First, we have seen that some cultural beliefs and practices can be maladaptive for some or all members of a society, and we have also seen that some societies appear to serve the needs of their members better than others do. However, and this is the point that has been emphasized in this chapter, in all societies—not just class-stratified societies, as Marx believed—some people are better served than others, and in large, complex societies those best served tend to be a small elite whose well-being is achieved at the expense of a majority of the population. By criteria such as well-being, life satisfaction, good health, and longevity, elites are better “adapted” than the rest of the population.

If though the core criterion of adaptation is reproductive success, the equation may have to be turned around because elites today often do not reproduce as often as the majority of the population. Their children are more likely to survive, but there are likely to be fewer of them. The reproductive success of the poor not only sharpens the Malthusian sword that rises above the entire population, it threatens the power and hence the adaptive success of the elite. A population that grows too large to feed itself may meekly die off in starvation or disease, but it may also rebel, destroying the well-being and lives of the elite.92 Human history is a testimonial to this paradoxical outcome of relative reproductive success, and the future is likely to continue the pattern. Kenya, for example, has quadrupled in population over the past three decades, and its current growth rate of over 4 percent per year is probably the highest in the world. This remarkable rate is evidence of greatly improved health care and food supply, but unless Kenya’s very prosperous and powerful political elite can find ways to ameliorate conditions that even now threaten its rapidly growing population of urban and rural poor, Malthus’s axiom may bring it to ruin. And so it is too in Bangladesh and many other countries.

The self-interest of elites may also, if only inadvertently, bring benefits to the majority. Irrigation projects are an obvious example. Built by peasant labor for the welfare of the state, they nevertheless tended to benefit the population as a whole. The industrial revolution is another example. The widespread use of machines that allowed one man to do the work of many did not come about in Europe because industrialists, political leaders, or the nobility wanted to improve the lives of working men and women. Workers understood the threat to their livelihood perfectly well, and throughout Europe they smashed machinery in violent protest. Although in England such destruction was punishable by death, the so-called Luddite textile workers began to smash machinery so sytematically that in 1811 the government was forced to deploy more troops to quell their rebellion than Wellington had with him at Waterloo four years later.93 There can be no doubt that generations of British working men and women suffered appallingly in the mills, factories, and mines that machines made so profitable, but had British leaders chosen to reject industrialization because it was a form of cruel exploitation, Britain would soon have ceased to exist not only as an empire but as an independent nation, with unforeseeable but probably calamitous consequences for the British people, most of whose descendants eventually benefited from Britain’s industrial strength. Many advances in health care and food production came about in similar fashion.

Unlike their British counterparts, the rulers of Tokugawa Japan chose to reject advances in military technology. Only twenty-five years after the Portuguese introduced firearms to Japan in the mid sixteenth century, Japanese feudal lords had manufactured so many improved versions of the crude Portuguese originals, and their armies had become so skilled in their use, that Japanese soldiers may have been the best-armed troops in the world at that time.94 The use of these weapons led to great slaughter in warfare, but it also created the specter of an armed peasantry increasingly able to challenge the shogunate. Armed with a gun, the rudest peasant could kill the noblest lord. By the end of the sixteenth century, the feudal lords had already begun the process of removing firearms from the peasants and preventing their manufacture or import. The peasants were disarmed, and the Tokugawa samurai elite established a military dynasty that ruled for its own benefit until Commodore Perry arrived in Japan in 1853 to find a people with no firearms and indeed no remaining knowledge of how to manufacture them. As a result, the Japanese were defenseless against Western weapons, and to forestall a military occupation, the Tokugawa authorities were compelled to grant trading concessions to the United States and other Western countries. The Meiji restoration of imperial power soon ended Tokugawa rule and replaced it with a Western-oriented government that sought to develop self-sufficiency in European military technology. In the long term, the self-interest of the samurai elite proved to be its undoing.

Inequality in its many forms is universal. The presence of inequality creates the potential for the establishment of traditional beliefs and practices that serve the needs of some people at the expense of others. Because of the presence of inequality and of all the other potential causes of maladaptation, there are many reasons to believe that maladaptive practices would occur widely and have serious consequences. In the following chapters, I will review the evidence pointing to the frequent occurrence of seriously harmful beliefs and practices.


Chapter 5
Sickness, Suffering, and Premature Death
 [image: Image]

A prevailing assumption among anthropologists who study the medical practices of small, traditional societies is that these populations enjoy good health and nutrition.1 Instead of finding fault with their medical beliefs and practices, many anthropologists have emphasized the ways in which traditional medical systems function positively to explain the causes of ill health, prescribe remedial action, and offer reassurance to those who are suffering from illness or are fearful of doing so. Indeed, we are often told that seemingly irrational health practices such as food taboos will, once fully understood, prove to be adaptive.2 It cannot be denied that the traditional medical practices of some small non-Western societies are sometimes effective or that some small, preliterate societies have developed ingenious and effective drugs and therapies that even include some surgical procedures. For example, although admittedly they are atypical of folk societies, the Maasai of East Africa had some relatively skilled surgeons, and other populations, such as the Tungus of Siberia or the Aleut, had specialists who possessed extensive anatomical knowledge of the human body. Many small societies have utilized medically effective drugs: ephedrine, Rauwolfia serpentina, curare, coca, quinine, emetine, and many others. Nevertheless, many traditional medical practices were not only useless but could be downright dangerous.

People’s faith in the skill of native practitioners, along with the use of confession, suggestion, catharsis, and group support, could lead to positive treatment outcomes, but for many infectious diseases and organic pathologies, available treatments could do more harm than good.

After studying Apache shamans, Morris Opler concluded that “… the less he does, the better for the patient.”3 The Yoruba of Nigeria treated convulsions in children with a “tonic” consisting of green tobacco leaves marinated in urine and sometimes topped off with gin. The decoction contained so much nicotine that children treated with it were “often deeply unconscious” when taken to a European hospital in Ibadan.4 And medical specialists in many small societies, including the technologically ingenious Inuit, were inept surgeons. So were the Mae Enga of highland Papua New Guinea, who had great need of medical skill as their almost incessant warfare left many men wounded, some gravely so. Yet, according to Mervyn Meggitt, their medical knowledge and surgical skills were woefully inadequate.5 Many arrow wounds were simply left untreated, or else the shaft was pulled out, sometimes by the agonizing practice of tying it to a rafter until the suppuration of the wound and a friend’s twisting of the arrow eventually worked it loose. Some grievously wounded men were also subjected to a surgical procedure that was more likely to hasten their death than their recovery. Acting on the Mae Enga belief that the wounded man’s blood was contaminated, a specialist used a bamboo knife to make an incision under the victim’s armpit and then broke a rib with a wedge so that he could insert two fingers into the thorax, collapsing a lung in the process. He next poured water into the cavity and shook the patient vigorously to mix the blood and water. Finally, he rolled the patient over to drain out the mixture. Meggitt expressed surprise that some men actually survived both their wounds and this treatment.

The Sirionó of Bolivia’s tropical forest (described in chapter 1) lived in a harsh and dangerous environment. Often cold and hungry, the Sirionó were frequently ill, suffering from malaria, skin diseases, hookworm, and dysentery, among other maladies. Anyone too ill to travel was abandoned to die alone. Not surprisingly, people lived in terror of falling ill, but despite their fear they did not develop effective medical treatments or medications. They had few herbal medications of any kind, and these few were of dubious value. They had no remedies for snakebite or the major illnesses that afflicted them, and they had no surgical skills, not even the ability to set broken bones. What is more, some of their beliefs about health were less than helpful. Children were allowed to play with their feces, and sick persons lay unattended in hammocks that were exposed to cold and rain. They also believed that the principal sign of sickness was a person’s loss of appetite. In fact, they believed that if someone who was ill did not eat, the patient was certain to die in a few days. Terrified by this prophecy, a sick person was understandably determined to eat. Indeed, some Sirionó who became ill gorged themselves to death, a phenomenon Holmberg witnessed on a number of occasions.6 He described an episode in which a man suffering from stomach pain and dysentery (ordinarily not fatal symptoms among the Sirionó) insisted on devouring huge amounts of a highly acidic fruit that was then ripe. Ignoring Holmberg’s warnings, the man managed to eat a hundred of these plum-sized fruits each night, and, not surprisingly, his painful diarrhea grew worse. The night before the man died, he consumed an entire basket full of fruit. The Sirionó were surprised by the man’s death because he had been eating so well.

That traditional medicine should be less than optimally adaptive as a means of preventing or curing illness should scarcely come as a surprise to anyone. Modern Western medicine is hardly without its ineffective or dangerous practices, and the recent history of our own medical reliance on bleeding, purging, septic surgery, and all manner of noxious (and ineffective) nostrums can turn the strongest stomach. To take but one example among many, in the late 1800s opium was traditionally used to soothe babies. Packaged in a variety of elixirs, opium-laced preparations were widely available (from grocers!) in countries that included Britain, Australia, and the United States. At the turn of the century, an Australian Royal Commission estimated that 15,000 babies a year were killed by overdoses of opium contained in these “soothing” preparations.7

Furthermore, effective medical practices were often rejected by Western medical practitioners. The dangers of septic surgery had been known for many years before doctors eventually adopted even perfunctory antiseptic procedures. In 1847 Hungarian physician Ignaz Semmelweis attempted to reduce the high mortality rates in the maternity ward of a prominent Viennese hospital by insisting that doctors wash their hands in strong chemicals before examining patients, delivering babies, or performing surgery. As a result of Semmelweis’s reform, the mortality rate rapidly fell from 18 percent to 2 percent, but the doctors found Semmelweis’s newfangled hygiene to be a nuisance, and they saw to it that he was fired. The mortality rate quickly returned to 18 percent.8 Although the experience of Semmelweis and the research of British surgeon Joseph Lister on antisepsis was widely known by the 1870s, many surgeons continued to practice without the least concern for hygiene. When President Garfield was wounded by an assassin in 1881, his “expert” doctors probed the wound with unwashed fingers and unsterilized instruments. Garfield died of secondary infection. There is no need to continue this litany of iatrogenic practices.

Like those of Garfield’s surgeons, the unhygienic practices of many folk populations contribute to their ill health. Lacking a knowledge of infectious agents, the Sirionó believed that all illness was caused by evil spirits or violations of food taboos. A population like the Sirionó that does not understand the dangers of infection from, say, fecal matter is more subject to illness and death than one that buries feces, keeps them away from toddlers, and makes certain that they do not contaminate the water supply. In this respect, then, the inhabitants of Duddie’s Branch who defecated in the open and drank feces-contaminated water were engaging in a maladaptive practice, unless their goal was high infant mortality and debilitating adult illness. So two were the inhabitants of Paris who defecated in the open until well in the seventeenth century. And East African pastoral societies, like the Maasai, Pokot, or Samburu, that did nothing to remove flies from the eyes of their children (because flies were associated with cattle feces and cattle were the ultimate in wealth), were also engaged in a maladaptive practice, unless there was some benefit to be had by allowing their children to become blind as a result of fly-borne trachoma. The benefit to a society of blind children is not self-evident.

Ill Health and Suffering

Many folk societies are not blessed with good health or effective systems of medicine. Sickness, suffering, and premature death so plague every human population that for most people fear, grief, and mourning are as much a part of life as laughter, joy, and celebration. But some populations, far more than others, must watch their children die, live with recurring illness, and come to terms with the realization that few among them will live to be older than thirty. Among the Yanomamo Indians, mentioned earlier with regard to their perennial engagement in warfare, 43 percent of all females who were born alive died during their first year (probably more than half due to female infanticide), and only 22 percent of the population lived beyond the age of 30. Among the Xavante of Brazil, only 15.4 percent of the population lived to be over 30.9 And in Mexico, not the poorest of developing countries, it has been estimated that nutritional deficiencies directly account for 25 percent of the deaths of preschool children.10

Victims of an exploitive plantation economy, the sugarcane workers who lived in the impoverished shantytown of Alto do Cruzeiro that encircled the town of Bom Jesus da Mata in the northeast of Brazil endured what Nancy Scheper-Hughes has called “short, violent and hungry lives.”11 In some poor neighborhoods of the town, 40 percent of all live births ended in death before age 1, and almost all of those who survived suffered debilitating ill health throughout their brief lifetimes.12

Other forms of economic and political exploitation or neglect are so commonplace around the world that in 1982 UNICEF estimated that on each day during the previous year, more than 40,000 children died from malnutrition or preventable disease, a staggering total of over 14 million dead children during that single year. If 14 million needless childhood deaths each year were not sufficiently chilling, consider that in 1990 the mortality total remained the same, and this figure included only children, not adults who also needlessly starve and die of preventable disease, and it makes no mention of the six times as many children whose lives will be shortened by disease.13

The poor and powerless characteristically suffer ill health and early death even in the most affluent countries. For example, in the United States, the most disadvantaged groups have long had lower life expectancies, so much so in fact that black men in Harlem die more than twice as often before the age of 65 as the average for U.S. whites, and they are even less likely to reach the age of 65 than men in Bangladesh.14 A similar pattern also exists in Canada, where the politically dominant English-speaking population has the longest life expectancy and disadvantaged Canadian Native peoples the shortest.15 Although poor populations often maintain beliefs and practices that endanger their own health, their overall ill health and high mortality are consequences not primarily of their own maladaptive practices but of external socioeconomic forces that they are relatively powerless to change. Other populations, however, are more clearly responsible for developing and maintaining practices that adversely affect their own well-being.

To be sure, sometimes people’s practices are clearly beneficial. For example, Mormons in California who have never smoked cigarettes, slept seven to eight hours daily, and regularly engaged in physical exercise have one of the lowest mortality rates from cancer and cardiovascular disease ever recorded.16 And the robust good health and remarkable longevity of the Greeks living on Paros Island in the Aegean must also be attributed in large measure to their good nutrition, low-cholesterol diet, moderate smoking and consumption of alcohol, and regular exercise.17 As we well know, however, the lifestyle that people prefer can also be harmful to their health. A telling case in point is the decision made by people throughout the world to abandon a foraging mode of subsistence in favor of agriculture, even though their health suffered as a result.

A well-documented example of the health hazards of living as sedentary agriculturalists has been provided by two prehistoric archeological sites in Kentucky. Before there was any contact with Europeans and their diseases, the people of Indian Knoll lived as seminomadic hunters and gatherers. The people of nearby Hardin Village, on the other hand, were agriculturalists who lived in a permanent village enclosed by a stockade. Based on analyses of skeletal remains, life expectancies for all ages and both sexes were determined to be lower for the agriculturalists than for the foragers. The agriculturalists also had higher infant mortality, greater iron-deficiency anemia, and more childhood infections, tooth decay, and diseases that caused arrested growth. According to Claire M. Cassidy, who has summarized this research, the agricultural people of Hardin Village were “clearly less healthy” than the hunter-gatherers of Indian Knoll.18

This was not an isolated occurrence. In his recent, carefully documented book Health and the Rise of Civilization, Mark Nathan Cohen has concluded that until quite recent times, particularly the twentieth century, agriculturalists throughout the world were always less healthy than hunters and gatherers. According to Cohen, the growth of agricultural populations was due to their increased fertility, not to improved health or longevity. In fact, Cohen believes that until the nineteeth century life expectancy among agricultural populations actually declined over time.19 Indeed, in much of Europe until quite recent times, life expectancy at birth was only in the high twenties or low thirties, a pattern of longevity that was exceeded by some hunting and gathering populations. In India life expectancy at birth may have been lower still.20 Urban populations were even less healthy. At its peak around A.D. 500, the Aztec city of Teotihuacan covered a larger area than imperial Rome and may have been the largest city in the world at that time. But its population was in dreadful health. Rates of malnutrition, stunted growth, deciduous tooth hypoplasia, and infant and child mortality were higher than in any known population of that time or earlier. Life expectancy at birth ranged betwen 14 and 17 years, infant mortality was about 40 percent, and only 38 percent of everyone born lived to be as old as 15. Life expectancy was almost as low in imperial Rome, while people lived twice as long in the provinces.21 In Europe, urban populations probably did not match the longevity of hunter-gatherers until the mid nineteenth or even twentieth century.

It would be absurd to say that people knowingly chose to impair their health and shorten their life span by living on farms or in cities. Whatever the allure of agriculture or urban living may have been for those who initially took up farming or moved to towns—a more regular food supply, more excitement, or the depletion of resources for hunting or gathering, to suggest a few possibilities—once the process of intensive farming and urban growth was established, the people involved had no viable option of returning to a hunting or gathering mode of life, nor could they be expected to understand that by living so closely together in growing numbers they were allowing dangerous microorganisms to flourish as they could not do in smaller, more mobile groups of people.

It should also be pointed out that while the health and longevity of agriculturalists may have been less good than that of hunter-gathers, the lives of these latter people were hardly as idyllic as they have sometimes been portrayed. With the exuberant exaggeration that has now and then marked his distinguished career, Marshall Sahlins once referred to hunter-gatherers as members of the “original affluent society.”22 It is true that many such populations have managed to survive, reproduce, and maintain their numbers, but their lives are short (life expectancy at birth ranges between 20 and 40 years, depending on the particular society) and infant mortality is high. Most hunting and gathering peoples must live through regular periods of extreme hunger, and coping with death, especially of their children, is a dreadfully inescapable necessity.23 No one who has read Allan Holmberg’s account of the Sirionó could ever consider them affluent. As we have seen, they are almost perpetually hungry and frequently starving. No one could think of them as being particularly happy, either.24 The Australian aborigines also managed to survive, but if Joseph Birdsell is correct, they could only feed their population by aborting as many as half of all fetuses that were conceived.25 And anyone who looks upon the San as affluent innocents who are content with their very high infant mortality and short life expectancy will be quickly disabused of that idea by reading Marjorie Shostak’s biography of a San woman named Nisa.26 With anger, pathos, and resentment, Nisa makes it abundantly obvious that the San are not inured to the pain that the deaths of their children and other loved ones bring, nor are they by any means completely satisfied with their lot. On the contrary, they are openly envious of populations (including other San) who appear to have more food, better health, or more comforts.

Maladaptive Health Beliefs and Practices

Although some scholars continue to insist that seemingly maladaptive, even bizarre, beliefs and practices involving nutrition and health care may some day be shown to be adaptive,27 there is a small group who agree that before European contact the inadequate diets and poor health of most small, traditional populations resulted, at least in part, from their own maladaptive beliefs and practices. Societies that maintain such maladaptive practices have been reported from many parts of the world.28 For example, K. R. Howe has contested European descriptions of the spectacular health and beauty of early Polynesians by observing that in many parts of Polynesia arthritis, dental decay, parasitic disease, and other infections were so widespread that infant mortality was extremely high and very few of those who survived lived beyond the age of 30.29 He added that such short life expectancies made Pacific Islanders seem healthier to Europeans than they actually were because so few lived long enough to appear to be aged or to become ill.

Recently Glenn Dennett and John Connell have argued that many societies in the highlands of Papua New Guinea have maintained practices that contribute to their poor nutrition and consequent poor health.30 Referring to large societies in the central highlands as well as smaller and economically more marginal groups in the surrounding fringe area, Dennett and Connell point to consistently high infant and child mortality rates (20 to 30 percent before the age of 5), low fertility, short life expectancy, and stunting of growth as evidence that by and large these were not well-nourished or healthy populations.
Many of these societies had manifestly inadequate diets based on the sweet potato, which though high in carbohydrates was very low in protein. Consequently, as Sillitoe reported for the Wola,31 children were undernourished and vulnerable to disease. But it is not simply that these people lacked ready sources of protein; they did not make good use of the protein that was available to them. Many highland societies limited both the amount and variety of food that mothers could eat during pregnancy or while nursing, and small children were typically denied animal protein. People in some of these societies ate enormous amounts of pork during pig feasts but did not consume pork on a regular basis or during food shortages. Indeed, their complex of practices relating to the exchange and preservation of pigs, often in large ceremonies, led to periods of reduced food intake and child malnutrition.32 Also, the general lack of concern for hygiene in the preparation and consumption of food must have substantially increased the risk of infection, as did the practice of allowing children to crawl on feces-littered ground and put contaminated objects in their mouths.33 Dennett and Connell also believe that inefficient agricultural implements and practices along with endemic warfare combined to reduce food production and leave these societies “precariously adapted.”34

An instructive confirmation of Dennett and Connell’s thesis comes from Georgeda Buchbinder’s research with the Maring of highland Papua New Guinea.35 Many of the Maring—essentially vegetarians who rarely ate animal food—were severly protein-deprived, and in general these people were smaller and more susceptible to disease than other Maring who lived in areas where protein was more plentiful. Like many other undernourished people in marginal environments, the Maring suffered population decline from disease, and at least one of their customs exacerbated their plight. As might be expected, young adults who were able to work hard to produce food were relatively well-nourished, but the very young, old, and ill were severely undernourished, and many died. This was a tragic situation but one that Maring society could survive, at least over the short run.

However, Maring culture further required that the widowed spouse and close relatives of a deceased person mourn by reducing their food intake for an extended period and, moreover, that they not enter their gardens to produce or harvest food for several weeks after the death occurred. As more and more nutritionally marginal people died, increasing numbers of previously healthy adults were compelled to deny themselves food while mourning, and they too soon suffered from malnutrition and the consequent risk of infection. And as more people died, the Maring, who were already anxious about their dwindling population, began to accuse one another of causing these deaths by sorcery. In this anxious atmosphere, even close relatives stopped helping one another, young men left the area in search of wage work, and potential brides from areas where food was more abundant refused to marry Maring men. All of these apparently disruptive consequences may not have resulted solely from Maring mourning practices, but it is difficult to believe that a practice which endangered or drove away so many of the reproductive-age members of the society was adaptive.

As I mentioned earlier, the practice of abortion or infanticide may help individual mothers, families, or coresiding kin groups survive under severe environmental conditions, although evidence that such acts are altruistically undertaken to control the population growth of the entire society continues to be questionable at best.36 But finding an adaptive advantage in the practice of restricting the nutrition of pregnant or lactating women is a good deal more problematic. Alexander Alland has hypothesized that food restriction during and after pregnancy would prove somehow to be “medically positive” in smallscale societies but would become medically ineffective in societies that were threatened by rapid population growth. Support for this adaptively optimistic idea has not been forthcoming.37 In addition to the health hazards that such a restriction may impose on the mother, food restrictions lead to low-birth-weight infants that are at risk both for survival and for normal cognitive development. Such a practice ensures that all offspring, even coveted boys, will be endangered. Nevertheless, the practice of restricting the diet of pregnant and lactating women has been extremely widespread even in societies where both male and female offspring were desired and both abortion and infanticide were rare.38

With a handful of exceptions, women and children in all societies eat less food—and less-prized food—than men, and in many societies, womens’ diets are restricted even further in both calories and protein when they are pregnant.39 Optimally, of course, pregnant and lactating women should eat an enriched diet, and this is precisely what happened among the Mae Enga of highland Papua New Guinea, who were attempting to increase their population after a devastating epidemic.40 To what extent dietary restrictions in folk societies may affect the developing fetus or the nursing child is very difficult to determine, but in East Africa the severe anemia suffered by many pregnant women has been related to their dietary restrictions during pregnancy,41 just as the infantile beriberi of Burmese children has been associated with the greatly restricted diets of Burmese mothers.42 Restricting the food intake of pregnant or lactating women endangers the health of both mother and child without providing any compensatory benefits, unless one chooses to believe that reducing the size of the fetus significantly reduces the risks of childbirth.43

It may be adaptive for families in some societies, particularly those with limited food resources, to eliminate mentally or physically handicapped children. However, it is difficult to understand what adaptive advantage there might be for populations that want many children—as economic resources, hunters, warriors, or wives—to adopt practices that endanger normal children. Yet many societies maintain practices that leave children malnourished, even though there are food resources available that could permit these children to develop normally. For example, in Ethiopia and many parts of East Africa, the youngest child is fed whatever may be left over after his father, any guests, his mother, and older siblings have eaten. As a result, many small children are malnourished, some so severely that they develop kwashiorkor, marasmus, or rickets.

When children developed malnutritive disorders like kwashiorkor, some of these societies either denied these children available proteinrich food or took other measures that inadvertently caused their condition to worsen. Kwashiorkor is a West African term that refers to a child who is displaced from his mother’s breast by a newborn sibling. When such a child is weaned to a protein-scarce diet, it suffers from edema, muscle wasting, the accumulation of fluid in the abdomen, and an enlarged liver. The child’s hair turns a reddish blond, and it may lose its appetite, become withdrawn, and die, most often from gastroenteritis.44

In 1961 there were many severely malnourished children among the Kamba of Kenya. The area had suffered the effects of a severe drought followed by heavy rains that devastated any remaining crops. Although famine relief was provided by the government, thousands of children were severely malnourished, and many suffered from kwashiorkor. In earlier times, the Kamba, like many other societies in various parts of the world, refused to eat chickens or eggs, but by 1961 this food avoidance had broken down, at least for men. Nevertheless, malnourished children were still not permitted to eat eggs, which were in plentiful supply; instead, they were eaten by adults or sold to Europeans, while the malnourished children were weaned onto a low-protein, difficult-to-digest, high-fiber diet.

The Baganda of Uganda also responded to kwashiorkor in a manner that caused the condition to worsen. Confusing cause and effect, as was done in West Africa, the Baganda believed that children developed kwashiorkor not as a result of being weaned onto a low-protein diet, but because they were harmed by the jealousy of an unborn baby toward its suckling sibling. Therefore, the nursing child was taken from its mother and given to a relative—often a grandmother—who had no breast milk and lacked the means to provide a nutritious diet. The loss of protein in its diet exacerbated by the stress of sudden separation and weaning predictably enough made the child’s condition worse, a result that was thought by the Baganda to be caused by the cold nights the child spent away from its mother.45

Another maladaptive practice is the denial of colostrum to infants. Colostrum is the yellowish or bluish fluid secreted by the breasts during the first few days after birth before it is replaced by milk. Colostrum transfers specific immunoglobins to the infant during the earliest days of life when its own immune system is poorly developed. Colostrum contains macrophages that can kill bacteria and fungi, protecting the child against deadly enterocolitis (childhood diarrhea). T lymphocytes also occur in large numbers, with their highest activity in synthesizing immunoglobins and antibodies occurring immediately after the onset of lactation. For this reason, many physicians believe that breast-feeding during the first week is crucial in providing the infant with a high concentration of antibodies and in regulating the bacteria in its intestines. Colostrum also appears to contain antibodies against infectious agents specific to local environments. For example, colostrum from women in India contains antibodies against cholera; this is not the case among women in societies where cholera is not prevalent.46

To delay breast-feeding for several days until the colostrum is replaced by “true” milk is clearly harmful to the infant, yet this practice occurs widely. In a study of fifty-seven societies, Dana L. Raphael found that the largest number (nineteen) began breast-feeding on the third day after birth, ten more began on the fourth day, three on the seventh day, and in one society mothers waited ten days to begin breast-feeding.47 Mothers in only nine societies began to breast-feed immediately after birth, in seven others they began to breast-feed on the first day, and in seven more breast-feeding began on the second day. Because so many factors other than the denial of colostrum are related to infant illness or mortality, there is no precise evidence showing that the longer an infant is denied colostrum the greater its risk of death may be, but there is strong suggestive evidence that this is the case,48 and there is compelling evidence from animal experiments showing that colostrum-deprived animals suffer far greater mortality than those that receive it.49 As Jerome Barkow has noted in his review of this practice, the dangers of denying colostrum to infants are obvious, and if there are any benefits they are unknown.50 It is not only infants and young children who are endangered by some traditional health practices. As our own history documents all too darkly, what is done to older children in the interest of maintaining their health can have deadly consequences. It is no different in many other societies. Many Latin Americans, including Mexican Americans, believe in the existence of an illness called empacho, which is thought to cause a variety of gastrointestinal symptoms such as constipation, gastritis, indigestion, diarrhea, and nausea. Empacho is thought to be caused by eating improperly cooked food, swallowing chewing gum, or otherwise ingesting something that causes a bolus of food to adhere to the wall of the intestine. Infants are believed to suffer from empacho, and so are older children, teenagers, and women who have recently given birth.51

Many of the favored treatments for this disorder are presumably relatively benign—abdominal massage, herbal teas, and laxatives—but one fairly common treatment can have lethal consequences. In a survey of Mexican-American households in the American southwest, Robert F. Trotter found that 50 percent of these families had treated empacho, and many of these did so by giving the patient a drink containing lead compounds, mercury, or toxic laundry bluing.52 The dangers of lead in even tiny amounts for young children are now well documented,53 and Trotter reports that a number of cases of lead poisoning among older children and adults have been reported to authorities.54 Presumably, many other cases were not reported, perhaps because the primary symptoms of lead-poisoning—diarrhea, vomiting, and lethargy—are the same as those of empacho itself. The use of heavy metals such as lead and mercury to treat childhood illness was also common in Ayurvedic and Islamic medicine, a practice that Carl Taylor has referred to as “extremely dangerous.”55

Ayurvedic medicine contains other beliefs and practices that can be manifestly harmful. To take but one example, in Vellore, South India, a young child who developed classical symptoms of life-threatening severe dehydration (diarrhea, vomiting, sunken eyes and fontanelle) was thought to be polluted because of transgressions committed by its mother, such as feeding the child after seeing a woman who had a miscarriage, crossing a grave, or not bathing properly after seeing a bier. The treatment for the child consisted not of rehydration, which could have saved its life, but of arranging for various religious specialists to recite chants.56 These traditional chants may have been comforting to the child’s parents, but they could not have saved the severely dehydrated child.

Although we have been emphasizing maladaptive beliefs and practices that endanger children, it should be self-evident that adults become victims as well, sometimes as a result of what they eat and drink. Over fifty years ago, Robert Lowie wrote about the “capricious irrationality” of people’s food preferences and avoidances around the world.57 As Marvin Harris has pointed out, Lowie’s evidence was often inadequate, but Harris himself admits that not all aspects of “foodways” (as he refers to people’s beliefs and practices regarding food) “enhance human health and well-being.”58 In fact, while arguing that most foodways are beneficial, he grants that a significant number of them may be harmful. Nevertheless, Harris warns against “blanket condemnations of exotic foodways as useless or harmful.”59 This is a reasonable principle, but it does not follow that all or most foodways would prove to enhance human health or well-being if only we had a better understanding of neurochemistry.

A case in point is the continuing attempt to explain why large numbers of people in Europe, Africa, and Asia eat fava beans even though they are highly toxic to a substantial number of people. Fava beans are the large, flat “broad beans” with huge stalks on which the Jack and the Beanstalk story was based. Nutritious, tasty, and easy to grow, they have been consumed over large portions of the world since the Neolithic. Yet people who are deficient in a certain enzyme (glucose-6-phosphate dehydrogenase, or G6PD) may suffer severe hemolytic anemia within hours after eating fava beans—the anemia is fatal in approximately one in twelve cases in modern times and was undoubtedly more often so in the past before effective medical treatment was developed. Between 5 and 30 percent of the affected populations carry the gene that puts them at risk for the fatal hemolytic shock. Why, then, have so many people persisted for so long in eating something that makes many of them ill and kills no small number? Several recent investigators have hypothesized that because the beans contain oxidant chemicals that may increase a person’s resistance to malaria, the benefits of this protection for the population as a whole outweigh the risks of hemolytic shock for the minority.60

This hypothesis may someday be confirmed, but it is possible that people have continued to eat fava beans for reasons that are entirely unrelated to malaria. First, there would be no evident reason for people not to eat fava beans. The beans were eaten with other foods and vegetables, and sometimes the beans were processed or cooked in ways that reduced their toxicity. Most people ate beans without ill effects; those few who became ill would hardly have been likely to blame the beans for their misfortune. Indeed, although there are many ancient beliefs about fava beans in Greece, Rome, Egypt, India, and elsewhere that attribute unusual and even fearsome powers to the bean (it contains various potent compounds such as L-Dopa), the most consistent warning about these beans is that they produce flatulence, not that they might be deadly. But most significant for the adaptivist hypothesis about malaria, they are still considered to be edible and are widely consumed, for example, in the circum-Mediterranean region, where a significant proportion of the population is still G6PD deficient but where malaria is no longer the endemic problem it once was. Is it not possible, then, that people today, like those in the past, eat fava beans not because they confer some degree of protection against malaria but simply because they are tasty, nutritious, and easy to produce?

Whatever the truth about fava beans, the foodways of some peoples are clearly harmful. The Inuit practice of eating seal blubber raw rather than cooking it has caused an untold number of deaths from botulism, as has eating cattle that have died of anthrax, something that occurred in various parts of the world.61 The widespread use of feces as fertilizer in the water farming of fish and plants has led to millions being infected by liver flukes. One such fluke, Schistosoma, has been the third leading cause of death (after malaria and tuberculosis) in much of Asia and Africa.62 Even allowing for a good measure of skepticism about the pronouncements of modern science concerning the benefits and hazards of our own foodways, it can hardly be denied that many of the contemporary American practices involving overconsumption of fats, sugars, alcohol, nicotine, caffeine, and the like are harmful to our health.

Beliefs about physical beauty can also have maladaptive health consequences. Some populations, most notably ones in Africa and Polynesia, believed that obesity was beautiful, and not surprisingly, most politically powerful people tended to be grossly overweight. The Zulu King Cetshwayo’s legs were so stout that he could not walk without chafing them painfully, and some Polynesian chiefs and their wives were too obese to walk at all. It has been surmised that because obesity can be an efficient means of utilizing energy from carbohydrates, it would confer an adaptive advantage during periods of famine.63 Thus, for example, it has been suggested that fat Polynesians would have been more likely to tolerate the famine and hypothermia that was presumably present during the long ocean voyages that led to the discovery and peopling of the Polynesian islands.64 These very heavy early Polynesians avoided gross obesity by strenuous physical exercise, and in any event, they seldom lived long enough to develop the degenerative diseases associated with obesity. Today, however, some Polynesians such as the Samoans have dramatically reduced their activity levels while continuing their traditional high-caloric diet.65 As a result, they now often suffer from hypertension, diabetes, and cardiovascular and renal disease.66

A cultural preference for obesity can be hazardous, but so can a belief system that fosters an intense fear of becoming overweight. In much of western Europe and the United States, this fear leads growing numbers of people, particularly young women, to develop anorexia nervosa, defined as a weight loss in excess of 25 percent of previous body weight.67 By every imaginable criterion, except the need for a society to reduce its population, weight loss that leads to anorexia nervosa is maladaptive. Young women with the condition are infertile, young men tend to be impotent, and the condition can be life threatening.

The total solar eclipse that affected various parts of the earth during the summer of 1991 reminded us that many populations have been greatly fearful of such “unnatural” phenomena. What they did to bring an eclipse to an end might seem comical (as when thousands of people shouted in unison to bring back the sun) or tragic (when human victims were sometimes sacrificed), but whatever action people took invariably succeeded in bringing back the sun. Despite this success, an eclipse was widely thought to bring about all manner of misfortune. Blaming human misfortune on a solar eclipse was probably more benign than blaming other people for bringing about evil (a total eclipse was a rare event, after all, and there might be no necessity for human scapegoats), but the result can still be maladaptive. For example, when a cholera epidemic broke out in parts of Mexico shortly after the eclipse of 1991, some people chose to attribute the symptoms of cholera to the eclipse rather than to contaminated food or water, and the public health consequences were hazardous.68

Traditional medical treatment has included some effective drugs, physical manipulations, and even surgical procedures. The social support and reassurance given to patients probably often helped to speed recovery (as I once attempted to show by describing the therapeutic regimen of a Hehe curer in Tanzania). Folk beliefs can sometimes lead to invaluable medical developments. For example, the eighteenth-century British folk belief that milkmaids who were exposed to cowpox would not contract smallpox led Jenner to develop a vaccine that eradicated that once terrible disease. But despite the presence of cattle in North India, no folk belief about the protective properties of cowpox arose. Instead, smallpox was attributed to a goddess and many thousands died each year until Western inoculations became available. Indeed, most traditional medical practices were ineffective and some were deadly. When the Sebei of Uganda treated a person with a severe headache by pressing a red-hot spear blade against the sufferer’s forehead, they may well have convinced that person not to complain about headaches again, but it seems unlikely that the treatment addressed the source of the pain. The Pokot of Kenya sometimes held a psychotic person down while he or she was pounded on the head with a sizable rock for a considerable time. Unless this treatment was intended to kill the patient, as sometimes happened, it would not appear to have great efficacy.69

Stress and Well-Being

Freud was hardly the first to decide that the demands of social living could be highly stressful, but his belief that the pressures of “civilization” had made many societies “neurotic” is the best-known exposition of this point of view. The belief that certain societies—our own, for example—are more stressful than others is certainly commonplace today, as is the idea that some parts of our country are more stressful than others. Most Americans would probably not hesitate to say that New York City is a more stressful place to live than, say, Provo, Utah, or a small town in Oregon. Many New Yorkers apparently agree. In a survey conducted in 1990, 73 percent of the people polled said that the city was dangerous, 78 percent said that it was dirty, and 60 percent said that they worried about crime “all the time or often.” Another 73 percent said that it was “getting tougher” for them to live in New York City, and when asked if they could choose where they lived, only 37 percent said that they would remain in the city.70 The survey may have been flawed, but the point remains that the belief that some countries, cities, or social practices can be more stressful than others, or even too stressful to endure, is very much a part of our common sense view of the world. It has also appealed to a number of scholars and scientists from Erich Fromm, with his 1955 formulation of the “sane society,” to the utopian experiments of the 1960s and 1970s, to many investigators in psychiatry, medicine, and public health who continue to explore ways of reducing the stress burden imposed by modern living.

Unfortunately for those who believe that some social setting or entire societies are more stressful than others (and here I include myself), the idea of a stressful or “sick” society has proven to be so complex that it threatens to overflow its conceptual dikes. Stress has shown itself to be not only an omnibus idea but one whose results in human populations have been difficult to measure with precision. Unlike animal research, where specific stressors can be related to specific physiological responses, the stressors in human sociocultural systems are often linked to one another in such a way that any one presumed stressor may be difficult to separate from others. Moreover, the people themselves may not be able to identify those aspects of their environments that impose the greatest strains on them. A fear of witchcraft, which anyone can identify as a major stressor, may indeed bring about a lessened resistance to infection via hormonal pathways, but chronic protein deprivation and protozoan infection may be even more damaging yet go unrecognized. What is more, it is difficult to work back from the appearance of a symptom to the stressor that induced it.

Nevertheless, illnesses that are generally considered to be largely psychosomatic vary greatly from society to society. Asthma, for example, is remarkably common in Libya and on Tristan de Cunha but rare in Senegal and Finland, and ulcerative colitis rarely occurs in developing countries. Coronary heart disease is many times more common in Finland than it is in Japan or Nigeria.71 And the effects of stress can sometimes be measured. For example, some of the longterm consequences of stress early in life can be assessed by the study of dental enamel hypoplasia (i.e., deficiencies in the thickness of the enamel that resemble indented rings in the tooth) due to systemic disruptions in ameloblastic matrix formation. Because enamel is secreted in regular fashion, teeth provide a permanent chronological record of metabolic disturbances that took place during their development. Although several factors can lead to hypoplasias, those due to stress can be distinguished from those due to hereditary conditions, localized trauma, or other conditions. Alan H. Goodman and George J. Armelagos analyzed stress hypoplasias among 111 adults who were buried at Dickson Mounds, Illinois, between A.D. 1000 and 1350. Those with no evidence of hypoplasias-stress periods during childhood lived an average of 35.8 years, while those with two or more hypoplasias-stress periods (presumably resulting from severe illness or undernutrition) lived on average over 10 years less.72

Assessing the impact of stress on living populations can be more difficult. It is generally agreed that symptoms such as ulcers, eczema, phobic reactions, and asthma are in large part the product of psychosocial stress, but they may also be related to genetic predispositions, diet, and a host of experiential factors that either exacerbate the condition or protect an individual against it. Let us take the development of peptic ulcers as an example. While emotional stress reportedly is related to their development, so too are factors such as a person’s genetic predisposition, the excessive use of cigarettes, alcohol, and aspirin, and the activity of a bacterial microorganism—Helicobacter pylori—that thrives in the mucus layer of the stomach.73 What is more, the development of ulcers is said to be a result less of the stressful events in the lives of ulcer patients than of how they react to these events. That is so, apparently, because ulcer patients tend to be negative and depressed. However, as the authors of this research recognize, it is possible that developing a peptic ulcer may make a patient view the world in a more negative way, just as it is possible that various kinds of social support or personality features may buffer a person against the development of ulcers. This research illustrates that although peptic ulcers are one of the best studied of the presumed-to-be psychosomatic disorders, it is still not certain to what extent emotional stress plays a part in their development. It seems clear, however, that several mediating factors may either predispose one toward this disorder or prevent its occurrence.74

With these complexities in mind, consider the finding of Shore and Stone that women in an unnamed Northwest Coast Indian tribe suffered from duodenal ulcers more often than men (although men smoked tobacco and drank alcohol much more often than women did) and, indeed, four times more often than non-Indian women in the United States.75 Shore and Stone attribute this apparently quite significant difference to the stress that these Indian women endured because of their poverty and their changing social roles as the matrilineal structure of their traditional society broke down. This interpretation is plausible, but no data are presented that would rule out all of the other factors that may have led to this finding.

This cautionary note is important because research on the apparent effects of stress in human populations is rarely sufficiently comprehensive to allow a definitive conclusion. Nevertheless, the cumulative impact of this admittedly complex body of research has led most scholars to the same conclusion; namely, that social and cultural change, particularly when it is rapid, leads to decreased physical and mental health as a result of what, for want of a better concept, we can call stress.76 And some recent research has been able to relate specific kinds of psychosocial stress to unwanted and dangerous health outcomes. Christine Dunkel-Schtetter, Marci Lobel, and Susan Scrimshaw have shown that both low-birth-weight babies and preterm delivery were associated with the relative stress of the mothers (as measured by their anxiety level, perceived stress level, and the occurrence of major life crises, such as job loss or the death of a loved one). However, high stress levels did not affect the relative difficulty of labor or the general physical health of the baby.77 In another study, William W. Dressler was able to link stress to the occurrence of depression in a Southern black community.78 Perhaps the most compelling evidence for the linkage between psychosocial stress and illness has been provided by Sheldon Cohen and his colleagues at Carnegie-Mellon University, who exposed volunteers to viruses known to cause the common cold. Those persons who developed cold symptoms were far more likely to have experienced recent stress (as a result of divorce, loss of a job, or death of a loved one, for example) than those who did not develop colds.79

No one seriously disputes the reports that recent immigrants, such as the Vietnamese boat people who came to the United States, were (and often still are) under great emotional stress and that they suffer both physical and mental disorders as a result. So it has always been whenever a population has had its traditional world torn apart or when it has been wrenched away from that world by events beyond its control. But the question we need to address is a different one. All societies change, that is axiomatic; but many traditional societies change very slowly. Do societies such as these, societies largely unaffected by the major disruptions of famine, epidemic disease, warfare, or political conquest, differ markedly in the amount or kind of stress they impose on their members? Do some stable societies, like rapidly changing ones, make their members sick?

It may as well be said at the outset that there is no sure answer to this question. The evidence is too controversial, and the issues are too complex for that. But the evidence that will be summarized in the pages to come suggests that the answer should be yes. Some small traditional societies appear to have been more stressful than others, and they still are.

As I said earlier, the occurrence of witchcraft or sorcery can produce such fear and suffering that it can clearly be maladaptive. You may recall that John Kennedy and Theodore Schwartz (among others) warned that the paranoia associated with witchcraft could make life in some societies terribly uncomfortable, if not altogether unlivable. Kennedy was referring primarily to Africa and Schwartz to Melanesia, but the tendency to suspect others and be fearful of them is not confined to those areas. It is widespread in Latin America80 and, in fact, most other parts of the world.81 This level of fear hardly seems adaptive, any more than the stress created by feuding and warfare seems to have been adaptive for the societies that were devastated by the unremitting killing that resulted. People in small, traditional societies may not have experienced the same degree of stress that invalided and incapacitated shell-shocked soldiers from World War I or left veterans of the Vietnam combat with posttraumatic stress syndrome, but there can be no doubt that the result of perpetual feuding and warfare can produce such high levels of fear that people are vastly relieved when the fighting comes to an end.

There are many kinds of taboos, and some of them no doubt enhanced the well-being of people who practiced them, as Marvin Harris has never tired of trying to demonstrate with regard to the Israelite’s taboo on eating pork and the Hindu prohibition on the slaughter of cattle.82 Beginning with Radcliffe-Brown’s famous Frazer Lecture, functionalists have interpreted taboos positively, pointing to their role in making people aware of the values that give their society cohesion. But some kinds of taboos have also been a significant source of stress, one that has been as common as feuding or warfare and perhaps even more anxiety producing.

Let me provide an example from the Walbiri of Australia. Like other aboriginal Australians, the Walbiri had many sacred objects and ceremonies that were the exclusive province of older men. It was taboo for a woman to see these sacred objects, and should one do so, she would automatically suffer death as supernatural retribution. Mervin Meggitt described an occasion in which an old woman named Maisie inadvertently chanced upon some men who were preparing sacred shells for a ceremony. She withdrew in terror, and in a matter of days, she had wasted away to “skin and bone” and was psychotic.83 She was declared dead by a Walbiri medicine man, but Meggitt’s wife discovered that Maisie was, in fact, still alive and intervened to prevent her burial. Although she lived, Maisie remained psychotic. This dramatic episode no doubt reinforced the importance of sacred materials in Walbiri life, but it also created great fear, not only for Maisie but, we must presume, for other women as well. After Maisie’s misfortune, all Walbiri women now knew, if they did not before, that an accidental glance in the wrong direction could cause them to die or become psychotic.

Adaptivists continue to interpret many kinds of taboos in terms of their positive social uses. Marvin Harris believes that when individuals have difficulty calculating the costs and benefits of their actions, taboos prevent them from taking unwise recourse to short-term satisfactions that might have long-range costs.84 This formula, it should be obvious, allows anyone great latitude in interpreting the positive function of a taboo. Unlike adaptivists, the people in small-scale societies themselves can typically offer no explanation for the existence of their taboos beyond saying that they have always been that way.85 Perhaps that is because some taboos are innocuous—such as the Mbuti belief that they must splash themselves with some water whenever they cross a stream86—and the reasons for taboos like these could understandably be forgotten. But others would appear to be anything but harmless. The Netsilik Inuit believed that when a pregnant woman first felt labor pains, she had to be confined to a small snow house if it was winter or a tent during the summer. The woman herself was considered to be unclean, and a newborn child was thought to give off a particularly dangerous vapor at birth. Because the entire community was thought to be in great danger, no one was permitted to assist the woman in giving birth. If the birth proved to be difficult, a shaman might be summoned to drive away evil spirits, but no one was allowed to touch the woman.87 This taboo might have served as a population control measure because it probably increased infant mortality, but it also endangered the mother, and there is no evidence that the Netsilik had any desire to reduce the number of fertile and sexually attractive women in their society.

Because taboos are often thought to be enforced by automatic supernatural punishments that cause sickness and death, they create fear—fear that can disable, distract, and demoralize. As recently as 1961 the Kamba of Kenya still lived in immobilizing fear of many of their taboos. Even people with substantial Western education were fearful of violating some of the numerous taboos that made their everyday lives seem perilous. One such taboo (not of Christian origin) required people to make a gesture roughly similar to the sign of the cross whenever they passed by a crossroads. My interpreter, a dignified, wealthy, and politically prominent man who spoke excellent English, never failed to make this gesture whenever we came to a crossroad until one day when he was distracted by a conversation with me. Later, when I regrettably reminded him of this omission, he immediately looked faint and said that he had to return home at once. The next day he was quite ill, and for several days he lingered, sometimes in delirium. Not until a complex and very expensive cleansing ceremony was performed did he begin to recover. I fail to see how this taboo was adaptive for him or for his society.

The Navaho Indians have been called “perhaps the most hypochondriacal people known to the anthropological literature” because of their obsessive concern with curing ceremonies.88 Navaho men astonishingly spent between one quarter and one third of their time in “sings,” as these ceremonies were called, and women spent only slightly less time.89 The Navaho had many reasons to fear illness. Illness was caused by witches, and witches were thought to be numerous, as were similarly dangerous ghosts, and there were as well many serious taboos that caused people to sicken. As a result, the Navaho lived with what Clyde Kluckhohn and Dorothea Leighton, longtime students of these people, referred to as “high anxiety,” “worry,” and “uneasiness.”90 But however fearful their beliefs made the Navaho, taboos were even more fear provoking among the Inuit.
The Inuit lived in an environment as demanding as any on earth, and it might be expected that their taboos and other supernatural beliefs would be helpful to them in avoiding danger or reducing anxiety about their precarious circumstances. Perhaps some did, but few would seem to qualify as helpful in either regard. Many had no imaginable utility, and on the whole the Inuit felt that their taboos were burdensome and fearsome.91 Most Inuit groups lived in what Asen Balicki referred to as “dreadful” fear.92 To be sure, taboos were not alone in creating fear—evil spirits and all manner of monsters were also a part of the Inuit world. Indeed, when Knud Rasmussen asked a “wise man” among the Iglulik Inuit about their beliefs, this was his answer: “What do we believe? We don’t believe, we only fear.”93 We cannot assess the cumulative effects of high levels of fear among the Inuit, but it does not seem likely that these people were well served by their taboos. As John Kennedy once observed, “… taboos are among the most dispensable of man’s social creations.”94 It is tempting to conclude that the Inuit would have been happier and better adapted without most of their taboos. So, it would seem, would most other populations.

Mental Illness

Few psychiatrists today would deny that social and cultural factors play a role in the etiology of mental illness. Scholars such as anthropologist Gregory Bateson and psychiatrist R. D. Laing located the cause of schizophrenia in family dynamics, and Thomas Szasz, a psychiatrist himself, asserted that to the extent that mental illness existed at all (something he personally doubted), it was entirely a product of societal labels and reactions.95 French historian Michel Foucault achieved great prominence in the 1960s and 1970s by arguing that mental illness was an historical invention that came into being because all societies require categories of people who can be dominated or scapegoated. When D. L. Rosenhan demonstrated that psychiatrically normal “pseudo-patients” who were admitted to mental hospitals in the United States with a bogus diagnosis of schizophrenia were treated by the psychiatric staff as if they were in fact psychotic, the shock waves were felt throughout the psychiatric establishment.96 Today such claims—that mental illness is entirely a product of social and cultural forces—are generally attributed to inadequate historiography and poor scientific research, but the less dramatic assertion that these forces influence the etiology and prognosis of mental illness is still viable.

The belief, for example, that people who live in certain kinds of social arrangements (cities, for instance) are more likely to develop mental illness than those who live in others (such as folk societies) has an ancient history.97 The association of city living with “madness” grew more pronounced during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe as well as in the United States, where Thomas Jefferson’s views on the virtues of the agricultural life and the corruption of “manufacturing” had a powerful appeal.98 “Insanity,” it was often said, was part of the price we had to pay for civilization.99 Indeed, as we have seen, the idea that people experienced less stress and consequently exhibited less individual pathology in small folk communities than in urban societies has been one of the most implicitly taken-for-granted assumptions of modern social science. For example, psychiatrist E. Fuller Torrey has concluded that schizophrenia is a product of urbanization; he believes that the disorder is rare in small, traditional societies and was even rare in the West before 1800.100

Others, however, have noted that schizophrenia is very common in some rural communities. Nancy Scheper-Hughes attempted to relate the allegedly high rates of schizophrenia in rural western Ireland to the prevalence of social stressors that she believed caused schizophrenia. She painted what she referred to as a “grim portrait” of social isolation, hostility between men and women, late marriage, childlessness and celibacy, contradictory role expectations, and family relations characterized by ridicule, scapegoating, and a fear of intimacy. Her contention that these factors combine to produce unusually high rates of schizophrenia has not been verified, but there can be little doubt that they contributed to the anomie, despair, heavy drinking, depression, and emigration that were common in rural western Ireland.101

Until quite recently, some anthropologists believed that there might well be folk societies that were so well adapted, so stress-free, that mental illness was entirely absent.102 This belief is no longer commonly held, in part because the evidence strongly indicates that mental illness, including schizophrenia and depression, occurs in all societies,103 and also because it is now accepted even by the most zealous cultural determinists that genetic predisposition plays a major role in the development of many forms of mental illness.104 Nevertheless, even biologically oriented psychiatrists usually agree that various kinds of psychosocial stress may increase the numbers of persons with vulnerable genotypes who actually develop mental illness.105 In fact, the most recent psychiatric diagnostic manual used in the United States (DSM-III-R) declares that psychosocial stressors play a part in the etiology of all mental illness.106

Schizophrenia can hardly be considered adaptive; most persons who suffer from this disorder have severe difficulty coping with the demands of life, and they infrequently mate or marry. Their fertility is reduced as well. Yet the disorder appears to be unusually common in some parts of the world, such as northern Sweden, and Finland, southwest Croatia, and, perhaps, western Ireland, while it is infrequent in others, such as Papua New Guinea.107 Rates of depression also vary from society to society,108 as do phobias, anxiety, obsessivecompulsive disorders, hysteria, and similar disturbances.109 Some of the evidence for this variation must be discounted because it is based on hospital admissions. Even the long-standing finding that schizophrenia is very common among the Irish has been challenged on these grounds,110 but the weight of the evidence from every source still strongly suggests that populations do differ in their susceptibility to mental illness.

However, it is less clear whether, or how, these differences relate to stressors that derive from maladaptive practices or beliefs. An illustration of how this can occur is the phenomenon of postpartum depression. It has been estimated that 50 to 80 percent of American mothers suffer a transient period of dysphoria (often called the “maternity blues”) after childbirth, and as many as 20 percent of these women experience a mild to moderate clinical depression.111 The causes of postpartum depression are thought to include the stress of the event for the mother and family (including fears of being an inadequate mother), individual psychological characteristics of the woman, and changes in levels of estrogen and progesterone. Yet despite the frequency and seriousness of postpartum depression in the United States, the phenomenon appears to be quite rare in nonWestern societies.112 For example, when Sara Harkness asked Kipsigis women in Kenya about their emotions following child birth, they unanimously denied that they felt sad or cried during the early weeks after giving birth. In fact, they declared that such things never occurred.113 For these Kipsigis women, despite hormonal changes, postpartum depression did not exist; giving birth was a happy event, one looked forward to by women who received positive social support throughout their pregnancies and after the birth of the child. The reasons why American culture (and the cultures of Western European countries) has made giving birth a depressing event presumably have to do with psychosocial stress. The Kipsigis and other societies have not made giving birth a stressful occurrence.

For another example, take the kingdom of Tonga. Tonga is an archipelago in the South Pacific inhabited by some 90,000 people who are relatively untouched by modernization. Few foreigners live in Tonga, few tourists visit there, and few Tongans go overseas for education or employment. There is no landless plantation labor force, and every family owns land sufficient to grow its own food, while pigs and fish are available for protein. According to H. B. M. Murphy and his Tongan collaborator, B. M. Taumoepeau, when they studied Tongan society in the late 1970s, it was stable, traditional, nonindustrial, and free from the complexities of modern life. After determining that mentally ill Tongans were not emigrating to New Zealand, as some other Pacific islanders did, Murphy and Taumoepeau studied a small, isolated Tongan island where they examined patients and asked villagers to identify any persons who behaved in ways indicative of mental illness. Because conditions on this island made it very unlikely that anyone exhibiting unusual behavior could escape notice or fail to be reported to the investigators, Murphy and Taumoepeau were reasonably confident that they were able to identify all, or almost all, mentally ill Tongans there. Comparing what they found on Tonga with data collected in rural Canada by identical methods, Murphy and Taumoepeau concluded that Tongans had low rates of psychosis (the schizophrenias, affective disorders, and chronic organic disorders) and that they may have had low rates of neurosis as well. Alcohol abuse was not a problem, and suicide was uncommon (unlike nearby Samoa and many other Pacific islands). Tongans were quite free of psychosomatic disorders as well. Although they were unable to demonstrate that the low rates of mental illness or social pathology on Tonga were due to an absence of stress, Murphy and Taumoepeau speculated that such conditions as the lack of competition and the presence of social support may buffer people against stress.114 There is also evidence that lower-social-class populations more often suffer from affective disorders, including depression, than their higher-class counterparts.115 This appears to result from the greater onslaught of familial, social, and economic stress among lower-socialclass groups. Compared to higher-social-class groups, these people are more likely to experience problems of physical abuse, eviction, loss of a job, arrest, recurring illness, and the death of loved ones. A persuasive illustration of this pattern comes from the research of British psychiatrists George W. Brown and Tirril Harris, who studied depression in Camberwell, a rundown, economically troubled, working-class area of London.116 They found that severe depression was four times more common among working-class women (especially those with the burden of a child living at home) than it was among comparable middle-class women.

It is clear that some populations enjoy better health than others. Much that people in folk societies believe and practice is harmful to their health. But some societies buffer their members against the stresses of life by maintaining beliefs and practices that enhance wellbeing. Others, including small-scale societies, create stresses for no readily apparent adaptive reason, while holding to beliefs and practices that undermine health and endanger life.


Chapter 6
From Discontent to Rebellion

 [image: Image]

Some populations have failed to survive or have lost their culture, language, or social institutions because they were not able to cope with the demands that their environments made on them. This failure to thrive is the most calamitous form of maladaptation, but it is not the only one. A few people in all societies, and many people in others, feel alienated, become depressed, or attempt suicide. Others withdraw from social life or emigrate, and it is not uncommon for people to protest or rebel. Some populations are deeply committed to the beliefs and practices that make up their cultural world, but others are less so, and some are profoundly dissatisfied with their lives. This is true not only in urbanized societies like our own but in small-scale, folk societies throughout the world. Beliefs or practices that leave a population seriously discontented or rebellious are, under most circumstances, maladaptive because they threaten the survival of that sociocultural system and endanger the physical and emotional wellbeing of the people in it.

How people feel about the established customs and institutions of their society can be a powerful indicator of how adequately that society and its culture serve their needs. But between blissful contentment and open rebellion lie many complexities and contradictions of human emotion and behavior. For example, women and men alike have gone to remarkable lengths to beautify themselves. They tattoo themselves over their entire bodies, cover themselves with scars, mutilate their genitals, and blacken their teeth, file them into points, and knock some of them out, among other things. These are only a few examples of painful practices that have been, and in some quarters still are, eagerly pursued in the quest for beauty. As painful as these practices are, few things done in the quest for beauty were more extreme than the Chinese practice of binding the feet of women. Young girls, some still in infancy, suffered excruciating pain because their feet were bandaged so tightly that normal growth could not occur. So tightly, in fact, were the toes folded under the foot that the bones were often broken. Accounts of the anguish these children suffered during the process of replacing blood- and pus-soaked bandages with new and still tighter ones are truly harrowing.1 The pain was so severe that the girls could not walk or even sleep, and they were too young to understand why they were being made to suffer. Eventually, the acute pain subsided, but for the rest of their lives these women were barely able to hobble, and some were carried everywhere in a sedan chair.

Chinese men have admired small feet in women since before Confucian times, but the practice of footbinding apparently did not begin until around 1100 A.D. It was at first confined to the Chinese elite, but it eventually spread throughout society, even including some peasants and the urban poor. The reasons for the origin and spread of footbinding were complex, but in addition to aesthetic considerations, Chinese men said that they saw the practice as an effective way to control the sexual liaisons of their increasingly bold wives. Once women’s feet were bound, they could no longer “run around,” so to speak, because they could not even leave their houses without assistance.2 What is more, a woman with bound feet could not work; so her husband achieved prestige by demonstrating that he could afford to have a wife who did not need to work. Men also saw the practice as a clear and necessary expression of their dominance over women.3 Before long, men also saw fit to praise the erotic advantages of footbinding, saying that the tottering style of walking it produced created more beautiful buttocks and tightened the vagina. The naked bound foot itself—“the golden lotus”—became as much a focus of erotic desire for Chinese men as women s breasts were for Westerners.

The Manchu conquerors outlawed footbinding, but to such little effect that some members of the Manchu court adopted a modified version of the practice themselves. Footbinding endured for over a thousand years without any widespread social protest by women. For one thing, Chinese women lacked political power, but at the same time they could appreciate the advantages of footbinding. It could give them beauty and sensuality, lead to a good marriage, and offer a life of leisure. Of at least equal importance, parents who imposed the practice on their young daughters were not thinking only of their daughters’ futures. A daughter’s marriage to a wealthy man was of obvious benefit to the entire family.4

With these benefits in mind, it is perhaps less surprising that footbinding lasted so long than that it ended as suddenly as it did. Opposed by Christian missionaries, the expansionist Japanese, and Westerners of all sorts, the reform-minded revolutionary governments of early twentieth-century China were able to eradicate footbinding in a decade or so among their urban population although it lasted until the 1930s in some traditional rural areas. That a practice so painful and disfiguring to women can nonetheless persist should not be surprising. In Victorian times, the same Western women (some of whom were the wives of missionaries in China) who deplored footbinding as a “barbaric” custom willingly had themselves cinched into steel- and whalebone-reinforced canvas corsets so tightly that they had difficulty breathing and their internal organs were sometimes damaged. Girls as young as 3 were corseted, and over time their corsets became progressively tighter. By adolescence many girls’ back muscles had atrophied to such an extent that they could neither sit nor walk for more than a few minutes without someone’s support.5 The pursuit of beauty may be directed by men, even imposed by them, but women can find it to their advantage to acquiesce. With the controversy about silicone breast implants so freshly in mind, we need hardly be reminded that many American women (and some men) today endure painful and expensive cosmetic surgery in an effort to “beautify” their faces or bodies.

These cautionary examples alert us to the need to proceed judiciously in evaluating how dissatisfied people may be with their culture. For example, the practice of sending widows or household slaves to the grave with their deceased husbands or masters was known in many parts of the world, including China, Africa, ancient Greece, Scandinavia, and Russia. The reasons for putting a man’s wives or slaves to death varied. Sometimes it was said that the deceased would need his wives or slaves to provide him with earthly comforts in the hereafter. Sometimes it was said (more cynically) that this practice would encourage wives or slaves to do everything in their power to keep their husbands or masters alive as long as possible. There were other reasons, too, ranging from jealousy about the sexual activities of surviving wives to elaborate religious justifications. Nowhere did the practice become as widespread or take on such profound metaphysical meaning as in Hindu India, where a widow could achieve virtual divinity by voluntarily immolating herself on her husband’s funeral pyre.

Known as sati in Sanskrit and Anglicized as “suttee,” this practice was observed as early as the fourth century B.C. when Alexander the Great recorded it, and despite heated controversy it has continued to occur now and then in contemporary India. Originally practiced by the wives of kings and great warriors, sati spread first to Brahmins, then to members of lower castes. Although Hindu scriptural justifications for the practice (or practices, since a widow could choose to be buried alive instead of being burned to death) were contradictory, many indicated that by choosing sati she could reduce the pollution that endangered her husband’s surviving relatives, absolve herself of sin (wives were thought to bear responsibility for their husbands’ death), and rejoin her husband in a cycle of future rebirths. As Richard Shweder has commented, sati can be a heroic act that represents and confirms the “deepest properties of Hinduism’s moral world.”6

Much like a wedding, the sati ceremony required elaborate ritual preparations. Priests, mourners, and an excited crowd followed the ornately recessed widow and her husband’s corpse to the funeral pyre. After circling the fire, the widow distributed her jewels and money and looked into a mirror where she saw the past and the future; then a priest quoted scriptural passages that likened the pyre to a marriage bed. After the necessary ritual acts had been completed and the widow had joined her husband’s corpse on the pyre, it was set alight by her son (who sometimes collapsed in grief after doing so). After the ceremony, the spot where the sati died became a shrine, and she was revered as a heroine and goddess.7

As improbable as the spectacle of a woman willingly, even eagerly, burning herself to death may seem, there are numerous eyewitness reports to the effect that sometimes, at least, that is exactly what took place.8 William Carey witnessed a sati in 1798 in which the widow actually danced on the pyre to show her contempt for death before lying down next to the corpse of her husband and being consumed by flames.9 In 1829 a British magistrate named Halliday attempted to convince a widow not to become a sati. “At length she showed some impatience and asked to be allowed to proceed to the site.”10 Horrified, Halliday tried once again to dissuade her by asking if she understood how much pain she was about to suffer. The woman looked scornfully at the Englishman, then demanded that a lamp be brought to her and lighted. “Then steadfastly looking at me with an air of grave defiance she rested her right elbow on the ground and put her finger in the flame of the lamp. The finger scorched, blistered, and blackened and finally twisted up … this lasted for some time, during which she never moved her hand, uttered a sound or altered the expression of her countenance.”11 Halliday gave permission for the ceremony to proceed.

Over the centuries, many Hindu widows must have chosen sati deaths sublimely and reverently. But there was another reality to sati, one that falls well short of sublimity. First, it will not have escaped the reader’s attention that sati was for women only; widowers had no duty to join their deceased wives in the divine devotion of a fiery death. Second, despite great pressure, very few widows actually chose sati. Even in Bengal where sati was most common, only a small minority of widows—less than 10 percent—chose sati although the prospect of widowhood was a dismal one at best.12 Widows were not only forbidden to remarry but were compelled to live in socially isolated asceticism—praying, fasting, reading holy books, and avoiding any hint of worldly pleasure. Because widows were thought to endanger others and often were accused of being witches, they were also scorned and feared.13 Despite the wretched conditions of widowhood, the promised rewards of sati, and the often relentless pressure exerted by the deceased husband’s relatives on the widow to choose this supreme act of devotion, the great majority of widows preferred to live. Sometimes, however, they were given no choice. Because many women were married as infants, they became widows and “chose” sati while still children. One wife burned with the corpse of her adult husband was only four years old; others were scarcely older.14

Sometimes the pressures imposed on a widow to choose sati were anything but subtle; indeed, they amounted to murder. In 1827 a British observer witnessed a sati ceremony in which the fire had no sooner been lighted than the widow leapt off the pyre and tried to flee; several men seized her and flung her back into the blaze. Once again the widow fled, and although badly burned she managed to outdistance her pursuers and throw herself into a nearby stream where she lay “weeping bitterly.”15 She swore that she would not go through with the ceremony. Seeming to take pity on her, a man promised that if she would sit on a large cloth he had spread on the ground, he would carry her home. When she d so, she was once again seized, sewn into the cloth, and thrown back into the inferno. The cloth was immediately consumed by the flames, and the wretched victim once again tried to flee. This time she was beheaded with a sword, and her body was thrown back onto the pyre. Not exactly a serene act of wifely devotion.

It was not just tormented widows who frequently wanted no part of sati; some Hindu scriptures sharply criticized the custom. In Ma hamivantantra (verses 79 and 80) it is said that a woman who accepts sati will go to hell.16 And there was a vigorous anti-sati movement in India even before the British attempted to abolish the practice (the movement was not led by women but by a Brahmin man). It was also been observed that there were economic reasons for sati. It was most common in Bengal, and it was only in Bengal that a widow without a son had the same rights to the family property formerly possessed by her deceased husband. Surviving family members therefore attempted to protect family property by convincing the widow that it was her duty to join her husband in death (thereby conveniently leaving the property to her husband’s family).17

In recent years opposition to sati in India has grown, but the ceremony has not been abandoned. In 1987 Roop Kanwar, a beautiful eighteen-year-old, college-educated woman, immolated herself with her dead husband’s head on her lap while a crowd estimated at 300,000 watched in admiration. But many Indians were outraged at the death of this young woman, partly because it was reported that she had been injected with morphine before the ceremony, which raised questions about undue influence on the part of her husband’s relatives.18 Following Kanwar’s death the government of Rajasthan, where the sati took place, made it a crime punishable by seven years in prison to “glorify” sati by collecting funds, building a temple, or performing a ceremony to preserve the memory of a person who committed sati; it also decreed that any attempt made to abet an act of sati was punishable by death.19 Many Indians were indignant about this criminalization of the ritual, arguing that a widow’s immolation was a courageous, inspirational tradition that reaffirmed marital devotion and belief in rebirth.20

The point of this example, perhaps overlong in the telling even though greatly oversimplified, is that people in a society can take quite different views of their customs and institutions. It is not only we outsiders who have differing views of sati; so have Indians themselves. A similar disagreement has existed, and indeed still does, in many parts of Africa with regard to the practice of female genital mutilation, generally known as female infibulation, circumcision, or clitoral excision. As noted earlier, in parts of the Sudan, for example, the genitalia of young Nubian girls are still almost completely cut away, and the vaginal opening is sutured closed except for an opening the size of a matchstick for the passage of urine and menstrual blood. Done without anesthesia, the operation is excruciatingly painful, there can be dangerous complications, and some girls die.21 Nubian men are sometimes squeamish about the practice,22 but women have continued to support infibulation despite governmental efforts to abolish it.23 Farther south, in East Africa, the operation does not involve closing the vaginal opening, but it does require excision of the clitoris and both sets of labia—as in Nubia, the pain is terrible. There the operation does not take place until the girls are adolescents, and not every girl is able to stand the pain. Some have to be excised while they are held down by men. For many years, educated East Africans have deplored the practice, and it has been illegal in Kenya for some years. It nevertheless still takes place both in Kenya and elsewhere in Africa.

When I did research among the remote and then quite unacculturated Pokot of northwest Kenya in 1961 and 1962, I could not find a single Pokot woman among the more than sixty I interviewed who would criticize the operation. Some had no idea why the operation was performed, saying only that it was a Pokot custom, but others said that it made childbirth easier and that it did not reduce their sexual satisfaction. (Pokot women at that time typically had sexual relations before being circumcised, but they did not bear children). Pokot men approved of the operation, too. But many Kamba women in central Kenya detested it. Although the Kamba operation, in 1962 at least, was somewhat less extreme than the one carried out by the Pokot, many Kamba women were bitter about the practice, and some refused to participate in it. Furthermore, although Kamba men tended to support the practice, some openly expressed ambivalence about it.

Though the Pokot and Kamba were quite emphatic in their views regarding female genital excision, how people feel about various aspects of their cultures can sometimes be difficult to determine. When a police post was established among the Dugum Dani of highland Irian Java in 1961, Karl Heider, who was then conducting field research among these people, predicted that pacification would only “rechannel” their violence. Heider was convinced that warfare was so central to Dani life that if it were abolished, the result would be an increase of within-group violence, including suicide, which he thought of as a form of hostility directed inward. Heider was wrong, as he later freely admitted. For two years following pacification, there were no suicides and no increase in within-group violence. What is more, the Dani never complained to him about the police-imposed prevention of their presumably all-important practice of warfare.24 The Dani, it seems, were not as devoted to the practice of warfare as Heider had believed.

A useful index of how committed a population, like the Dani, may be to its traditional beliefs and practices is their reaction to colonial contact. Various ethnographers have observed that people in small, traditional societies may willingly give up one of their apparently important practice after only minimal contact with Christian missionaries or European administrators. Societies throughout highland Papua New Guinea (before Australian contact) required that boys go through initiation ceremonies in which they were forced to drink only partly slaked lime that blistered their mouths and throats, were beaten with stinging nettles, were denied water, had barbed grass pushed up their urethras to cause bleeding, were compelled to swallow bent lengths of cane until vomiting was induced, and were required to fellate older men, who also had anal intercourse with them. These ceremonies were generally thought by anthropologists to play a vital role in these societies; but soon after Australian contact took place, several of these societies gave up their violent initiation rituals without apparent reluctance.25 Some men even volunteered the information that they did not regret giving up the more viol t aspects of their initiations.26

Other societies gave up traditional practices just as willingly. Although the highlanders of Papua New Guinea were among the most warlike people ever known, like the Dani many of these populations gave up warfare as soon as Australian police patrols appeared, and sometimes they remained completely pacified as long as a single European was present.27 Sterling Robbins has reported that Auyana men freely admitted that they had been terribly afraid when there had been warfare and that their lives were better since the government prohibited it. Robbins wrote that one man told him that“… he could now eat without looking over his shoulder and could leave his house in the morning to urinate without fear of being shot.”28 Similarly, according to Van Baal, the Marind-anim quickly gave up their practice of anal intercourse after Dutch pressure because, according to Van Baal, the Marind-anim themselves found this behavior repugnant.29

Sometimes, however, evidence of people’s dissatisfaction need not be inferred from their reactions to externally imposed change. Some people clearly, even passionately, say that they dislike their society’s customs or feel guilty about taking part in them. Although men among the Cheyenne Indians of the North American Plains sometimes gangraped an errant wife as custom dictated, many said that they disliked doing so. Some Yanomamo Indians, whose culture exalted ferocity and perpetuated warfare, frankly admitted that they disliked having to live in fear of violent death,30 and Nisa, that outspoken !Kung San woman, found much to criticize about San culture. She even declared that the ways of the San god were “foul.”31

Comparable examples can be drawn from the highlands of Papua New Guinea. Women among the Mae Enga said that they detested the frequent warfare that the men engaged in, no matter how just the cause of the violence might have been,32 and according to Donald Tuzin, Ilahita Arapesh men openly admitted that they felt “deeply shamed” about their treatment of their sons during the physically painful and emotionally terrifying Tambaran initiation ritual.33 Tuzin also quotes an Ilahita Arapesh man as follows: “It is true that sometimes men feel ashamed and guilty over eating good food while their wives go hungry.”34 And Fitzjohn Porter Poole reports this about the Bimin-Kuskusmin practice of cannibalism: “Many Bimin-Kuskusmin men and women whom I interviewed and who admitted to socially proper cannibalistic practices acknowledged considerable ambivalence, horror, and disgust at their own acts. Many persons noted that they had been unable to engage in the act, had not completed it, had vomited or even fainted, or had hidden the prescribed morsel and had lied about consuming it.”35 What is more, Poole observed that on the eleven occasions that he actually witnessed cannibalism among the Bimin-Kuskusmin, they exhibited “extreme reticence and ambivalence” about the act.36

Examples like these could easily be multiplied from societies around the world. People sometimes dislike certain of their traditional practices and give them up if the opportunity arises. In fact, some individuals so dislike a particular custom that they attempt to change it or eliminate it altogether. One of the best-known examples of this phenomenon occurred in 1819 when members of the Hawaiian aristocracy and priesthood intentionally violated some of their most central and sacred taboos. The Hawaiian taboo system imposed many proscriptions that regulated the conduct of the nobility and commoners alike. Many foods, such as bananas and coconuts, were forbidden to women, and the two sexes could not eat together. It was these food taboos that paramount chief Liholiho and his high priest Hewahewa chose to violate. Alfred Kroeber concluded that this act was due to what he called “culture fatigue” he believed that the Hawaiians were simply tired of their burdensome system of taboos.37 Subsequent analyses have indicated that although many Hawaiians did find their taboo system to be onerous, complex social, political, and economic factors, including Western contact, were also involved in the decision to abolish it.38

This Hawaiian illustration shows that a few individuals can eradicate an unwanted or troublesome aspect of their culture, but these individuals were not ordinary people but were chiefs, nobles, and priests, and people like these have often been able to bring about social change. For example, Leo Pospisil described how a wealthy man among the Kapauku of the highlands of Papua New Guinea was able to change his society’s incest rules—rules that were enforced by a penalty of death—because he wanted to marry a comely woman who would otherwise have been denied to him.39 Some African kings made and remade customs almost willy-nilly. Shaka Zulu is a particularly well known example, but there were many others.

However, sometimes customs are so tenaciously defended that even people of power and influence can do nothing to change them. The Skidi Pawnee Indians of Nebraska (a tribe of perhaps 5,000 people), like their Caddoan-speaking neighbors to the south, sacrificed human beings for religious purposes.40 Whether in response to a priest’s request that a sacrifice be conducted to prevent misfortune or simply because a warrior who had captured someome from another society chose to offer the captive for sacrifice to propitiate the sacred Morning Star, the unfortunate victims—men, women, children, and even infants—were tied to a scaffold and tortured before they were killed and dismembered.

Sometime in the early nineteenth century, Knife Chief, the political leader of the Skidi Pawnee and a greatly respected man, decided that human sacrifice was cruel and unnecessary. Whether he did so simply because he was a compassionate man or because he had been influenced by his occasional contacts with white Americans is not known. What is known is that he began to speak against the practice, and in 1817 he attempted to halt the sacrifice of a captive girl. Just before the torture of the young victim was about to begin, Knife Chief’s son, by all accounts the most honored warrior among the Skidi Pawnee, stepped in front of the girl and declared that it was his father’s wish that she be set free. As the Pawnee audience looked on in amazement, he freed the girl, threw her on his horse, and delivered her safely to her own people. A year later, father and son again prevented a sacrifice—this time of a ten-year-old Spanish boy—by ransoming the captive from a warrior who was determined to offer the child for sacrifice.

As courageous, determined, and influential as Knife Chief and his son were, their efforts to put an end to the practice of human sacrifice failed. Led by their priests, the Skidi Pawnee continued to propitiate the Morning Star by sacrificing human captives at least until 1834 and perhaps much longer. Knife Chief and his son had failed, but they stand as striking examples of individuals who did everything in their power to change a custom that they found abhorrent even though that custom was held sacred by the rest of the society.41

The preceding examples are meant to illustrate the fact that people in small, traditional societies object to some aspects of their culture, just as people do in complex, postindustrial societies like our own. If there were to be a worldwide opinion poll of people’s satisfaction with their customs or their lives, it is very likely that people in various societies would express quite different levels of satisfaction. When Gallup’s organization actually conducted such a poll in several western European countries, that is what they found,42 and surveys in the United States have often reported substantial differences in verbal expressions of life satisfaction in different parts of the country as well as among various age and ethnic groups.43 Determining how satisfied people from radically different cultures may be with their lives would be a difficult undertaking, but it might not be an impossible one, at least within relatively homogeneous culture areas. Even if such a survey were never carried out, the principle it rests upon is nonetheless important. People do evaluate various aspects of their lives, including specific practices that their cultures require of them, and a systematic appraisal of their evaluations would almost certainly show that people in some societies are far more satisfied with the various aspects of their cultures than are people in others. However, we need not rely on people’s vocal expressions of displeasure about their lives because their actions sometimes offer more compelling evidence about how effective certain social systems are in meeting the needs of their members.

When people’s needs are not met, they may feel aliena ted. Few concepts have generated more widespread interest in the West than alienation. Although the larger part of the thousands of published items relating to this concept focus on the West, a sufficient number relate to non-Western societies to leave no doubt that feelings of meaninglessness, powerlessness, normlessness, social isolation, and estrangement from one’s culture have been experienced by people in many parts of the world.44 Sometimes people’s sense of alienation or dysphoria, as it is also known—can lead to such apathy that essential tasks are left undone. Dysphoria has often been associated with the excessive use of alcohol or other drugs. Of course, heavy drinking is not always a product of dysphoria or alienation. Long before the Cheyenne Indians were defeated by U.S. military forces and while their warlike culture was still proudly intact, they sometimes drank to such excess that whole bands were too drunk to feed themselves, and warriors were occasionally so intoxicated that they had to be tied to their horses so that they could escape from attacks by the U.S. Cavalry.45 Drinking can have positive social functions, as many scholars have shown, but this kind of drunkenness by the Cheyenne would be difficult to construe as adaptive.46 When some American Indian societies were defeated and confined to reservations, many individuals became depressed and in their unhappiness drank to excess. It is possible to argue that a retreat into the gentle fog of inebriation might be adaptive for people undergoing severe culture loss, but for so many of these Indians, there was nothing gentle about their drunkenness.

The alcohol-related death rate among American Indians in the United States in 1982 was almost three times that of the nation as a whole, and in some tribes the rate was even higher. Among the Coast Salish of British Columbia ten years ago, 80 percent of all accidental and violent deaths were associated with alcohol, and 7 percent died of cirrhosis of the liver versus 1.3 percent for the general population.47 I 1989 so many Indian women in the United States were drinking alcohol that their death rate from cirrhosis of the liver had almost matched that of Indian men, and it far exceeded the national average. In the United States as a whole, between 1 and 3 babies out of each 1,000 are born with fetal alcohol syndrome, but among some Plains Indian tribes the rate is 10 per 1,000.48 It is difficult to imagine how it could possibly be adaptive for any population to have 1 percent of its children born with fetal alcohol syndrome. Reports of equally maladaptive uses of alcohol are readily available from many parts of the world.

Profoundly disaffected people may have recourse to all manner of socially disruptive actions, from theft or homocide to blasphemy or false accusations, but a common outcome is suicide, which has been reported to occur in all but a handful of societies. Some motives for suicide, such as altruism or revenge, may not represent cultural protest or estrangement, but suicide often results from and gives expression to alienation, a sense of the meaninglessness of one’s life, or refusal to accept a culturally approved practice such as wife beating or the kind of arranged marriage in which the bride is forced to marry a man she does not like. Among the Lusi-Kaliai of West New Britain, wives who are badly beaten by their husbands often express anger or despair, and some run away, but their kinsmen are likely to force them to return out of fear that failure to do so would compel them to surrender the brideprice given them by the husbands’ relatives. Confronted by such an impasse, the distraught wife may kill herself.49 In parts of East Africa, a woman who was forced by her father and brothers to marry a man she found repellent—a common occurrence—might also run away, and as among e Lusi-Kaliai, her relatives would force her to return for fear of losing the bridewealth. These women, too, sometimes hanged themselves, leaving no doubt how they felt about the custom of arranged marriage.50

In most societies, suicide is an uncommon event, but it can sometimes occur with such frequency that social survival is imperiled. The rise in suicides among young black men in the United States during the past two decades has elicited widespread concern,51 and suicides have occurred so frequently among young people in Samoa and Truk in recent years that the situation has been characterized as epidemic.52 Frequent resort to suicide is not confined to societies that are undergoing Westernization or the stresses of urban poverty and racism. People in some small, traditional societies also kill themselves frequently. The loss of a friend, relative, or spouse to suicide can be deeply troubling to survivors and may lead to social conflict of various kinds, but the occurrence of a few suicides should not threaten a society’s viability.53 However, it is not the case, as some anthropologists have declared, that suicide is always a rare event, nor one that offers no threat to a society’s viability.54 Among the Bimin-Kuskusmin of highland Papua New Guinea, suicide occurs so often that, according to Poole, “its genesis, prevention, and ultimate social costs are of paramount concern to the Bimin-Kuskusmin.”55 Ten percent of all deaths known to Poole during the six generations prior to his field research were due to suicide, and some suicides, such as those of children, may not have been reported. This is a dangerously high percentage and one that deeply troubled the Bimin-Kuskusmin. What is more remarkable, during the twenty-four months of Poole’s field research in the early 1970s, thirty of the fifty-eight deaths that occurred—a startling 57 percent of the total—were suicides. In addition to these actual suicides, many people threatened suicide, and others attempted to kill themselves but failed. For example, while Poole was with these people, eleven women killed themselves, and another sixty-seven women made ninety-three serious threats to do so. In addition, two children between the ages of 5 and 7 attempted suicide. It is little wonder that the Bimin-Kuskusmin were concerned. Try to imagine a two-year period in any Western society during which 57 percent of all deaths were due to suicide.

Except for the rare “altruistic” suicide of a failed ritual leader or a heroic warrior, the Bimin-Kuskusmin strongly deplored suicide and did everything they could to prevent it by making the actual act or the failed attempt highly stigmatizing. In spite of these measures, Bimin-Kuskusmin killed themselves at an unprecedented rate. Most suicides were by men in the 23-to-34 age range who found the demands of their culture for manliness too great to bear. Strength, power, bravery, self-control, and influence over others were highly prized, and men who failed to meet these cultural standards for masculinity expressed “resentment” about the demands the culture put upon them.56 Women, who killed themselves less often than men, did so primarily because they were dissatisfied with the conditions of married life. As was noted earlier, many Bimin-Kuskusmin found their practice of ritual cannibalism repugnant. It is evident that an extraordinary number of these people found that life in BiminKuskusmin society was not worth living.

Consider the despondent peasants who lived in the small county of T’an-ch’eng in northeastern China in 1670. As described so evocatively by Jonathan Spence, the suffering of these people was extreme even for rural China. Ravaged by bandits, droughts, floods, locusts, epidemics, killing frosts, and finally, a devastating earthquake, the population of the county decreased from 200,000 in 1620 to 60,000 in 1670. Over the same period the area of land under cultivation fell by two-thirds. Many peasants starved, and others survived only by becoming cannibals.57 When Huang Liu-hung arrived in 1670 to take up his duties as magistrate, he found a population whose lives had lost all meaning. He wrote that “many people held their lives to be of no value,” and he was horrified to hear “every day” that someone had committed suicide. He was so alarmed by these suicides that he tried to shame the survivors out of killing themselves by posting proclamations throughout the county that accused the peasants of having no respect for their own lives. He threatened to leave the bodies of those who committed suicide where they died “as food for the flies and maggots.”58

People who are truly despondent about the conditions of their lives often seek release from their despair in drunkenness or suicide, as the people of T’an-ch’eng did, but sometimes people take more constructive actions in an attempt to revitalize their culture. Revitalization movements, as anthropologists have called these attempts to renew or repair one’s culture, have occurred throughout the world. For example, when the proud and powerful tribes of the Iroquois Confederation in New York and Canada were eventually defeated and confined to reservations, they began to drink heavily whenever they could, and their drinking was accompanied by murderous violence. When sober, they tended to be depressed and suicidal. Despondent and disunited, they believed that their misfortune was the work of witches among them. But instead of destroying themselves as others did, they adopted a new religion proposed by the prophet Handsome Lake. Handsome Lake and his followers designed a way of life that led to the renaissance of Iroquois society and culture.59 Many other populations that have experienced a degradation in their way of life have taken similar steps to renew their old culture or design a new and more satisfying one. Many of the ethnic minorities of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union are currently attempting such a revitalization, and other populations, such as Islamic fundamentalists, are attempting to revitalize their religions as well as their societies.

We are likely to think of people in small, traditional societies as being emotionally and psychologically committed to their way of life, and in fact this is often the case. People in many societies refer to themselves as “the people” and regard all others as alien and repellent, if not downright subhuman. The Hopi Indians, for example, who have long believed that their way of life is superior to all others, continue to maintain cultural barriers that separate themselves from all other people. Not only the Hopi but many people believe that their way of life is the only one, and in many parts of the world today, commitment to one’s ethnic group and religion is growing in intensity, surprising many who in post-Enlightenment optimism expected such devotions to diminish as rationalism grew.60 Even the miserable Ik of Uganda, who were quite literally starving to death when Colin Turnbull visited them in the mid 1960s, preferred to stay together and die rather than move away from their sacred mountain in search of food and survival.

It is true that many societies—even the people of Duddie’s Branch—not only command the emotional commitment of their members but are closed to outsiders.61 An outsider cannot become a Hopi any more than a European can become a Japanese. But other societies are more open and have long attracted people to them from other cultures. For example, the tribal boundaries in Kenya that have seemed so pronounced to many observers (and that continue to generate social conflict) were in large measure the product of the administrative needs of the colonial government. Before the advent of colonial rule, ethnic affiliations were more fluid, with trade and intermarriage regularly taking place among many culturally and linguistically distinct populations.62 A similar phenomenon occurred in South Africa.63 Indeed, human history has been marked as much by population movement as by closed societies that zealously defend their homelands against outsiders. For one thing, trade has taken place almost everywhere in the world, and traders sometimes settle down in foreign societies, as French and American “mountain men” often did in various North American Indian societies.64.

Population movement also occurs because individuals and small groups of kinsmen may hive off from the larger society to avoid conflict, improve their subsistence, or escape some unwanted activity such as feuding or taxation. The membership of bands among hunting and gathering societies such as the Dogrib, Inuit, Mbuti, Australian Aborigines, and San is quite fluid. Among the !Kung San described by Richard Lee, each year 13 percent of the population made a permanent residential shift from one camp to another, and another 35 percent of the people divided their time between two or more camps.65 There are many reasons why people like these have chosen to change their band affiliation, but displeasure with the beliefs and behaviors of members of their previous band must number among them. Sometimes large groups such as Bantu-speakers throughout Africa or Polynesians in Oceania have migrated to escape from a tyrannical chief, but on other occasions only an individual or a small family will leave the remainder of the society behind to live separately. Men often lived alone for long periods among the Hadza hunting and gathering people of Tanzania,66 and recently a woman and her two daughters were discovered living entirely on their own as nomadic gatherers in the vast Manu National Park of southeastern Peru.67 Sometimes people such as these have been exiled, but others appear to have been so estranged that they preferred to live alone.

It cannot be estimated how many people who leave the society in which they were born and enculturated did so because that society was not meeting one or more of their needs, but the phenomenal growth of cities throughout the world suggests that this must often have been the case. It is common for people to migrate to cities, expecting to achieve wealth and then return home.68 Some of these people, like those in the young city of Jos in northern Nigeria, remain there unwillingly, still hoping to return to their native villages,69 but other people throughout the world have sought out cities to escape some unwanted aspect of village life and have remained in those cities because they preferred to. When a squatter in the squalid slums of Manila was asked whether he would not prefer to be back in his province where he could see coconut trees and rice fields and feel the sea breezes, the man replied, in words that must have been uttered the world over, “But life in the province is dull.”70 Whether to escape boredom or for some other reason, untold millions have migrated to cities in search of better lives.71

When people are dissatisfied with their cultures, they can express their distate by, among other things, a dysphoric retreat from it-an act of suicide—or they can emigrate. They can also remain active members of the society but engage in social protest or rebellion. Children, needless to say, regularly protest against the newly experienced constraints of their culture, and sometimes they band together to lash out at adults, hut in most small-scale or folk societies by the time children reach puberty, they are sufficiently in their culture’s thrall that all but a few endure adolescence, including painful initiation, without major protest and eagerly look foward to taking on adult roles. Sometimes, however, the system goes awry, as it did among the Samburu of northern Kenya.72

The Samburu were warlike, Maasai-speaking cattleherders, whose young men had traditionally served as warriors protecting the rest of the tribe and its cattle against raids by neighboring tribesmen. Organized by age-grades, these young men lived in warrior encampments that served as military outposts on the Samburu borders. Life in these camps could be exciting, with the ever-present prospect of warfare and heroism. The British colonial government of Kenya prohibited cattle raiding, but their control was only partially effective, and raids sometimes still took place. What is more, encampments of unmarried women were established near the warriors’ camps. The combination of romance and glory made this situation quite tolerable for a while, but the greatest goal for Samburu men was not to remain lifelong warriors but to marry, accumulate many wives and cattle, and live prosperous and respectable lives as married men. However, Samburu society was gerontocratic, and the elders who wielded power were in no hurry to allow the warriors to marry and settle down. For one thing, older married men coveted the same young women as wives that the warriors already had as lovers. For another, the more warriors who remained on active service, the safer the married men’s herds were from enemy raids.

This system was viable only as long as the warriors and their lovers were content, and when the elders continued to deny an age-set of warriors the right to marry (sometimes until they were in their thirties), there were open protests and near rebellion. Warriors went on unauthorized cattle raids that provoked retaliation against the elders’ herds and fines from the government, they seduced the young wives of married men, and these excitable young warriors even posed a continuing threat of violence against the elders themselves. A Samburu warrior was taught to respect elders and to aspire to become one, but the main thing that prevented outright revolution was a belief, shared by all Samburu, that elders possessed the supernatural power to place a deadly curse on any young person who offended. The power of this curse held the Samburu society together, however precariously, but unmarried men and women made their dislike of the system plain. As anthropologist Paul Spencer, who studied the Samburu in the later 1950s, put it, the British-imposed ban on warfare as well as the frustrations the warriors endured at the hands of the elders had turned them into “angry young men.”73 Of course, because the Samburu had not been studied before British pacification, it is possible that their warriors had always chafed under the frustrations of prolonged bachelorhood.

Generational conflict has occurred in the smallest, most egalitarian societies as well as in the largest and most stratified ones, but as much as young people have been dissatisfied with their cultures, women have typically been even more discontented. The extent to which women accept and value their culturally prescribed roles varies from society to society, but in a good many of them, women have been quite unhappy and have (not without justification, I might add) blamed men for their plight. Women have launched spirited verbal and even physical assaults against their husbands in various parts of the world, but with rare exceptions men physically dominate women, and they are often far from gentle about it. As a result, when women protest, they usually do so indirectly. Sometimes women consciously adopt a sick role, as in susto (or fright sickness, common in Latin America), to escape, if only temporarily, from the burdens of their lives. Writing about the Zapotec of Oaxaca, Douglas Uzzell concluded that women who claimed to suffer from susto were able to withdraw from ordinary relationships—including beatings from their husbands—because the illness was thought to be fatal unless the patient was indulged.74

In many parts of Africa, women who objected to their husbands’ dominance chose (often consciously, there is good reason to believe) to become possessed by spirits instead of adopting a sick role. Once possessed, these women (frequently speaking in tongues) demanded material goods from their husbands, and they sometimes dressed as men or ridiculed them as well.75 In order to rid themselves of the spirits, whose continued presence could prove fatal (depriving husbands of the valuable resource and investment that a wife represented), men regularly acceded to their wives’ demands. Spirit possession, which occurs in many parts of the world in addition to Africa, allows women to protest against the circumstances of their lives and to receive at least temporary benefits; like claiming a sick role, it can be an effective form of protest. Another form of indirect protest was practiced by women among the Awald ’Ali Bedouin in Egypt’s western desert. Distressed by the cultural constraints of arranged marriage and enforced segregation, these women indulged in various kinds of irreverent discourse about men and masculinity, including oral lyric poetry that discreetly but pointedly ridiculed, chided, and sometimes excoriated men.76

Women have also taken aggressive action against what they have perceived as intolerable behavior on the part of men. From Ulithi Atoll in Micronesia to the Inuit of the far north, aggrieved women sometimes gathered together to direct obscene and abusive taunts and songs against men. Women among the Andean people who were first incorporated into the Inca Empire and later subjugated to Spanish colonial rule protested against the misery of their lives in a number of ways. Sometimes they became so desperate that they preferred suicide to a tormented life.77 Other Andean women preferred killing their own children to allowing a new generation to suffer under the rule of colonial officials. Those who did so killed their sons rather than their daughters to protest the manifold ways in which men had betrayed them. Still other women fled with their children to inaccessible regions where they established an underground culture of resistance to colonial rule.78

Among the Samburu (whose warriors, as we have seen, were also discontented) bands of twenty or so women would sing ribaldly abusive and threatening songs outside the house of an elder who, for instance, was unusually harsh with his wives.79 In other parts of Africa, women’s protests could become particularly overt and even painful.80 When women among the Igbo of Nigeria were offended by something a man did (such as mistreating his wife or infringing on women’s economic rights), they would gather at his household where they danced and sang abusive songs that detailed his offenses (and not infrequently questioned his masculinity). They would also pound on the walls of his house, and if he came outside to object, they would even rough him up a bit. All this would continue until the man apologized and promised not to repeat his offenses.81 Among the Bakweri of West Cameroon, if a woman was offended by a man, she might call out all the women of the village, who then descended on the culprit and demanded an apology and recompense.82 A similar phenomenon occurred among the Kamba of Kenya, whose women were ordinarily quite subservient to their harshly domineering husbands.83 However, when Kamba women felt that something had taken place to endanger their crops or their general well-being and that the all-male council of elders had failed to remedy the problem, they would gather together and take direct action. Beating large drums and flailing thorny boughs about them, they would march on the offender to make their demands. Any man who was incautious enough to get in their way would become the target of verbal abuse, and some were even assaulted physically. In apparent recognition of the legitimacy of the women’s indignation, the usually dominant Kamba men meekly acquiesced.84

Like the Kamba, men among the Pokot of Kenya thoroughly dominated women during the course of everyday life; indeed, a husband rarely hesitated to beat his wife, sometimes severely, and it was considered his right to do so. Pokot women often expressed their anger to one another but typically seemed resigned to a life of subservience. It was common for them to remark, with as much fatalism as anger, that “we cannot rule men, we can only hate them.” But sometimes when a man’s abuse of his wife went beyond the very generous bounds of husbandly rights, the wife could and did organize other women to “shame” her husband, as the Pokot put it.85 If, for example, a man beat his wife excessively or failed to have sexual intercourse with her, she and the other women could tie him up while he slept; they then not only ridiculed and reviled him with every imaginable obscenity, but one woman after another showed their genitals to him—something that was ordinarily unthinkable among the Pokot—then urinated and even defecated on him before beating his testicles with small sticks. Finally, they would cut larger sticks and threaten to beat him even more severely. It was not until his wife intervened to halt the beating (no doubt with crocodile tears in her eyes) and the now thoroughly chastened man agreed to allow the women to slaughter and eat his favorite ox (something else that was ordinarily unthinkable) that the women would finally agree to release the man. Throughout this public event, men would make no attempt to intervene. Instead, they found that they were needed elsewhere.

It goes without saying that men have also expressed their antagonism toward women during a variety of ritual occasions, and in many societies men and women joined together in ritual protest against the conduct of their leaders or sometimes against the very idea of political authority. A.J.F. Kobben has described the trial, punishment, and public humiliation of an unpopular headman among the Djuka, a Maroon society of Surinam,86 and Waud Kracke wrote about a parallel case among the Kagwahiv, a small horticultural population in the Amazonian forest, who also rejected their leader because he behaved peremptorily and demanded privileges that were unacceptable to his followers.87 Even people who lived as foragers in small bands that lack recognized leaders or positions of authority may protest against one or another aspect of their culture by refusing to behave as their fellows regularly implore them to do. For example, all hunting and gathering societies follow a principle of generalized reciprocity by sharing food. The necessity of sharing food is inculcated very early and is stressed throughout life not only by praising those who do share but by ridiculing and even threatening those who do not. Yet despite relentless pressure to share, it quite often happens that people do not.

The San, for example, consistenly exhorted one another to share, but they often failed to do so,88 and the Sirionó of eastern Bolivia, despite their strong cultural emphasis on sharing, rarely actually did so unless food was abundant. It was noted earlier that the Sirionó ate food alone during the night or in the forest rather than share it and that women hid food in their vaginas.89 Among the Mbuti Pygmies, food sharing was also a paramount value, but in reality food was often shared so grudgingly that Turnbull wrote, “It would be a rare Mbuti woman who did not conceal a portion of the catch in case she was forced to share with others.”90 The refusal to share food in the face of every inducement to do so would appear to be evidence of dissatisfaction with a preeminent cultural value.

Rebellious antagonism toward authority has frequently been ritualized. Max Gluckman popularized the term “rituals of rebellion” to refer to ceremonies in which women behaved aggressively toward men and those during which subjects derided their king.91 Edward Norbeck preferred the term “rituals of apparent conflict,” and this designation appears to be more apt because these ceremonies involved symbolic protest, not actual rebellion, and they also served other purposes, such as healing, the resolution of disputes, and rites of status transition.92 People in many African kingdoms participated in annual ceremonies during which their king was ritually ridiculed and reviled in a collective expression of public discontent, but these ceremonies fell well short of actual rebellion because they eventually reaffirmed the legitimacy of royal rule. Other societies have delegated the expression of antagonism toward authority to a jester, who, like the “public vituperator” among the Plateau Thonga of Mozambique, was allowed to insult and accuse a chief with impunity.93 The Society of Fools in medieval Europe played a similar role, as did clowns in Samoa, who were allowed to ridicule their political leaders without fear of retaliation.94 So it was for the “fool dancers” of the Kwakiutl Indians of America’s northwest coast, the Koyemshi society of clowns of the Zuni Indians, and many similar groups.95

The actions of these clowns, like those taken in collective rituals, represent a good measure of dissatisfaction with authority even though they do not involve overt rebellion. However, during some ceremonies people do become violent. King Henry IV of England was very nearly killed by masked Christmas mummers,96 and violence was a common feature of the pre-Lenten carnival ceremonies of West Indian slaves. 97 The threat to authority posed by masked revelers during carnival in the French town of Romans in 1580 has been described in detail by French historian Emmanuel LeRoy Ladurie.98 Every year the people of Romans staged two carnivals. The one engaged in by wealthy nobles involved rituals of reversal but was entirely peaceful. The carnival of the poor commoners was quite different. It involved serious social protest against such things as the heavy taxes imposed on commoners by the tax-exempt nobles and clergy. The nobles recognized the threat posed by the commoners’ carnival protest. One of their leaders said, “The poor want to take all our earthly goods and our women, too; they want to kill us, perhaps even eat our flesh.”99 Such threats were not confined to late sixteenthcentury France. The disrespect for authority and the threat of violence during Carnival or the Christmas season alarmed the wealthy and powerful members of many societies, including those in contemporary American cities who clamped down on mummers (Philadelphia) and who recently imposed many restrictions on Mardi Gras revelers (New Orleans).100

Social fission, secession, and disbandment have been commonplace occurrences in small-scale societies, as was the internal conflict that led to disharmony and social disruption.101 It is not uncommon for people’s dissatisfaction with some aspect of their lives to become so profound that they attempt to kill their political and religious leaders or other people who are thought to be the cause of their distress. Like many other people whose social and economic circumstances have become troubled, Mayan Indians in the township of Teklum in Mexico killed many suspected witches despite the efforts of Mexican police to prevent these homicides.102 And, of course, the orgies of witch killing in Africa and Europe need no retelling here. But it is not only persons thought guilty of sorcery or witchcraft who become victims when a population is discontented. Many categories of objectionable people become likely targets: merchants, strangers, and people who profess a different religion, practice a suspicious trade (like smith or healer), or are racially different.

Religious and political leaders may be vulnerable, too. Among the southern Nilo-Hamitic pastoralists of East Africa, prophets had enormous influence because of their ability to divine and make rain. Prophets used their supernatural powers to plan cattle raids and to determine when it would be propitious to plant crops and conduct circumcision ceremonies. When their divinatory predictions were successful, prophets were treated with great respect and received many economic benefits. But prophets were also feared because of their mystic powers, which were often thought to include witchcraft. 103 If their prophecies failed, they could be killed. As recently as 1962, many Pokot said that they revered their prophet and would obey any command he gave, but a previous prophet was killed when his prophecies failed.

When people are discontented, political leaders from head men to kings have also frequently been killed despite—sometimes because of—their power. As we saw, in only a dozen years Shaka transformed the Zulu from a small, insignificant tribe to an empire with considerable wealth and great military power. Early in his reign Shaka was extremely popular. When he was wounded (by men from a conquered tribe), some 30,000 people assembled to grieve, but over the years his popularity waned as he killed his own people ever more capriciously and often. Eventually, his reign became one of unrelieved terror. He also began to mismanage his army. When his beloved mother died, Shaka became unhinged. After ordering ten of his mother’s hand-maidens buried alive with her, he gave orders that led to the death of thousands of his subjects.104 He then declared a period of mourning for his mother during which time no crops could be planted and no milk could be drunk; sexual relations were to cease as well, and any woman found to be pregnant was to be killed. The public outcry was so great that Shaka ended the mourning edicts after three months, but Zulu displeasure with their increasingly bizarre king emboldened his half-brothers to assassinate him. He was buried in an unmarked grave, and the Zulu people rejoiced.105

As so-called social bandits have done in many parts of the world, disaffected populations have often focused their indignation on the wealthy.106 The fourteenth-century English peasants were so embittered by high taxes, corruption, and seemingly unending war that they formed lawless bands that ravaged the English countryside, and the legend of Robin Hood once again became popular with all save the rich. A similar pattern developed in nineteenth-century Ethiopia, other parts of Africa, and the Middle East.107 The wealthy have been killed in violent uprisings in states the world over, and they were often not safe in small tribal societies, either. To take but one example the Kapauku of Papua New Guinea highly valued the accumulation of wealth, which brought with it respect and influence, but if wealthy men were not sufficiently generous, they could be killed, and they frequently were.108

As the chapters of world history so dolorously record, it was a rare year in our past when people somewhere on earth were not in overt rebellion against their government. When Pitirim Sorokin reviewed twenty-four centuries of European history, he found that there were only four peaceful years for every one of civil strife. Other parts of the world were even less stable.109 Between 1961 and 1968, civil violence was reported in all but 7 of the world’s 121 largest nations, and over the past two centuries, ten of the world’s most bloody conflicts were civil wars or rebellions. During the first two decades after the end of World War II, there were more attempts to overthrow governments than there were national elections.110

Whether the reason for their rebellious rage was hunger, taxation, governmental venality, police brutality, or some other perceived injustice or inequity, slaves, peasants, and the urban poor have fought to change their societies. Often they have failed. Spartacus’s slave rebellion resulted in the deaths of 30,000 slaves, 6,000 of whom were crucified, and it did not end slavery in the Roman Republic or Empire. The Maroons in Surinam, on the other hand, found their freedom, even though the institution of slavery remained, but Toussaint L’Ouverture’s slave rebellion on Haiti led to the abolition of slavery, though not oppression, in that still unfortunate country.

Although most peasant uprisings failed to bring about lasting social or cultural change, some were more successful.111 The anti-Manchu Taiping rebellion—led by a man who thought himself to be the son of God and younger brother of Jesus Christ—laid waste to twelve of China’s provinces and cost between twenty and forty million lives, but after fourteen years of fighting, the Manchus had lost most of their control over China. Other revolutions in Mexico, France, and the United States brought about significant political changes, as did communist revolutions in Russia, China, Cuba, and elsewhere. The dramatic anticommunist revolutions of 1990 and 1991 in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union have also brought about fundamental social, economic, and political change. Whether rebellions succeed or fail and whether the changes they bring about are lasting or temporary, the fact remains that throughout history people have disliked some aspects of their society enough to risk their lives in an attempt to change them. Rebellion is a melancholy staple of human existence.

The point of this chapter is not that all people everywhere dislike the societies in which they live. Surely, all people are dissatisfied with something in their lives much of the time, but populations differ in the extent and intensity of their discontent. Norwegians and Swedes may not be the most satisfied people in Europe, as Naroll concluded, but despite their heavy consumption of alcohol, high rates of depression and suicide, and complaints about taxation, most of what they say and do suggests that most of them are indeed quite content with their lives, something that cannot be said of people in many contemporary societies, such as the former Soviet Union or, for that matter, Russian in Czarist times. When the Marquis de Custine traveled to Russia in 1839, he stopped over in a hotel in Lübeck, where the landlord tried to dissuade him from going to Russia, saying that it must be a “bad country.” The German based this opinion on his observation that when Russian visitors arrived in Germany after leaving Russia, they had a gay and easy air, “like … birds let loose from their cages.” But when it came time for these same Russians to return to Russia, they became gloomy and morose.112 How Russians felt about their motherland in 1839 was more complex than this innkeeper knew, but there was discontent even then, and the passing years were to demonstrate how profoundly dissatisfied with their society many Russians were and, it seems safe to say, still are.

To recapitulate, people everywhere express varying degrees of dissatisfaction with certain dimensions of their lives. Sometimes their discontent involves no more than ambivalence about a particular custom, but some discontent leads to self-destruction or violent rebellion. What matters most for our concern with the feasibility of evaluating social and cultural systems is that through their words and deeds people make their own evaluations, and by so doing, they provide evidence of the extent to which those social and cultural systems are failing to meet the needs of their members.

A society whose members are perpetually intoxicated, capriciously murderous, or frequently suicidal must change, or both the system and its population will cease to exist. When discontented people take steps to transform some of their institutions to end internecine destructiveness, the result can be a more effective social and cultural system; but it is not legitimate—indeed it is tautologous—to conclude that all discontent is therefore adaptive. Not all systems require major changes (at least not in the short run), and discontent so extreme that it leads to rebellion is not an indication of a well-adapted society. There are no perfectly adapted societies, all fail to some degree to meet all of the needs of their members, and all could crumble under sufficient competitive pressure, but those whose members are reasonably content are more likely to survive than those whose members are not, just as those that can make necessary changes without violent rebellion are better adapted than those that cannot.


Chapter 7
The Death of Populations, Societies, and Cultures
 [image: Image]

The story of Ishi, the last surviving Yahi Indian, poignantly illustrates the annihilation of a small society. When Ishi walked out of the hills of northern California in 1911, his unforgettable dignity and humanity impressed all who came to know him. At first exhausted, emaciated, and terrified, he was dressed in tatters. He later dressed in a shirt and tie but kept his feet bare. Eventually he wore shoes as well and was on his way, albeit very slowly, to enjoying his life among white Americans when he died of tuberculosis in 1916. His death to a foreign disease was a suitable reminder of the devastation that Euro-American guns and diseases had visited on his people.

The Yahi Indians apparently lived in northern California for over 2,000 years before the arrival of more numerous people, such as the Wintu, forced them to abandon their game-rich valleys and move into the more isolated foothills of Mt. Lassen. Always a small tribe, there were probably only 400 Yahi left when white settlers arrived in the nineteenth century. The Yahi were unique among North American Indians in that they alone released arrows from their bows as the Mongols did, with the bow almost parallel to the ground and the palm of the hand that drew the bowstring facing up. They were hunters and foragers who also caught fish, usually salmon, in the fast, cold streams that fed into the Sacramento River and from there into the sea. As far as it is possible to tell, they led a rewarding life. Despite the complexities of having two separate dialects, one for men and another for women—a phenomenon known from only two or three other parts of the world—there was apparently little antagonism among the Yahi, who were sufficiently committed to their way of life to hold out against armed white men longer than any other North American Indian society.1

The Yahi were a peaceful people who were neither organized nor equipped for war. Their only weapons were the bows and arrows and spears they used for hunting and fishing. When the first whites encountered the Yahi, their reception was friendly, but when more settlers arrived in the mid 1850s, followed by the unruly men who trekked west during the Gold Rush, the Yahi were hunted and shot down like animals. They fought back with remarkable courage, but the guns, numbers, and ferocity of the white men were too much. By the 1880s only fifteen or sixteen Yahi were left alive, and after 1894 there were only five, including Ishi and his invalid mother. By 1911 all except Ishi were dead, dying one by one by drowning in the rushing streams or falling victim to a bear or mountain lion. Their isolation in remote mountains, where stronger tribes had forced them to live, had given them a chance to prolong their independence; but their decision to fight for their way of life instead of surrendering to the whites, as most other California Indian peoples did, meant that their culture might die with them. If the Yahi way of life had a flaw, it lay in their courage and cultural commitment. Instead of agreeing to live under white rule, they resisted, and their bravery led to some military successes that only increased the genocidal rage of the whites. A complex and rewarding way of life came to an end not, as far as one can tell, because it contained pathological beliefs or inadequate institutions but because it stood in the way of an immensely larger number of people with superior weapons who believed that all Indians who opposed them should be killed.2

All but a very few humans have found it necessary to live in groups, and these groups have invariably developed their own cultures and languages. For many humans, perhaps the majority, the institutions, beliefs, and practices that constitute their society, culture, and language give their lives such meaning and coherence that to live without them would be terribly difficult and, for some, perhaps not possible at all. It is not uncommon for a population to think of itself as the best people on earth, even the only people on earth, and what defines its superiority is its customs, customs that bind people together, that give them joy and strength and purpose, customs so right that they need never change. There are such populations, known to us by such names as the Hopi, Maasai, Maori, and Yahi.

This is so obviously a truism that we express no surprise when people retain their cultures and languages over hundreds of years despite rapid environmental changes, conquest, or prolonged oppression. In spite of centuries of military occupation and foreign domination, Koreans have retained their culture and language. So did the Han Chinese, Gypsies, Poles, Armenians, Jews, and many others. The Kikuyu resisted British colonialism longer than any other people in Kenya and suffered great loss of life as a result, but the Kikuyu retained their social institutions, their culture, and their vitality with such success that they have been the most powerful ethnic group in that country for at least four decades. The Cham of Southeast Asia have a long history of struggling to maintain their Islamic religion and culture. When the Champa Kingdom in South Vietnam was defeated in 1471, most of the Cham people fled to Cambodia, where they again faced persecution culminating in genocide under the Khmer Rouge rule of 1975 to 1979 (approximately 90,000 of the 250,000 Cham in Cambodia were killed). A few thousand of the survivors migrated to the United States, where they are so determined to retain their strict Islamic culture that they would rather lose some of the children to inherited genetic diseases (mainly Thalassemia) than prohibit their preferred form of first-cousin marriage and risk, as they see it, the loss of an essential component of their way of life.3

Many other societies of all sizes and levels of social complexity have managed to thrive despite extreme stresses of all kinds. Yet there are populations whose customs have left them discontented, depressed, apathetic, angry, or rebellious, and not all of these societies have thrived. In fact, not all have survived. Sociocultural systems and populations that fail to perpetuate themselves provide the most extreme evidence of maladaptation. In the wake of the European contact that brought disease, economic change, military defeat, and political domination to most of the tribal world, so many small societies have undergone shattering social and cultural transformations that it is uncommon to find one that has successfully retained its tribal integrity. For every example like the Manus in Melanesia, whose persisting cultural vitality once so pleased Margaret Mead (recounted in New Lives for Old4,there are hundreds of small societies that have seen their systems of governance derogated, their arts and technology degraded, their social organization disintegrate, and their world of meaning become irrelevant, fall into disuse, or be forgotten. Whether they are prohibited by colonial powers or merely replaced, languages, too, have been lost,5 Many small societies now live on the margins of survival,6 and many others have lost so much of their culture that they have had to rely on the written accounts of anthropologists to preserve their religion, kinship systems, or history.7

That small tribal societies have been unable to retain their social or cultural viability in the face of European-led “modernization” is an unfortunate but unremarkable fact of history. A small society can hardly be considered to have been poorly adapted to its environment because it was destroyed by European weapons and diseases. However, some societies lost much of their culture and population before European expansion took place. Like the Tasmanians, various other societies have lost seemingly important aspects of their technology. For example, well before there was contact with technologically advanced people from Asia or Europe, canoes disappeared in various parts of Melanesia to be replaced by less seaworthy rafts. Pottery disappeared as well. In Polynesia, bows and arrows, once important in warfare, became toys for children, and an isolated group of 200 Inuit in northern Greenland lost the ability to make kayaks, the skincovered boats so important in fishing.8

It is not only items of technology that have been lost. Many of the foraging societies that today occupy economically marginal environments once occupied larger territories and may have had greater social and cultural complexity as well. Sometimes this process of “deculturation,” as it has come to be called, has been documented. The Sirionó Indians of Bolivia had no religious or medical specialists, little myth or ritual, no domesticated animals (not even dogs), and only the most rudimentary of shelters. They could not make fire and were frequently on the edge of starvation. Many anthropologists have believed that the Sirionó represented a relic “stone age” population, but Barry Isaac has more recently argued that the Sirionó were once a more numerous people who lost a more complex culture and technology.9 The neighboring Yuqui Indians, who, like the Sirionó, are a small group of forest nomads whose technology is so simple that they too cannot make fire, nevertheless have among their number some people who are “slaves” and others who are “masters,” strongly suggesting that these Indians also once had a more complex form of social organization. Whatever the events were that led to the apparent deculturation of the Sirionó and Yuqui, they antedated European contact with the New World.10

Some small societies have lost not only their social or cultural complexitiy but their populations as well. The Yuqui are very close to extinction, as are many other Indian populations in Brazil.11 These tribal societies and others like them have been subjected to such devastation by new diseases, military defeat, economic exploitation, and environmental changes that they appear to be the hapless victims of circumstances that have nothing to do with their own psychological, social, or cultural inadequacy. But it would be a mistake to conclude that populations undergoing culture contact have never contributed to their own demise. The rapid population decline before World War II on Ontong Java, a Polynesian atoll in Melanesia, was initiated by acculturation and disease, among other things, but according to Ian Hogbin, these people “acquiesced” in their own extinction by their extreme apathy and fatalism.12 The disinterest, to gloss a complex psychological condition, of many peoples in their survival as a culture or a society has been noted many times.

The Batak Negritos of Pulawan Island in the Philippines are another example of a people who have contributed to their own decline. According to R. F. Eder, the Batak are on the road to “tribal extinction.” At the end of the nineteenth century, the Batak numbered some 600 people who lived by hunting, gathering, and rice farming.13 For some time, their culture served them well, or at least well enough, because their population was apparently stable. But in recent years, they have been hedged in by other populations, their quality of life has suffered, and their numbers have decreased. The Batak did not suffer from venereal disease, but their fertility was low, for men and women both, and their mortality rates were increasingly high as well. They were not reproducing themselves, and as a result, many Batak married Filipinos. Like their Filipino mothers, the children of these mixed marriages did not speak Batak and knew little about Batak culture. In 1980 there were 424 Batak in all, of whom only 254 were “pure” Batak. If Eder’s account is correct, they were indeed on the road to extinction as a culture and perhaps as a people.

Yet the reasons for their decline are not obvious. They had not been displaced from most of their land, forced to change their way of life dramatically, or subjected to political oppression. Unlike many people under acculturative pressure, the Batak did not drink alcohol excessively and were remarkably nonviolent, yet according to Eder, Batak society was “malfunctioning.” It did not motivate its people to want to survive as Batak. Moreover, the Batak had little interest in working efficiently, they provided poor child care, and they chose to eat a nutritionally poor diet even though more nutritious foods were available. Eder concluded that the Batak could “do better” but did not make the effort. For Eder, the Batak were not so much victims of progress as responsible for their own decline and possible extinction. It is certainly true that many societies have faced far more extreme pressures and survived. The acculturative pressures on the Mbuti Pygmies of the Ituri forest in Zaire were in many respects more intense than those faced by the Batak, but the Mbuti consciously chose to retain the integrity of their culture, and for a long period they have very largely succeeded in doing so.14

The idea of societies competing with one another for resources or even survival may sometimes seem like a parody of Social Darwinism because some contiguous societies do not compete with each other in any way that involves social or cultural survival. Other societies may have quite permeable boundaries, and people may move to and fro, taking aspects of culture with them. But benign coexistence is not always, or even usually, the rule. The great majority of societies known to the ethnographic record practiced warfare.15 A number of scholars have observed that to be “well adapted” a society must possess sufficient military technology and organization to defend itself against militarily aggressive enemies.16 Bronze weapons in the hands of an organized political elite led to great military victories in the Near East, just as iron weapons did in Europe and stone ones did in Mexico. Lacking these weapons or the political will to cooperate in their own defense, many societies did not survive as political units. As Quincy Wright observed, “Out of the warlike peoples arose civilization, while the peaceful collectors and hunters were driven to the ends of the earth, where they are gradually being exterminated or absorbed.”17 Wright also noted that militaristic societies may eventually destroy themselves, but that can be little consolation to the survivors of those societies that lost their political autonomy, their culture, and their many friends and kinsmen to military conquest. Some societies, like Han China, Greece, and Anglo-Saxon England, have succeeded in absorbing their conquerors without losing their culture or language—some have even regained their political autonomy—but they are unusual.

Because so-called primitive warfare was relatively inefficient, it was uncommon for one small society to annihilate another’s population, destroy its culture, or even permanently dislodge its people from more than a portion of their territory. Even militarily advanced states are much less likely to annihilate their enemies than they are to absorb them, sometimes allowing much of their culture and language to survive. In the nineteenth century the militarily superior Nuer of the southern Sudan absorbed some 100,000 Dinka and displaced at least as many more.18 Nevertheless, the Dinka have survived as a culture and a people. Sometimes, however, warfare involving smallscale societies has had far more devastating effects. Tribal societies in Africa, New Guinea, Polynesia, the Americas, and elsewhere now and then drove their enemies off their lands, and others fought desperate battles that involved appalling loss of life.19 To take a single example from many, in 1857 a large force of Quechan Indian warriors and their allies marched 160 miles over the southern Arizona desert, intending to destroy a Maricopa Indian village. Neither side used firearms—the battle was fought with clubs, staves, spears, and bows and arrowsyet, as a white eyewitness was able to determine, the Maricopa and their Pima allies virtually annihilated the Quechan raiders. So intense was the traditional warfare along the Colorado River that three small societies were decimated, their survivors forced to seek survival elsewhere.20

There is little to be learned about maladaptation by pointing out that small and technologically simple societies cannot easily resist military assault by larger, better-armed, and more disciplined armies. No amount of concern with military preparedness or technological innovation could have allowed many of the world’s small, nonindustrial societies to compete against armies equipped with machine guns and artillery. Given their technological achievements, the Chinese might be faulted for their failure to develop weapons that could have allowed them to fend off European armies—but not the Sea Dyaks, the Papago, or the Maori. Yet there have been societies that had the technological and organizational capacity to compete with militarily superior neighbors but failed to do so and, as a result, were destroyed or absorbed. The Sebei of Uganda were able to resist the numerically superior Gisu by changing some of their political institutions; the Nomlaki of Northern California, on the other hand, were too anarchic to have defended themselves against any aggressive neighbors.21 Fortunately for them, there was no attack. The failure of the United States and Britain to rearm prior to World War II until it was almost too late provides another cautionary tale. For some smaller, nonWestern societies, the failure to keep pace militarily led to more catastrophic results.

In some areas of the world, like the North American Plains, the New Guinea highlands, and Polynesia, warlike societies developed such parity in weapons and military tactics that the annihilation of one society by another was improbable. Lives, property, and territory were lost, but neither political autonomy nor cultural integrity was often threatened, at least not until the introduction of European weaponry that allowed, for example, King Kamehameha I to conquer the Hawaiian Islands.

In some parts of the world, great military conquests took place without either radical technological changes or the introduction of foreign weapons. Until shortly after 1800, the Zulu were a small South African society no different from their Nguni-speaking neighbors in their rather diffident practices of warfare. At this time, few men were killed in warfare; indeed, sometimes the insults that were shouted back and forth were more painful than the spears that were ineffectually thrown from long distances. Nevertheless, soon after 1800 one of these tribes, the Mthethwa, became militarily more efficient, conquered the Zulu, and incorporated them into their army. One of the conquered Zulu was a young man named Shaka who replaced the traditional throwing spear with a stabbing spear (which required close rather than long-range combat) and trained his men to use their shields better to fend off spears. He forced his men to abandon their sandals and toughen their feet so that they could run faster. He also replaced the traditional battle formation—two lines confronting one another at a distance—with a crescent formation that consisted of a main body of men preceded on each flank by two “horns” that attempted to encircle the enemy. He rewarded bravery and attempted to eliminate cowardice. There was nothing about any of these innovations that could not have been matched by the neighboring and often more populous Nguni-speaking tribes. But because these societies did not change, or at least not rapidly enough (although the new Zulu tactics were know for years), many were defeated and absorbed into the expanding Zulu empire. Others were forced to flee, leaving their land and cattle to the Zulu; some were virtually annihilated. Eventually, some of the displaced tribes did adopt the Zulu tactics and weapons, and they too conquered many societies, some as far as 1,000 miles away from Zululand.22

In one respect, an even more remarkable history of military conquest took place in West Africa. As we saw in chapter 4, by the end of the eighteenth century, the Asante Kingdom was the strongest military power in West Africa and probably the strongest in all of Africa. The Asante empire was built by military conquest. Sometimes the Asante incorporated defeated kingdoms into their empire as tributary states; sometimes they simply decimated their enemies. Asante rule was anything but benign; most of the people whom the Asante defeated were enslaved to work in gold mines, to till Asante fields, or to serve in the Asante armies. Rather than risk enslavement and the loss of their wealth, neighboring kingdoms usually fought desperately against Asante invaders, but the Asante won most of these battles, as the growth of their empire so conclusively demonstrates. Those who refused to accept Asante rule were killed, usually in appallingly large numbers. Yet, and this is what is most remarkable about the Asante, they had no advantage over their neighbors in weapons. Prior to the introduction of firearms, all these societies had similar bows and arrows, spears, swords, and shields. Later, all acquired similar types and quantities of firearms; indeed, some coastal societies that were closer to European trading posts acquired these weapons before the inland Asante did. Asante military success appears to have resulted not from superior weapons, tactics, or numbers but from better organization, leadership, and discipline, all qualities that neighboring societies could conceivably have developed. The failure of these societies to develop competitive military organization and skill not only cost many of them untold numbers of dead and widespread suffering but also led to their destruction as independent polities. In time, many of the enslaved survivors lost their cultural identity as well.23

Militarily powerful societies have an obvious competitive advantage, but without the exercise of political prudence, even immensely powerful military establishments may destroy themselves, as happened to Nazi Germany and Japan in World War II and Iraq in 1991. Nevertheless, although some societies, small as well as large, have suffered from excessive militarism, it is likely that many more have ceased to exist as sociopolitical entities because they were militarily weak. Effective means of governance and subsistence, meaningful religions, and compelling means of socializing children may all be social imperatives, but without adequate military skills all else can be lost.

It is not only small societies in economically marginal environments that have failed to maintain their population size, their culture, or their language because of military weakness or other factors. Great civilizations have perished, as millions of tourists who have been fascinated by abandoned pyramids, monuments, and cities can readily attest. The Aztec Empire, the Mayan civilization, and the great achievements of Peru came to an end. In North America, the less well known but nevertheless complex horticultural societies of the Southwest, such as Hohokam and Chaco Canyon, collapsed too, as did the high cultures of the Mississippi Valley. So it was in Crete, Anatolia, Greece, Egypt, Mesopotami, China, Rome, the Indus Valley, and other places. Whether over hundreds of years or quite suddenly, great urbanized societies, often with extensive empires, lost control over their populations and saw their political, religious, and social institutions shatter, their cultural forms fall into decay, and their complex economies disappear. Precious knowledge may be lost forever. The prosperous Sican people of Peru produced vast amounts of gold and silver, which they exported widely, but because they were militarily weak, they were easily conquered when attacked by the armies of the expanding Inca Empire. Modern metallurgists have never been able to duplicate the Sican’s remarkable ability to plate thin sheets of gold and silver to bronze. Some societies, like the Hittite Empire that flourished in Anatolia from perhaps 2000 to 700 B.C., collapsed so completely that their languages were lost as well.24

As various scholars have observed, there are many possible reasons for the collapse of states. Resource depletion, increased competition from warlike neighbors, epidemics, floods, droughts, even volcanic eruptions and earthquakes may have played a part in the failure of one or more of these societies. Catastrophes like these are real enough in human history, and they provide appealingly simple explanations of social collapse, as, for instance, in the destruction of Atlantis, which is now thought to be the ancient city of Thera (on the modern Greek island of Santorini), buried by an enormous volcanic explosion in 1928 B.C. No city could have survived this blast (estimated to be the equivalent of 150 hydrogen bombs) that filled the air with volcanic ash as far away as Turkey and Egypt.25 But the great civilizations mentioned earlier all withstood many profound stresses, including natural disasters, before they eventually collapsed.

If a society is to survive for any length of time, it must be able to cope with calamitous events and conditions as well as less severe and recurring ones.26 The reasons for the disintegration of complex societies probably involved more than environmental change or natural calamities; such disintegration must have taken place in large measure, perhaps even primarily, because the populations of those states were dissatisfied. Dissatisfaction can result from external conditions or events that influence a social system or from aspects of a system itself.

Archeologist Joseph A. Tainter has recently attempted to attribute the collapse of many of the world’s great civilizations to just such popular discontent. He believes that increased social and political complexity results in increased costs for its population because over time, a society’s investment in sociopolitical complexity often reaches a point of declining marginal returns.27 That is so, Tainter argues, because rationally acting humans initially make use of sources of nutrition, energy, and raw materials that are relatively easy to acquire, extract, process, and distribute; but when these resources are exhausted or no longer readily available, people are obliged to shift to costlier ones. Those costs increase over time in large part because of the expense of maintaining larger and more complex armies, bureaucracies, and technical and economic services. Eventually, people perceive that the costs of maintaining the status quo are greater than the benefits. Even a society’s governing elite may then become less willing or able to cope with external crises like military pressure against the state’s borders, drought, disease, and natural disasters. According to Tainter, once a complex society enters the stage of declining marginal returns, “… collapse becomes a mathematical likelihood, requiring little more than sufficient passage of time to make probable an insurmountable calamity.”28

That is so, again according to Tainter, because “declining marginal returns,” or what people perceive as a poor return in benefits for the costs of their efforts, cause segments of a population to increase their resistance to the state or attempt to break away from it. So it was in the Western Roman Empire, where early profit and grandeur resulted in an ever larger and more expensive bureaucracy that required higher and higher taxes until a weary Roman citizenry welcomed Germanic invaders as a lesser evil.29 The Eastern Empire eventually fell as well, but unlike the West, which disintegrated, Byzantium went down fighting against a vastly superior Turkish army.

Some of the tribes that tormented the empire went the same way. For example, almost a century after they sacked Rome, the Vandals were conquered by an army sent from Constantinople. The Vandals’ women and children were sold into slavery, and the men were forced to serve in the conquering army; as a culture, the Vandals ceased to exist.30 So it was too, Tainter writes, for the lowland Maya and the Chacoans of the American Southwest. When people saw more to be gained by leaving the existing polity than by staying in it, social dissolution rapidly took place.31 Of course, a population or its disaffected segments may choose to rebel against its government rather than passively allow it to collapse, or it may renew its loyalty to that polity rather than see it fall under the dominion of a detested foreign power, as happened in France after it lost the war of 1870 to Germany.

But details such as these are less important than acknowledging the reality that some societies are more successful than others at meeting the needs of their people, and that when people are disaffected, they can respond in a variety of ways, which may include seeking a new and better way of life even if that means doing without much that was once of value to them. In considering how people come to be dissatisfied and how they decide to take some form of action (or, in some cases, inaction), it is important to recognize that such decisions, if they can be called that at all, may not be as rational as Tainter believes. It may be that people in some societies, including some now dead states, have reckoned their costs and benefits as rationally as Tainter suggests, but it seems more likely that even the recent political convulsions that have transformed the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and very nearly China were brought about by discontented people who could probably not readily calculate the costs or benefits of their actions. Only time will tell whether the economic, social, and political changes they set in motion will bring about the benefits they envisioned. People today, as in the past, can bring about monumental changes for reasons that cannot be reduced to a costbenefit analysis.

Social collapse can be brought about by belief systems and related behaviors that involve scarcely rational assessments of the balance between investments and returns. Witchcraft is an excellent example of a belief system that can be socially destructive. Beliefs in witchcraft and sorcery have led to the slaughter of innocent animals in many parts of the world, including Europe, where cats were commonly victimized because of their presumed association with witches and female sexuality.32 Countless humans have also been victimized; most of them, like the cats, were no doubt innocent of the presumed malevolence that led others to take their lives. Beliefs in witchcraft, accusations against specific witches, and consequent homicidal reprisals have often been explained and even justified as socially useful means of explaining misfortune, giving victims a socially prescribed target for protective or remedial action, increasing group cohesion or individual catharsis by projecting hostile or sexual impulses onto outsiders, maintaining civility in everyday life (because failure to be polite could be interpreted as malevolence), and providing social control by ridding a community of deviant persons.33 Beliefs in witchcraft may well have these and other adaptive social functions, but they can also create a maladaptive climate of fear and killing.

The Gebusi of Papua New Guinea are one of many small-scale societies whose fear of witches has been maladaptive. A very small society of about 450 people in a lowland rain forest area of southcentral New Guinea, the Gebusi were still beyond the influence of missions or government officials when Bruce Knauft studied them between 1980 and 1982.34 They were a remarkably noncompetitive, self-effacing, mutually deferential people who actively encouraged nonviolence. Yet they believed that all illness was caused by witchcraft, and their resulting attacks against presumed witches were so violent that their homicide rate was one of the highest ever recorded. Nearly one-third of all deaths among them were homicides, and almost all of the victims were suspected witches. Keith Otterbein has suggested that their practice of executing people thought to be witches was an adaptive “group survival” strategy because it controlled the malevolence of witches; but Knauft points out that their killing can hardly be considered adaptive because the population, small to begin with, was “dying out at an exceedingly rapid rate,” and their extremely high homicide rate continues to be an important cause of their population decline.35

Like witchcraft, supernatural beliefs can aid a population in its quest for understanding, explanation, or reassurance, but such beliefs can also contribute to a society’s demise. Religious wars provide a particularly sanguinary example, as the killing throughout much of the contemporary world so sadly attests. When the leader of a chief dom or state holds to strong supernatural beliefs, the potential for social disaster can be heightened. Idi Amin’s often bizarre supernatural convictions led him to adopt policies that ravaged Uganda, and if C. A. Burland is correct, Emperor Montezuma’s religious beliefs played a vital role in the destruction of the Aztec Empire.36 According to Burland, Montezuma believed that Cortes was the reincarnation of the Aztec god Quetzalcoatl. Disregarding the repeated advice of his council, Montezuma made no effort to stop the Spaniards’ march on his capital. Instead, he showered them with gifts and welcomed them to his palace. His immense and well-armed army waited in vain for orders to destroy the white men who soon proved even to Montezuma that they were anything but godlike.

The pages of history are also replete with examples of prophets who led their followers to their deaths. Here I want to describe an episode in which a people’s belief in witchcraft and prophecy led to such widespread death and destruction that a society of over 100,000 people was devastated. This tragic example of the disastrous consequences of such beliefs took place among the Xhosa of southern Africa in the mid nineteenth century. In 1850 the Gcaleka Xhosa were an independent chiefdom led by King Sarhili. They lived mostly east of the Kei River beyond the direct authority of British colonial officials in Cape Town, but in previous years they had clashed with the British, who forced them to the north. Like many other African societies of that time, the Xhosa believed in the existence of witches, whom they blamed for all misfortune and evil. They also believed, although with less certainty and unanimity, in the powers of prophets.

As described by historian J. B. Peires, an eighteen-year-old prophet named Mlajeni emerged from a period of fasting and solitude in 1850 to declare that the great drought of that year was the work of witches.37 Mlajeni’s influence spread rapidly, and he soon called for the Xhosa to end the drought by killing all their dun- and yellow-colored cattle. How many cattle were actually killed is not known, but Mlajeni used his growing reputation for supernatural power to prepare the Xhosa for another war against the land-hungry British by devising ritual means of protection for Xhosa warriors. The war came later that year. The Xhosa won some victories and frequently held off troops of the regular British army as well as white-settler volunteers, but eventually the superior weapons and the brutal scorched-earth policy of the white men forced King Sarhili to sue for peace. Three years of bitter, bloody fighting left over 16,000 Xhosa dead; the British dead numbered 1,400, an enormous toll for colonial warfare in Africa at that time.38 When a Xhosa warrior was killed, or when he killed an enemy, many ritual procedures had to be undertaken to prevent a pervasive evil from polluting and endangering the living. Because of the savagery of the war, there had often been no time for performing the necessary cleansing rituals. As a result, Xhosaland was pervaded by a sense not only of loss but of danger.

Shortly after the war ended, Mlajeni died, but despite the great defeat, his prophetic powers had not been discredited among many Xhosa. His last prophecy was that all those killed during the war would return to life. He also warned against the evil of witches. While Mlajeni’s words were being considered by the war-dispirited Xhosa, the next stage in the tragedy that was soon to envelop them began when a Dutch ship brought cattle diseased with pleuropneumonia to a South African port in September, 1853. This fatal and highly contagious disease, often called “lung sickness,” had already killed thousands of cattle in Europe, and it quickly began to ravage herds in South Africa. The Xhosa were soon aware of the spread of this terrible disease, and they did their best to avoid possibly infected cattle and move their herds to isolated areas. Nevertheless, because the disease was virulent and could be spread by asymptomatic cattle, 5,000 Xhosa cattle were soon dying each month, and in some areas entire herds were wiped out. At the same time, maize, the main crop of the Xhosa, was devastated by an infestation of grubs and then further ravaged by torrential rain.

For the Xhosa the result was economic disaster. Coming so soon after the war against the British … which had led to the destruction of fields and the capture of cattle, in addition to so many deaths… these calamities left the Xhosa distraught. They were certain that nothing so terrible as this had happened before in history, and they believed that they knew the reason why. The witches they all feared, the witches whom Mlajeni had warned them against, were spreading death and destruction. King Sarhili promptly and righteously had twenty accused witches put to death, but cattle continued to die, and the maize crop failed. In this troubled time, rumors of all sorts spread rapidly, and prophecies came from all quarters of the land. One prophet claimed that he was in contact with a vast African army, somewhere across the sea, that was on its way to aid the Xhosa. And when Sir George Cathcart, who had led the British in their savage war against the Xhosa, was killed by Russian troops in the Crimean War in 1854, word of his death quickly reached the Xhosa. They had never heard of Russians, but when they were told that the Russians were white men like the British, they rejected this information, deciding instead that Russians must be the ghostly spirits of slain Xhosa warriors. For months Xhosa lookouts on high hills watched and waited for the arrival of the British-slaying Russians.

While the Xhosa continued to kill people who were said to be witches, lung sickness continued to kill their cattle. During 1855 several prophets declared that the only way to remove the evil from Xhosaland was for the people to kill their cattle and refuse to cultivate their fields. These urgings had no appreciable effect until the next year, when a new prophet, a teenaged girl named Nongqawuse, repeated this same prophecy. Claiming that her revelation came to her from mysterious strangers, Nongqawuse insisted only the slaughter of all Xhosa cattle and the total abandonment of cultivation could remove pollution from the land and destroy the evil power of the witches. She promised that if this were done and the Xhosa abjured witchcraft, new people would arrive in Xhosaland, bringing with them healthy new cattle and crops. At the same time, the Xhosa dead would rise, and there would be eternal youth and happiness for all.

In preparation for this millennium, Nongqawuse instructed the people to build huge enclosures for the healthy new cattle and dig deep grain pits for the new corn that would also appear. On the day when these life-saving miracles would take place, a blood-red sun would rise with such incredible heat that people would have to shelter themselves in specially shaded houses. Once the earth was scorched black by the sun, thunderstorms and terrible winds would destroy the impure cattle, crops, witches, and incidentally, all those Xhosa who did not believe in her prophecy and behave as she directed them to. After the storm, the dead would rise, the new cattle and corn would appear, and other food, clothing, and goods would emerge from the ground. The deaf, blind, and handicapped would all be cured of their afflictions, and the old would once again be young. Joy and plenty would reign in Xhosaland.39

Many Xhosa actually built new corrals, grain pits, and heat-proofed houses; they also slaughtered some of their cattle. But killing all their cattle was another matter altogether. For many Xhosa, like other African cattleherders, Nongqawuse’s orders were unthinkably severe. Cattle were the basis of the Xhosa economy, not only because of the food, milk, and hides they provided but because they were also the major medium of exchange in marriages and important ceremonies. Their possession meant prestige as well as wealth, they were thought to be beautiful, and men sang to their favorites, composed poetry about them, and spent much of their time scheming about ways to increase their numbers. To kill all their cattle, then, was as close to being impossible as anything could be for the Xhosa. Nevertheless, King Sarhili killed his favorite ox as an example to others, and some other chiefs who believed in the prophecy did the same. Many commoners killed a few of their cattle as well. Still, no one killed all their cattle. In fact, some Xhosa rejected the prophecy altogether. The son of a prominent chief who believed in the prophecy said bitterly that he would rather kill his father than his cattle. Others openly called the prophet an imposter and did what they could to stop the cattlekilling movement. Neighboring tribes and British settlers, who were also urged to kill their cattle, scoffed at the idea.

But Xhosa women, apparently weary of their onerous agricultural duties, eagerly accepted the prophet’s instructions to stop preparing the soil for planting. Many women also urged men to carry out cattle killing. In the areas hardest hit by lung sickness, killing did take place, but the Xhosa still held back from killing all their cattle. Nevertheless, the lung sickness grew worse, and the prophet’s credibility rose when various people reported seeing the horns of the promised new cattle poking out of remote swamps or said that they heard them bellowing in the distance. The day on which the millennium was promised passed uneventfully, but Nongqawuse was able to point out, logically enough, that until all cattle were killed, the events she had prophesied could not take place. The Xhosa continued to hesitate, even though their cattle continued to fall victim to lung sickness. Finally making the painful decision to embrace the prophecy, King Sarhili ordered that his own vast herds be slaughtered. Others followed his example, and soon many Xhosa had killed all their cattle. While the cattle were being slaughtered, the Xhosa sang, drank beer, and danced as they gorged themselves on beef. There was so much that it was impossible to eat more than a small portion of it. The rest was left to rot. This was a time of almost hysterical ambivalence as the Xhosa committed unimaginable acts of cattle killing in the hope of escaping from the evil that plagued them.

In December 1856, those who had complied with the demands of the prophecy began to die of starvation. For months these people had eaten nothing but roots, berries, bark, and even grass. Beginning with young children and elderly people, the Xhosa died of starvation or disease. Dogs ate the dead bodies that lay everywhere. Those people who still had the strength dragged themselves to nearby missions or the homesteads of disbelievers who had food. Usually they were driven away hungry, but a few managed to steal some food. Some even killed and ate children, but most cannibals were hunted down and killed. Others went to King Williams Town, the nearest British settlement, where they were denied food by the settlers, who objected to the idea of charity for what they called “idle natives.”40 In their desperation, the Xhosa stole what food they could, including some of the settlers’ dogs.

In 1855, before the starvation began, there were approximately 105,000 Xhosa in King Sarhili’s domain. By 1858 there were only 25,916. Some Xhosa moved to other areas, but it is estimated that between 40,000 and 50,000 people died. In addition to the cattle that died of lung sickness, at least 400,000 others were slaughtered. What is more, British colonial officials took advantage of the Xhosa’s plight by permanently appropriating some 600,000 acres of their land, over two-thirds of Sarhili’s entire kingdom. Xhosa political independence ended too, as they fell under British rule; their cultural and economic integrity would soon be lost as well. Most Xhosa men now had to rely on wage work for the British to survive. The expansion of white colonialism was inexorable, and Sarhili’s people would have succumbed to British dominion eventually, even without the consequences of the cattle-killing prophecy. But without the prophecy’s terrible consequences, Xhosa independence would have lasted longer, and many thousands of lives would have been saved.

There can be no easy explanation for the disastrous success of the cattle-killing prophecy. The epidemic of pleuropneumonia was probably a necessary factor, but it was certainly not a sufficient one. Lung sickness spread all over southern Africa, and no other society, including the neighboring Mfengu, who lost 90 percent of their cattle to it, adopted the cattle-killing prophecy. Neither can it be said that beliefs in witchcraft, pollution, and prophecy were sufficient causes because neighboring societies had these beliefs, too. Nor was the influence of Christianity with its ideas of salvation and resurrection in any way unique to the Xhosa. Perhaps the effects of their heavy war losses somehow made the Xhosa more vulnerable to millenarianisin, but other southern African societies also lost heavily to the British in wars both before and after Sarhili’s people did, and none sought their salvation in cattle killing.

Whatever led the Xhosa to behave as they did, and whether one chooses to think of their behavior as irrational or pathological, it was indisputably maladaptive. At the time, neighboring peoples regarded the cattle killing as irrational, and so did the minority of the Xhosa themselves who refused to comply with the prophecy’s mandate. Today, all Xhosa are said to regard what happened as an inexplicably horrible mass delusion.41 Inspired by a teenaged prophet and led by their King, Sarhili’s people destroyed themselves.

The Gcaleka Xhosa were not the only people to suffer as a result of a belief in prophecy. Prophets in many parts of the world have urged their young warriors into battle against troops equipped with firearms by assuring them that the white men’s bullets would be harmless because they would turn to water. One of the most catastrophic examples of this prophecy took place in Tanzania in 1905. In what was called the Maji-Maji rebellion (meaning “water, water” in Swahili), a prophet declared that the bullets from the German soldiers rifles and machine guns would turn to water. Suitably inspired, much of southern Tanzania rose against their oppressive German rulers only to die by the thousands, as young men sacrificed themselves against machine-gun fire. It is not known how many Africans lost their lives to “harmless” bullets, but before resistance ended in 1908, approximately 300,000 Africans were dead, many to disease and starvation but many others to German gunfire.42

A desire for revenge can also destroy a society. Belief that aggression against a member of one’s kin or residential group must be avenged is extremely widespread. Some anthropologists have argued that blood feuding that limits the response of an aggrieved individual or kin group to an equitable killing—an eye for an eye—is adaptive because in the absence of strong central policy authority, it controls what might otherwise escalate into wholesale retaliation.43 However, feuding very often spirals out of control even when societies try to control it, and the result can be a cycle of feuding that can create socially maladaptive conditions, as once-united hunting bands or horticultural villages fail to cooperate, break apart, or attempt to annihilate one another. City-states did the same, as the nearly thirty-year war of retalitation between Athens and Sparta illustrates.

A belief in the necessity of blood vengeance may have adaptive value, however. As Herbert Spencer long ago recognized, if a group that has been attacked takes prompt and effective retaliation, future aggression may be deterred. Napoleon Chagnon has shown that the Yanomamo Indians of the tropical forest of northern Brazil and southern Venezuela share this belief in the deterrent effect of retaliation, saying that kinship groups that gain a reputation for ferocious and swift retaliation deter their neighbors from attempting violence.44 Very often, however, the result of retaliation is not peace but an escalation of violence, like that which took place in Lebanon during the 1980s or among the Yanomamo themselves. Some societies, such as the Bedouin, have partially succeeded in preventing feuds from perpetuating themselves by instituting means for assuring that prompt and fair compensation will be paid for any injury, but even so, their feuds resulted in fear of vengeance so extreme that Sulayman Khalaf—himself of Bedouin origin—wrote that it could reach “obsessive proportions” 45 Many other societies have been unable to bring their feuds under control. In some the result, as we shall see, can be levels of violence so high that people are obsessed by terror; in others, it can be what Ruth Benedict referred to as a “cultural suicide.”

Benedict was referring to the Kaingáng Indians, whose incessant feuds had reduced their population by perhaps 75 percent. The Kaingáng of Brazil’s tropical forest were described by anthropologist Jules Henry in 1941 as nomadic hunters who lived in bands of related kin. Within these bands, relatives were usually kind and peaceable, and if conflict occurred, the group would split up without resorting to violence. But any conflict with Kaingáng from other bands led inexorably to violence, followed by more deadly retaliatory raids. The resulting cycle of raids and counterraids was so unbreakable that the Kaingáng population was drastically reduced, something the Indians themselves recognized. Henry asserts firmly that the Kaingáng were well on their way to “cultural suicide,” a process that he believed must have led to the disappearance of many other small feuding societies.46

Henry does not provide the kind of demographic data that would conclusively support his argument that feuding was the primary cause of Kaingáng depopulation. Disease, among other factors, may also have played a role, and the Kaingáng population continued to drop even after pacification. However, there is enough evidence about the lethal outcome of feuding in small societies around the world to support Henry’s contention that a society like the Kaingáng might indeed tend itself into extinction. If actual extinction did not occur, then such numerical weakness and internal divisiveness could result that the depleted population would no longer be able to defend its hunting territory against aggressive neighboring tribes. This happened to the neighbors of the Mundurucu, a militarily aggressive society not far from the homeland of the Kaingáng.47

To turn to another part of the world, many small societies in Australia and Tasmania failed to survive the impact of European contact. Others very likely became extinct before contact. The Kaiadilt are an example of an Australian society that was destroying itself before European intervention took place. The Kaiadilt were a small society on remote Bentinck Island in the Gulf of Carpentaria on Australia’s north coast. They were isolated from significant European contact until 1942 when anthropologist Norman Tindale studied them, and they also had virtually no contact with other Australian aborigines.48

Although Bentinck Island offered relatively few food resources to this small foraging and fishing tribe, their population rose slowly over a thirty-year period prior to Tindale’s arrival, reaching a peak of 123 people in 1942. Five years later, only forty-seven Kaiadilt were still alive, and when a tidal wave salinated their only pools of fresh water, it appeared that they faced rapid extinction. But thanks to the efforts of Gully Peters (an Australian elder from a mainland tribe), who had learned to speak Kaiadilt, the forty-seven survivors were evacuated to a mission station on nearby Morningside Island.49

The dramatic decline of the Kaiadilt population coincided with a period of severe drought that apparently contributed to malnutrition and disease.50 Although the Kaiadilt hunted lizards, frogs, and wild birds and gathered some wild vegetables and honey, almost all of their food came from the sea, where they speared and trapped fish, collected shellfish, and caught large turtles and dugong. Therefore, it is not immediately evident why drought should have reduced their numbers so rapidly. They also suffered from dysentery and pulmonary disorders, not because of European contact but rather because of undernutrition and exposure to periods of intense wind and cold (the Kaiadilt had neither clothing nor adequate means of shelter).51

According to Gully Peters, there was another, more fundamental reason for the demise of the Kaiadilt. They were killing one another. “Gully reported that a man who came back at night from fishing on a reef might be killed for his catch. The band that killed him would then take his wife and eat his children.”52 How frequently such killings might have taken place and whether children were in fact eaten are not known. But at least one aspect of Gully Peters’s account is apparently true. Kaiadilt men killed other Kaiadilt men in order to take their women.

When asked about it, the Kaiadilt themselves rejected the idea that disease or hunger were responsible for their depopulation. As they saw it, the cause was fighting over women. What is more, they made it abundantly clear that they did not covet women for their ability to gather food or bear children; they wanted women as sexual partners. Now it is quite possible that Kaiadilt men did not understand all the reasons why they fought over women—a desire for prestige, revenge, offspring, or economic advantage, perhaps—but they adamantly insisted that their depopulation was due to fighting and not drought.53 It is also possible that the stress of a prolonged drought could have triggered a wave of killing to possess women, but there are eyewitness accounts of Kaiadilt fighting over women as early as 1929, a time well before the drought conditions began.54 What seems clear is that Kaiadilt men killed one another in pursuit of women, and these deaths, perhaps including those of children at times, contributed significantly to their population loss and their increasing fragmentation as a society.

The Kaiadilt were literally trapped on Bentinck Island. Their flimsy rafts could not take them to any safe landfall, and they could not easily avoid one another on their small island. Their subsistence activities did not require extensive interfamily or band cooperation, but they did require peace. Constant feuding not only cost lives, it disrupted subsistence activities. Although it might be possible to imagine some extraordinarily successful Kaiadilt warrior enhancing his reproductive fitness by capturing many women while killing all his rivals, social extinction was a far more likely outcome. When Kaiadilt men turned against one another in a relentless pursuit of women, the uncontrollable killing that followed could not have served any adaptive purpose.

The Kaingáng and Kaiadilt were not the only societies that may have been saved from self-destruction by the intervention of colonial administrators. While the guns and diseases of the Europeans undeniably decimated and even annihilated some non-Western societies (the Carib and Arawak Indian populations of the Caribbean Island being well-known examples), the colonial presence may, even inadvertently, have saved some societies as well. A case in point is the Marind-anim, a horticultural people living on the southwest coast of New Guinea in Irian Java. Some analysts believe that the Marindanim would not have been a viable society much longer had it not been for Dutch intervention because despite the fact that the Marindanim were known as ferocious headhunters who raided enemies as far away as 100 miles, their population was dwindling.55 Indeed, their own recognition of population loss was apparently what drove the Marind-anim to carry out their raids because in addition to taking the heads of the men whom they killed, they captured small children whom they took home to be raised as Marind-anim.56 Marind-anim were not able to maintain their numbers because their women, it seems, were largely infertile. It was first thought that their infertility was a result of newly introduced venerai disease, but research demonstrated that many infertile women had never contracted veneral disease and, indeed that their inability to bear children began well before venereal disease was introduced to them. Van Baal, the principal source on this society, believes that the women’s infertility was the result of an unusual sexual practice.

Marind-anim men, like men in many other societies in that part of Melanesia, practiced ritual male homosexuality, based on their belief that semen was essential to human growth and development. They also married quite young, and to assure the bride’s fertility, she too had to be filled with semen. On her wedding night, therefore, as many as ten members of the husband’s lineage had sexual intercourse with the bride, and if there were more men than this in the lineage, they had intercourse with her during the following night. That this intercourse was not merely a symbolic act is indicated by the fact that when the night ended, the bride was so sore that she could not walk.57 Nevertheless, a similar ritual was repeated at various intervals throughout a woman’s life. Instead of enhancing a woman’s fertility as intended, this practice apparently led to severe pelvic inflammatory disease that produced infertility.58 If this interpretation is correct, then the Marind-anim practice of repeated ritual intercourse achieved precisely the opposite of the effect intended and may have led to such a decline in their population that neither their long-range raids to capture children nor their purchases of children from neighboring societies, could replenish their numbers. Government intervention ended the practice of repeated intercourse.

Unfortunately, it cannot be said that the interventions of colonial officials have commonly had beneficial outcomes. More often, even their best-intended actions have led to disaster by creating conditions that produce new, or exaggerate preexisting, cultural stresses. A particularly graphic illustration of this process comes from the Ojibwa Indian Reserve of Grassy Narrows in northern Ontario. Before 1963 these Indians lived a relatively traditional life by hunting, trapping, and fishing. They lived in widely scattered cabins but came together for important ritual and ceremonial occasions, and they appear to have been tolerably adapted to the conditions of their life. In that year the Canadian Department of Indian Affairs relocated the more than 500 Ojibwa to a new reserve some five miles away in order that they could be provided with some of the amenities of modern Western life. Instead of the crude log cabins they had been accustomed to, they were provided with modern houses complete with electricity and running water. There was a school and a medical clinic, too, and jobs for those Ojibwa chosen to govern the rest.

These Indians, who previously lacked any significant social stratification, were quickly divided between their newly appointed and speedily well-to-do leaders and all the rest who remained poor. Instead of living far from one another as they had before, they now lived crowded together. As a result, conflicts were more common and more difficult to ignore or escape. And now, too, there was more cash as a result of welfare payments as well as some wage work. For reasons graphically described in Anastasia Shkilnyk’s book A Poison Stronger Than Love, the Ojibwa quickly became demoralized by their new living arrangements, and in their depression and anger they used their cash to buy alcohol, which they drank very heavily.59 Some twothirds of the population over the age of 16-women as well as men became “heavy” or “very heavy” drinkers. Although some people often went two or three weeks without alcohol, when they drank they embarked on a two- or three-day orgy of drunkenness that included the neglect and physical abuse of their children, brutal wife beating, gang rape of young women, incest, homicide, and suicide.

After sociologist Kai Erikson, a specialist in community responses to disaster, visited Grassy Narrows, he left with the conviction that it “… was more deeply damaged than any community I had ever seen or heard about or even imagined.”60 He characterized these Ojibwa as “a truly broken people,” who neglected themselves and abused their children. “Grassy Narrows is a place of rape and murder and incest and thoughtless vandalism. It is a place of tremendous rage and frustration. It is, as one of the older men said to us, ‘a diseased place to live’”.61 Shkilnyk characterized these Indians as “drab, lifeless and demoralized,” but they were also destructive. In 1977-1978, 20 percent of everyone in the age group 11-16 attempted suicide, and three succeeded. If that pattern were to continue, 75 percent of all people living in Grassy Narrows would die a self-inflicted death. In the five-year period 1974-1979, eight infants died of suffocation, usually because their drunken mothers lay on top of them, and four were abandoned. About 22 percent of all deaths in Grassy Narrows are infant deaths, compared with 4 percent in a nearby town of white residents. There was also a marked increase in birth defects, including fetal alcohol syndrome.

What happened to these Ojibwa Indians is not unique. Many North American Indians, like people throughout the world, have reacted to European-imposed changes in their way of life in similar fashion, but few have done so over such a brief period and with such terrible selfdestructiveness. In a little over ten years, Ojibwa culture was lost, the people’s sense of community was destroyed, and depopulation threatened their survival. It is difficult to believe that these horrendous events could have occurred in less than a decade if there were not some underlying features of Ojibwa culture or social organization that had a pathogenic potential.

In addition to the economic changes and loss of traditional roles that have already been noted, the Ojibwa have long been a highly individualistic, suspicious, and witchcraft-ridden people, whose scattered settlement pattern helped to prevent conflict by minimizing the opportunities for conflict and separating antagonists after conflict took place.62 It is difficult to find evidence in recent Ojibwa history for a strong sense of community that might buffer the stresses of change. Most damaging, it would seem, was their belief, shared with many Indians and others around the world, that acts committed while drunk were not intended and hence should be forgiven. Like many other Indian peoples, the Ojibwa of times past used this belief to excuse deadly mayhem against friends and close kin63 (eyewitness accounts of deadly drunken violence and sexual debauchery among the Ojibwa are recorded throughout the eighteenth century).64 But in the past, drinking was less common, and fewer people were involved.

A belief like this is not the only reason why the residents of Grassy Narrows drank alcohol. Their need to escape from pain, rage, and feelings of inadequacy surely contributed to their drunken excesses.

But by excusing drunken acts such as murder, rape, incest, and child abuse, the Ojibwa can only have encouraged such acts to take place. Everyone knew what kind of behavior typically took place when people went on a drinking spree, yet people continued to go on these sprees. As one Ojibwa man put it, their attraction to the “poison” of alcohol was greater than their love for their children. When a society adopts a belief that feelings of worthlessness or anger can be obliterated by a drunken binge and that no one is to be blamed for anything done while drunk, it has adopted a fully-warranted prescription for self-destruction.

Populations large and small have lost their cultures, social institutions, languages, and lives. In many instances these losses have been the result of forces so ineluctable that no change in people’s traditional beliefs or behaviors could have enabled the doomed societies to survive. Sometimes, however, people’s beliefs and practices have contributed to their demise. From an historical perspective then, the ethnographic record is plain—some people have had more success than others in maintaining their sociocultural systems and their population size. But as a grace note to this point, we should consider further the role of reproduction and survival—of individuals, populations, social systems, or cultures—in social evolution.

There can be no doubt that principled individuals may choose not to live or not to reproduce and their decisions can inspire others to socially useful ends or contribute to their own reproductive success. Examples of both are commonplace. It has also been common for groups of people rationally to choose not to reproduce or not to survive. For religious principles, the Shakers chose not to reproduce, and when recruitment failed to keep pace with mortality, they failed to survive. Other religious groups assured that they would not reproduce by voluntarily undergoing castration. The Russian Skoptsi are an example of such a group that grew in numbers and influence in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.65 The Skoptsi (or Khlisti, as they were also known) were millenarians who believed that when their numbers reached 144,000, Utopia would arrive on earth. But in a dazzling display of illogic, especially considering that the sect included many educated people, they made castration their signal act of religious devotion. Despite purchasing children from peasant families to increase their numbers, the Skoptsi never came close to realizing their population goal. Other groups of men in various armies have chosen death over surrender in order to maintain their honor or better serve their gods. The Mahdist soldiers, or “dervishes,” as the British called them, faced death from British guns in the later nineteenth century with an equanimity that awed their enemies. More recently, young Iranians volunteered to seek death in battle and thereby enter paradise—during the war between Iran and Iraq.

From the rebellion led by Spartacus against Roman slavery to thousands of similarly desperate uprisings by African slaves in the New World, people have chosen to die in a quest for freedom rather than live in bondage. So it was also among several North American Indian tribes such as the Southern Cheyenne and the Nez Percé, many of whom lost their lives in their attempts to escape confinement on reservations. The Yahi died because they chose not to submit in the first place. And Jewish epic history records the decision to die made by nearly 1,000 men, women, and children who defended the rocky plateau fortress known as Masada against a Roman army in the first century A.D. Although the besieged Jews, who were known as “Zealots,” had ample supplies of food and water, when it became obvious that they could not much longer hold their position against the Roman forces, they chose to die rather than surrender and face the future as slaves. After tearfully killing their wives and children, the men killed themselves. In all, 960 people are said to have died. The only survivors were two women and five children who hid in a water conduit.66 Recent scholarship has questioned the number of suicides that took place, but whether they died fighting or by their own hands, surviving Jews have continued to honor the martyrs of Masada, and their deaths have contributed in some measure to the persistence and solidarity of Jewish culture and religion, suggesting that their actions were altruistically adaptive. But suppose that all Jews had died on Masada, leaving none to cherish their sacrifice. Would we then construe their mass suicide as maladaptive? Would physical survival in slavery, even though Jewish culture and religion might have been lost as a result, have been the better adaptive strategy?

Deranged political leaders have sometimes sought to destroy their own societies. Jonestown is a ghastly example, and if Hitler had possessed the means to carry out his will at the end of World War II, Germany would have suffered similar extinction. But the doomed residents of Jonestown did not want to die for any principle, and neither did most Germans, including, quite obviously, highly placed Nazi Party members. The Japanese present a more troubling example. The samurai Code of Bushido imbued its warrior class, and many other Japanese as well, with the belief that like wild cherry blossoms, which are so briefly radiant in the sun only to be blown away by the wind, life too is evanescent. This belief, coupled with fierce military discipline and the conviction that the beauties of Japanese culture were worth dying for, led generations of Japanese warriors to give up their lives with a serenity that astonished Westerners. In World War II, Japanese soldiers repeatedly charged to certain death rather than surrender.67 Late in the war, thousands of young men gave up their lives in Kamikaze attacks against U.S. and British warships, and many more would have been willing, even eager, to die if the war had continued. Many prominent Japanese knew that the war was lost as early as 1942, and the Japanese government was negotiating for peace before the United States dropped nuclear bombs on two Japanese cities.68 However, if the Japanese military had managed to continue the war, as many of its leaders wanted to do, the Code of Bushido could conceivably have led to the annihilation of the Japanese people.69

This example, although seemingly ludicrous in the light of Japan’s postwar history, is instructive nonetheless. When Japan’s leaders agreed to accept unconditional surrender, they could not have anticipated a conquest so benign that most aspects of Japanese culture would remain intact and Japan’s economy would be encouraged to develop. The decision to surrender was made to preserve Japan’s population at the risk of its political independence, cultural integrity, and economic viability. Even the life of their revered emperor was put at risk. Yet hundreds of thousands of Japanese gave their lives rather than risk conquest, and many millions more were prepared to continue that sacrifice no matter what the ultimate cost. They put cultural values above physical survival.

Because humans can transcend their biologically given urge to live in favor of culturally given choices that may include death, the task of evaluating maladaptation must take great care to distinguish between, on the one hand, people who choose not to reproduce, like the Shakers, or choose to die, like the Jews on Masada, and, on the other, those like the Xhosa, Gebusi, or the Kaiadilt, who want desperately to live yet adopt practices that threaten their survival.


Chapter 8
Adaptation Reconsidered
 [image: Image]

In the preceding chapters, we examined examples of maladaptive beliefs and practices that threatened population survival, led to the loss of culture or language, left people discontented or rebellious, and endangered their mental or physical well-being. While the amount and kind of maladaption varies, some ineffective or harmful beliefs and practices must occur in all societies because of the presence of inequality, conflicts of interest, environmental change, biological predispositions, and other factors. Populations like the Kaiadilt, Ojibwa of Grassy Narrows, Gebusi, Bimin-Kuskusmin, nineteenthcentury Xhosa, and others mentioned earlier were dangerously maladapted. Populations as seriously disordered as these represent a minority of the world’s known societies, perhaps a small minority at that, but all societies maintain some beliefs and practices that are maladaptive for at least some of their members, and it is likely that some of these social arrangements and cultural understandings will be maladaptive for everyone in that society.

There are many reports indicating that a number of small-scale societies throughout the world have become extinct, usually as a result of protracted warfare. Although some are anecdotal, there is reason to believe that a good many of them are true. However, they seldom tell us whether the destruction of these societies was in any respect due to some social or cultural inadequacy on the part of the extinct population—a lack of cultural commitment, a failure to develop a cohesive political organization, a reliance on inefficient weapons or strategies, internal divisiveness, or the like. In the absence of better documentation of the natural history of cultural extinction, we are left to speculate about how often populations have brought about their own demise. However, there is far better evidence that a substantial percentage of those populations that survived long enough to become a part of the ethnographic record nevertheless maintained some traditional beliefs or practices that endangered, dispirited, or killed certain of their members. I have argued that, by and large, these practices not only harm individuals but threaten the social system itself.

My insistence that maladaptive beliefs and practices are commonplace must not be construed to mean that humans never make effective adaptations to their environments. At the genetic level, for example, there can be no doubt that considerable natural selection took place during the Pleistocene and that most, if not all, of this must have led to improved adaptation. Likewise, physiological adaptation of various sorts takes place during the lifetime of most individuals. People may develop greater resistance to disease, tolerance of stress, facility in processing information, or any number of other adaptive responses to the particular circumstances in which they find themselves.1 And it is patently obvious that many traditional beliefs and practices serve people’s needs well and help to maintain their social systems. As Julian Steward and many other cultural ecologists have shown, there can also be no doubt that people can, and often have, altered their behaviors, including their systems of meanings that constitute culture, so that they better conform to the constraints imposed by the environments in which they find themselves. An example can be drawn from the “ Culture and Ecology Project” in East Africa, in which I participated over thirty years ago.2 Some people in each of the four societies studied utilized a dry lowland sector where they subsisted largely or solely by cattle pastoralism, while other members of the same society lived in a well-watered highland sector where agriculture was the principal mode of subsistence. Despite these similarities, the ecological circumstances of the four societies were not identical, and the societies differed culturally as well. Two of the tribes were Bantu-speaking, while two spoke Kalenjin languages, and the length of time these peoples had engaged in pastoralism varied, as did the intensity of their commitment to this mode of life. Moreover, in each tribe there was some population movement between the two sectors. Given these circumstances, the environmental constraints that people faced were neither uniform nor compelling, and given the presence of a well-established cultural core in each society, it was assumed that each population would retain distinctive cultural traits that would, so to speak, resist ecological pressures for adaptive change. Indeed, this proved to be the case. Pokot pastoralists were more like Pokot farmers in their cultural beliefs and values than they were like pastoralists in any of the other societies.

Nevertheless, there were significant differences in values, attitudes, and even psychological attributes between farmers and pastoralists in all four societies. Compared with the farmers, the pastoralists in all of these societies were more open and direct in their expression of emotion and in their interpersonal relations. Farmers tended to avoid conflict, presumably because their ties to the land made it impossible for them to move away should they make an enemy, while pastoralists could and did move their families and herds if they had a serious quarrel. Many of the differences found between farmers and pastoralists seemed to be adaptive responses to the differing ecologies of pastoralism and agriculture, as was predicted before the research began.3

To illustrate the adaptive success that a long-established pastoralist society can achieve, we might point to the Turkana, who occupy a large arid area just to the north of the Pokot cattleherders. Long established as pastoralists in this environment, the Turkana employ livestock management techniques that do not degrade their pasturelands in that the numbers of livestock they maintain do not exceed the carrying capacity of the land. What is more, their social institutions have been successful in coping with the essential task of safeguarding their herds against disease, enemy cattle raiders, and carnivores.4

There are many other examples of what appear to be efficient economic adaptations to ecological diversity. One of most dramatic is the development of North American Plains Indian culture. Before the introduction of horses from Spanish settlements in what is now New Mexico in the early part of the seventeenth century, the true grassy plains of North America were largely unoccupied except for small bands of Indians who occasionally entered the area on foot to hunt buffalo before returning to their settlements beyond this treeless, arid region where horticulture was seldom practicable. But as wild horses spread north, Indians who acquired them were able to hunt buffalo much more efficiently and thereby remain in the plains area throughout the year. Lured by horses and buffalo, horticultural tribes moved into the area from the east, while foraging peoples came from the north, west, and south. In one hundred years or so, a distinctive culture had arisen, one based on almost total dependence on horse and buffalo. Buffalo provided for all the needs of these Indians, and there were no other resources in the environment that could substitute for them. Everything, then, depended on finding and killing buffalo and maintaining sufficient numbers of horses to make this possible. During the late summer, when buffalo came together in vast herds, large encampments of Indians were able to find and slaughter them with ease. For the rest of the year, the buffalo scattered in small groups, and to find them the Indians had to disperse as well, breaking up into small bands. To survive, all Plains tribes had to become expert in finding and hunting buffalo, in riding and caring for horses, and in fighting to protect their horse herds and replenish them by raiding other tribes. In addition to hunting skills, equestrian prowess, and militarism, Plains culture was characterized by the social powers given to warrior societies, the individual initiative of warriors, the importance of the vision quest, the war bundle, and annual ceremonies, particularly the Sun Dance.

The demands imposed by this life of equestrian buffalo hunting were compelling, and all the tribes who entered the true plains were forced to hunt buffalo, protect their horses, and live in small, dispersed bands for most of the year. But much of Plains culture—militarism, war bundles, warrior societies, and the vision quest—did not arise  de novo in response to the demands of Plains life but already existed among the Indians who came to the Plains area from the Eastern woodlands.5 It is true that the foraging societies that entered the Plains typically lacked these cultural traits and tended to adopt them after entering, but they did not all do so. For example, the foraging Comanche of the southern Plains might be considered the most successful of all Plains tribes because they possessed the largest number of horses, yet they did not adopt warrior societies or develop the Sun Dance (at least not until 1874, when their culture was badly disorganized by white American settlements and military action). Similarly, many of the formerly horticultural tribes that had clans before entering the Plains allowed these kinship units to decline in importance, perhaps because they were not an efficient organizational mechanism for people who lived most of the time in small, mobile bands.6 But two prominent Plains tribes, the Crow and Gros Ventre, retained clans after some two hundred years of Plains life. In a similar anomaly, only five of the more than twenty Plains Indian societies ranked men (and sometimes women) into groups that passed through a series of named age-grades that had various ritual, political, and military duties and privileges.7 For these five societies, age-graded groups seemed to play an essential role in their lives, but all the other Plains societies managed to do without such forms. Despite the strong constraints imposed by Plains ecology, the tribes of the Plains were not as alike as peas in a pod. They were very much alike in their material culture, economy, and even many of their values and religions, but otherwise their social institutions and cultures remained distinctive. The importance that some of these people attached to age-grades, clans, or the Sun Dance was not matched by others. These social and cultural arrangements were not necessarily maladaptive, but they were clearly not essential for survival in the Great Plains. They were neutral.

As modern human ecologists are quick to point out, not all environments offer as few options as the American Plains did for mounted buffalo hunters. Many environments in which foraging societies live offer a surprisingly wide array of options for hunting and gathering. As a result, the foraging strategies of hunter-gatherer societies have been difficult to characterize as optimally adaptive.8 Efforts to develop models capable of predicting the types and proportions of food foraging people should consume, where and what they should hunt or gather, and how long they should do so continue to produce equivocal results.9 For example, the nomadic movements of foraging populations have long been thought to be finely attuned to the availability of food resources in their physical environment. However, as J. C. Woodburn has shown for the nomadic Hadza of Tanzania, the availability of game or wild plant foods is only one reason why these foragers move their camp. They also move because of social conflict, the occurrence of an illness or death, the accumulation of excreta and debris, plagues of insects, and, perhaps least related to the environment of all, nightmares.10 And as Kristen Hawkes found in her study of the Ache foragers of eastern Paraguay, instead of maximizing the yield from their hunting to provide as much meat as possible for their families, men chose high-risk forms of hunting as if gambling to win a lottery. According to Hawkes, who refers to this stragegy as “showing off,” men chose risky forms of hunting because by winning they could claim favors from other people that would not otherwise be available.11 These favors did not necessarily optimize the hunters’ survival nor that of their close kin or the population as a whole.

It is also apparent that some ecological circumstances exercise remarkably slight influence over either social organization or culture. Morris Freilich studied the small farming village of Anamat in eastern Trinidad because the two English-speaking ethnic groups that lived there—Afro-Trinidadians and Indian-Trinidiadians—had similarsized land holdings, grew the same cash and subsistence crops, spent the same amount of time working their fields, used the same farming technology (including market and transportation facilities), and had the same crop yields and income.12 For all practical purposes, their economic activities were identical. However, their social organizations were quite dissimilar, and their cultures were dramatically different. The Afro-Trinidadians did just as well economically as their Indian counterparts although they are present-time oriented and reveled in their sociable get-togethers (called “fêtes”), while the Indians put their emphasis on the future well-being of their family.

For another example, we return to the Ituri Forest of Zaire. All the Pygmies of the Ituri Forest hunt, but the Efe are archers, the Tswa use nets, and the Mbuti are both archers and net hunters. Colin Turnbull assumed that the Ituri was so rich in resources that either mode of hunting could be successful, a presumption that subsequent research has shown to be quite improbable. Except for Turnbull, most investigators have assumed that there had to be some differences in the forest ecology that made archery more effective in some areas and net hunting more efficient in others. However, as the research of Robert C. Bailey and Robert Aunger, Jr., has indicated, there are no significant differences in the composition or diversity of the forests exploited by net hunters or archers.13 Bailey and Aunger suggest that the Efe archers are reluctant to adopt net hunting, even though they know it would lead to larger catches of game, not because their environment was unsuitable for net hunting but because the initial effort required to make nets would be too great. That is, what determines how the Efe choose to hunt appears to have more to do with their psychological attributes and cultural values than the demands of their physical environment.14

Adaptation, then, may sometimes take place rapidly in response to environmental demands, but it need not, and often does not, lead to predictable changes in economic practices and is even less likely to do so in social organization or culture. Once again, it must be reiterated that beliefs and practices that developed in response to earlier, and presumably different, environmental pressures tend to persist, and the result may come to be far less than efficient utilization of an environment. A population may embrace some social and cultural features that are not optimally fitted to its particular environment; it may also maintain beliefs and practices that lack adaptive value altogether. It may also be the case that any of several kinds of social and cultural arrangements will serve a population tolerably well.

To come to this last realization should not require taking a trip on the road to Damascus. If one reflects for a moment on how most human populations solve their problems, it should be apparent that they will not always do so perfectly nor even very well. As preceding examples have shown, there are populations whose belief and behavior systems have gone awry, often very badly so. But others have done much better. Decision making is a complex process that has been inadequately studied in traditional societies. Therefore, why some populations have made better decisions affecting their ecological adaptation than others is not well understood. At one extreme, some studies of decision making in small, traditional societies have stressed the rationality and efficiency of the decisions made.15 In fact, Christopher Boehm was so impressed by people’s ability to anticipate selective forces and rationally cope with them that he declared that we “… should view natives as applied scientists.”16 Others believe that even when people do not consciously solve their problems through rational or “scientific” decision making, they nevertheless act rationally in a teleonomic sense, as Ernst Mayr put it. That is, they unconsciously act adaptively because evolution equipped them to do so. Napoleon Chagnon, for example, has used this argument to explain Yanomamo warfare as an adaptive system.17 And French structuralism, to take another example, has championed the view that a rational structure always lies beneath the surface of any belief system.

As an example of how some scholars have imputed unconscious problem-solving abilities to populations—immanent omniscience, if you will—that allow people to achieve optimal adaptations to their environments without conscious awareness of what they are doing, Roy Rappaport has written that the Tsembaga Maring of highland Papua New Guinea controlled the size of their pig and human populations through the indirect symbolic communication provided in their ritual cycle. Like a homeostatic mechanism, this ritual supposedly helped to maintain their physical environment, control warfare, facilitate trade, and assure people access to animal protein when they most needed it.18 All this took place without conscious awareness on the part of the people of what their ritual cycle was doing for them.

For such remarkable adaptations to exist without human awareness of the mechanisms involved or even of the problems that needed to be solved, it might be proposed that the solution (the ritual cycle) was originally chosen rationally and over the years functioned so well that people eventually forgot why it was created. It might also be proposed that the positive regulatory functions of the ritual were simply fortuitous and therefore never understood by the Tsembaga Maring. It is possible that phenomena such as these have occurred in various populations—food taboos would be one example—but for a population to be unaware of why or how a practice such as ritual cycle contributes to its well-being is hardly ideal because environmental change could quickly make ritual control maladaptive without the population’s becoming aware of the need for change. A better solution for the Tsembaga, or any other population for that matter, would be to bring ecosystem regulation under rational control so that changes could be made when necessary.19 Of course it is also possible that Rappaport was wrong in maintaining that the Tsembaga pig ritual had the beneficial consequences he claimed for it. And indeed, several recent restudies of his data have insisted that he was wrong.20 Still, Rappaport was not alone in believing that people are capable of developing unconscious mechanisms for keeping themselves in tune with their ecosystems. Betty Meggers seriously concluded that because unrestricted use of increasingly efficient hunting techniques by small societies in the Amazon basin would rapidly exhaust the available game, these people ingeniously developed supernatural beliefs that would limit the effectiveness of their hunting. One such belief involved the idea that animal spirits were able to control human behavior, including where and when they should hunt. These animal spirits led hunters away from the actual location of game.21

Referring to Meggers among others, historian Robert Harms noted that “Much of the writing about peoples in small-scale, pre-industrial societies has emphasized their almost unconscious, ecological wisdom. They are pictured as natural conservationists, desiring above all to live in harmony with nature.”22 According to Harms, who did ecological research among the Nunu of Zaire, these people were not natural conservationists, nor did they maximize their economic productivity. Instead, they competed with one another for economic advantage, and some of their economic practices seriously degraded their environment. If people in small-scale societies possess unconscious ecological wisdom, one wonders why the SirionÓo, Kaiaidilt, Gebusi, and others did not use their natural wisdom to live more comfortable lives.

Unconscious problem solving aside, people in small-scale societies often consciously try to find answers to their problems, but under what circumstances and to what extent they make rational decisions about the problems that confront them is a vexed question. The evidence is fragmentary and contradictory, but it would appear that people in folk societies sometimes do act very much like applied scientists as they classify plants and animals, modify the hulls of their ocean worthy canoes, experiment with new crops, or refine their tools and weapons. It may even be the case that they sometimes act teleonomically as, for example, in craving certain foods that serve to correct a nutritional deficit or practicing rituals that promote a sense of wellbeing or social solidarity. Some folk populations have decision makers, such as prophets, war leaders, chiefs, big men, councils of elders, and the like, who deliberate about problems their societies face and try to make calculated decisions intended to enhance their well-being.

Decisions about foraging among hunting and gathering people like the San of the Kalahari are made only after intense discussion that allows the band members to reach a consensus.23 Leaders among the Sebei and Cheyenne intentionally changed aspects of their law, war leaders in some small societies have carefully calculated the costs and benefits of attacking a neighboring society,24 and people in various folk societies have sometimes chosen to reject innovations for good ecological reasons.25 What is more, once understood, seemingly wasteful practices have sometimes been shown to be quite adaptive, as Harold Conklin demonstrated in his classic study of the swidden agriculture practiced by the Hanunoo of the Philippines.26 The bulk of available evidence suggests that people in all societies tend to be relatively rational when it comes to the beliefs and practices that directly involve their subsistence, yet as we have repeatedly seen, nonrational beliefs sometimes reduce the efficiency of economic practices in many small societies. Recall the Inuit, and their beliefs in man-killing monsters. The more remote these beliefs and practices are from subsistence activities, the more likely they are to involve nonrational characteristics.

There is ample evidence, for example, that people in many societies can provide no rational reason for clinging to certain beliefs or practices, and some of their most important decisions—when to raid an enemy, where to fish, whom to fear—are based on prophecies, dreams, divination, and other supernatural phenomena. And even when people attempt to make rational decisions, they often fail. For one thing, no population, especially no folk population, can ever possess all the relevant knowledge it needs to make fully formal decisions about its environment, its neighbors, or even itself.27 What is more, there is a large body of research involving human decisionmaking both under experimental conditions and in naturally occurring situations showing that individuals frequently make quite poor decisions, especially when it comes to solving novel problems or ones requiring the calculation of the probability of outcomes, and these are precisely the kinds of problems that pose the greatest challenges for human adaptation.28 In general, humans are not greatly skilled in assessing risk, especially when the threat is a novel one, and they tend to underestimate the future effects of warfare and technological or economic change. Even when disasters such as droughts, floods, windstorms, or volcanic eruptions recur periodically, people consistently misjudge their consequences.29 They also do not readily develop new technology, even when environmental stress makes technological change imperative.30 Western economists use the concept of bounded rationality to refer to people’s limited ability to receive, store, retrieve, and process information, and economic decision theory takes these limitations into account. Because of these cognitive limitations, along with imperfect knowledge of their environment, people inevitably make imperfect decisions.31

Richard Shweder has reminded us that “there is more to thinking than reason and evidence,” but he does not deny that humans are sometimes non- or irrational,32 a point vividly made by Dan Sperber, who wrote that “apparently irrational cultural beliefs are quite remarkable: they do not appear irrational by slightly departing from common sense, or timidly going beyond what the evidence allows. They appear, rather, like down-right provocations against common sense rationality.”33 As Sperber and others have pointed out, people in many folk societies are convinced that humans or animals can be in two places at the same time, can transform themselves into other kinds of creatures or become invisible, arid can alter the physical world in various ways through their own beliefs. They also think magically at least some of the time; indeed, it is very likely that the principles of sympathetic magic are universally present because the human mind has evolved to think in these ways.34 Moreover, all available evidence indicates that humans, especially those who live in folk societies, base their decisions on heuristics that permit and even encourage them to develop fixed opinions despite the fact that these opinions are based on inadequate or false information. These same heuristics also encourage people to cling to their opinions even when considerable evidence to the contrary becomes available. As Shweder has concluded, human thought is “… limited to its scientific procedures, unsophisticated in abstract reasoning, and somewhat impervious to the evidence of experience.”35

None of this should be surprising, really, for no less rational a thinker than Aristotle was convinced that male babies were conceived at times when a strong north wind blew, and despite many generations of secular education, contemporary Americans continue to be less than fully rational. Various surveys have reported that 80 percent of contemporary Americans still believe that God works miracles, 50 percent believe in angels, and more than a third believe in a personal devil.36 As I mentioned before, our ability to identify the risks in our environment is far from perfect. Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky noted in their study of risk assessment, that all populations concentrate on only a few of the dangers that confront them and ignore the remainder, including some that are manifestly dangerous. The Lele of Zaire, for example, faced many serious dangers, including a large array of potentially life-threatening diseases, yet they concentrated on only three hazards-bronchitis (which is less serious than the pneumonia from which they also suffer), infertility, and being struck by lightning (a hazard that is a good deal less common than the tuberculosis from which they frequently suffer yet which they largely ignore).37 According to the Science Advisory Board of the Environmental Protection Agency, Americans do the same, worrying most about relatively unimportant environmental problems like pesticide residue on foods and radiation from X-rays while largely ignoring potentially much more dangerous risks like global warming, habitat destruction, and air pollution.38

Recently, Thomas Gilovich has described the cognitive and social processes that continue to lead even highly educated Americans to hold fervently to demonstrably false beliefs.39 Taking note of surveys of American college students indicating that as many as 58 percent believe that astrological predictions are valid and that 50 percent think that the Egyptian pyramids were built with extraterrestrial assistance, Gilovich describes the many ways in which contemporary Americans distort reality by their tendency to impute meaning and order to random phenomena and to remember only those instances that confirm their established beliefs while forgetting those that are at variance with them.

If modern Americans are less than rational calculators—and these examples hardly exhaust the catalog of folly contributed to by those among us who are thought to be most rational, such as our engineers, physicians, scientists and educators—then it is unreasonable to expect people whose cultures are even less secular than ours to be more efficient problem solvers than we are. It is important to emphasize that I am not arguing that people in folk societies make less-thanrational decisions or hold maladaptive beliefs because they are cognitively less competent than people in literate, industrialized societies. C. R. Hallpike, among others, has concluded that the thought processes of people in small-scale societies are incapable of comprehending causality, time, realism, space, introspection, and abstraction as these are utilized in Western science.40 But whether so-called primitive thought is less abstract, more magical, or less able to assess marginal probabilities is an issue that continues to be debated, and in any event its resolution is largely irrelevant to the point I am attempting to make. I am asserting that most people in all societies, including those most familiar with Western science, sometimes make potentially harmful mistakes and tend to maintain them. It is possible that people in small-scale societies make more mistakes of this kind, but maladaptive decisions are made in all societies.

For people to optimize the adaptiveness of their beliefs and practices, they must not only think rationally, they must first be able to identify the problems that need to be solved. This is often difficult. Some problems, like changes in climate or soil erosion, develop so gradually that by the time they can be identified, no human response will be effective. Others, like the encroachment of diseases or the hazards of dietary change, may not be perceived as problems at all. Humans lived with the deadly hazard of malaria for millennia before it was finally understood very late in the nineteenth century that it was transmitted by mosquitoes. Many populations still do not understand the causes of malaria, schistosomiasis, and other deadly diseases. And still other phenomena may be perceived as problems but prove to be insoluble because the society is torn by conflicting values or interest groups. How much energy are people willing to expend to increase their food supply? Will pepole give up a tasty but unhealthy diet for one that is more nutritious but less flavorful? Will leaders willingly give up some of their privileges to benefit the society as a whole?

This is not to say that people in various societies do not worry about what they perceive to be problems, and in societies with recognized leaders, councils, or bureaucracies they often make decisions that are intended to be solutions. Earlier, we saw how members of the Hawaiian priesthood and aristocracy abolished their system of food taboos in an effort to resolve what they perceived as a problem and how a Pawnee chief tried to abolish human sacrifice. Because he wished to put an end to the gratuitous killing of men whose clans were small and weak by men who belonged to large and powerful ones, a prophet named Matui among the Sebei of Uganda instituted a new ritual, translated as “passing the law,” in which all men of a parish gathered together and swore not to commit a number of acts.41 Matui’s innovation was probably adaptive for the Sebei because it reduced interclan violence, but such farsighted leadership must have been uncommon in human history. The wisdom of various leaders’ decisions over the entire course of human evolution is unknown, but if the written record of history is any guide, few of them led to optimally beneficial outcomes. On the contrary, as Barbara Tuchman pointed out in The March of Folly, a great many were horrifically counterproductive.42 Marvin Harris, long a leading proponent of the view that virtually all traditional beliefs and practices are adaptive, recently reached the surprising conclusion that “… all the major steps in cultural evolution took place in the absence of anyone’s conscious understanding of what was happening.” And, Harris adds, “the twentieth century seems a veritable cornucopia of unintended, undesirable, and unanticipated changes.”43

Rational, calculated decisions intended to resolve a people’s problems seldom occur in small societies. Most of the time, how people hunt, fish, farm, conduct rituals, control their children, and enjoy their leisure are not matters for discussion at all, or at least not discussion about how to make these activities more efficient or pleasurable. People complain incessantly about various things in their lives; sometimes they may try something new, but only rarely do they attempt any fundamental change in their beliefs or social institutions. Large changes, if they occur at all, are typically imposed by some external event or circumstance—invasion, epidemic, drought. In the absence of such events, people tend to muddle through by relying on traditional solutions; that is to say, solutions that arose in response to previous circumstances. Most populations manage to survive without being rational calculators in search of optimal solutions. It appears, for example, that folk populations typically adopt strategies that assure a life-sustaining but well below maximal yield of food and resist changes that entail what they perceive to be risks even though these new food-providing practices would produce more food.

The reluctance of people to change—such as that of the Efe to adopt net hunting—has led some anthropologists to refer to their economic strategies in terms of “minimal risk” and “least effort.” Traditional solutions and long-standing beliefs and practices tend to persist not because they are optimally beneficial but because they generally work just well enough that changes in them are not selfevidently needed. Given all that we know about the sometimes astoundingly bad judgment of “rational” planners in modern nations, it seems unlikely that people in smaller and simpler societies that lack our scientific and technological sophistication would always make optimally adaptive decisions even should they try to do so. What is more, even if a population somehow managed to devise a near-perfect adaptation to its environment, it is unlikely that it could maintain it for any length of time.

The message of this book is not that traditional beliefs and practices are never adaptive and that they never contribute to a population’s well-being; and I am not claiming that people never think rationally enough to make effective decisions about meeting the challenges posed by their environments. To do so would be absurd. I am not arguing either that human behavior is driven solely by the socially disruptive aspects of biological predispositions; people are also predisposed to cooperate, be kind to one another, and sometimes even sacrifice their interests for the well-being of others.

Much of what we have learned about human history and human nature suggests a picture of human accomplishment, not discord, failure, or pathology. Throughout the world, people have developed effective techniques of hunting, gathering, herding, and gardening, domesticated plants and animals, built houses, developed trade, established meaningful religions, and learned to govern themselves. They have also created moving forms of music and dance and dazzling works of art. Visitors to the world’s great museums still gaze in rapture at fabulous gold jewelry, masks, sculptures, baskets, pottery, and clothing that have been so intricately and tastefully moulded, woven, carved, sewn, incised, or painted that they endure as works of great art. They have also made formidable weapons and ingenious tools, devised majestic canoes and great pyramids, dug remarkable irrigation canals, and built great cities. It is not just the so-called high civilizations of China, Mesopotamia, Egypt, India, Mexico and Peru that have filled museums with their works; small-scale societies from all over the world have left us evidence of their ingenuity and artistic ability—Inuit stonecarving, Asante gold sculptures, Fijian tapa cloth, Tibetan weaving, Kirghiz saddles, Porno feather baskets. And no one who has ever opened an anthropology textbook could fail to be impressed by humankind’s ability to devise customs so incredibly diverse, so limitlessly inventive, that it is difficult to believe that these human creations would not make people’s lives safe, satisfying, and meaningful.

Counterintuitive though it may seem after an exposure to this compelling record of human ingenuity, it must nevertheless be acknowledged that populations have not always gotten things right. Inefficiency, folly, venality, cruelty, and misery were and are also a part of human history. Human suffering is one result. To mention but one chilling example among a great many, the Chernobyl nuclear plant released more radioactivity than ten Hiroshima-sized bombs because, according to an engineer who helped construct the plant, there was almost incomprehensible inefficiency in design, construction, maintenance, and management of the facility. However, in an attempt to contain the disaster, Soviet fire fighters, electricians, engineers, doctors, nurses, helicopter pilots, scuba divers, and other workers rushed to Chernobyl without protective clothing, knowing full well that the radioactivity could kill them.44 Incredible folly followed by incredible heroism is not a rare occurrence in human history.

Conclusion

As I observed in chapter 2, the belief that folk societies, “primitives” in an earlier, more judgmental parlance, were more harmonious and hence better adapted than larger, more urbanized societies is so ancient and deeply entrenched in Western thought that it has taken on the quality of a myth, a sacred story not to be challenged. In this story, folk community was said to consist of emotional sharing, personal intimacy, moral commitment, social cohesion, and continuity over time.45 This sense of community, this harmony, was said to make possible the stable, positive adaptations that small-scale populations made to their environments. Due largely to the size and heterogeneity of urban centers, this sense of community—of common purpose—that had directed and united small-scale societies was lost. As a result, cities were said to be torn by dissention and conflict.

Although there was widespread acceptance of the thesis that it was the loss of community that led to urban pathology, some sociologists have pointed out that most large cities did not lack communities (in the plural). Cities are composed of many communities or neighborhoods based on ethnicity or race, as well as subcultures based on occupation (such as steelworker in some Eastern cities) or lifestyle (such as “artists’ colonies”) or sexual preference (gay and lesbian neighborhoods). These critics acknowledged that social and personal pathology did exist in cities but refused to attribute it to the loss of community. This is an important point, but an even more important one is seldom recognized. The sense of community said to typify small-scale societies is neither as common or as intense in these societies as proponents of the folk-urban distinction have thought.

There are many kinds of small-scale, “primitive” societies that can be termed “folk”—a “small community,” as one prominent scholar came to call such a society—by virtue of being small in population, homogeneous, self-sufficient, and aware of the social boundaries that separate them from other people.46 As we have seen, some small societies such as the Chumash and Kwakiutl have had powerful chiefs, social classes, and even slaves; their sense of community was sharply divided. Throughout the world, people who live in small agrarian villages of horticulturalists or “peasants” are supposed to be equal members of the community. In reality, however, these people are notorious for being pitted against one another in perpetual envy, fear, and hostility. Like the Italian villagers of Montegrano, often their only community is the family.

Even the smallest of societies, roving bands that number but a few score who live by hunting and gathering, can have strongly opposing interests. Children and adults do not always share the same sense of community; neither do men and women, older and younger siblings, cowives, or various families and kin groups. Their competing interests sometimes provoke anger, quarrels, and even violence that can lead to the breakup of the local group. Even members of a Mbuti band, people who do have a sense of themselves as a community, nevertheless have competing interests and conflicts that are sometimes so severe that some may leave the band to join another or create a new one. The members of a Sirionó band had virtually no sense of community at all.

Urban dwellers suffer from various forms of personal and social distress partly because their own communities are less than idyllic but also because of the great diversity of cultures, religions, occupations, and classes. Small-scale societies are spared the disharmony that may result from such diversity, but they are not free from conflict. Some are cohesive communities, but most are divided in troublesome ways. In addition, all small populations maintain some beliefs and practices that do not serve their needs well, leaving them hungry, unwell, and fearful, and many of them have difficulty controlling internecine violence. Recall that 35 percent of all adult male deaths among the Gebusi of Papua New Guinea were due to homicide and that even higher rates occurred in the Amazon basin. Even the !Kung San, the “harmless” people of the Kalahari, had a homicide rate that matched that of a violent American urban ghetto. The Tasmanians, Kaingáng, Kaiadilt, and others were probably even more homicidal. Modern urban societies have done a better job of controlling homicide, as Martin Daly and Margo Wilson recently concluded in their review of homicide in the world’s societies.47 Modern urban societies may also have done better at feeding their populations and maintaining their health. The average life expectancy in the United States, Japan, and Western Europe today is more than twice that ever attained by any folk society and indeed is three times that of many. The desire to live a long and healthy life is surely universal, and some modern societies may have gone even further in giving at least their more affluent members greater life satisfaction than folk societies have ever done. One thing is certain: modern societies have survived and grown in numbers while many small-scale populations have dwindled or vanished.

It is not my purpose here to argue that modern urban societies are necessarily better adapted than folk societies, although in respects such as health, longevity, and the control of homicide I believe they are. What I hope to have shown, instead, is that folk societies are not necessarily well adapted. What I am calling for is a moratorium on the uncritical assumption that the traditional beliefs and practices of folk populations are adaptive while those of modern societies are not and a commitment to examining the relative adaptiveness of the beliefs and practices of all societies. The goal is a better understanding of human adaptation not just in particular societies but over the course of human history.

If that goal is to be met, there will have to be some changes in the way we think about social and cultural evolution. There is order and predictability in the social and cultural world, but there is also disorder and randomness. As Sir Edmund Leach reminded us long ago, there is no more a state of equilibrium in a human society than there is in other natural systems.48 Just as physicists have had to come to terms with fractals—chaos and randomness—in the physical world, social scientists must learn to live with the reality of redundancy, meaninglessness, inefficiency, and malfunction in the evolution of human social and cultural systems. In doing so it might be useful for them to use an analogy from biological evolution. Traditional Darwinian theory has held that because of forces of natural selection, existing genetic variation must have a positive function, but Motoo Kimura’s “neutral theory” argues that much of the genetic variation in any species, including humans, is adaptively neutral. Under certain circumstances, such as mutation and genetic drift, these neutral genes can become either more adaptive or maladaptive.49

So it is with social and cultural traits. No matter how long people may have lived in a particular environment, much that they believe and do may play no positive or negative role in their adaptation—it is neutral. As time goes on, these neutral beliefs and practices can become either more adaptive or more maladaptive, joining others that are already positively or negatively influencing a population’s well-being. Stephen Jay Gould showed in his analysis of the Burgess Shale that evolution could have taken a very different course than it did—the world could have been peopled by vertebrates with five eyes, not two, for example.50 The biological forms that survived and prospered did not necessarily have superior anatomies; they did so because biological evolution, like a lottery, can be indeterminate. So can the evolution of society and culture. Practices like head-hunting or penile mutilation can become such focal points for a population that people find it unthinkable to live without them, but that does not mean that these practices came into being as a result of some ineluctable evolutionary force or human need nor that people who once practiced them could not learn to live without them. Many populations have done so.

If maladaptive beliefs and practices are as common as they appear to be, their existence—like that of neutral traits—poses a challenge to the prevailing adaptivist paradigm. Subsistence activities must be reasonably efficient for a population to survive, but they need not be optimal (in the sense of providing the best possible nutrition for the least expenditure of time and energy). It is highly unlikely that any population has achieved an optimal economic adaptation; indeed, it is not at all clear that any population has even attempted to do so. Social organization and culture will be affected by the technology available to a population and by its economic activities, but neither social institutions nor cultural belief systems commonly led to anything that could be considered maximally adaptive utilization of the environment. Neither will they unfailingly enhance the well-being of all members of that population.

Just as no population has yet devised an optimal means for exploiting its environment, so it is most unlikely that all members of a population have agreed about what an optimal environmental exploitation should be. Moreover, no population yet reported has met the needs of all its members to their own satisfaction. All, including those whose members are healthiest, happiest, and longest-lived, could do better. All could improve health and safety, all could enhance life satisfaction. There has been no perfect society, no ideal adaptation, only degrees of imperfection. Knowingly and not, populations adjust their ways of living in an effort to better their lives, but none has yet created the Garden of Eden. Not only are humans capable of errors, of misjudging the ecological circumstances that they must learn to cope with, they are given to pursuing their own interests at the expense of others’ and to preferring the retention of old customs to the development of new ones. Culture, then, tends to be adaptive but is never perfectly so.

It should thus not be assumed, as it so commonly is, that any persistent, traditional beliefs or practices in a surviving society must be adaptive. It should be assumed instead that any belief or practice could fall anywhere along a continuum of adaptive value. No belief or practice in question should escape careful scrutiny before being deemed beneficial or harmful. It may simply be neutral or tolerable, or it may benefit some members of a society while harming others.

If we are to understand the processes of cultural adaptation and maladaptation, relativism must be replaced by a form of evaluative analysis. One cannot study the relative success of adaptation without making evaluative judgments. We would never countenance a relativistic prohibition against attempting to evaluate the conditions of life in our inner cities. We know that drug use, gang violence, child abuse, deteriorated housing, poor prenatal health care, rage, and hopelessness are not good for the impoverished and embattled people who live there, and these people know it far better than we do. Why then should the principle of cultural relativism prevent us from evaluating the feuding, wife battering, inadequate diets, and inefficient medical knowledge that exist in many small, traditional societies?

I have no doubt that the traditional, religious Pawnee practice of torturing children before sacrificing them to propitiate the Morning Star would be considered a moral outrage by anyone reading this book. We would all wish for a world in which no people felt obligated to torture or sacrifice others, especially children. But the Pawnee did so, year after year. The point is not whether this practice was abhorrent to us but adaptive for them. It could have helped to reduce their anxiety about life’s potential dangers; people in various parts of the world have long sacrificed human victims to appease supernatural forces. But if so, we then must ask why the other societies in the same Plains area did not feel the need to do the same. Perhaps instead of lessening Pawnee anxiety, human sacrifice was a practice that created fear because failure to perform the ceremony could bring about supernatural displeasure. (Of course, there is also the possibility that the practice was insisted upon by Pawnee priests in order to maintain their religious authority and social privileges. If so, it would not be the only time that religious leaders have promoted ceremonies for their own benefit.) Without more information about the Pawnee than has survived, these questions cannot be answered; but if the practices of contemporary societies about which detailed information could be obtained were explored in this way, questions about the adaptiveness of human sacrifice and other practices might be answered.

Much of the burden of evaluating human adaptation must fall to anthropologists. Anthropology was once designated the study of man. We now know that it is the study of men, women, children, and the environments in which they live, but we do not yet agree about what anthropology is supposed to do. There are many reasons why a field of study like anthropology may come into being and many others why it may grow or decline into insignificance, but one central reason is the usefulness of the knowledge that the field generates. It hardly need be said that there is no consensus about what kind of knowledge will prove most useful, now or in the future, but the ability to distinguish what is harmful for human beings from what is beneficial to them should qualify as useful knowledge. To generate this kind of knowledge, it will be necessary to learn more about the needs and predispositions that men, women, and children bring with them to life in any society, and it will also be necessary to learn how to determine whether certain aspects of their culture may be harmful to a particular population in a particular context.

Maladaptation is a useful concept, embedded as it is in the more general concept of adaptation, but it may sound too sanitary, too lifeless to rally many people to its banner. The consequences of maladaptation, however, are anything but removed from life: they include alienation, despair, deprivation, fear, hunger, sickness, and death. A scholarly discipline that can illuminate the sources of these kinds of human misery should command a large following, and with better understanding of the sources of maladaptation may come means of reducing human suffering. We have no mandate to change other cultures because we find that some of their beliefs or practices are harmful to them, but we do have an obligation to understand and, when possible, to teach. By teaching—by teaching well—we may be able to make our understandings about human maladaptation available to people, people who can then help themselves to suffer less.

There are some, including Stephen Jay Gould, who believe that the prime mover of evolution has not been competition among species but environmental change that creates opportunities for some species more than others to proliferate. Whatever the truth of this idea for evolution in general, human evolution has involved competition that at times has been so violent that some human groups have failed to survive. Environmental change has played a determinative role as well: populations that have not been flexible enough to adjust to changing circumstances have not fared well.

These two evolutionary phenomena are sure to continue into the future, when the already great interconnectedness of peoples and their societies will no doubt increase still further. As world economic systems penetrate ever deeper into remote parts of the world and telecommunication brings people everywhere ever closer together, many small-scale societies will be transformed as they amalgamate into federations, become occupational specialists, clients, recipients of aid programs, or victims of government repression. Yet, paradoxically, if recent experience is any guide, neither these developments nor the increased power of regional or worldwide forms of governance will put an end to ethnic and religious factionalism, xenophobia, and strife. Instead, one form of irredentism or another can be expected to flourish virtually everywhere on earth. These ethnic and religious revivalisms, these passionate strivings for lost autonomy and misplaced meaning, will likely bring about ever more intense valorization of traditional beliefs, rituals, and customs. In a retribalized world, we can hope that people will choose wisely as they rehabilitate once discarded values and ceremonies, but the factors that led to maladaptation in the past will continue to threaten future well-being. This is all the more reason why those who will take part in fashioning new cultures and societies should be aware that some beliefs and behaviors serve human needs and social requisites better than others. If they are, then perhaps the newly retribalized world will find a greater share of the harmony and well-being that have eluded so many peoples of the past and the present day.
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