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The Lifeways of Hunter-Gatherers

In this book, Robert L. Kelly challenges the preconception that hunter-gatherers should conform

to a single type, be that of Paleolithic relics living in a raw state of nature, the original affluent

society, or downtrodden proletariat. Instead, he crafts a position that emphasizes diversity in

foraging lifeways and efforts to explain that diversity. Kelly reviews the anthropological literature

for variation among living foragers in terms of diet, mobility, sharing, land tenure, technology,

exchange, male–female relations, division of labor, marriage, descent, and political organization.

Using the paradigm of human behavioral ecology, he analyzes the diversity in these areas and he

argues for an approach to prehistory that uses archaeological data to test theory rather than one

that uses ethnographic analogy to reconstruct the past.

Robert L. Kelly is Professor of Anthropology at the University of Wyoming. He has served as

department head and as director of the Frison Institute. He is a past president of the Society

for American Archaeology and a past secretary of the Archaeology Division of the Ameri-

can Anthropological Association. He has authored more than one hundred articles, books, and

reviews, including two of the most widely used archaeology college textbooks. Kelly is inter-

nationally recognized as an expert in the ethnology and archaeology of hunting and gathering

peoples. In the past forty years, he has worked on research projects throughout the western

United States and Madagascar and has lectured in Europe, Asia, and South America. He is cur-

rently researching caves and high-altitude adaptations in Wyoming and the archaeology of ice

patches in Glacier National Park, Montana.
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Preface

I remember that I was amazed, amazed at the faces of Tasaday men and women looking back at

me from the pages of National Geographic in 1972. To a young high school student who yearned

to visit exotic places and to study prehistoric peoples, those photos of the Tasaday afforded the

opportunity to do both vicariously. Here was the Stone Age! Hunters and gatherers, unsullied

by civilization, who lived “much as our ancestors did thousands of years ago” (MacLeish and

Launois 1972: 219).

Anthropology, the Tasaday, and, I like to think, I myself have come a long way since 1972.

The Tasaday, of course, are not Pleistocene relics; frankly, I don’t know what they were or are –

perhaps they were only, as some say, pawns in a hoax perpetrated by the Philippine government

for geopolitical reasons (see Headland 1992; Hemley 2003). But their legacy continues in the

public and, sometimes, anthropology’s perception of hunter-gatherers. The popular media likes to

see hunter-gatherers as humanity stripped of its technological trappings, relics of the Paleolithic,

people whom time forgot. Thus, they are often described by what they lack. The Tasaday,

for example, apparently had “no agricultural implements . . . no woven cloth . . . no pipes . . . no

pottery . . . no weapons . . . no word for war” (MacLeish and Launois 1972: 242). The Tasaday,

and all hunter-gatherers, indeed seem to be “man in the raw state of nature” (Holmberg 1950:

261). And that is reason enough for us to know who foragers really are.

Opinions differ on whether humanity in the raw is a good thing. Some come down on

the side of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Noble Savage, whereas others see humanity’s darker side in

“primitive” society. Many use hunter-gatherers as a foil to our own industrialized society, to

demonstrate its failures or successes. Some see in hunter-gatherers evidence of an evolutionarily

ingrained propensity for savage hunting and bloodshed, a biological imperative for carnage (see

Cartmill 1993), whereas others see in these same societies a kinder and gentler form of human

organization that provides a model for corporate culture (Bernhard and Glantz 1992). In popular

books such as Clan of the Cave Bear and movies such as Quest for Fire, Dances with Wolves, and The

Gods Must Be Crazy, hunter-gatherers are schizophrenically portrayed as what we think we were

in the distant past: the original hippies or the ultimate road warriors. They either represent the

simpler, egalitarian past that we all yearn for or they testify to the fact that we are club-wielding

troglodytes at heart.

So let’s make this clear: the hunter-gatherers we discuss in this volume are not the alter ego of

Western civilization; they are not “simple” societies; they are not humanity in a state of nature;

they are not Pleistocene relics; we cannot, as E. O. Wilson (1978) suggested, reconstruct ancient

human society by extrapolating backward from living hunter-gatherers.

Unfortunately, social scientists are guilty of some of the same simplifications as the popular

media. Portrayals of foragers in many theoretical formulations and textbooks ignore or downplay

the importance of the modern social and economic contexts of foragers and of the variability

among those who hunt and gather to obtain their food. I can appreciate that some simplification

is necessary in teaching or building theory. But too much unwittingly lends itself to facile
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constructions of other people’s lives and to erroneous understandings of both evolution and the

factors that affect the lives of living foragers.

This book is a contribution to combating both of these problems, the tendency to simplify

foraging societies and the tendency to misunderstand the factors that condition human differences.

To achieve this goal, The Lifeways of Hunter-Gatherers focuses on variability in the foraging lifeway

and on the factors that may account for this variability. To do so, I rely on the perspective of

human behavioral ecology. I hope the reader finds this a useful approach. He or she will be

disappointed, however, if they hope to find a thumbnail sketch of hunter-gatherers because it is

not here. And it is not here because such a sketch would only propagate a new stereotype.

I have written this book for two audiences. First, it is for undergraduates, to direct their

attention to the causal variables that lie behind behavior. I want students to understand that

if some characteristic – sharing, for example – is common among hunter-gatherers, it is not

simply because they are hunter-gatherers or because they preserve some ancient, core trait

of humanity but rather because of a set of conditions that is prevalent among living hunter-

gatherers. I strive to achieve this by focusing on how foragers differ in terms of subsistence,

mobility, technology, demography, sharing, territoriality, and social and political organization.

Rather than leave students with a yearning for another time or place, an approach that focuses on

the relationships between behavior and environment, although less romantic, provides students

with the tools to see how structural elements of their own society encourage (or discourage)

certain behaviors.

Second, this book is also for graduate students, especially those in archaeology. It assumes

some knowledge of anthropology, but it does not assume familiarity with the hunter-gatherer

literature or human behavioral ecology. My goal is to help students of archaeology avoid using

a modern hunter-gatherer people, or some amalgam of foraging societies, as an analogy for

reconstructing the past. This does not mean that ethnographic data are useless to archaeologists;

quite the contrary, in fact. But those data are useful only if we understand them from an explicitly

theoretical point of view; otherwise, they will indeed “tyrannize” our reconstructions of the past

(Wobst 1978). We cannot look to living foragers for analogues of prehistoric ones, but we can use

data from them to test some ideas about human behavior. Simply put, I hope this book encourages

students to think theoretically. My goal was to provide an overview, and, consequently, some

fascinating topics have been shortchanged. I will leave them to the student to investigate further.

Finally, a word about words and a caution about data. In recent years, the term “hunter-

gatherer” has been discarded by many in favor of the more generic term “forager” since that

term avoids privileging the “hunter” in hunter-gatherer. I will use both terms interchangeably

simply to avoid monotony. Also, the appellations given to different groups of hunter-gatherers

change as anthropology educates itself, as the subjects of anthropology gain a greater voice, and

as societies change and redefine themselves. I try to strike a balance between terms that will

assist the student in exploring ethnographic literature and terms that will not insult members of

foraging or formerly foraging societies who might read this book. Also, in some places, I use the

ethnographic present tense, but the reader should not assume that the particular group has not

changed between the time of ethnographic study and today. Conversely, where the past tense is

used, the reader should not assume that a people no longer exist. Students should take care to

not uncritically use the data presented in tables here. These data were collected under diverse

conditions for different purposes. I have provided them to indicate some of the variability present

among foragers and as a guide to potential sources of data. But I advise students to consult the

original sources to determine the suitability of data for their analyses.

I wrote the first edition of this book when I was a fairly new professional. Although I am an

archaeologist, in my first graduate course, Lewis Binford instilled a fascination of ethnography

in me. When I was looking for my first academic post, I sold myself as a specialist in foraging

societies. But once I began teaching, I realized that I knew next to nothing about them, and so I

undertook this book in large measure to educate myself. The first edition was published in 1995,
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by the Smithsonian Institution Press. After that press ceased to exist in about 2004, Eliot Werner

published a slightly revised edition through Percheron Press (we fixed a few errors). What you

have in your hands is a completely revised second edition. What has changed since then?

The second edition contains a new chapter on technology (Chapter 5), about which very

little had been written prior to 1995 from the perspective of human behavioral ecology. The

chapter on sharing is significantly updated and rewritten because there has been a large amount

of research conducted on that subject since 1995. Likewise, the section on reproductive ecology

in the demography chapter (Chapter 7) has been substantially updated, as has the chapter on

the development of inequality (Chapter 9), although the 1995 model’s essentials are unchanged.

Throughout the book, I updated references, added some new photos and figures, corrected

mistakes, and improved the writing. I hope you find this new edition worth reading.

It has been some forty years since I first looked in wonder at those pictures of the Tasaday.

I no longer see in them the faces of ancient relatives. For the most part, I now see costs and

benefits of resources, and differences in time allocation, caloric returns, opportunity costs, and

utility curves. But occasionally I can see beyond these, to the aspirations and dreams and desires

that help shape the evolutionary processes that create the diversity and trajectory of humanity.

And I am still amazed.
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