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THE ORIGINAL AFFLUENT
SOCIETY

If economics is the dismal science, the study of hunting and gather-
ing economies must be its most advanced branch. Almost universally
committed to the proposition that life was hard in the paleolithic, our_
textbooks compete to convey a sense of impending doom, leaving one
to wonder not only how hunters managed to live, but whether, after
all, this was living? The specter of starvation stalks the stalker through
these pages. His technical incompetence is said to enjoin continuous
work just to survive, affording_Tﬁm neither respite nor surplus, hence

not even the “leisure” to “build culture.” Even so, for all’ hlS efforts
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Be hunter pulls the lowest grades in thermodynamlcs-—less ener

e o AN e et =5

caplta/ year than any other mode of production. And in treatises on
“economic develdpment he is condemned to play the role of bad exam-
ple: the so-called “subsistence economy.”

The traditional wisdom is always refractory One is forced to
oppose it polemically, to phrase the necessary revisions dlalectlcally
in' fact, this was, when you come to examine it, the original afflu-
ent society. Paradoxical, that phrasing leads to another useful and
unexpected conclusion. By the common understanding, an afﬁuent\
society is one in which all the people’s material wants are easﬂy sat- | W
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isfied. To assert _that the hunters are affluent is to deny then that the }
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human condition is an ordained tragedy’ with man the Prisq
e g - : I]Qr

hard labor of a perpetual disparit‘y'between his unlimiteq v, "

b Rt cliual d e Sralgg g
1s insufficient means, N
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For Qhere are_two possible courses o g_fﬂuence. Wants ma

“easily satisfied” either by producing much or desiring J;, The

familiar conception, the Galbraithcan Wway makes _aSSumptjq,,

peculiarly appropriate to market economics: that man’s Wame
great, not to say infinite, whereas his ;‘{{?ﬁni?E,‘?.}’Jmt_?d, althoy,p
improvable: thus, the gap between means and ends can be p,-
T T : e t to the point that “yreas
rowed by industrial productivity, at leas o Urgent

Winbiafhiigt 49 bl . =
' s also a Zen road to affluep
goods” become plentiful. But there 1 o2 fuence,

departing from premisés somewhat different from our own: thy
¢human material wants are finite and few, and technical means
unchanging but on the whole adequate. Adopting the Zen strategy,
a people can enjoy an unparalleled material plenty—with a low
standard of living.) | B
"~ That,I think,‘des{ribes the hunters. And it helps explain some of their
more curious economic behavior: their “prodigality” for example—
the inclination to consume at once all stocks on hand, as if they had it
made. Free from market obsessions of scarcity, hunters” economic pro-
pensities may be more consistently predicated on abundance than our
own. Destutt de Tracy, “fish-blooded bourgeois doctrinaire” thou gh he
might have been, at least compelled Marx’s agreement on the observa-

con that “in poor nations the pe?’ple are comfortable,” whereas in rich
nations they are generally poor.”)

This is not to deny tha( a preagricultura] economy operates under

cerious constraints, but only to insist, on the evidence from modern

hunters and gatherers, that a successfy] accomody
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“maximum encrgy from a maxamum number of people” —so runs

the fair average a”']”‘“"”]”“:“ al opinion of hunting and gathering

The ,-;[sofigmal Australians are a classic example of a people whose

econoMic resources are of the scantiest. In many places their habitat i
Ts ! 1S
even more severe than that of the Bushmen, although this is perhaps

not g
h the aborigines of northwest central Queensland extract from the

uite true in the northern portion. .. . A tabulation of the foodstuffs
whic
country they inhabit is instructive. . . . The variety in this list is impres-
<ive, but we must not be deceived into thinking that variety indicates
plenty, for the available quantities of each element in it are so slight
that only the most intense application makes survival possible.
(Herskovits, 1958, pp. 63-69)

Or again, in reference to South American hunters:
The nomadic hunters and gatherers barely met minimum subsis-
tence needs and often fell far short of them. Their population of 1
person to 10 or 20 square miles reflects this. Constantly on the move
"+ in search of food, they clearly lacked the leisure hours for nonsubsis-
" ence activities of any significance, and they could transport little of
what they might manufacture in spare moments. To them, adequacy
of production meant physical survival, and the)'frarely had surplus of

either products or time.

(Steward and Faron, 1959, p. 60: cf. Clark, 1953, p. 27
Haury, 1962, p. 113; Hoebel, 1958, p. 188;
Redfield, 1953, p. 5; White, 1959)

But the traditional dismal view of the hunters’ fix is also
preanthro pological and extra-anthropological, at once historical
and referable to the large”r“é“c“biié‘ﬁii(_:‘"fé'o'ii"té;t“i“ﬁm\'vhich anthropol-
Ogy operates. It goes back to the time Adam Smith was writing, and

[;;izably to a time before anyone was writing. '(Probably it was one
e first distinctly neolithic prejudices, an ideological apprecia-
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~. he hunter’s capacity to exploit thé earth’s resources most
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who was the elder son and cunning hunter, but in 3 £
Moy,
s

deprived of his birthright. o,
{Current low opinions of the hunting-gathering economy _
B . he

b

Iaid__tdﬁ‘éaiihié othnocentrism, however. Bourgeois ethny, ed p,
r]g

/ will do as well. The existing business econoiny, at every turp
' an

logical trap from which amln‘opoh)gical eCONOIMICS Must escy
me dim conclusions about the hunting life ”')

jdf'f)_

promote the sa
Joxical to contend that hunters have affluent o
\ ) Cong,

[s it sO parac
mies, their absolute poverty notwithstanding?Modern capitaljs;
' * St soq.

ver 1-i¢hlfendbwed, dedicate themselves to the Proposit;
] : : : >0
of scarcity. Inadequacy of economic means is the first principle of thn
e

world’s wealthiest peoples. The apparent material status of the econop,
e EPHEEREE S y

seems to be no clue to its accomplishm”éﬁfs; something has to be s

for the mode of economic organizatiogcf. Polanyi, 1947, 1957, 1959.

Dalion, 1961).

;The market-industrial system institu
pletely unparalleled and to a degree nowhere else approximated. Where
production and distribution are arranged through the behavior of prices,
-nd all livelihoods depend on getting and spending, insufficiency of
material means becomes the explicit, calculable starting point of all eco-
nomic actvity.} The entrepreneur is confronted with alternative invest-

ments of a finite capital, &he worker (hopefully) with alternative choices
of remungrative employ,/and the consumer. . . . Consumption is a double
tragedy: *what begins in inadequacy will end in deprivation. Bringing
together an international division of labor, the market makes avail-
able a dazzling array of products: all these Good Things within a man'’s
reach—but never all within his grasp)Worse, in this y
( : e ot ’ game of £onsumer
ree choice, every acquisition 1s sim taneously a depriva 6
purchase of something is a foregoing of something ejse. ; 1an, 1or evesy
marginally less desirable, a‘nd in some particu}arsg S€, in general only
could have been had instead}The point is that jf more desirable, that
bile, say a Plymouth, you cannot also have the Fq )Ziou U OB automio-
curre -levisi : o1 rq—- .
nt u le.vxsxon commercials that the deprjyagi and | judge from
more than just material.)? “Privations entailed
hat sentence of “life at hard Jubeop” would be
Scarcity is the judgment decreed | or
our Economics: the apv]jcali / \y Oure

eties, howe

tes scarcity, in a manner com-

Was passe
Conom
meang

d .

e uniquely upon us.

- ©also the axiom of
gainst alternative ends
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Jerive the most satisfaction possible under the circumstances. And it
to erl

ly from this anxious vantage that we look back upon hunters),

: eC1Se ; . :
is pr with all his technological advantages, still hasn’t

. o an
. modern mail,
e hat chance has this naked . with hi
I Tat chance has this naked savage with his puny
Therewithal, w
ot the w

v? Having equipped the hunter with bourgeois impulses
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ctween me . : It} fini bi

hunters are in business for their health, a finite objec-

aals, we jlldg“ his situation hopeless in advance.*
Hot an intrinsic property of technical means. It is a

1 ans and ends. We should entertain the empirical
. , q

relation

- that :
nat bow and arrow are adequate to that end.’)

other ideas, these endemic in anthropological theory and ?th'
ce, have conspired to preclude any such understanding.
% e anthropological disposition to exaggerat.e t.};e' economic 1'.nef-
ciency of hunters appears notably by W{*Y of l’ml,)ll 101:115 somP::f:I)z
with neolithic economiegiunters, as Lowie put it aI}’ y, mus 13
much harder in order to live than tillers a%nd bre:eders (1 94-.6, p- 13).
On this point evolutionary anthropology in particular found it conge-
nial, even necessary theoretically, to adopt the usual tone of rfeprpa_ch.
Ethnologists and archaeologists had become neolithic revolutionaries,
2nd in their enthusiasm for the Revolution spared nothing denounc-
ing the Old (Stone Age) Regime, including some very old scandal. It
was not the first time philosophers would relegate the earliest stage
of humanity rather to nature than to culture. (“A man who spends
his whole life following animals just to kill them to eat, or moving
from one berry patch to another, is really living just like an animal
himself”[Braidwood, 1957, p. 122].) (The hunters thus downgraded,
anthropology was free to extol the Néolithic Great Leap Forward: a

m{ a;n technological advance that brought about a “general availability

C i

:V f::;ure through release from purely food-getting purs@’ (Braid-
0od, 1'952, P 5; cf. Boas, 1940, p. 285).
Inan influentja] essay on “Fne

White ai
hite explained that the neolith
deydopmem .

possib”“‘/
uve, and t

But still
nographic practi

rgy and the Evolution of Culture,” Leslie

) e ic generated a "gr?at advance in cultural
OTE.nErg),I,},,,“"”lftssed and Co—nllflmlllcwe il great increase in the amount
2%:3115}% rgj;na'f]i;a;& 5a1.t§i§§,2m§g§;ﬂ?ﬂ)ita Pery ?ngxﬁm@{?ﬁWOf the
e”;,“g;“**~~-~9153-‘lf’{!E%I:Xw,gpntr"li. ¢ 4 P-‘ 372). White further height-

gy sous =2 DY Specifying human effor 33 the principal
Mw‘iuhure’ as opposed o the domesticated plant
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.« Jetermination
and animal resources of neolithic cv1_1]_tm~e.‘Th]s dete of the ey,
sources at once permitted a preci
d by the

- f hu ’
¢ se low estimat€ Of hunters” thery, dv

N «
human body: average Powe
" Wer
' 949
P A (\r Ca )lta (l ’ 5
resources” of one-twenticth lmrs(‘l’()W(f-r d thof cultural entir36'9)\
v Ny N 5 - = I)T]ge
ST jan effort 1r¢ of
even as, by eliminating hun e et orited by con
N . wared that p(\()pl(‘ had been libera Y SOme ]ab()r\
\ e [ esiie ] nd animals). But White's I)r(-)E:
’ : See ( ticated P ants d ¢ , 3
| saving device (domestica , A nechani
i ::1 is obviously misconceived. (The principal 1 ‘} anical energy
ematic 1s ST ‘ TJithic culture is that suppli
available to both Pa](\o]i(hic and ‘-n(*()]llhlc Ul]ll : pphed by
ed in both cases from plant and anjm,,

human beings, as transfon . . -
ptions (the occasional direct uge of

sources, so that, with negligible exce . g |
amount of energy harnessed per capita Per year

d fairly constan,

namic potential-that develope

nonhuman power), the .
is the same in paleolithic and neolithic economies—an

in human history until the advent of the industrial revolution.®
Another specifically anthropological source of paleolithic discontent
develops in the field itself, from the context of European observation of
‘ existing hunters and gatherers, such as the native Australians, the Bush-
<" | men, the Ona or the Yahgan. This ethnographic context tends to distort

' our understanding of the hunting-gathering economy in two ways.
First, it provides singular opportunities for naiveté. The remote and
exotic environments that have become the cultural theater of modern
hunters have an effect on Europﬁans most unfavorable to the latter’s
iis:s;z];it ics)ft ;haeg rflczzrlrzzi : ;c))lrlgiha Marginal as the Australian or Kala-
» OF to everyday European experience, i

: ‘ the p . _
conclusion, of couy se, is morelikcxlileoplt. Ar€ Starving to deatlh Such a
and in the jourp. > metin earlier than 1
graphs of alithro x; of‘ explorers o Mmissionarjeg tha ?ater dccounts
are older and cloi OBISLs; bug Precisely because t'he 1 ;D the mono-

i ser - . ,

3 Certain regpecy to the abor; ginal cong; tion, one Xp orersf reglorts
i ’ reserves for them
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whose€ expeditions in the 1830s included some of t}

- | b the poorer districts
of western Australia, but whose unusually close attention to the | ]

| ' _ : 0Oca
e obliged him to debunk his colleagues’” communications ¢ nj

- ' ' AtlOons on just

oint of economic desperation. It is a mistake very <‘0rnmo,n]
Grey wrote, to Suppose that the native Australians “have %ma]ﬁ
{ subsistence, or are at times greatly pressed for want of food
4 “almost ludicrous' are the errors travellers have fallen into in

peopl
this P
made,
mCElllS o

Many an . . ‘
this regard: “They lamentin their journals that the unfortunate Aborig-

- <hould be reduced by famine to the miserable necessity of sub-
ines ¢ L : . :
| certain sorts of food, which they have found near their huts;

gisting O1 _
1 many instances, the articles thus quoted by thern are those

whereas, 1 ' | !
hich the natives most prize, and are really neither deficient in flavour
W

por nutritious qualities.” To _r@ll_,dﬁrmpglpablea"‘the ignorance that has
d with regard to the habits and customs of this people when

in their wild state,” Grey provides one remarkable example, a citation

from his fellow explorer, Captw who, upon encountering a
f Aboriginals engaged in gathering large quantities of mimosa
d that the“‘unfortunate creatures were reduced to the last
d, being unable to procure any other nourishment, had
been obliged to collect this mucilaginous.’” But, Sir George observes,
the gum in question is a favorite article of food in the area, and when
in season it affords the opportunity for large numbers of people to
sssemble and camp together, which otherwise they are unable to do.

ppevaile

group (]
gum, deduce
extremity, an

He concludes:

 Generally speaking, the natives live well; in some districts there may
be at particular seasons of the year a deficiency of food, but if such
\/ the case, these tracts are, at those times, deserted. It is, however,
A utterly impossible for a traveller or even for a strange native to judge
w_hethera district affords an abundance of food, or the contrary . .. But in
his own district a native is very differently situated; he knows exactly
;’;h::a':;m:u;ez, the proper time at which the several articles are
these circ;mztatnce rehadnest means of.p.rocurin‘g them. AcFording t.o
hunting ground. a:; / :ar:gullates his visits to different portions of his
abundance in thoir e only say that | have always found the greatest
(Crey, 1841, vol. 2, pp. 259-262, emphasis mine; cf.
Eyre, 1845, vol. 2, p. 244 f)7
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) The hunters of eastern Canada of whom we read in the Jesuit Pelations
/

Were committed to the fur rrade in the early seventeenth century.
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evoke notice (Lee and Devore, 1968).The point of present importance

is this: rather than a fair test of hunters’ productive capacities, their
current circumstances pose something of a supreme test. All the more

extraordinary, then, the following reports of their performance. /



