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• 

CULTURAL MATERIALISM is the strategy I have found to be most 
effective in my attempt to understand the causes of differences and 
similarities among societies and cultures. It is based on the simple 
premise that human social life is a response to the practical problems 
of earthly existence. I hope to show in this book that cultural material
ism leads to better scientific theories about the causes of sociocultural 
phenomena than any of the rival strategies that are currently available. 
I do not claim that it is a perfect strategy but merely that it is more 
effective than the alternatives. 

In its commitment to the rules of scientific method, cultural materi
alism opposes strategies that deny the legitimacy or the feasibility of 
scientific accounts of human behavior-for example, humanist claims 
that there is no determinism in human affairs; and it opposes the 
currently popular attribution of the malaise of industrial society to too 
much rather than too little science. Cultural materialism, with its 
emphasis upon the encounter between womb and belly and earth and 
water, also opposes numerous strategies that set forth from words, 
ideas, high moral values, and aesthetic and religious beliefs to under
stand the everyday events of ordinary human life. Aligned in this regard 
with the teachings of Karl Marx, cultural materialism nonetheless 
stands apart from the Marx-Engels-Lenin strategy of dialectical materi
alism. Condemned by dialectical materialists as "vulgar materialists" or 
"mechanical materialists," cultural materialists seek to improve Marx's 
original strategy by dropping the Hegelian notion that all systems 
evolve through a dialectic of contradictory negations and by adding 
reproductive pressure and ecological variables to the conjunction of 
material conditions studied by Marxist-Leninists. 

Although significant numbers of anthropologists have adopted the 
cultural materialist strategy, most of my colleagues continue to prefer 
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one of several available alternatives. The most popular of these denies 
the need to have a definite strategy at all. This I call the strategy of 
eclecticism. Eclectics argue that the strategic commitments of cultural 
materialism or any of the other self-identified strategies such as dialecti
cal materialism or structuralism prematurely close off possible sources 
of understanding. To be an eclectic is to insist that all research strate
gies may be relevant to the solution of some puzzles and that it cannot 
be foretold which strategies will be most productive in any given case. 
Eclecticism presents itself as the defender of the "open mind." Yet 
eclecticism represents as much of a closed strategic commitment as any 
of its rivals. To uphold all options indefinitely is to take a definite 
strategic position. Moreover, it is not a conspicuous})"._Q.pe_11:I!l_in5I~d 
attitude to insist a priori thatbetter scientific theQries will resu.J.tJrom 
the use of more than one strategy per problem. This claim actually 
happens to be wrong. It is not eclecticism buCthe clash of strategic 
options, eclecticism among them, that is the guarantor of an open 
mind. In arguing for the superiority of cultural materialism, therefore, 
I have no intention of advocating the annihilation of rival strategies. 
I insist only that the systematic comparison of alternative strategies is 
an integral part of the scientific enterprise. 

Eclecticism reigns triumphant because it seems no more than com
mon sense that there must be a little bit of truth in each of the rival 
isms, and that none can contain the whole truth. I disagree, however, 
that it is common sense to abandon the quest for the possibility of 
larger truths in order to settle for the certainty of smaller ones. I also 
disagree that it is common sense to suppose that the alternative strate
gies are equally well endowed with truth and nonsense. No strategy has 
the whole truth, but the whole truth is not the sum of all strategies. 

Although I did not invent "cultural materialism," I am responsible 
for giving it its name (in The Rise of Anthropological Theory). Let me 
explain why I chose these two words and not some others. By the 
mid-196os many colleagues shared my conviction that as long as an
thropologists underestimated the importance of Karl Marx, there could 
be no science of human society. Marx had come closest in the nine
teenth century to being the Darwin of the social sciences. Like Darwin, 
Marx showed that phenomena previously regarded as inscrutable or as 
a direct emanation of deity could be brought down to earth and under
stood in terms of lawful scientific principles. Marx did this by proposing 
that the production of the material means of subsistence forms "the 
foundation upon which state institutions, the legal conceptions, the art 
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and even the religious ideas of the people concerned have evolved and 
in the light of which these things must therefore be explained in~tead 
of vice versa as has hitherto been the case" (seep. 141 ). The "material
ism" in "cultural materialism" is therefore intended as an acknowledg
ment of the debt owed to Marx's formulation of the determining 
influence of production and other material processes. 

Now I am aware that a strategy which calls itself materialism runs 
a special risk of being dismissed by the general public as well as by the 
academic professorate. Materialism is a dirty word among the young, 
who aspire to be idealistic in their thought and behavior. Materialism 
is what happens to you when you abandon your ideals and sell out. 
(Never mind that the more money people make, the more likely they 
are to think of themselves as idealists.) But cultural materialists have 
idealistic motives just like everyone else. And as for pure, unselfish 
devotion to humankind, rightly or wrongly, a large segment of world 
opinion today ranks Marx as the equal or superior of Jesus Christ. 
Needless to say, the technical distinction between cultural materialism 
and idealism has nothing to do with such invidious comparisons. It 
refers exclusively to the problem of how one proposes to account for 
sociocultural differences and similarities. Despite the negative images 
the word materialism evokes, I would be intellectually dishonest not to 
use it. 

It was also obvious when I began to write The Rise of Anthropologi
cal Theory in 1965 that a genuine science of society would not develop, 
Marx or no Marx, as long as Marxist-Leninists (and other social scien
tists) continued to avoid or ignore the facts and theories of modern 
anthropology. Marx's strategic assumptions, like Darwin's, are bur
dened with nineteenth-century philosophical concepts which reduce 
their plausibility and usefulness for twentieth-century anthropologists. 
Because Marx's materialism is wedded to Hegel's notion of dialectical 
contradictions, Engels gave it the name dialectical materialism. Under 
Lenin, the dialectical tail was made to wag the materialist dog. Marx
ism-Leninism came to represent the triumph of dialectics over the 
objective and empirical aspects of Marx's scientific materialism. 

Cultural materialism is a non-Hegelian strategy whose epistemologi
cal assumptions are rooted in the philosophical traditions of David 
Hume and the British empiricists-assumptions that led to Darwin, 
Spencer, Tylor, Morgan, Frazer, Boas, and the birth of anthropology 
as an academic discipline. Yet cultural materialism is not a monistic or 
mechanical alternative to dialectics. Rather, it is concerned with sys-
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temic interactions between thought and behavior, with conflicts as well 
as harmonies, continuities and discontinuities, gradual and revolution
ary change, adaptation and maladaptation, function and dysfunction, 
positive and negative feedback. To drop the word "dialectical" is not 
to drop any of these interests-it is simply to insist that they must be 
pursued under empirical and operational auspices rather than as ad
juncts to a political program or as an attempt to express one's persona. 

Now for the cultural part of cultural materialism. The word "cul
tural" comes to the fore because the material causes of sociocultural 
phenomena differ from those which pertain strictly to inorganic or 
organic determinisms. Cultural materialism, for example, stands op
posed to biological reductionist materialisms such as those embodied 
in racial, sociobiological, or ethological explanations of cultural differ
ences and similarities. And the term "cultural" conveys more ade
quately than such alternatives as "historical" or "sociological" the fact 
that the phenomena to be explained are human, synchronic as well as 
diachronic, and prehistoric as well as historic. "Cultural" also draws 
attention to the fact that the strategy in question is a distinctive 
product of anthropology and its subfields-that it is a synthesis which 
seeks to transcend disciplinary, ethnic, and national boundaries. 

The task of cultural materialism is to create a pan-human science 
of society whose findings can be accepted on logical and evidentiary 
grounds by the pan-human community. In view of increasing national, 
ethnic, and class interests in subordinating science to politics and to 
short-term sectarian benefits, I must confess that the prospects for a 
pan-human science of society appear dimmer today than at any time 
since the eighteenth century. I cannot therefore appeal to the reader 
to follow my brief for cultural materialism in the name of jubilant 
enlightenment. I make no utopian claims. I merely ask all those who 
fear the onset of a new dark age to join together to strengthen the 
barriers against mystification and obscurantism in contemporary social 
science. 
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Cultural Materialism 
as a Research 
Strategy 



THERE ARE two parts to the description and evaluation of a 
research strategy, and hence there are two parts to this book. First there 
is the task of describing and evaluating the basic features of that 
strategy. And then there is the task of describing and evaluating the 
strategic alternatives. 

In Part I, therefore, I attempt to set forth the epistemological and 
theoretical principles underlying the construction of cultural material
ist theories. And I also attempt to outline a broad set of interpenetrat
ing theories in order to show the actual or potential scope and degree 
of coherence of cultural materialism's theoretical corpus. 

Part II, on the other hand, deals with alternative strategies. Both 
parts are necessary because intelligent descriptions and evaluations 
require us to say not only why we are for something but also why we 
are against what it is not. 
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Research Strategies 
and the Structure 
of Science 

CuLTURAL MATERIALISM is or aspires to be a scientific research 
strategy. This means that cultural materialists must be able to provide 
general criteria for distinguishing science from other ways of gaining 
knowledge and for distinguishing one research strategy from another. 
I want to make these criteria explicit, not only for the sake of defining 
cultural materialism but also for the sake of comparing cultural materi
alism with those alternative strategies that likewise claim to be scien
tific strategies. We need to know the general rules of the scientific 
method. Then we can go on to define what a research strategy is and 
to compare one with another in order to see which one best fulfills the 
requirements for achieving scientific knowledge about human social 
life. The definition of science and the definition of research strategies 
therefore are basic ingredients in the epistemology of cultural material
ism. 

Other Ways of Knowing 

BEFORE PROCEEDING to the question of what distinguishes sci
ence from other ways of knowing, let me clarify my attitude toward 
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nonscientific research strategies. I believe that science is a superior way 
for human beings to obtain knowledge about the world in which we 
live. But I readily admit that there are domains of experience the 
knowledge of which cannot be achieved by adherence to the rules of 
the scientific method. I am thinking of the ecstatic knowledge of 
mystics and saints; the visions and hallucinations of drug users and of 
schizophrenics; and the aesthetic and moral insights of artists, poets, 
and musicians. 

One does not obtain knowledge of God and flaming cherubim or 
of the beauty of a Beethoven quartet by applying the rules of the 
scientific method to sunsets or by studying the sound waves produced 
by bows drawn over taut strings. Science does not dispute the authen
ticity of aesthetic knowledge. Moreover, I can readily subscribe to the 
popular belief that science and religion need not conflict. But one 
proviso must be kept in mind. Science does not dispute the doctrines 
of revealed religions as long as they are not used to cast doubt on the 
authenticity of the knowledge science itself has achieved. For example, 
there is no conflict between biological and theological versions of the 
origin of species as long as the Bible is regarded as metaphor. But if 
fundamentalists insist that the revealed word is more authentic than 
science as a source of information about evolution, then the lines of a 
battle are necessarily drawn. 

Narrow lnductionism 

EARLY IN THE sixteenth century, Francis Bacon proposed that 
science consisted in the elevation of the authority of experiment and 
observation over that of reason, intuition, and convention. Bacon 
thought that as more and more reliable and precise particular facts 
accumulate, they can be classified and generalized, resulting in an 
ever-expanding hierarchy of useful "axioms." This is what he meant by 
"induction." In the Novum Organum (New System), Bacon wrote: 

But then and then only, may we hope well of the sciences, when in a just 
scale of ascent, and by successive steps not interrupted or broken, we rise from 
particulars to lesser axioms; and then to middle axioms, one above the other; 
and last of all to the most general. ... (Bacon, 1875:97) 
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Although many people today continue to regard the collection of 
facts and their arrangement by induction into theories as the heart of 
the scientific method, Bacon's conception of what facts and theories 
are and of the relationship between them was hopelessly unrealistic 
even in his own time. The most important early scientific discoveries 
-such as those made by Galileo about the movement of the earth, by 
Keppler about the elliptical shape of planetary orbits, and later by 
Newton about the "force" of gravity--could never have been made if 
Bacon's rules had prevailed. 

Determined to avoid all premature speculations, Bacon proposed 
that data gathering be carried out by illiterate assistants with no interest 
in whether an experiment turned out one way or another. Plain, facts, 
properly arranged, would automatically lead to certain knowledge of 
the universe. Nothing could be more misrepresentative of the actual 
problem-solving techniques of the scientific method. That plain facts 
do not speak for themselves is evident from Bacon's own acceptance 
of the errors contained in what appeared to be the plainest of facts. For 
Bacon, that the earth did not move was a fact because it could be seen 
not to move; and for Bacon it was a fact that life was being spontane
ously generated because maggots always developed in putrid flesh and 
frogs appeared after every rain. 

What is clear is that the great breakthroughs of a Newton, Darwin, 
or Marx could never have been achieved solely on the basis of Baconian 
fact gathering. Facts are always unreliable without theories that guide 
their collection and that distinguish between superficial and significant 
appearances. 

Nonetheless, we should not forget that theories are equally mean
ingless without facts. Bacon's emphasis upon fact gathering was an 
important departure in its day. The inductive model of science was 
intended as a corrective to the subordination of inquiry to Aristotelian 
intuitions and as a condemnation of those who would test theories by 
appeal to political-religious dogmas and doctrines. Bacon's was an age 
in which people argued about the number of angels on the head of a 
pin and in which learned men could dismiss Galileo's discovery of 
Jupiter's moons because it contradicted established theories and princi
ples. As argued by the astronomer Francesco Sizi: "The satellites [Jupi
ter's moons] are invisible to the naked eye and therefore can have no 
influence on the earth and therefore would be useless and therefore do 
not exist" (quoted in Hempel, 1965A8). Faced with this flight of fancy, 
who can blame Francis Bacon for warning that knowledge should not 
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be "supplied with wings, but rather hung with weights, to keep it from 
leaping and flying" (Bacon, 1875 :97 )? 

The Inductive-Deductive Balance 

AS A PHILOSOPHICAL theory about scientific knowledge, Baconian 
inductionism had always been confronted with opposing philosophical 
theories that assert the priority of imaginative theory over facts, of 
deduction over induction. Rene Descartes, for example, with his search 
for certainty through the deduction "I think, therefore I am," viewed 
his work as a corrective to Bacon's. Both Bacon and Descartes can be 
associated with extensive philosophical lineages: the Empiricists and 
Positivists on the one hand, and the Cartesians and Rationalists on the 
other. 

It is important to separate the work of these philosophers from that 
of individuals who have faced the task of actually formulating substan
tive scientific theories. In the actual history of the physical, natural, and 
social sciences, neither the inductive nor the deductive mode of 
thought has ever been pursued exclusively. Pure Baconian inductionists 
have been as rare as Cartesian realists. In the second edition of his 
Principia, Newton, for example, master of mathematical "leaping and 
flying," declared: "Hypotheses non fingo" ("I offer no hypotheses"), 
while Charles Darwin, exasperated by the failure of twenty years of fact 
gathering to convince his critics, finally had to admit that "when we 
descend to details, we can prove that no one species has changed; nor 
can we prove that the supposed changes are beneficial, which is the 
groundwork of the theory" (cited in Hull, 1973:32). Science has always 
consisted of an interplay between induction and deduction, between 
empiricism and rationalism; any attempt to draw the line on one side 
or the other conflicts with actual scientific practice. The main function 
of these alternatives-besides giving jobs to philosophers-has been to 
provide ammunition for shooting down someone's theories or building 
up one's own. One's rivals have overindulged themselves with specula
tive, metaphysical assumptions or they have been obsessed with superfi
cial empirical appearances, depending on which particular moment in 
the interplay one chooses to emphasize. As Gerald Holton has shown, 
the young Einstein was an admirer of the positivist-empiricist Ernst 
Mach, because Mach had objected to the unexamined, metaphysical, 
theory-laden content of the classical concepts of space, time, and force. 
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Mach at first approved of relativity theory, and Einstein wrote to him 
saying that his approval was a source of "enormous pleasure." But 
Mach denounced Einstein's later work as being too metaphysical, while 
Einstein attempted to fend off his critics by emphasizing the impor
tance of deductive mathematical reasoning for the development of 
theory: 

Coming from sceptical empiricism of somewhat the kind of Mach's, I was 
made, by the problem of gravitation, into a believing rationalist, that is, one 
who seeks the only trustworthy source of truth in mathematical simplicity. 
(cited in Holton, 1973:241) 

Hume's Empiricism 

THE MOST IMPORTANT source of modern-day empiricism and 
positivism is not Francis Bacon but rather the eighteenth-century Brit
ish philosopher David Hume. In his An Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding, Hume drew a distinction between the knowledge that 
can be obtained about the relationships between logical propositions 
and knowledge about the relationships between empirical facts. Logical 
propositions such as those encountered in mathematics can be shown 
to be certainly true by the exercise of reason. But mere reason or 
intuition can never establish the relationships between matters of fact. 
The reason for this is that logically, the contrary of every matter of fact 
is possible and the mind never encounters any fundamental obstacle in 
the way of conceiving it to be possible. 

That the sun will not rise tomorrow is no less intelligible a proposition, and 
implies no more contradictia'n than the affirmation that it will rise. We should 
in vain therefore attempt to demonstrate its falseness. (Hume 1955 [1748l:40) 

Observation and experience thus become essential for understanding 
the relationship between nonmathematical facts. In this regard Hume 
did not differ f~m Bacon. All conjunctions of events being equally 
logical, "In vain, therefore, should we pretend to determine any single 
event, or infer any cause or effect, without the assistance of observation 
and experience" (ibid.:44). 

But it was in his understanding of the limits of induction that Hume 
made his most important contribution to the philosophy of science. 
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Ever since the publication of A Treatise of Human Nature ( 1 7~9 ), 
empiricists have recognized that induction cannot lead to gene_rahza
tions or laws which possess certainty. Hume pointed out that all mduc
tive generalizations about cause and effect are merely ba~ed o~ the 
observation of a recurrent conjunction between events. This con1unc
tion can never be shown to be necessary in some absolutely certain 
sense since it can never be demonstrated that events previously con
joined and interpreted as "cause and effects" must in all future in
stances be so conjoined. 

Hume, I should like to emphasize, advanced this critique of induc
tion not as a point against empiricism but as an argument against the 
claim that rationalists could achieve certainty on the basis of deduc
tions from a priori principles. Hume argued that if the very idea of 
causal relationships was merely a human psychological consequence_ of 
the conjunction between events, then one had to doubt all deductive 
a priori notions of "necessity" as well. 

Hume's remedy for the lack of certainty in scientific knowledge 
based on induction was not rationalism (or mysticism) but insistence 
that empirical verification of constant conjunctions was the best way 
to acquire knowledge about the world even if the future re~urrence ?f 
such regularities had to be taken on faith and could nev~r yield ~ertam 
knowledge. Philosophers belonging to diverse schools qmckly seized on 
Hume's appeal to faith as a compromise fatal to his empiricist program. 
But Hume never doubted that science was a way of knowing that was 
superior to the superstitious and dogmatic systems that had previously 
dominated the human intellect. 

Hume's tough anti-metaphysical credo was the direct inspiration for 
the extreme forms of positivism of the late nineteenth and early twen
tieth centuries: 

If we take in our hand any volume of divinity or school of metaphysics, for 
instance let us ask does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity 
or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning mat
ters of fact and existence? No. Commit it then to the flames for it can contain 
nothing but sophistry and illusion. (Cited in Ayer, 1959:10) 

It should be clear from what I have already said about alternative 
ways of knowing that I do not endorse the arrogant d~sm~ssal of non
scientific knowledge to which Hume seemed to be mclmed and of 
which the twentieth-century logical positivists have been accused 
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(Suppe, 1977). Nonetheless, as a cultural materialist I do subscribe to 
Hume's basic intention of separating knowledge gained by the inter
play of reason and controlled observation from knowledge gained by 
undisciplined experience, inspiration, or revelation. 

Who Needs Certainty? 

ANTI-EMPIRICISTS belonging to diverse schools have treated 
Hume's critique of induction as if it were the exposed jugular of the 
empiricist definition of science. Induction can never yield certainty. 
But certainty is a crucial issue only to people-mainly philosophers
whose minds are enthralled by metaphysical cravings for absolute 
truths. Hume's critique of induction was never much of an obstacle to 
the scientists who were responsible for the great theoretical advances 
of the nineteenth century, and the whole issue became a dead horse 
as far as practice is concerned when the notion of certainty was re
placed by statistical measures of probability. 

In the words of Karl Pearson (1937(1892]:83), one of the founders 
of the discipline of mathematical statistics, the "provable is the proba
ble." "Proof ... is the demonstration of overwhelming probability." 

After Hume, science could no longer be considered a distinctive 
way of knowing because it alone among ways of knowing can achieve 
certainty. Rather, it is a distinctive way of knowing because it claims 
to be able to distinguish between different degrees of uncertainty. In 
judging scientific theories one does not inquire which theory leads to 
accurate predictions in all instances, but rather which theories lead to 
accurate predictions in more instances. Failure to achieve complete 
predictability does not invalidate a scientific theory; it merely consti
tutes an invitation to do better. 

Positivism Defined 

POSITIVISM is the name which the nineteenth-century social 
philosopher Auguste Comte gave to the scientific way of knowing. Like 
Hume, Comte wanted science to transcend futile debates about meta
physical concepts such as God, the soul, and eternal essences. He 
believed that the human mind and its reflection in history had passed 
through two previous stages of development: the theological and meta-
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physical. Now the age of science was dawning. It was to be a positivistic 
age because thought and action would be based only on well-tested, 
systematized, "positive" knowledge. 

Much of the critical abuse to which positivistic approaches in the 
social sciences are now being subjected arises from the failure to distin
guish positivism and empiricism from narrow inductionism. (Claude 
Levi-Strauss, for example, uses the word "empiricism" as an epithet
see p. 21 3) But of the many errors of thought that can be found in the 
work of Auguste Comte, narrow inductionism is definitely not one. In 
Comte's words: "No real observation of any kind of phenomena is 
possible which is not initially guided and finally interpreted by some 
kind of theory" (1830-42, IVA18). 

Who better fulfills the image of a nineteenth-century empirical 
scientist than Charles Darwin? Yet Darwin no less than Comte under
stood the futility of doing research in the absence of explicit hypotheses 
for the systematic identification of relevant and crucial facts. Wrote 
Darwin, "Observation must be for or against a view if it is to be of any 
service" (cited in Hull, 1973: 21). And the mere mention of the name 
Herbert Spencer should suffice to silence the chorus of anti-empiricists 
who imagine that nineteenth-century social science was blinded by too 
much induction. Of Spencer, it has aptly .been said, "He was a man 
for whom the definition of tragedy was a beautiful theory killed by an 
ugly fact." 

Among those who today or in the recent past regard themselves as 
allies of the empiricist, anti-metaphysical tradition, there are few who 
would defend what Karl Hempel (1965:11) calls "the narrow inducti
vist conception of scientific inquiry" (although, in conformity with the 
eclectic strategy, there are many who would defend the need for a 
strategy-free approach; see Chapter 10). Hence recent attacks on em
piricist-positivist models of science distort the history of science when 
they associate positivism or empiricism with the absence of a hypo
thetico-deductive phase in the conduct of research. 

Moreover, neither Comte nor Hume insisted that the observer 
ought to maintain a cold, detached, value-free orientation. It is a total 
distortion of the development of social science during the nineteenth 
century to depict the minds of such founding figures as Comte, Mill, 
Spencer, Darwin, Tylor, and Morgan either as hung with Bacon's 
weights or as advocating a detached value-free approach. Alvin Gould
ner's ( 1970: 101-102) characterization of positivism as a nineteenth
century movement that called for a "detached scientific method of 
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studying society" because of "the failure of middle-class politics to yield 
a coherent image of the new social order," is such a distortion. The 
proposal to develop the scientific study of society did not originate in 
the nineteenth century (although it was Comte who coined the term 
"positivism"). Positivism was born in the eighteenth century with 
Hume, not out of despair, but out of hope; not out of a narrow-minded 
view of the truth, but out of a broad vision of new methods for 
increasing knowledge; not out of detachment and disinterest in human 
well-being, but out of a passionate belief in the ultimate perfectibility 
of social life; not out of Comte's conservative "order and progress" but 
out of the Enlightenment's search for "liberty, equality, and frater
nity." 

True, at the end of the nineteenth century the stage was being set 
for the development of technocratic, micro-focused, allegedly value
free social sciences. In both sociology and anthropology, broad evolu
tionary syntheses gave way to narrow anti-theoretical studies. But philo
sophical positivism had nothing to do with this regressive development. 
Rather, as I show in The Rise of Anthropological Theory, the micro
focused viewpoints in the first part of this century, as represented by 
Franz Boas, were part of the attack against Marxist macro history and 
the Marxist science of society. 

Logical Positivism 

HUME'S ANTI-METAPHYSICAL position was elaborated and de
fended during the first half of the twentieth century by the philosophi
cal movement known as logical positivism. This movement, which 
arose in Vienna, carried forward the empiricist struggle against meta
physical, absolute, and transcendent entities. It was called "positivist" 
because of the aggressive anti-metaphysical stance, and "logical" be
cause it employed modern, logical principles in the attempt to identify 
the meaning of utterances. 

Following Hume, the logical positivists divided significant state
ments into tw<N:lasses: formal propositions, such as those of logic or 
pure mathematics, which they held to be definitions or tautologies; and 
factual propositions, of which it was required that they should be 
empirically verifiable. These classes were supposed to be exhaustive, so 
that if a sentence succeeded neither in expressing something that was 
formally true or false nor in expressing something that could be empiri-
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cally tested, the view taken was that it did not express any proposition 
at all. It might have emotive meaning, but it was literally nonsensical. 
A great deal of philosophical talk was held to fall into this category: talk 
about the meaning of life, about absolute or transcendent entities and 
substances such as souls, or about the destiny of man. Such utterances 
were said to be metaphysical; and the conclusion drawn was that if 
philosophy was to constitute a genuine branch of knowledge it would 
have to emancipate itself from metaphysics. The Viennese positivists 
did not go so far as to say that all metaphysical work deserved to be 
committed to the flames; they allowed, somewhat perfunctorily, that 
such writing might have poetic merit or even that it might express an 
exciting or interesting attitude to life. Their point was that if a state
ment did not state anything that could be found either true or false, 
it could contribute nothing to the increase of knowledge. Metaphysical 
utterances were condemned not for being emotive, which could hardly 
be considered objectionable in itself, but for pretending to be cognitive, 
for masquerading as something that they were not (Ayer, 1959:10). 

Operationalism 

FOR THE LOGICAL positivists of the Vienna school, the signifi
cance of a statement was inseparable from an account of the logical and 
empirical steps one has to take to verify the existence of the events or 
relationships to which the statement refers. In the version developed 
by the physicist-philosopher Percy Bridgman (1927), these steps were 
given the name "operations," and the meaning of any term with an 
empirical referent was held to be identical with the operations by which 
the existence of the event could be established by independent observ
ers. Bridgman went so far as to insist that entities or events identified 
by means of one set of operations could not be considered the "same" 
entities or events if they were identified by another set of operations. 

Now, the need to operationalize concepts employed in scientific 
statements is universally recognized as a fundamental methodological 
requirement by all scientists. However, it is also recognized that opera
tionalism in the extreme version propounded by Bridgman would lead 
to the impoverishment of the scope of scientific theories, if not to a 
total breakdown of all scientific communication. The very task of 
specifying the operational steps that should be taken to reach agree
ment about whether or not a complex structure exists cannot be carried 
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out without relying on at least some terms whose meanings derive from 
natural language and whose validity is a matter of practical experience 
within a given scientific community. 

Nonetheless, a strong dose of operationalism is desperately needed 
to unburden the social and behavioral sciences of their overload of 
ill-defined concepts, such as status, role, superordination and subordina
tion, group, institution, class, caste, tribe, state, religion, community, 
aggression, exploitation, economy, kinship, family, society, social, cul
ture, cultural, and many others that are part of every social scientist's 
basic working vocabulary. The continuing failure to agree on the mean
ing of these concepts is a reflection of their unoperational status and 
constitutes a great barrier to the development of scientific theories of 
social and cultural life. True, in psychology and linguistics, the logical 
positivist influence of the 1930s and 1940s led to the declaration that 
concepts like mind, intuition, instinct, and meaning were "metaphysi
cal" survivals unworthy of study because they had not been operational
ized. Pushed to such counterproductive extremes, operationalism was 
bound to provoke restorative movements rallying under the banners of 
humanism and rationalism. 

For many social scientists the decisive turning point in the opera
tionalist tide was reached with Noam Chomsky's (1964(1959]) attack 
on psychologist B. F. Skinner's book Verbal Behavior. Chomsky 
showed that by insisting on operational purity appropriate to the study 
of rats, Skinner had obscured the most distinctive aspect of human 
language: our intuited sense of what is grammatical. Chomsky no doubt 
rendered a valuable service to linguistics. His influence on the social 
sciences, especially on anthropology however, has been less salutary. 
Anthropology never had a Skinner. Logical positivism, behaviorism, or 
operationalism had made absolutely no impression on the most influen
tial cultural anthropologists of the 1940s. Hence, Chomsky's defense 
of intuited knowledge did riot have the effect of restoring a balance 
between loosely and narrowly operationalized concepts, but rather of 
further increasing the propensity of anthropologists to smother in a 
blanket of personalized concepts and idiosyncratic data languages. 

• 

Demarcation and Karl Popper 

UNDER THE INFLUENCE of logical positivism, the line between 
science and other forms of knowledge became for many thinkers the 
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formulation of testable hypotheses whose probable truth depended 
upon operationalized observations or experiments carried out by inde
pendent observers. Scientific hypotheses were to be tested by means of 
the predictions which can be deduced from them (Hempel, 1965:12), 
such as the existence of new particles or previously unknown species. 
By testing hypotheses and accepting some as better confirmed than 
others, science advances toward ever more powerful and accurate theo
ries from which predictions about increasingly wider ranges of 
phenomena can be made. Most working scientists would probably find 
this unobjectionable as a minimum definition of how scientific knowl
edge is acquired, but it has been severely attacked in recent years and 
must be modified. The most influential figure in the development of 
new criteria was the English philosopher Karl Popper. 

According to Popper, Hume's critique of induction cannot be an
swered by substituting probabilities for certainties. Logically, science 
cannot be described as a method for veri-fying hypotheses. All that 
science can logically lead to is the falsification of hypotheses. Popper's 
argument in support of this contention is that there is a basic logical 
asymmetry between verification and falsification. Thus the hypothesis 
"all swans are white" cannot be verified even if a million observations 
have been made of white swans because on the millionth and first time, 
a black swan may still be found. (Black swans have in fact been found 
in Australia and many other places.) On the other hand, if the hypothe
sis states "not all swans are white," one observation of a black swan 
suffices to confirm the hypothesis. 

Popper's objection to using the concept "probably verified" in the 
first case, arises from the fact that, logically, repeated observations 
cannot be regarded as increasing the probable truth of a false state
ment. If an empirical statement is false, its probability cannot go from 
zero to a million to one as the number of apparently confirming in
stances goes from zero to a million. Otherwise, one would be led to 
attribute the probability 1/2-instead of o-to a hypothesis that has 
been tested two thousand times and falsified a thousand times (Popper, 

1959:316). 
The practical implications of this dilemma can be seen in the 

conflict between Newton's and Einstein's laws of gravity. Newton's 
formulas seemed to be verified by over two hundred years of experiment 
and observation, yet they were proved false when they were applied to 
subatomic particles and to objects moving near the speed of light 
relative to each other. From these considerations Popper drew the 
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conclusion that the line between science and other ways of knowing 
is the systematic exposure of hypotheses to tests of "falsification." 

These considerations suggest that not the verifiability but the falsifiability of 
a system is to be taken as a criterion of demarcation .... I shall not require 
of a scientific system that it shall be capable of being singled out, once and 
for all, in a positive sense; but I shall require that its logical form shall be such 
that it can be singled out, by means of empirical tests, in a negative sense. 
It must be possible for an empirical scientific system to be refuted by experience. 
(Popper, 1959=40-41) 

Of what, then, does scientific knowledge consist? It consists of theories 
that maximally expose themselves to falsification because they are con
jectural, highly concise, simple statements from which a broad range 
of apparently improbable inferences can be made. 

But these marvelously imaginative and bold conjectures or "anticipations" of 
ours are carefully and soberly controlled by systematic tests. Once put forward, 
none of our "anticipations" are dogmatically upheld. Our method of research 
is not to defend them, in order to prove how right we were. On the contrary, 
we try to overthrow them. Using all the weapons of our logical, mathematical, 
and technical armoury we try to prove that our anticipations were false-in 
order to put forward, in their stead, new unjustified, and unjustifiable anticipa
tions, new "rash and premature prejudices," as Bacon derisively called them. 
(Ibid.:279) 

Falsifiability versus Verifiability 

POPPER'S EMPHASIS upon "falsifiability" and his rejection of 
probable verification is not quite the drastic challenge to the logical 
positivist model of science that one might suppose (and that Popper 
intended). Its implications for working social scientists are in fact 
trivial, since Popper himself emphasizes the distinction between the 
logical and practical consequence of the basic asymmetry between 
verification and falsification. Popper was well aware of the fact that as 
a practical matter, one negative instance never falsifies a well-estab
lished or fondly held hypothesis. One black swan does not lead to the 
falsification of the belief that all swans are white but rather to such 
questions as: Is this black bird with a long neck really a swan? To 
provide for the practical problems that arise in deciding whether a 
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hypothesis has been falsified, Popper was obliged to develop a calculus 
of what he called "degree of corroboration," in which all of the positive 
criteria for establishing verification, including statistical tests of signifi
cance, are simply reintroduced in negative form as disconfirming rather 
than confirming procedures. Competing theories are then still to be 
judged by the extent to which they account for events, those which 
have been least falsified but which are most falsifiable and most tested 
being preferred over all others. According to Popper, "degree of corrob
oration" differs from "degree of verification" because the sole purpose 
of the latter is "to establish as firmly as possible the surviving theory 
[as] the true one." 

As against this, I do not think that we can ever seriously reduce by elimination, 
the number of competing theories, since this number remains always infinite. 
What we do-or should do-is hold on to the most improbable of the surviving 
theories which is the one that can be most severely tested. We tentatively 
"accept" this theory-but only in the sense that we select it as worthy to be 
subjected to further criticism, and to the severest tests we can design. 
(Ibid.:419) 

That all of this merely adds up to an exquisite psychological or meta
physical emphasis devoid of operational significance in the conduct of 
research seems to be confirmed by the following: "On the positive side, 
we may be entitled to add that the surviving theory is the best theory 
-and the best tested theory-of which we know" (ibid.). 

The weaknesses of Popper's falsificationist criterion can be seen in 
his own tendency to present highly improbable theories, such as: "I 
assert that our own free world is by far the best society that has come 
into existence during the course of human history" (Popper, 1965 :3 69 ). 
Indeed, it is impossible to understand Popper's demarcation proposal 
or the attention it has received without placing it in the context of his 
political-economic beliefs and his active opposition to Marxist theory 
and practice. In his book The Poverty of Historicism, Popper attempts 
to show that to the extent that Marxism is falsifiable, it has been 
falsified, and therefore should be regarded as refuted, along with all 
other attempts to apply science to history. Being a faithful Popperian 
falsificationist does not restrain Brian Magee (1973:89) from declaring: 
"I do not see how any rational man can have read Popper's critique of 
Marx and still be a Marxist." 
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Thomas Kuhn's "Paradigms" 

THE OBVIOUS LACK of correspondence between the conduct of 
research and Popper's view that science consists or should consist of an 
unremitting attempt to prove one's own beliefs false has helped to 
stimulate a healthy interest among historians of science concerning the 
actual psycho-social conditions of scientific discovery. It should come 
as no surprise that many of the most cherished scientific discoveries 
were made as a result of following either metaphysical or downright 
irrational beliefs. Nor should it surprise anyone that once made, many 
of these same discoveries would have been abandoned had the origina
tors not stubbornly clung to the conviction that they were right, in the 
teeth of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Newton's earliest 
prediction about the orbit of. the moon, for example, was incorrect; 
Darwin had only indirect evidence for natural selection; Galileo's ex
periments actually proved that the earth is motionless, and the lunar 
mountains he claimed to have seen through his telescope bear no 
resemblance to lunar mountains as seen through modern telescopes 
(Feyerabend, 1975). 

Popper's definition of science fails to come to grips with the prob
lem presented by the existence of what Thomas Kuhn once called 
"paradigms" -i.e., "universally recognized scientific achievements 
that for a time provide model problems and solutions to a community 
of practitioners" ( 1970:viii). These "accepted examples of scientific 
practice-examples that include law, theory, application, and in
strumentation together-provide models from which spring particular 
coherent traditions of scientific research" (ibid.:10). The existence of 
a paradigm guarantees that at any given moment a mature science will 
devote itself to puzzle solving along limited but productive lines. This 
constitutes what Kuhn calls the period of "normal" science. The great
est scientific discoveries however, are not those made during the period 
of normal science but rather during periods of paradigmatic revolutions 
-when, for example, Copernican astronomy replaced Ptolemaic as
tronomy, or Newtonian dynamics replaced Aristotelian dynamics, or 
quantum mechanics replaced classical electrodynamics. 

Contrary to Popper's falsificationist view, neither normal science 
nor scientific revolutions are devoted to the falsification of theories. 
Even verification may be relatively inconsequential for "an apparently 
arbitrary element compounded out of personal and historical accident, 
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is always a formative ingredient of the beliefs espoused by a given 
scientific community at a given time." During normal science, re
search, far from not having verificationist goals, "is predicated on the 
assumption that the scientific community knows what the world is 
like." Far from exposing its basic beliefs to falsifying experiments, 
normal science "often suppresses fundamental novelties because they 
are necessarily subversive of its basic commitments." But the most 
serious departure from Popper's model is needed to describe what 
happens when paradigms clash: 

The proponents of competing paradigms are always at least slightly at cross
purposes. Neither side will grant all the non-empirical assumptions that the 
other needs in order to make its case ... they are bound partly to talk through 
each other. Though each may hope to convert the other to his way of seeing 
his science and its problems, neither may hope to prove his case. The competi
tion between paradigms is not the sort of battle that can be resolved by proofs. 
(Ibid.: 148) 

How, then, are they resolved? 

Evaluating Paradigms 

FOR KUHN, scientific revolutions occur as a result of "anomalies" 
encountered by the practitioners of normal science. The practitioners 
find themselves unable to solve a growing number of problems, which 
leads to a crisis, which in turn provides the opportunity for the rise of 
a new paradigm. Kuhn, however, has no theory as to why one paradigm 
rather than another should triumph at a particular time. Like Popper, 
Kuhn emphatically denies that the choice of paradigms can be at
tributed to a selection process favoring paradigms that get closer to the 
"truth." But he goes beyond Popper and insists that they arc not even 
likely to be selected according to any kind of progressive principle 
whatsoever. To defend himself against the charge of relativism (I would 
call it obscurantism), Kuhn did suggest in the second edition of the 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions a series of criteria by which one 
could distinguish "an earlier from a more recent theory time after 
time" (205-206). These include accuracy of prediction; more esoteric 
(less everyday) subject matter; and number of different problems 
solved. 
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But these criteria apply to theories within paradigms, not to the 
paradigms themselves. When paradigms replace each other, different 
puzzles are solved. Hence, one can never say where a paradigm, as 
distinguished from a theory, fits in the overall history of science. One 
can never say whether science has really "progressed" or not. Indeed, 
Kuhn maintains that from a paradigmatic view, "Einstein's general 
theory of relativity is closer to Aristotle's than either of them is to 
Newton's" (207). 

Paradigms Lost*-Paul Feyerabend 

ONLY A SHORT STEP separates Kuhn's disbelief in the inherent 
progressivism of scientific knowledge from the epistemological anar
chism of Paul Feyerabend. And only one step more takes us from 
Feyerabend to the cults of the California mystics, led by Carlos Cas
taneda and his flying shamans and hundred-foot gnats (see Chapter 
11). 

To associate the relativistic doctrines of Paul Feyerabend with the 
resurgent popularity of witchcraft and shamanism is no hyperbole. 
Feyerabend is not especially original in urging that in fifteenth- and 
sixteenth-century Europe, the theory of demonic influences and witch
craft was based on strong empirical evidence and was the best, if not 
the only, way to account for the observed phenomena (1963:32). But 
what is novel (at least for a professor of philosophy three hundred years 
after the great European witch craze) is that he renders this entirely 
legitimate historical judgment with complete indifference to the ques
tion of the truth of witchcraft beliefs. Kuhn's most important contribu
tion, claims Feyerabend, is the recognition that paradigms talk past 
each other-that they are "incommensurable." Theories can only be 
refuted when they share the same paradigm; incommensurable theories 
cannot refute each other: 

"Their content cannot be compared. Nor is it possible to make a judgment 
of verisimilitude except within the confines of a particular theory .... What 
remains are subjective judgments, judgments of taste, and our own subjective 
wishes." (1970:228) 

*Apologies to R. M. Keesing (1972). 
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The similarity between this culminating critique of positivism and 
the glorious age of hippiedom and California culthood is too close in 
time, place, content, and form to be ignored. Calling for more, not less, 
"epistemological anarchy," Feyerabend believes that "Flexibility, even 
sloppiness in semantical matters is a prerequisite of scientific progress" 
(1963:33). With Feyerabend we move full circle from probable knowl
edge of something to no knowledge of anything. The epistemological 
anarchist, convinced that all knowledge is equally uncertain, faces the 
ludicrous task of trying to convince others of the certainty ( or probabil-
ity) that all truths are equally false. · 

The allegation that no two paradigms of sufficient generality ever 
really disagree is part of the contemporary attack on "objectivity." This 
attack, as the philosopher Frank Cunningham (1973:22-23) has 
pointed out, leads to a consequence which even the most ardent epis
temological anarchist may find hard to accept. There is no reason to 
take anything these anti-objectivists say seriously: 

If, as I think can be argued, sincerely to believe a theory is to believe that it 
is objectively true, then the ... consequence of the anti-objectivist position 
would be that he would have to admit either that he does not believe his theory 
or that it is objectively true: neither alternative would be attractive to him. 
If he does not believe the view, why does he advocate it? If it is objectively 
true, why cannot other theories also be objectively true? The burden would 
lie on the anti-objectivist to show what there is about his endeavor (e.g., its 
generality, or its specifically philosophical or meta-scientific nature) that allows 
it and it alone to escape his own anti-objectivist claim (and he would have to 
show this without himself employing or supposing the conclusions of any 
theory the objectivity of which he has tried to show impossible). 

However, it is not in logical contradictions that one meets the full 
consequence of Feyerabend's (1970:33) claim that "science as we know 
it today is not inescapable ... we may construct a world in which it 
plays no role whatever (such a world, I venture to suggest, would be 
more pleasant than the world we live in today)." As long as Feyerabend 
deals with mountains on the moon or quantum mechanics, his views 
cannot inflict too much damage. But there are other domains of knowl
edge in which epistemological relativism poses a grave threat to our 
survival. Medicine is one such domain, and there are many others in 
the social sciences. One cannot remain indifferent to whether cancer 
is caused by witchcraft or some defect in cellular chemistry. Nor can 
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one let unbridled imaginations determine the causes of poverty, or 
establish the existence or nonexistence of a ruling class in the United 
States. It cannot be a matter of taste whether you believe or do not 
believe that pollution is a menace, that the underdeveloped countries 
are getting poorer, that the multinationals are promoting a nuclear 
arms race, that war is instinctual, that women and blacks are inferior, 
or that the green revolution is a hoax. Let Feyerabend stand before the 
ovens of Dachau or the ditch at Mylai and say that our scientific 
understanding of sociocultural systems is ultimately nothing but an 
"aesthetic judgment." 

Paradigms Found 

FORTUNATELY, Hume's heirs have dug their heels in and refused 
to be pulled into the grave that the philosophical relativists and anarch
ists have been digging for them. Acknowledging that there are indeed 
overarching sets of essentially metaphysical assumptions that take 
precedence over theories and facts, they see no reason why such as
sumptions-called "research programs" by Popper's protege, lmre 
Lakatos-cannot be compared and evaluated from the perspective of 
scientific adequacy. Lakatos (who called himself a "sophisticated falsifi
cationist," as opposed to his mentor, the "naive falsificationist"), ad
mitted, with Kuhn and Feyerabend, that no theory ever was or ever 
should be overturned by a single predictive failure, "for the history of 
science is the history of research programs rather than of theories" 
(Lakatos, 1970:133). We may have been comparing the wrong units 
all along, but that does not mean we should stop our comparisons: 

Not an isolated theory but only a series of theories can be said to be scientific 
or unscientific: to apply the term "scientific" to one single theory is a categori
cal mistake. (Ibid.:119) 

The history of science has and should be the history of competing research 
programs (or if you wish, "paradigms"). (Ibid.:155) 

How are research programs to be compared and evaluated? Essentially 
by showing that theories which originate under the auspices of one 
paradigm are more effective at solving Kuhn's "puzzles" than their 
rivals. Although these solutions may be highly tentative, they nonethe-
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less can participate in a "progressive problem shift." The hallmark of 
a progressive theory is that "novel facts are anticipated" ( 187 ), for a 
"given fact is explained scientifically only if a new fact is also explained 
with it" ( 119). This means that the test of falsification cannot be used 
alone to decide whether a theory is scientific. The falsificationers have 
another obligation if they wish the results of their skepticism to be 
regarded as scientific. They themselves must present a theory that 
explains the facts better-that is, explains new facts as well, in the 
context of a whole system of theories. "There is no falsification before 
the emergence of a better theory. [119] ... Purely negative criticism 
does not kill a research program [179]." 

In other words, scientists are never released from the obligation of 
being intelligent. One cannot merely mechanically count confirming 
or disconfirming instances; one must always remain alert to the possibil
ity that tests may not be measuring what they ought to be measuring; 
and one must accept responsibility for evaluating the consequence of 
falsification in relation to a network of interrelated theories and be 
prepared to substitute a new theory which articulates "better" within 
the same or some other network of theories-"better" in the sense that 
it can help to explain (predict, account for) more than the rejected 
theory can. 

The Philosophical Justification for This Book 

COLLEAGUES OFTEN MISTRUST my attempt to engage in a system
atic critique of the basic assumptions and achievements of what used 
to be called the "schools" of anthropology. Most would prefer to be 
left alone to do their own work. But the last few years have seen a 
steadily advancing consensus among philosophers to the effect that 
scientific progress depends on wide-ranging comparisons of alternative 
theories, of networks of theories, and of whole paradigms. In the words 
of the philosopher Larry Laudan (1977=120): 

All evaluations of research traditions* and theories must be made within a 
comparative context. What matters is not, in some absolute sense, how effec-

*"A research tradition is a set of general assumptions about the entities and 
processes in a domain of study, and about the appropriate methods to be used for 
investigating the problems and constructing the theories in that domain" (ibid.: 81 ). 
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tive or progressive a tradition or theory is, but, rather, how its effectiveness 
or progressiveness compares with its competitors. 

Current discussions of the role of paradigms in the development of 
science are encumbered by the inchoate, partially unconscious, and 
largely implicit nature of the best-known historical examples. If the 
history of science is the history of competing paradigms, then the 
logical next step is to demand that individual scientists be capable of 
rendering a conscious, coherent account of the paradigm under whose 
auspices their research is being conducted. 

Although for the empiricist the evaluation of competing paradigms 
must ultimately rest on the productivity and comprehensiveness of 
testable theories, this does not mean that the logical structure of 
paradigms is any less important. As Nicholas Maxwell ( 1974a, 1974b) 
has suggested, if we make one crucial assumption about the purpose of 
science, then the possibility arises that some paradigms and theories 
can be evaluated even prior to the examination of their substantive 
products. This one crucial assumption is that the overall aim of science 
is to discover the maximum amount of order inherent in the universe 
or in any field of inquiry. Maxwell calls this "aim-oriented empiricism." 
Paradigms that aim simply at discovering what's there without any 
commitment to discovering orderly relationships would then be judged 
unscientific or at least less scientific than their competitors. This same 
criterion would be applicable to theories and hypotheses. Writes Max
well (1974a:152): 

Both Lakatos and Kuhn agree that in revolutionary situations in science no 
rational choice between rival hard cores or paradigms can be made at the time, 
but, at best, only long after the event. According to aim-oriented empiricism, 
however, such a rational choice is possible, since we can assess in an a priori 
fashion the relative simplicity or intelligibility of the rival hard cores or para
digms, the promise which they hold out of realizing the basic metaphysical 
blueprint . . . of the science. 

I agree with Maxwell's evaluation of the importance of coherent 
aim-oriented paradigms as a criterion of science. As Maxwell says 
( 1974b:294): "Without some kind of agreed aim or blueprint for a 
science, one hardly has a science at all. It is only when some kind of 
choice of blueprint has been made that one can have any idea of the 
kind of theory one is seeking to develop, and the kind of rules that 
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ought to govern the acceptance and rejection of theories." The time 
is ripe, therefore, to replace the inchoate and unconscious paradigms 
under whose auspices most anthropologists conduct their research with 
explicit descriptions of basic objectives, rules, and assumptions. That 
is why I have written this book. 

Science and Research Strategy Defined 

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS in the philosophy of science thus leave 
no doubt as to the importance of paradigmatic presuppositions in the 
development of effective scientific knowledge. Maxwell's proposal of 
blueprints and aim orientations is nothing but the recognition that 
scientific knowledge is enhanced by the conversion of implicit, incho
ate, and unconscious presuppositions into alternative sets of explicit, 
organized, and conscious guidelines. But this is as far as the philosophi
cal study of science can take the practitioners of particular branches of 
science. The task of specifying precisely what kinds of guidelines ought 
to be followed falls to the practitioners. 

In the presence of disagreement concerning the overlapping rela
tionship of such terms as "paradigm" (Kuhn), "theme" (Holton), "re
search program" (Lakatos), "research tradition" (Laudan), and "blue
print" (Maxwell), I prefer the term "research strategy" to designate the 
set of guidelines in question. "Strategy" has the advantage over "para
digm,"* "theme," and "tradition" in that it connotes conscious explic
itness, and it is preferable to "program" and "blueprint," which con
note rigid adherence to a preestablished series of observations and 
experiments. 

By a scientific research strategy I mean an explicit set of guidelines 
pertaining to the epistemological status of the variables to be studied, 
the kinds of lawful relationships or principles that such variables proba
bly exhibit, and the growing corpus of interrelated theories to which 
the st{ategy has thus far given rise. The aim of scientific research 
strategies in general is to account for observable entities and events and 
their relationships by means of powerful, interrelated parsimonious 
theories subject to correction and improvement through empirical test-

*Kuhn ( 1977) has responded to the complaint that he used the word "paradigm" 
in several different senses by suggesting that the terms "disciplinary matrix" and 
"exemplars" be used instead. 
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ing. The aim of cultural materialism in particular is to account for the 
origin, maintenance, and change of the global inventory of socio
cultural differences and similarities. Thus cultural materialism shares 
with other scientific strategies an epistemology which seeks to restrict 
fields of inquiry to events, entities, and relationships that are knowable 
by means of explicit, logico-empirical, inductive-deductive, quantifiable 
public procedures or "operations" subject to replication by indepen
dent observers. This restriction necessarily remains an ideal aim rather 
than a rigidly perfected condition, for I recognize that total operation
alization would cripple the ability to state principles, relate theories, 
and organize empirical tests, and would in effect ignore the existence 
of research strategies. It is a far cry, however, from the recognition that 
strategies and unoperationalized, vernacular, and metaphysical terms 
are necessary for the conduct of scientific inquiry to Feyerabend-like 
invitations to throw off all operational restraints. 

What Is the Alternative? 

SCIENCE 1s a unique and precious contribution of Western civili
zation. This is not to deny that many other civilizations have con
tributed to scientific knowledge by inventing weights and measures, 
classifying plants and animals, recording astronomical observations, 
developing mathematical theorems, voyaging to distant lands, experi
menting with chemical and physical processes. But it was in western 
Europe that the distinctive rules of the scientific method were first 
codified, given conscious expression, and systematically applied to the 
entire range of inorganic, organic, and cultural phenomena. 

It is both foolish and dangerous for intellectuals in any society to 
minimize the significance of this achievement. We must recognize that 
there are many ways of knowing, but we must also recognize that it is 
not mere ethnocentric puffery to assert that science is a way of knowing 
that has a uniquely transcendent value for all human beings. In the 
entire course of prehistory and history only one way of knowing has 
encouraged its own practitioners to doubt their own premises and to 
systematically expose their own conclusions to the hostile scrutiny of 
nonbelievers. Granted that discrepancies between science as an ideal 
and science as it is practiced substantially reduce the difference be
tween science, religion, and other modes of looking for the truth. But 
it is precisely as an ideal that the uniqueness of science deserves to be 
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defended. No other way of knowing is based on a set of rules explicitly 
designed to transcend the prior belief systems of mutually antagonistic 
tribes, nations, classes, and ethnic and religious communities in order 
to arrive at knowledge that is equally probable for any rational human 
mind. Those who doubt that science can do this must be made to show 
how some other tolerant and ecumenical alternative can do it better. 
Unless they can show how some other universalistic system of knowing 
leads to more acceptable criteria of truth, their attempt to subvert the 
universal credibility of science in the name of cultural relativism, how
ever well-intentioned, is ,an intellectual crime against humanity. It is a 
crime against humanity because the real alternative to science is not 
anarchy, but ideology; not peaceful artists, philosophers, and an
thropologists, but aggressive fanatics and messiahs eager to annihilate 
each other and the whole world if need be in order to prove their point. 

CCilllcfilIQ)li®Ir il~CID 

The Epistemology 
of Cultural Materialism 

EMPIRICAL SCIENCE, then, is the foundation of the cultural 
materialist way of knowing. But merely to propose that our strategy 
should aim at meeting the criteria for scientific knowledge is to say very 
little about how scientific knowledge of the sociocultural field of inquiry 
can be acquired. When human beings are the objects of study, the 
would-be scientist is soon bedeviled by a unique quandary. Alone 
among the things and organisms studied by science, the human "ob
ject" is also a subject; the "objects" have well-developed thoughts about 
their own and other people's thoughts and behavior. Moreover, because 
of the mutual translatability of all human languages, what people think 
about their thoughts and behavior can be learned through questions 
and answers. What does a Bathonga call his mother? "Mamani." 
When does a Maring slaughter his pigs? "When the sacred tree has 
grown." Why are these Yanomamo men setting out to war? "To take 
vengeance on those who have stolen our women." Why is this Kwakiutl 
chief distributing blankets? "To shame his rivals." 

No aspect of a research strategy more decisively characterizes it 
than the way in which it treats the relationship between what people 
say and think as subjects and what they say and think and do as objects 
of scientific inquiry. 
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Epistemological Quandaries of Marx and Engels 

IN The German Ideology, Marx and Engels proposed to upend 
the study of sociocultural phenomena by focusing on the material 
conditions that determine human existence. A basic aim of their strat
egy was to demystify social life through the destruction of the socially 
created illusions that warp human consciousness-for example, the 
illusion that it is buying and selling rather than labor that creates 
wealth. Picturing social life as continually evolving out of the daily life 
of ordinary people, they wrote of the need to identify individuals "not 
as they may appear in their own or other people's imagination, but as 
they really are . . . " 

In direct contrast to German philosophy which descends from heaven to 
earth, here it is a matter of ascending from earth to heaven. That is to say, 
not of setting out from what men say, imagine, conceive, nor from men as 
narrated, thought of, imagined, conceived in order to arrive at men in the 
flesh; but setting out from real, active men. . . . For the first method of 
approach, the starting point is consciousness taken as the real living individual; 
for the second ... it is the real, living individuals themselves .... (Marx and 
Engels, 1976 [1846]: 36-37) 

But what does one mean by "individuals as they really are," "real active 
men," and "real living individuals"? How does one tell the difference 
between a real and unreal person? Are all thoughts unreal, or just some? 
And if the latter, how does one tell them apart? 

The epistemological points that Marx and Engels were trying to 
establish cannot be made by means of the concept of "reality." For 
scientific materialists, the issue of what is real or unreal is subsumed 
entirely by the epistemological generalities of the scientific method. If 
someone claims that shamans can fly, we insist on testable evidence. 
But our strategy rejects the implication that the thought itself is "un
real." Matter is neither more nor less real than thoughts. The issue of 
whether ideas or material entities are the basis of reality is not, properly 
speaking, an epistemological issue. It is an ontological issue-and a 
sterile one, to boot. Materialists need only insist that material entities 
exist apart from ideas, that thoughts about things and events are separa
ble from things and events. The central epistemological problem that 
must be solved then is how one can achieve separate and valid scientific 
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knowledge of the two realms. If materialists wish to solve this problem, 
I think that they must deal not with "real" and "unreal" but with two 
different sets of distinctions-first, the distinction between mental and 
behavioral events, and second, the distinction between emic and etic 
events. I shall take these up in turn. 

Mental and Behavioral Fields 

THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY of human social life must concern itself 
equally with two radically different kinds of phenomena. On the one 
hand, there are the activities that constitute the human behavior 
stream-all the body motions and environmental effects produced by 
such motions, large and small, of all the human beings who have ever 
lived. On the other hand, there are all the thoughts and feelings that 
we human beings experience within our minds. The fact that distinc
tive operations must be used to make scientifically credible statements 
about each realm guarantees the distinctiveness of each realm. To 
describe the universe of human mental experiences, one must employ 
operations capable of discovering what people are thinking about. But 
to describe body motions and the external effects produced by body 
motions, one does not have to find out what is going on inside people's 
heads-at least this is not necessary if one adopts the epistemological 
stance of cultural materialism. 

The distinction between mental and behavioral events moves us 
only halfway toward the solution of Marx and Engels' quandary. There 
remains the fact that the thoughts and behavior of the participants can 
be viewed from two different perspectives: from the perspective of the 
participants themselves, and from the perspective of the observers. In 
both instances scientific-that is, objective-accounts of the mental 
and behavioral fields are possible. But in the first instance, the observers 
employ concepts and distinctions meaningful and appropriate to the 
participants; while in the second instance, they employ concepts and 
distinctions meaningful and appropriate to the observers. If the criteria 
of empirical replicability and testability are met, either perspective may 
lead to a knowledge of "real," nonimaginary mental and behavioral 
events, although the accounts rendered may be divergent. 
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Emics and Etics 

SINCE BOTH the observer's point of view and the participants' 
point of view can be presented objectively or subjectively, depending 
on the adequacy of the empirical operations employed by the observer, 
we cannot use the words "objective" and "subjective" to denote the 
option in question without creating a great deal of confusion. To avoid 
this confusion, many anthropologists have begun to use the terms 
"emic" and "etic," which were first introduced by the anthropological 
linguist Kenneth Pike in his book Language in Relation to a Unified 
Theory of the Structure of Human Behavior. 

Ernie operations have as their hallmark the elevation of the native 
informant to the status of ultimate judge of the adequacy of the ob
server's descriptions and analyses. The test of the adequacy of emic 
analyses is their ability to generate statements the native accepts as real, 
meaningful, or appropriate. In carrying out research in the emic mode, 
the observer attempts to acquire a knowledge of the categories and rules 
one must know in order to think and act as a native. One attempts to 
learn, for example, what rule lies behind the use of the same kin term 
for mother and mother's sister among the Bathonga; or one attempts 
to learn when it is appropriate to shame one's guests among the Kwaki
utl. 

Etic operations have as their hallmark the elevation of observers to 
the status of ultimate judges of the categories and concepts used in 
descriptions and analyses. The test of the adequacy of etic accounts is 
simply their ability to generate scientifically productive theories about 
the causes of sociocultural differences and similarities. Rather than 
employ concepts that are necessarily real, meaningful, and appropriate 
from the native point of view, the observer is free to use alien categories 
and rules derived from the data language of science. Frequently, etic 
operations involve the measurement and juxtaposition of activities and 
events that native informants may find inappropriate or meaningless. 

I think the following example demonstrates the consummate im
portance of the difference between emic and etic knowledge. In the 
Trivandwai;i district of the state of Kerala, in southern India, I inter
viewed farmers about the cause of death of their domestic cattle. Every 
farmer insisted that he would never deliberately shorten the life of one 
of his animals, that he would never kill it or starve it to death. Every 
farmer ardently affirmed the legitimacy of the standard Hindu prohibi-
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tion against the slaughter of domestic bovines. Yet it soon became 
obvious from the animal reproductive histories I was collecting that the 
mortality rate of male calves tended to be almost twice as high as the 
mortality rate of female calves. In fact, male cattle from zero to one 
years old are outnumbered by female cattle of the same age group in 
a ratio of 67 to 100. The farmers themselves are aware that male calves 
are more likely to die than female calves, but they attribute the differ
ence to the relative "weakness" of the males. "The males get sick more 
often," they say. When I asked farmers to explain why male calves got 
sick more often, several suggested that the males ate less than the 
females. One or two suggested that the male calves ate less because they 
were not permitted to stay at the mother's teats for more than a few 
seconds. But no one would say that since there is little demand for 
traction animals in Kerala, males are culled and females reared. 

The emics of the situation are that no one knowingly or willingly 
would shorten the life of a calf. Again and again I was told that every 
calf has the right to life regardless of its sex. But the etics of the 
situation are that cattle sex ratios are systematically adjusted to the 
needs of the local ecology and economy through preferential male 
"bovicide." Although the unwanted calves are not slaughtered, they are 
more or less rapidly starved to death. Emically, the systemic relation
ship between Kerala's cattle sex ratios and local ecological and eco
nomic conditions simply does not exist. Yet the consummate impor
tance of this systemic relationship can be seen from the fact that in 
other parts of India, where different ecological and economic condi
tions prevail, preferential etic bovicide is practiced against female 
rather than male cattle, resulting in an adult cattle sex ratio of over 200 

oxen for every 100 cows in the state of Uttar Pradesh. 
A while back I mentioned the burden of unoperationalized terms, 

which prevents social scientists from solving puzzles or even com
municating effectively about their research. The first simple step to
ward operationalizing such concepts as status, role, class, caste, tribe, 
state, aggression, exploitation, family, kinship, and the rest is to specify 
whether the knowledge one professes to have about these entities has 
been gained by means of emic or etic operations. All notions of replica
bility and testability fly up the chimney when the world as seen by the 
observed is capriciously muddled with the world as seen by the ob
server. As I hope to show later on, research strategies that fail to 
distinguish between mental and behavior stream events and between 
emic and etic operations cannot develop coherent networks of theories 
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embracing the causes of sociocultural differences and similarities. And 
a priori, one can say that those research strategies that confine them
selves exclusively to emics or exclusively to etics do not meet the general 
criteria for an aim-oriented social science as effectively as those which 
embrace both points of view. 

Etics, Emics, and Objectivity 

KENNETH PIKE formed the words "etic" and "emic" from the 
suffixes of the words phonetic and phonemic. Phonetic accounts of the 
sounds of a language are based upon a taxonomy of the body parts 
active in the production of speech utterances and their characteristic 
environmental effects in the form of acoustic waves. Linguists discrimi
nate etically between voiced and unvoiced sounds, depending on the 
activity of the vocal cords; between aspirated and nonaspirated sounds, 
depending on the activity of the glottis; between labials and dentals, 
depending on the activity of the tongue and teeth. The native speaker 
does not make these discriminations. On the other hand, emic accounts 
of the sounds of a language are based on the implicit or unconscious 
system of sound contrasts that native speakers have inside their heads 
and that they employ to identify meaningful utterances in their lan
guage. 

In structural linguistics, phonemes-the minimal units of contras
tive sounds found in a particular language-are distinguished from 
nonsignificant or nondiscriminatory sounds and from each other by 
means of a simple operational test. If one sound substituted for another 
in the same sound context results in a change of meaning from that 
of one word to another, the two sounds exemplify (belong to the class 
of) two different phonemes. Thus the spoken p and b of pit and bit 
exemplify two different English phonemes because native speakers 
recognize pit and bit (and pat and bat, pull and bull, and so forth) as 
words that have different meanings. The spoken p and b enjoy the 
status of phonemes not because they are etically different, but because 
native speakers perceive them to be in "contrast" when one is sub
stituted for the other in the same context of sounds. 

The importance of Pike's distinction is that it leads to a clarification 
of the meaning of subjectivity and objectivity in the human sciences. 
To be objective is not to adopt an etic view; nor is it subjective to adopt 
an emic view. To be objective is to adopt the epistemological criteria 
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discussed in the previous chapter by which science is demarcated from 
other ways of knowing. It is clearly possible to be objective-i.e., 
scientific-about either emic or etic phenomena.* Similarly, it is 
equally possible to be subjective about either emic or etic phenomena. 
Objectivity is the epistemological status that distinguishes the commu
nity of observers from communities that are observed. While it is 
possible for those who are observed to be objective, this can only mean 
that they have temporarily or permanently joined the community of 
observers by relying on an operationalized scientific epistemology. Ob
jectivity is not merely intersubjectivity. It is a special form of intersub
jectivity established by the distinctive logical and empirical discipline 
to which members of the scientific community agree to submit. 

Pike's Ernie Bias 

MUCH CONTROVERSY has arisen concerning the appropriation by 
cultural materialists of Pike's emic/etic distinction. In large -measure 
this controversy stems from the fact that Pike is a cultural idealist who 
believes that the aim of social science is to describe and analyze emic 
systems. 

What Pike tried to do was to apply the principles by which linguists 
discover phonemes and other emic units of language (such as mor
phemes) to the discovery of emic units-which he called "behavi
oremes" -in the behavior stream. By identifying behavioremes, Pike 
hoped to extend the research strategy that had proved effective in the 
analysis of languages to the study of the behavior stream. Pike never 
considered the possibility of studying the behavior stream etically. He 
rejected virtually without discussion the possibility that an etic ap
proach to the behavior stream might yield more interesting "struc
tures" than anemic approach. To the extent that one could even talk 
about the existence of etic units, they were for Pike necessary evils, 
mere steppingstones to higher emic realms. Observers necessarily begin 
their analysis of social life with etic categories, but the whole thrust of 
their analytical task ought to be the replacement of such categories 
with the emic units that constitute structured systems within the minds 
of the social actors. In Pike's words ( 196T38-39): "etic data provide 

*Despite my reiteration of this point, Fisher and Werner (1978) have me equating 
science and ethics. 
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access into the system-the starting point of analysis." "The initial etic 
description gradually is refined, and is ultimately-in principle, but 
probably never in practice-replaced by one which is totally emic." 

This position clashes head on with the epistemological assumptions 
of cultural materialism. In the cultural materialist research strategy, 
etic analysis is not a steppingstone to the discovery of emic structures, 
but to the discovery of etic structures. The intent is neither to convert 
etics to emics nor emics to etics, but rather to describe both and if 
possible to explain one in terms of the other. 

Etics, Emics, and Informants 

A COMMON SOURCE of misunderstanding about the emic/ etic 
distinction is the assumption that etic operations preclude collabora
tion with native informants. But as a matter of practical necessity, 
observers must frequently rely on native informants to obtain their 
basic information about who has done what. Recourse to informants 
for such purposes does not automatically settle the epistemological 
status of the resultant descriptions. 

Depending on whose categories establish the framework of dis
course, informants may provide either etic or emic descriptions of the 
events they have observed or participated in. When the description is 
responsive to the observer's categories of time, place, weights and 
measure, actor types, numbers of people present, body motion, and 
environmental effects, it is etic. Census taking provides the most famil
iar example. If one merely asks an informant, "Who are the people who 
live in this house?" the answer will have emic status, since the infor
mant will use the native concept of "lives here" to include and exclude 
persons present in or absent from the household. Thus in Brazil I had 
to furnish specific instructions concerning godchildren and servants, 
who by emic rules could not be considered members of the household 
in which they were permanent residents. But once my assistant was 
properly trained in the discriminations that were etically appropriate, 
the epistemological status of his data was no less etic than my own. 
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Emics and Consciousness 

PIKE AND OTHERS who have used linguistics as the paradigm for 
emic analysis stress the fact that the immediate products of elicitation 
do not necessarily furnish the structured models that are the desired 
end product of emic analysis. For example, in determining whether the 
two p's in paper ( the first is aspirated) are phonemically the same or 
different, one cannot rely on the native' s conscious powers of auto
analysis. Native speakers cannot be induced to state their language's 
phonemic system. Nor can they state the rules of grammar that permit 
them to generate grammatical statements. It is true, therefore, that 
many emic descriptions are models of "structures" of which the infor
mant is not conscious. Nonetheless, the validity of such emic models 
rests on their ability to generate messages that are consciously judged 
as appropriate and meaningful by the native actor. 

Moreover, Pike did provide for what he called hypostasis-namely, 
the elicitation of conscious structural rules, such as "don't use double 
negatives." When one turns to elicitations concerned with the struc
ture of thought and behavior as distinct from the structure of language, 
hypostasis is far more common. Questions such as "Why do you do 
this?" "What is this for?" "Is this the same as that?" and "When or 
where do you do this?" are no less emic than the question, Does p 'ap 'er 
(pronounced with two aspirated p's) have the same meaning asp 'aper 
(pronounced with one)? 

The ethnolinguist Mary Black (1973:524) protests that the "emi
cist" does not go around "collecting 'verbal statements about human 
action' while an eticist is out there observing human action first hand." 
Black insists that it is the structure of the system of beliefs, including 
beliefs about action, that is studied in emic research, not the statements 
about the beliefs themselves: "The idea that ethnoscience is interested 
in language and linguistics for the purpose of having informants make 
statements about their patterns of behavior is rather simplistic and can 
be held only by those who have not done ethnosemantic work" (526). 

I do not regard it as simplistic to insist that emics are concerned 
both with the conscious content of elicited responses and with the 
unconscious structures that may be found to underlie surface content. 
Black cannot maintain that complex emic structures are necessarily 
unconscious structures which can only be inferred from more superfi
cial elicitations. Many important complex systems of rules are held 
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quite consciously-for example, rules of etiquette, sports, religious ritu
als bureaucracies and governments. Black's notion of what constitutes 
auihentic "ethno~emantic work" would also seem to exclude sociologi
cal surveys and opinion polls, whose findings have merely to be tabu
lated in order to achieve structural significance. Perhaps the fact that 
most cognitivists (see Chapter 9) have not concerned themselves with 
manifest hypostatic ideological structures reflects their predilection for 
dealing with esoteric and politically trivial emic phenomena such as 
ethnobotanical and kin terminological distinctions. 

Mental Etics and Behavioral Emics 

IF THE TERMS "emic" and "etic" are not redundant with respect 
to the terms "mental" and "behavioral," there should be four objective 
operationally definable domains in the sociocultural field of inquiry*: 

Ernie Etic 

Behavioral [illIJ 
Mental ~ 

To illustrate with the example of the sacred cow: 

I Ernie/Behavioral: "No calves are starved to death." 
II £tic/Behavioral: "Male calves are starved to death." 
III Ernie/Mental.· "All calves have the right to life." 
IV £tic/Mental.· "Let the male calves starve to death when feed is 

scarce." 

The epistemological status of domains I and IV creates the thorni
est problems. What is the locus of the reality of the emic behavioral 
statement, "No calves are starved to death"? Does this statement refer 
to something that is actually in the behavior stream, or is it merely a 
belief about the behavior stream that exists only inside of the heads of 
the Indian farmers? Similarly, what is the locus of the reality of the etic 
mental rule: "Let the male calves starve to death when feed is scarce"? 
Does this rule exist inside the heads of the farmers, or is it merely 

*I am indebted to Brian Ferguson for this clarification. 
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something that exists inside of the head of the observer? 
Let me turn first to the problem of the status of emic behavioral 

descriptions. Descriptions of the behavior stream from the actor's point 
of view can seldom be dismissed as mere figments of the imagination 
and relegated to a purely mental domain. First of all, there are many 
instances where there is a very close correspondence between the 
actor's and observer's views of what is going on in the world. When 
Indian farmers discuss the steps they take to transplant rice or to get 
a reluctant cow to let down its milk, their emic descriptions of behavior 
stream events are as accurate as any ethnographer's etic description 
would be. Moreover, even when there are sharp divergences between 
them, the emic and etic viewpoints are not likely to cancel each other 
out entirely. Even in the present rather extreme example, note that the 
farmers do not see the culling of unwanted animals as "bovicide" and 
that the mode of achieving the death of unwanted animals is suffi
ciently ambiguous to warrant that interpretation. Clearly the amount 
of discrepancy between the emic and etic versions of events in the 
behavior stream is an important measure of the degree to which people 
are mystified about events taking place around them. Only if people 
were totally mystified could one claim that their behavioral descriptions 
referred exclusively to mental phenomena. 

The other thorny category, the etics of mental life (IV), has similar 
implications. People can be mystified about their own thoughts as well 
as about their behavior. Such mystifications may come about as the 
result of repressing certain thoughts to an unconscious or at least a 
nonsalient level of attention. In the example under consideration, the 
existence of the rule "when feed is scarce, let the male calves starve to 
death" can be inferred from the recurrently lopsided sex ratios. As I 
mentioned earlier, something very close to this rule can be elicited from 
some Kerala farmers when they are confronted with the question of 
why male calves eat less than female calves. Etic descriptions of mental 
life, in other words, can serve the function of helping to probe the 
minds of informants concerning less salient or unconscious beliefs and 
rules. 

The road to etic knowledge of mental life is full of pitfalls and 
impasses. Extreme caution is called for in making inferences about 
what is going on inside people's heads even when the thoughts are 
those of our closest friends and relatives. The hazards increase when 
the thoughts belong to people in other cultures. For example, I became 
intrigued by the fact that the children in a small Brazilian town fre-
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quently came to school wearing only one shoe. When I asked for an 
explanation, the children would look embarrassed and say that they had 
a sore on the unshod foot. However, I never could see anything wrong 
with the foot in question. This blatant discrepancy between what I 
could observe and what the children said about the behavioral situation 
led me to make a false inference about what was actually motivating 
them. I supposed that, being children, they preferred to go to school 
barefoot· since that was not permitted, they did the next best thing. 
But what was really going on in their heads, as I learned by questioning 
the children and their parents, was something else. Informants said 
that it was better to wear two shoes. The reason for wearing only one 
was to enable siblings to share the same pair of shoes, in order to 
economize. 

Psychoanalysts and their patients are familiar with the dangers of 
making inferences that contradict what the patient says and that rely 
solely on the analyst's inferences from behavior. Some psychoanalysts 
find a hidden motive for everything that happens. Thus if the patients 
arrive for their session early, they are "anxious." If they arrive on time, 
they are "compulsive." And if they arrive late, they are "hostile." 
Clearly anthropologists should use the etic approach to mental life 
sparingly and should not attempt to override every emic explanation 
with an etic alternative. 

Cross-Cultural Emics 

1 SHALL NOW attempt to clarify the epistemological status of 
mental phenomena that recur in different cultures. Many anthropolo
gists insist that when mental traits recur cross-culturally, the traits 
necessarily have an etic status. The focal case concerns the eight key 
concepts that recurrently figure as components of the world inventory 
of kin terminological systems.* Fallowing Ward Goodenough ( 1970) 
and William Sturtevant ( 1964), Raoul Naroll ( 1973: 3) identifies these 
as etic concepts: "These are the eight key etic concepts. . . . The 
inventory ... is validated by the fact that every known emic kin-term 
system can be most parsimoniously defined by using the eight etic 
concepts." Since, as Naroll says, the eight key concepts are derived 

*These are: (1) consanguinity/affinity; (2) generation; (3) sex; (4) collaterality; 
(5) bifurcation; (6) relative age; (7) decedence; and (8) genealogical distance. 
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from emic kin-term systems-systems in which the distinctions are real 
and appropriate from the participant's point of view-it is difficult to 
see why they should be called etic concepts. The reason cannot be 
simply that they recur cross-culturally. When a linguist reports that in 
a certain language voiced and unvoiced bilabial stops form a phonemic 
contrast, the epistemological status of [b] and [p] does not shift from 
phonemic to phonetic. Nor does such a shift take place as a conse
quence of someone reporting that many other languages including 
English make the same distinction. Or to take another example: sup
pose that in describing a particular culture, the ethnographer notes that 
people believe they have a "soul" that leaves the body at death. What 
difference does it make if a similar belief is found in a thousand 
additional cultures? As long as the concept is real, meaningful, and 
appropriate to the members of those cultures, it remains an emic 
concept with respect to those cultures. 

The explanation for the difference of opinion about the status of 
the key kinship concepts lies in the use of these concepts to make 
inferences about mental distinctions in cultures that have yet to be 
studied emically. The fact is that not all eight distinctions are used in 
all kin-terminological systems (American kin terminology, for example, 
ignores relative age and decedence-i.e., whether the kinsperson is 
alive or dead). In analyzing an unknown system, one would naturally 
infer that it contains at least some of these distinctions, and in that case 
the operational status of the inferred distinction would be that of the 
etics of mental life. I can therefore agree with Ward Goodenough 
(1970:112) when he says that "emic description requires etics, and by 
trying to do emic descriptions we add to our etic conceptual resources 
for subsequent description," provided it is understood that mere recur
rence is not the hallmark of etics and that "etic ... resources for 
subsequent description" refers exclusively to the etics of mental life. I 
cannot agree, however, that our etic conceptual resources for the study 
of the behavior stream are dependent upon emic studies. The etic 
concepts appropriate for the study of the behavior stream are depend
ent on their status as productive elements in a corpus of scientific 
theories. 
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The Epistemological Status 
of Speech Acts 

MUCH OF THE HUMAN behavior stream consists of verbal mes
sages sent back and forth between relatives, friends and strangers. Does 
the emic/ etic distinction apply to such events? Since language is the 
primary mode of human communication, and since it is the function 
of language to convey meanings, one might conclude that the emic 
mode is the only feasible approacp to language as the conveyor of 
meaning. This is not necessarily true, however; etic as well as emic 
approaches to speech acts are possible. One does not have to communi
cate with communicators in order to understand the meaning of com
munication acts. For example, psychologists, ethologists, and 
primatologists routinely attempt to identify the meaning of communi
cative acts among infrahuman species by observing the contexts and 
consequences of such acts. Among chimpanzees one can say that a 
"bark" means "danger," a loud whooping means "food," an upturned 
hand is a "begging" gesture, an upturned rump a sign of "submission." 
If this approach is possible with respect to primate communication, 
why should it not also be possible in the case of human communica
tion? 

When I first thought about this problem in 1964, I concluded that 
the meaning of speech acts was accessible only through emic opera
tions. In 1968 (p. 579) I took the same position, stating that "from an 
etic point of view, the universe of meaning, purposes, goals, motiva
tions, etc., is ... unapproachable." This was an error. What should be 
said is that descriptions of mental life based on etic operations do not 
necessarily uncover the purposes, goals, motivations, and so forth that 
an emic approach can uncover. For the etic study of speech acts is 
merely another example of the possibility of an etics of mental life. 

The difference between etic meanings and emic meanings of speech 
acts is the difference between the conventional or "code" meaning of 
a human utterance and its deeper psychological significance for speaker 
and hearer respectively. Let me illustrate this distinction with data 
from a study of speech acts carried out by means of videotape record
ings (Dehavenon and Harris, n.d.). The observers intended to measure 
patterns of superordination and subordination in family life by count
ing each family member's requests and responses to requests during a 
week of observation. "Request" is an etic q1tegory of speech acts that 
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includes requests for attention ("Mom!"), requests for action ("Take 
the garbage out"), and requests for information ("What time is it?"). 

_The. study was premised on the assumption that the etic meanings 
which he on the surface of speech acts correspond in some degree to 
what is going on inside of the participants' heads. People do not usually 
say "go out" when they mean "come in," or "sit down" when they 
mean "stand up." But as in other instances of the etics of mental life 
previously discussed, the inference from what people say etically in the 
behavior stream to what they mean emically inside their heads can be 
extremely hazardous. For example, consider the following speech acts 
involving a mother and her eight-year-old son. At 10:50 A.M. the 
mother began to request that her son stop playing with the family dog: 

Time 

10:50 
11:01 
11:09 
11:10 
11:10 
11: 15 
11: 15 
11:15 
11:16 
11:17 
11:17 
11:24 

Request 

Leave him [the dog) alone. 
Leave him alone. 
Leave him alone. 
Hey, don't do that. 
Please leave him alone. 
Leave him alone. 
Leave him alone. 
Why don't you stop teasing him? 
Leave Rex alone, huh? 
Leave him alone. 
Leave him alone. 
Keep away from him. 

During the same scene the mother also repeatedly requested the 
same child to turn down the volume on the radio in the living room, 
as follows: 

10:40 Keep your hands off that [radio]. 
10:41 I don't want to hear that. 
11:19 Lower that thing [the radio]. 
11 :20 Come on, knock it off. 
11 :20 Lower that. 
11:20 Get your own [radio in another room). 
11:20 Keep your hands off this thing [the radio). 
11 :26 All right, come on. I've got to have that lowered. 
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Time 

11:27 
11:27 
11:29 
11:29 
11:29 

Request 

Leave it alone. 
Leave it alone. 
Turn it off right now. 
You're not to touch that radio. 
Keep your hands off that radio. 

One cannot assume that the principal emic component in the 
meanings of the above requests is the intention of the speaker to be 
taken seriously about turning the radio off or leaving the dog alone. If 
the mother intends to be taken seriously, why does she repeat the same 
requests twelve or thirteen times in less than an hour? One cannot 
argue that repetition is a token of her seriousness (like a prisoner who 
repeatedly tries to escape from jail) because she has numerous alterna
tives-she herself can turn the radio off, for example, or she can 
segregate the child and the dog in different rooms. Her failure to ta~e 
decisive action may very well indicate that there are other semantic 
components involved. Perhaps she really intends merely to show disap
proval. Or perhaps her main intention is to punish herself by making 
requests she knows will not be complied with. . 

The ambiguities are even more marked when we examme the 
hearer's role. One possibility is that the child rejects the surface mean
ing of the request, knowing that his mother isn't re~lly s~rious. Ano_ther 
possibility is that the child thinks that the mother 1s senous but re1ects 
her authority. Perhaps the child interprets the repetitions to mean that 
his mother would rather punish herself than punish him. To disambigu
ate these meanings, one might employ eliciting operations, the hall
marks of emic status. But the etic meanings of the speech acts viewed 
as a behavior stream event would remain the same. 

To be a human observer capable of carrying out scientific operations 
presumes that one is competent in at least one nat~ral la~guage. Th~s, 
in identifying the etic meaning of speech acts m theu own native 
language, observers are not dependent on eliciting operations and ~an 
readily agree that a particular utterance has a specific surface meanmg 
whose locus is in the behavior stream. 

This line of reasoning can easily be extended to include foreign 
speech acts, if we grant the proposition that all human la~guages ~re 
mutually translatable. This means that for every utterance m a foreign 
language, there is an analogue in one's own. While it is true that 
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successful translation of a foreign speech act is facilitated by the collab
oration of a native informant, what the observers intend to find out is 
which linguistic structures inside their own heads have more or less the 
same meaning as the utterances in the behavior stream of the foreign 
actors. Thus the translation amounts to the imposition of the observers' 
semantic categories on the foreign speech acts. The observers have in 
effect enlarged their competence to include both languages, and hence 
they can proceed to identify the surface meanings of foreign speech 
acts as freely as native speakers of English are able to identify the 
surface meanings of the English speech acts listed above. 

The Emics of the Observer 

PARTISANS of idealist strategies seek to subvert the materialist 
effort by claiming that "all knowledge is ultimately 'emic' " (Fisher and 
Werner, 1978:198). The allegation is that in the name of demystifying 
the nature of social life, the observers merely substitute one brand of 
illusion for another. After all, who are the "observers"? Why should 
their categories and beliefs be more credible than those of the actors? 
The answer to these questions is entirely dependent on whether one 
accepts the scientific way of knowing as having some special advantages 
over other ways of knowing. To deny the validity of etic descriptions 
is in effect to deny the possibility of a social science capable of explain
ing sociocultural similarities and differences. To urge that the etics of 
scientific observers is merely one among an infinity of other emics
the emics of Americans and Chinese, of women and men, of blacks and 
Puerto Ricans, of Jews and Hindus, of rich and poor, and of young and 
old-is to urge the surrender of our intellects to the supreme mystifica
tion of total relativism. 

True, the practitioners of science do not constitute a community 
apart from the rest of humanity, and we are filled with prejudices, 
preconceptions, and hidden agendas. But the way to correct errors 
resulting from the value-laden nature of our activity is to demand that 
we struggle against our strategic competitors and critics of all sorts to 
improve our accounts of social life, to produce better theories, and to 
achieve higher, not lower, levels of objectivity with respect to both the 
emics and etics of mental and behavioral phenomena. Once again we 
must ask: "What is the alternative?" 
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Theoretical Principles 
of Cultural Materialism 

ONE CANNOT PASS directly from a description of the ways of 
knowing about a field to the principles useful for building networks of 
interrelated theories. First, I have to say something about what's in the 
field-its major components or sectors. So far I've referred only to the 
etics and emics of human thought and behavior. But other components 
remain to be identified before the strategic principles of cultural mate
rialism can be described. 

The limitations of alternative research strategies are very much a 
consequence of how they conceptualize the nature of human societies 
and cultures. Idealist strategies approach the definition of social and 
cultural phenomena exclusively from an emic perspective: society exists 
to the extent that participants view themselves as members of social 
groups, sharing common values and purposes; social action is a special 
kind of behavior identified by the social intentions of the participants; 
and culture consists exclusively of the shared emics of thought and 
behavior. In extreme versions, such as those associated with cognitivism 
(see Chapter 9), even the emics of behavior are dropped and culture 
is restricted to rules allegedly guiding behavior without any investiga
tion of the behavior itself. 

On the other hand, cultural materialists approach the definition of 

Theoretical Principles of Cultural Materialism . 47 

social and cultural phenomena initially but not exclusively from an etic 
perspective. The social nature of human groups is inferred from the 
density of interaction among human beings found in a particular spatial 
and temporal locus. Cultural materialists do not have to know whether 
the members of a particular human population think of themselves as 
a "people" or a group in order to identify them as a social group. Nor 
does the interaction among the members of such a group have to be 
primarily supportive and cooperative in order for it to be considered 
social. The starting point of all sociocultural analysis for cultural materi
alists is simply the existence of an etic human population located in etic 
time and space. A society for us is a maximal social group consisting 
of both sexes and all ages and exhibiting a wide range of interactive 
behavior. Culture, on the other hand, refers to the learned repertory 
of thoughts and actions exhibited by the members of social groups
repertories transmissible independently of genetic heredity from one 
generation to the next. (A more extended discussion of the nature of 
culture will be found in Chapters 5 and 9.) The cultural repertories of 
particular societies contribute to the continuity of the population and 
its social life. Hence the need arises for speaking of sociocultural sys
tems, denoting the conjunction of a population, a society, and a culture, 
and constituting a bounded arrangement of people, thoughts, and 
activities. The systemic nature of such conjunctions and arrangements 
is not something to be taken for granted. Rather, it is a strategic 
assumption that can be justified only by showing how it leads to effica
cious and testable theories. 

The Universal Pattern 

CULTURAL MATERIALIST theoretical principles are concerned 
with the problem of understanding the relationship among the 
parts of sociocultural systems and with the evolution of such rela
tionships, parts, and systems. Alternative strategies construe these 
parts in radically different ways, and many inadequacies of substan
tive theories are already foreshadowed in general models of the 
structure of sociocultural systems. Consider, for example, the recur
rent cognitive and behavioral components anthropologist Clark 
Wissler (1926) called the "universal pattern"-components al
legedly present in all human societies: 
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Speech 
Material traits 
Art 

Knowledge 
Religion 
Society 

Property 
Government 
War 

Both epistemological and theoretical problems abound in Wissler's 
scheme. Note, for example, that the separately listed "material traits" 
-by which he meant such things as tools, buildings, clothing, and 
containers-are logically present in at least art, religion, property, gov
ernment, and war; that "knowledge" must occur in all the other ru
brics; that there are such glaring omissions as "economy," "subsist
ence," "ecology," "demography"; and finally, that it is dubious that 
"war" and "religion" are universal traits. These defects flow from 
Wissler's failure to specify the epistemological status of the rubrics in 
terms of taxonomic principles that would justify the contraction or 
expansion of the list by reference to systemic structural relationships 
among its components. 

Murdock's Categories 

THE RUBRICS under which entries in George Peter Murdock's 
World Ethnographic Atlas (1967) are arranged share the same defects. 
In the computer punch card version of the atlas, these are the compo
nents of sociocultural systems: 

Subsistence economy 
Mode of marriage 
Family organization 
Marital residence 
Community organization 
Patrilineal kin groups and 

exogamy 
Matrilineal kin groups and 

exogamy 
Cognatic kin groups 
Cousin marriage 
Kinship terminology for first 

cousms 

Type and intensity of 
agriculture 

Settlement pattern 
Mean size of local communi-

ties 
Jurisdictional hierarchy 
High gods 
Types of games 
Postpartum sex taboos 
Male genital mutilations 
Segregation of adolescent boys 
Metal working 
Weaving 
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Leather working 
Pottery 
Boat building 
House construction 
Gathering 
Hunting 
Fishing 
Animal husbandry 
Agriculture 
Type of animal husbandry 
Descent 
Class stratification 
Caste stratification 
Slavery 

Succession to office of local 
headman 

Inheritance of real property 
Inheritance of movable property 
Norm of premarital sex behavior 

of girls 
Ground plan of dwelling 
Floor level 
Wall material 
Shape of roof 
Roofing material 
Political integration 
Political succession 
Environment 

Part of the explanation for the peculiar "laundry list" variations in 
the coverage and focus of these categories (from slavery to shape of 
roof) is that they reflect the content of ethnographic monographs and 
are intended to facilitate the tabulation of what is available for tabula
tion. But that is only part of the story. Note also the neglect of the 
emic/ etic distinction. This neglect adversely affects cross-cultural cor
relation studies that involve such categories as community organiza
tion, mode of marriage, family organization, marital residence, ex
ogamy, jurisdictional hierarchy, clan stratification, and caste 
stratification-all of which exhibit emphatic emic/ etic contrasts. Of 
course, here, too, the categorizations reflect the fuzzy epistemologies 
of the anthropologists who have contributed to ethnographic knowl
edge. But this weakness has been compounded in the coding operations 
Murdock and his associates employ. For example, the code for post
marital residence refers to "normal residence" without distinguishing 
between normal in the sense of on-the-ground etic averages or normal 
in the sense of "normative"-i.e., emically agreed to as the proper or 
ideal form by a majority of those interviewed. 

As we shall see in Chapter 10, it is no accident that cross-cultural 
survey theories also look like open-ended laundry lists. Murdock and his 
followers have operated under an eclectic research strategy whose char
acteristic substantive theoretical products are fragmentary, isolated, 
and mutually opposed generalizations of limited scope. The laundry list 
of categories out of which such generalizations are constructed both 
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condition and reflect the chaotic nature of the theoretical products of 
most cross-cultural surveys. 

Parsonian Rubrics 

IN 1950 A GROUP of five anthropologists and sociologists who 
subscribed to the research strategy of structural-functionalism as
sociated with the work of Harvard sociologist Talcott Parsons (see p. 
279) drew up a list of universal components based on the identification 
of the "functional prerequisites of a society" (Aberle et al., 1950). The 
authors specified nine categories as "the generalized conditions neces
sary for the maintenance of the system": 

1. Provision for adequate relationship to the environment and for 
sexual recruitment 

2. Role differentiation and role assignment 
3. Communication 
4. Shared cognitive orientations 
5. Shared articulated set of goals 
6. Normative regulation of means 
7. Regulation of affective expression 
8. Socialization 
9. Effective control of disruptive forms of behavior 

The logic behind this list is that each item is supposedly necessary 
to avoid certain conditions which would terminate the existence of any 
society-namely, the biological extinction or dispersion of its members, 
the apathy of its members, "the war of all against all," or the absorption 
of a society by another one. As the proponents of this scheme them
selves insisted, their notions about functional prerequisites were inte
grally linked to their acceptance of Parsons's structural-functionalist 
research strategy. Structural-functionalism, the most influential strat
egy in the social sciences in the United States and Great Britain during 
the period 1940 to 1965, is a variety of cultural idealism, much criti
cized for its inability to deal with social evolution and political-eco
nomic conflict. Its strategic biases are implicit in the preponderance 
among the alleged functional prerequisites listed above of emic and 
mental items such as cognitive orientations, shared goals, normative 
regulation, and affective expressions. 
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The commitment to the emics of mental life actually extends to the 
remaining five items as well, however, since in Talcott Parsons's theory 
of action, every aspect of social life must be approached from the 
standpoint of the actor's mental goals, thoughts, feelings, and values. 
The idealist bias here is also painfully evident in the proposal that 
shared cognitive orientations and shared articulated sets of goals are 
functional prerequisites for social survival, when as a matter of fact 
there is overwhelming evidence to the contrary, not only from complex 
state societies divided by bitter class, ethnic, and regional conflict, but 
in very simple societies as well, where sex and age antagonisms bespeak 
of fundamentally opposed value orientations. Note also the lack of 
concern with production, reproduction, exchange, and consumption
demographic and economic categories that cannot easily be crammed 
into "adequate relationship to the environment and sexual recruit
ment." Production, exchange, and consumption are not merely rela
tionships with the environment; they denote relationships among peo
ple as well. Moreover, from retrospective comments made by Parsons 
(1970), the absence of "economy" in this scheme can only be under
stood as a visceral rejection of any form of Marxist determinism. 

Universal Pattern in Cultural Materialist Strategy 

THE UNIVERSAL structure of sociocultural systems posited by 
cultural materialism rests on the biological and psychological constants 
of human nature, and on the distinction between thought and behavior 
and emics and etics. To begin with, each society must cope with the 
problems of production-behaviorally satisfying minimal requirements 
for subsistence; hence there must be an etic behavioral mode of produc
tion. Second, each society must behaviorally cope with the problem of 
reproduction-avoiding destructive increases or decreases in popula
tion size; hence there must be an etic behavioral mode of reproduction. 
Third, each society must cope with the necessity of maintaining secure 
and orderly behavioral relationships among its constituent groups and 
with other societies. In conformity with mundane and practical consid
erations, cultural materialists see the threat of disorder arising primarily 
from the economic processes which allocate labor and the material 
products of labor to individuals and groups. Hence, depending on 
whether the focus of organization is on domestic groups or the internal 
and external relationships of the whole society, one may infer the 



Cultural Materialism · 52 

universal existence of etic behavioral domestic economies and etic be
havioral political economies. Finally, given the prominence of human 
speech acts and the importance of symbolic processes for the human 
psyche, one can infer the universal recurrence of productive behavior 
that leads to etic, recreational, sportive, and aesthetic products and 
services. Behavioral superstructure is a convenient label for this univer
sally recurrent etic sector. 

In sum, the major etic behavioral categories together with some 
examples of sociocultural phenomena that fall within each domain 
are: 

Mode of Production: The technology and the practices employed for 
expanding or limiting basic subsistence production, especially the pro
duction of food and other forms of energy, given the restrictions and 
opportunities provided by a specific technology interacting with a spe
cific habitat. 

Technology of subsistence 
Techno-environmental relationships 
Ecosystems 
Work patterns 

Mode of Reproduction: The technology and the practices employed for 
expanding, limiting, and maintaining population size. 

Demography 
Mating patterns 
Fertility, natality, mortality 
Nurturance of infants 
Medical control of demographic patterns 
Contraception, abortion, infanticide 

Domestic Economy: The organization of reproduction and basic pro
duction, exchange, and consumption within camps, houses, apart
ments, or other domestic settings. 

Family structure 
Domestic division of labor 
Domestic socialization, enculturation, education 
Age and sex roles 
Domestic discipline, hierarchies, sanctions 
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Political Economy: The organization of reproduction, production, ex
change, and consumption within and between bands, villages, chief
doms, states, and empires. 

Political organization, factions, clubs, associations, corporations 
Division of labor, taxation, tribute 
Political socialization, enculturation, education 
Class, caste, urban, rural hierarchies 
Discipline, police/military control 
War 

Behavioral Superstructure: 

Art, music, dance, literature, advertising 
Rituals 
Sports, games, hobbies 
Science 

I can simplify the above by lumping the modes of production and 
reproduction together under the rubric infrastructure; and by lumping 
domestic and political economy under the rubric structure. This yields 
a tripartite scheme: 

Infrastructure 
Structure 
Superstructure 

However, these rubrics embrace only the etic behavioral compo
nents of sociocultural systems. What about the mental compo
nents? Running roughly parallel to the etic behavioral components 
are a set of mental components whose conventional designations 
are as follows: 

Etic Behavioral 
Components 

Infrastructure 

Mental and Ernie 
Components 

Eth no botany, ethnozoology, 
subsistence lore, magic, 
religion, taboos 
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Etic Behavioral Mental and Ernie 
Components Components 

Structure Kinship, political ideology, 
ethnic and national ideologies, 
magic, religion, taboos 

Etic superstructure Symbols, myths, aesthetic 
standards and philosophies, 
epistemologies, ideologies, 
magic, religion, taboos 

Rather than distinguish the mental and emic components according to 
the strength of their relationship to specific etic behavioral compo
nents, I shall lump them together and designate them in their entirety 
as the mental and emic superstructure, meaning the conscious and 
unconscious cognitive goals, categories, rules, plans, values, philoso
phies, and beliefs about behavior elicited from the participants or 
inferred by the observer. Four major universal components of socio
cultural systems are now before us: the etic behavioral infrastructure, 
structure, and superstructure, and the mental and emic superstructure. 

Language Again 

ONE CONSP1cuous omission from the above scheme is the cate
gory "language." It should be clear from the discussion of speech acts 
(p. 42) that studies of etic components usually involve the identification 
of speech acts and other communication events. For example, the 
description of domestic hierarchies by means of requests and compli
ances to requests shows that such hierarchies involve communication 
components that can be studied by means of etic operations. Since 
communication acts, especially speech acts, usually occur in human 
scenes of even moderate duration, all major etic rubrics are to some 
degree built up out of the observation of communication events. 

Communication, including speech, serves a vital instrumental role 
in coordinating infrastructural, structural, and superstructural activi-
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ties; hence it cannot be regarded as belonging exclusively to any one 
of these divisions. Moreover, communication in the form of speech acts 
is also the very stuff out of which much· of the mental and emic 
superstructure is built. Hence language per se cannot be viewed as an 
exclusively infrastructural, structural, or superstructural component, 
nor as an exclusively behavioral or mental phenomenon. 

Another important reason for not including language as a separate 
component in the universal pattern is that cultural materialism makes 
no claims concerning the functional relationship between infrastruc
ture and the major phonemic and grammatical features of particular 
families of languages. Cultural materialism does not hold, for example, 
that particular modes of production and reproduction cause people to 
speak Inda-European rather than Uta-Aztecan languages. (But cultural 
idealists have proposed the now discredited theory that Inda-European 
grammatical categories led to the Industrial Revolution-see Wharf, 
1956.) 

We are now finally in a position to state the theoretical principles 
of cultural materialism. 

The Major Principles of Cultural Materialism 

THE KERNEL of the principles that guide the development of 
interrelated sets of theories in the strategy of cultural materialism was 
anticipated by Marx (1970 [1859]:21) in the following words: "The 
mode of production in material life determines the general character 
of the social, political, and spiritual processes of life. It is not the 
consciousness of men that determines their existence, but on the con
trary, their social existence determines their consciousness." As stated, 
this principle was a great advance in human knowledge, surely equiva
lent in its time to the formulation of the principle of natural selection 
by Alfred Wallace and Charles Darwin. However, in the context of 
modern anthropological research, the epistemological ambiguities in
herent in the phrase "the mode of production," the neglect of "the 
mode of reproduction," and the failure to distinguish emics from etics 
and behavioral from mental impose the need for reformulation. 

. The cultural materialist version of Marx's great principle is as fol
lows: The etic behavioral modes of production and reproduction 
probabilistically determine the etic behavioral domestic and political 
economy, which in turn probabilistically determine the behavioral and 
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mental emic superstructures. For brevity's sake, this principle can be 
referred to as the principle of infrastructural determinism. 

The strategic significance of the principle of infrastructural deter
minism is that it provides a set of priorities for the formulation and 
testing of theories and hypotheses about the causes of sociocultural 
phenomena. Cultural materialists give highest priority to the effort to 
formulate and test theories in which infrastructural variables are the 
primary causal factors. Failure to identify such factors in the infrastruc
ture warrants the formulation of theories in which structural variables 
are tested for causal primacy. Cultural materialists give still less priority 
to exploring the possibility that the solution to sociocultural puzzles lies 
primarily within the behavioral superstructure; and finally, theories that 
bestow causal primacy upon the mental and emic superstructure are to 
be formulated and tested only as an ultimate recourse when no testable 
etic behavioral theories can be formulated or when all that have been 
formulated have been decisively discredited. In other words, cultural 
materialism asserts the strategic priority of etic and behavioral condi
tions and processes over emic and mental conditions and processes, and 
of infrastructural over structural and superstructural conditions and 
processes; but it does not deny the possibility that emic, mental, super
structural, and structural components may achieve a degree of auton
omy from the etic behavioral infrastructure. Rather, it merely post
pones and delays that possibility in order to guarantee the fullest 
exploration of the determining influences exerted by the etic behavioral 
infrastructure. 

Why Infrastructure? 

THE STRATEGIC priority given to etic and behavioral production 
and reproduction by cultural materialism represents an attempt to 
build theories about culture that incorporate lawful regularities occur
ring in nature. Like all bioforms, human beings must expend energy to 
obtain energy (and other life-sustaining products). And like all 
bioforms, our ability to produce children is greater than our ability to 
obtain energy for them. The strategic priority of the infrastructure rests 
upon the fact that human beings can never change these laws. We can 
only seek to strike a balance between reproduction and the production 
and consumption of energy. True, through technology we have 
achieved a considerable capacity to raise and lower productive and 
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reproductive rates. But technology in turn confronts a series of physical, 
chemical, biological, and ecological laws that likewise cannot be altered 
and that necessarily limit the rate and direction of technological change 
and hence the degree of control which can be achieved over production 
and reproduction by technological intervention in a specific environ
mental context. Moreover, all such interventions are limited by the 
level of technological evolution-a level that cannot be altered by an 
instantaneous act of will-and by the capacity of particular habitats to 
absorb various types and intensities of techno-economies without 
undergoing irreversible changes. 

Infrastructure, in other words, is the principal interface between 
culture and nature, the boundary across which the ecological, chemical, 
and physical restraints to which human action is subject interact with 
the principal sociocultural practices aimed at overcoming or modifying 
those restraints. The order of cultural materialist priorities from infra
structure to the remaining behavioral components and finally to the 
mental superstructure reflects the increasing remoteness of these com
ponents from the culture/nature interface. Since the aim of cultural 
materialism, in keeping with the orientation of science in general, is the 
discovery of the maximum amount of order in its field of inquiry, 
priority for theory building logically settles upon those sectors under 
the greatest direct restraints from the givens of nature. To endow the 
mental superstructure with strategic priority, as the cultural idealists 
advocate, is a bad bet. Nature is indifferent to whether God is a loving 
father or a bloodthirsty cannibal. But nature is not indifferent to 
whether the fallow period in a swidden field is one year or ten. We 
know that powerful restraints exist on the infrastructural level; hence 
it is a good bet that these restraints are passed on to the structural and 
superstructural components. 

To be sure, much attention is now being paid to pan-human neuro
psychological "structural" restraints that allegedly oblige human beings 
to think in predetermined patterns. Later on I shall examine these 
structuralist claims rather carefully. In the meantime, what needs to be 
said is that if, as Levi-Strauss claims, the human mind only thinks 
thoughts that "are good to think," the menu allows for an extraordinary 
diversity of tastes. No doubt human beings have species-specific pat
terns of thought-just as we have species-specific patterns of locomo
tion and body-heat disposal. But how shall we use this fact to account 
for the tremendous variation in world views, religions, and philoso
phies, all of which are indisputably equally "good to think"? Structural-
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ists and other varieties of idealists are no more capable of answering this 
question than they are capable of explaining why human beings, _who 
are naturally terrestrial bipeds, sometimes ride horses and sometimes 
fly through the air, or why, given a species-specific endowment of sweat 
glands, some people cool off by sitting in front of air conditioners while 
others sip hot tea. 

The strategic advantage of infrastructural determinism as opposed 
to structuralism and sociobiology is that the recurrent limiting factors 
are variables that can be shown to exert their influence in measurably 
variable ways. This enables cultural materialism to construct theories 
that account for both differences and similarities. For example, the 
need to eat is a constant, but the quantities and kinds of foods that can 
be eaten vary in conformity with technology and habitat. Sex drives are 
universal, but their reproductive consequences vary in conformity with 
the technology of contraception, perinatal care, and the treatment of 
infants. 

Unlike ideas, patterns of production and reproduction cannot be 
made to appear and disappear by a mere act of will. Since they are 
grounded in nature they can only be changed by altering the balanc~ 
between culture and nature, and this can only be done by the expendi
ture of energy. Thought changes nothing outside of the head unless it 
is accompanied by the movements of the body or its parts. It seems 
reasonable, therefore, to search for the beginnings of the causal chains 
affecting sociocultural evolution in the complex of energy-expending 
body activities that affect the balance between the size of each human 
population, the amount of energy devoted to production, and the 
supply of life-sustaining resources. Cultural materialists contend that 
this balance is so vital to the survival and well-being of the individuals 
and groups who are its beneficiaries that all other culturally patterned 
thoughts and activities in which these individuals and groups engage 
are probably directly or indirectly determined by its specific character. 
But we do not contend this out of any final conviction that we know 
what the world is really like; we contend it merely to make the best 
possible theories about what the world is probably like. 

Thought and Behavior 

MUCH OF THE resistance to cultural materialism stems from what 
seems to be the self-evident truth that behavior is governed by thought 
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-that human social life is rule-governed. I criticize this viewpoint in 
Chapter 9, but some preliminary clarifications may be appropriate in 
the present context. What puzzles many people is how it can be 
maintained that behavior determines thought when their own behavior 
intuitively appears to be an acting out of mental goals and moral 
precepts. Take the case of technological change, which is so vital to the 
evolution of culture. In order for cultures to develop stone tools, bows 
and arrows, digging sticks, plows, ceramics, and machinery, didn't 
somebody first have to think about how to make such things? 

Cultural materialism does not view inventors or any other human 
beings as. zombielike automata whose activities are never under con
scious control. In asserting the primacy of the behavioral infrastructure 
over the mental and emic superstructure, cultural materialism is not 
addressing the question of how technological inventions and other 
kinds of creative innovations originate in individuals but rather how 
such innovations come to assume a ~aterial social existence and how 
they come to exert an influence on social production and social rep~o
duction. Thoughts in the minds of geniuses like Hero of Alexandna, 
who invented the steam turbine in the third century, or Leonardo da 
Vinci who invented the helicopter in the sixteenth century, cannot 
assum'e a material social existence unless appropriate material condi
tions for their social acceptance and use are also present. Furthermore, 
the recurrence of such inventions as ceramics and metallurgy indepen
dently in different parts of the world under similar infrastructural 
conditions suggests that not even the most original ideas happen only 
once. Indeed, from the uncanny way in which the invention of the 
steamship, telephone, airplane, photography, automobile, and. h~n
dreds of other patentable devices have been subjected to con~1ctmg 
claims of priority by independent individuals and laboraton~s (cf. 
Kroeber, 1948), the conclusion seems inescapable that wh~n the mfras
tructural conditions are ripe, the appropriate thoughts will occur, not 
once but again and again. Furthermore, there is ample evidence to 
indicate that some of the greatest inventions ever made-for example, 
agriculture-were known in thought for thousands of years befor~ th~y 
began to play a significant role in the infrastructures of preh1stonc 
societies (see pp. 85ff). 

The intuition that thought determines behavior arises from the 
limited temporal and cultural perspective of ordinary experience. Con
scious thoughts in the form of plans and itineraries certain}~. help 
individuals and groups to find a path through the daily complexities of 
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social life. But these plans and itineraries merely chart the selection of 
preexisting behavioral "mazeways." Even in the most permissive soci
eties and the richest in alternative roles, the planned actions-lunch, 
a lovers' tryst, an evening at the theater-are never conjured up out of 
thin air but are drawn from the inventory of recurrent scenes character
istic of that particular culture. The issue of behavioral versus mental 
determinism is not a matter of whether the mind guides action, but 
whether the mind determines the selection of the inventory of cultur
ally actionable thoughts. As Schopenhauer said, "We want what we 
will, but we don't will what we want." Thus the human intuition 
concerning the priority of thought over behavior is worth just about as 
much as our human intuition that the earth is flat. To insist on the 
priority of mind in culture is to align one's understanding of socio
cultural phenomena with the anthropological equivalent of pre-Dar
winian biology or pre-Newtonian physics. It is to believe in what Freud 
called "the omnipotence of thought." Such a belief is a form of intellec
tual infantilism that dishonors our species-given powers of thought. 

Individual Versus Group Selection 

IT 1s ESSENTIAL to the task of constructing cultural materialist 
theories that one be able to establish a link between the behavioral 
choices made by definite individuals and the aggregate responses of 
sociocultural systems. One must be able to show why one kind of 
behavioral option is more likely than another not in terms of abstract 
pushes, pulls, pressures, and other metaphysical "forces," but in terms 
of concrete bio-psychological principles pertinent to the behavior of the 
individuals participating in the system. 

Another way to phrase this imperative is to assert that the selection 
processes responsible for the divergent and convergent evolutionary 
trajectories of sociocultural systems operate mainly on the individual 
level; individuals follow one rather than another course of action, and 
as a result the aggregate pattern changes. But I don't mean to dismiss 
the possibility that many sociocultural traits are selected for by the 
differential survival of whole sociocultural systems-that is, by group 
selection. Because intense intergroup competition was probably pres
ent among early human populations, provision must be made for the 
extinction of systems that were bio-psychologically satisfying to the 
individuals concerned, but vulnerable to more predatory neighbors, 
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with a consequent loss of certain cultural inventories and the preserva
tion and propagation of others. 

However, such group selection is merely a catastrophic consequence 
of selection operating on or through individuals. Cultural evolution 
like biological evolution, has (up to now at least) taken place through 
opportunistic changes that increase benefits and lower costs to in
dividuals. Just as a species does not "struggle to survive" as a collective 
entity, but survives or not as a consequence of the adaptive changes of 
individual organisms, so too do sociocultural systems survive or not as 
a consequence of the adaptive changes in the thought and activities of 
individual men and women who respond opportunistically to cost
benefit options. If the sociocultural system survives as a result of pat
terns of thought and behavior selected for on the individual level, it is 
not because the group as such was successful but because some or all 
of the individuals in it were successful. Thus a group that is annihilated 
in warfare can be said to have been selected for as a group, but if we 
want to understand why it was annihilated, we must examine the 
cost-benefit options exercised by its individual members relative to the 
options exercised by its victorious neighbors. The fact that some people 
sincerely act in order to help others and to protect the group does not 
alter this situation. Saints and heroes sacrifice their lives for the "good" 
of others. But the question of whether the others accept or reject that 
"good" remains a matter of the balance of individual costs and benefits. 
Society does not live by saints alone. Altruism, to be successful, must 
confer adaptive advantages on those who give as well as on those who 
take. 

This is not to say that the direction of cultural change in the short 
run can be predicted by summing up what is the greatest good for the 
greatest number of people. Obviously there are many innovations 
which are bio-psychologically more satisfying to some members of a 
society than to others. Purdah, the veiling of women in Moslem soci
eties, facilitates domestic and political control by men over women. 
Presumably the bio-psychological rewards of purdah are greater for men 
than for women-indeed, one might say that for the women there are 
severe penalties. But the men have the power to make their own 
well-being weigh more heavily in the balance of advantages and disad
vantages than the well-being of women. The more hierarchical the 
society with respect to sex, age, class, caste, and ethnic criteria, the 
greater the degree of exploitation of one group by another and the less 
likely it is that the trajectory of sociocultural evolution can be calculated 
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from the average bio-psychological utility of traits. This leads to many 
puzzling situations in which it appears that large sectors of a society are 
acting in ways that diminish their practical well-being instead of en
hancing it. In India, for example, members of impoverished menial 
castes avidly uphold the rule of caste endogamy and insist that mar
riages be legitimized by expensive dowries. Abstractly, it would appear 
that the members of such impoverished castes would be materially 
better off if they practiced exogamy and stopped insisting on big mar
riage payments. But the victims of the caste system cannot base their 
behavior on long-term abstract calculations. Access to such menial jobs 
as construction worker, toddy-wine maker, coir maker, and so forth 
depends on caste identity validated by obedience to caste rules. In the 
lower castes if one fails to maintain membership in good standing one 
loses the opportunity to obtain work even of the most menial kind, and 
plunges still further into misery. To throw off the weight of the ac
cumulated privileges of the upper castes lies entirely beyond the practi
cal capacity of those who are at the bottom of the heap; hence, perverse 
as it may seem, those who benefit least from the system ardently 
support it in daily life. 

Bio-Psychological Constants 

THE DANGER IN postulating pan-human bio-psychological drives 
and predispositions is that one is tempted to reduce all sociocultural 
similarities to an imaginary genetic "biogram" (see p. 127 ), whereas 
most similarities as well as differences are due to sociocultural evolu
tionary processes. For reasons that I shall spell out during the discussion 
of biological reductionism in the next chapter, the most important 
observation that one can make about the human biogram is that it is 
relatively free from species-specific bio-psychological drives and predis
positions. As a species we have been selected for our ability to acquire 
elaborate repertories of socially learned responses, rather than for spe
cies-specific drives and instincts. Nonetheless, without postulating the 
existence of selective principles operating at the bio-psychological level, 
one cannot explain how infrastructure mediates between culture and 
nature. 

It is better to begin with a minimal set of human bio-psychological 
selective principles than with one that tries to render a complete 
account of what it is to be human. Hence I shall list only four: 
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l. People need to eat and will generally opt for diets that offer more 
rather than fewer calories and proteins and other nutrients. 

2. People cannot be totally inactive, but when confronted with a given 
task, they prefer to carry it out by expending less rather than more 
energy. 

3. People are highly sexed and generally find reinforcing pleasure from 
sexual intercourse-more often from heterosexual intercourse. 

4. People need love and affection in order fo feel secure and happy, 
and other things being equal, they will act to increase the love and 
affection which others give them. 

My justification for this list is that its generality is guaranteed by the 
existence of similar bio-psychological predispositions among most 
members of the primate order. You may wish to postulate that human 
beings also naturally seek to create music and art, to dichotomize, to 
rationalize, to believe in God, to be aggressive, to laugh, to play, to be 
bored, to be free, and so forth. By succumbing to the temptation to 
open this list to all nominations, you will rapidly succeed in reducing 
every recurrent cultural trait to the status of a biological given. But the 
adequacy of the list must be judged by the adequacy of the theories it 
helps to generate. The more parsimonious we are about granting the 
existence of bio-psychological constants, the more powerful and elegant 
will be the network of theories emanating from sociocultural strategies. 
Our object is to explain much by little. 

Despite the parsimony of my list, everyone can immediately think 
of antithetical behaviors and thoughts. For the first, there is obesity, 
voluntary starvation, vegetarianism, and self-inflicted dietary pathol
ogy. For the second, there is the intensive expenditure of energy in 
sports and artistic performance. For the third, there is abstinence, 
homosexuality, masturbation. And for the fourth, there is infanticide, 
domestic strife, and exploitation. However, the existence of these ap
parently contradictory patterns is not necessarily fatal to the scheme 
as proposed. Nothing in the statement of pan-specific bio-psychological 
principles indicates that selection acting through the preferences of 
individuals will in the long term contribute to the maximization of 
anticipated results. On the contrary, the selection of maximizing traits 
recurrently leads to ecological depletions. Thus the pursuit of more 
proteins frequently ends up with people getting fewer proteins; the 
adoption of labor-saving devices ends up with people working harder; 
the escalation of male sexual activity leads to a systemic shortage of 
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women; and greater affective bonding transmuted by politics leads to 
greater exploitation of one class by another. These paradoxes do not 
invalidate the list of universals nor falsify the principles of cultural 
materialism; they merely expose the puzzles that cultural materialism 
proposes to solve more effectively than rival strategies. 

Mode of Production and Relations of Production 

NO GENERAL AGREEMENT exists as to what Marx meant by infra
structure or the mode of production (Legros, 1979). While he distin
guished between the relations and the forces of production, both of 
these concepts involve fatal ambiguities. As I stressed in the previous 
chapter, Marx left the problem of objectivity unresolved. Lacking the 
concepts of emic and etic operations and indiscriminately mixing men
tal and behavioral phenomena, he bequeathed a heritage of Hegelian 
dialectical double talk now being pushed to extremes by new-wave 
Marxists (to be discussed in Chapter 8). I do not believe it is possible 
to divine what Marx really meant by the mode of production, nor what 
components he intended to put into it or take out of it. 

Rather tha.n argue about what Marx intended, let me simply explain 
my reasons for the inclusions and omission on p. 5 2. As a cultural 
materialist, I hold that infrastructure should consist of those aspects of 
a sociocultural system which enable one to predict a maximum number 
of additional components up to the behavior of the entire system if 
possible. I have therefore removed certain key aspects of what many 
Marxists mean by "relations of production" from infrastructure to 
structure and superstructure. The classic Marxist concept of "owner
ship of the means of production," for example, denotes differential 
access to the technology employed in subsistence production and hence 
is an organizational feature of structure rather than a part of infrastruc
ture. The strategic significance of this departure is that I think it is 
possible to explain the evolution of the ownership of means of produc
tion as a dependent variable in relation to the evolution of demography, 
technology, ecology, and subsistence economy. It would seem futile to 
object to the removal of ownership from infrastructure until it can be 
shown that such an explanation cannot be achieved. 

Similarly, I view patterns of exchange-e.g., reciprocity, redistribu
tion, trade, markets, employment, money transactions-not as infra
structure but partly as etic structural components-aspects of domestic 
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and political economy-and partly as emic and mental superstructural 
components. Once again, the justification for this decision lies in the 
hope that patterns of exchange can be predicted from a conjunction 
of more basic variables. 

Clearly, some aspects of ownership and exchange will never be 
predicted simply from a knowledge of the demographic, technological, 
economic, and environmental components. There are whole universes 
of phenomena concerning ownership and exchange in price-market 
settings, for example, which must be approached by means of the 
categories and models by which economists describe and predict mone
tary inputs and outputs, capital investments, wages and prices, and so 
forth. Let me emphatically renounce any pretension that all economic 
events and processes can be understood as mere reflexes of the modes 
of production and reproduction. Remember that cultural materialism 
asserts the strategic priority of etic and behavioral conditions and 
processes over emic and mental conditions and processes, and of infras
tructural over structural and superstructural conditions and processes, 
but it does not deny the possibility that emic, superstructural, and 
structural components may achieve a degree of autonomy from the etic 
infrastructure. Rather, it merely postpones and delays that possibility 
in order to guarantee the fullest exploration of the determining influ
ences exerted by the infrastructure. To regard price values, capital, 
wages, and commodity markets as structure and superstructu~e rather 
than infrastructure and to accord them a degree of autonomy m deter
mining the evolution of contemporary sociocultural systems is not to 
reverse or abandon the strategic priorities of cultural materialism. The 
principles of cultural materialism remain applicable. These principles 
direct attention to the predominance of the behavioral etics of ex
change over the mental emics of exchange, and to the role of the ~tic 
behavioral infrastructure in determining the conditions under which 
price-making markets and money economies have come into existence. 
Indeed cultural materialism cannot be reconciled with classical Marx
ist inte;pretations of the inner dynamics of capitalism precisely because 
Marx accorded the essentially emic mental categories of capital and 
profits a predominant role in the further evolution of modern industrial 
society, whereas from the cultural materialist perspective the key to the 
future of capitalism lies in the conjunction of its etic behavioral compo
nents and especially in the feedback between political economy and the 
infrastructure (see pp. 226ff.). 



Cultural Materialism , 66 

The Modes of Reproduction and Production 

CULTURAL MATERIALIST principles also depart radically from 
classical Marxism in regarding the production of children as part of the 
infrastructure. I believe that this departure is necessary in order to 
explain why modes of production undergo changes that result in sys
temic transformations and divergent and convergent evolution. Marx 
attempted to explain the change from one mode of production to 
another by relying on the Hegelian idea that social formations during 
the course of their existence develop internal contradictions that are at 
once the cause of their own destruction and the basis for the emergence 
of new social formations. 

According to Marx, modes of production evolve through the devel
opment of contradictions between the means of production and the 
relations of production. "At a certain stage of their development 
the material forces of production in society come in conflict with the 
existing relation of production." That is, the relations of production (as, 
for example, private ownership and the profit motive) hold back the 
provision of material satisfactions; they become "fetters" on the pro
duction process. They are destroyed and replaced by "higher" relations 
of production (for example, communal ownership) that permit a more 
ample expression of the potential of the means of production (an 
economy of abundance instead of scarcity). 

In Marx's dialectic of history no less than in Hegel's, each epoch 
or social formation is urged onward toward its inevitable negation by 
an uncanny teleological thrust. For Hegel, it was the growth of the idea 
of freedom; for Marx, the development of the forces of production. In 
order for Marx's contradiction between forces and relations to provide 
the motive force of a sociocultural evolution faithful to Hegel's vision 
of a spiritualized cosmos dialectically negating itself into a heavenly 
utopia, the mode of production must tend toward maximum realization 
of its power over nature. As Marx put it: "No social order ever disap
pears before all the productive forces for which there is room in it have 
been developed" (1970 [1859]: 21). Why should one expect this to be 
true? 

I believe that demographic factors help to explain the historic 
expansion of productive forces. Hence, the necessity arises for speaking 
of a "mode of reproduction" whose effect upon social structures and 
ideology is no less important than that of the mode of production. 
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Anthropologists have long recognized that in broadest perspective 
cultural evolution has had three main characteristics: escalating energy 
budgets, increased productivity, and accelerating population growth. 
( 1) Over the long haul the amount of energy per capita and per local 
system has tended to increase. Cultures at the band level of develop
ment used less than 100,000 kilocalories per day; cultures at the level 
of tropical forest slash-and-bum farming villages, used about a million 
per day; neolithic mixed dry-farming villages, about 2 million per day; 
the early irrigation states of Mesopotamia, China, India, Peru, and 
Mesoamerica about 25 billion per day and modern industrial super
states over 50 trillion per day. (2) Production efficiency, measured as 
energy output per unit of human labor has also increased, rising, for 
example, from about 10 to 1 among hunters and gatherers to 20 to 1 

among swidden farmers to 50 to 1 among irrigation agriculturalists. (3) 
And human population has increaseq. There was a global density of less 
than 1 person per square mile in 10,000 B.C. Today there are over 65 
persons per square mile. Settlements grew from 25 to 50 persons per 
band; 150 to 200 per slash-and-bum village; 500 to 1,500 per neolithic 
mixed farming village. By 200 B.C. there were more people living in the 
great preindustrial oriental empires than in all the world ten thousand 
years earlier. 

Why should all three of these factors have increased in unison? 
Marx never really confronted this question because like Malthus he 
implicitly assumed that population growth was inevitable. Modern 
anthropological and archaeological findings, however, don't support 
this assumption. During as many as two or three million years, hominid 
populations probably remained stationary or fluctuated within rather 
narrow limits. Why should population ever have begun to increase? It 
cannot be argued that it increased as a result of technological progress 
and rising standards of living. Two additional major evolutionary trends 
negate such an interpretation. First, despite the increase in technologi
cal efficiency, numbers of hours per capita devoted to subsistence 
increased rather than decreased, reaching a peak with the industrial 
wage labor system of nineteenth-century capitalism. Second, substan
tial decrements in quality of life measured in terms of nutritional 
intake, health, and longevity can be linked to population growth. 

In other words, cultures have not generally applied the increments 
in techno-environmental efficiency brought about by the invention and 
application of "labor-saving devices" to saving labor but to increasing 
the energy throughput, which in .. turn has not been used to improve 
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living standards but to produce additional children. This paradox can
not be explained by the development of class stratification and exploita
tion, since it was also characteristic of classless societies and was if 
anything a cause rather than a consequence of the evolution of the state 
(see pp. 1ooff). 

The solution to the problem of why new and more efficient modes 
of production produced people rather than reduced labor and/ or in
creased per capita consumption lies in the methods employed by pre
modern societies to limit population growth. Malthus correctly per
ceived that the mode of reproduction throughout the preindustrial 
epoch was dominated by malign population-regulating techniques in
volving severe forms of psycho-biological violence and deprivation. It 
is true that relatively benign techniques were also available, principally 
homosexuality, coitus intem1ptus, delayed marriage, postpartum sexual 
abstinence, masturbation, and prolonged lactation. But these measures 
alone or in combination in historically or ethnographically ascertainable 
frequencies cannot account for the remarkably slow ( .0007 percent to 
.0015 percent per annum) rate of increase prior to the neolithic, nor 
for the less than .056 percent rate between the neolithic and the 
emergence of the first states (Carneiro and Hilse, 1966; Coale, 1974; 
Kolata, 1974; Van Ginneken, 1974). Additional means of regulation 
must be invoked to account for the small size of the human global 
population prior to 3,000 B.c. in view of the inherent capacity of 
healthy human populations to double their numbers in less than 
twenty-five years (Hassan, 1973). I believe that these additional mea
sures involved assault against mother and fetus with whole body-trauma 
abortifacients, infanticide (especially female infanticide), and system
atic selective nutritional neglect of infants, especially of female infants 
and of preadolescent girls (Divale and Harris, 1976; Polgar et al., 1972; 
Birdsell, 1968; Devereux, 1967). With mode of production held con
stant, and an average of only four births per woman, almost 50 percent 
of the females born must be prevented from reaching reproductive age 
if a population initially in reasonably good health is not to suffer severe 
cutbacks in the quality of life in a very short time. This exigency 
constitutes a great determining force of prehistory. 

Before the development of the state, infanticide, body-trauma abor
tion, and other malign forms of population control predisposed cultures 
which were in other respects adjusted to their habitats to increase 
production in order to reduce the wastage of infants, girls, and mothers. 
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In other words, because prehistoric cultures kept their numbers in line 
with what they could afford by killing or neglecting their own children, 
they were vulnerable to the lure of innovations that seemed likely to 
allow more children to live. Thus Malthus was correct in his surmise 
that population pressure exerted an enormous influence on the struc
ture of pre-state societies (cf. Dally, 1971). 

It has lately been established that pre-state populations generally 
stop growing when they reach as little as one-third of the maximum 
carrying capacity of their techno-environmental situation (Lee and 
Devore, 1968; Casteel, 1972). As we shall see, this has been inter
preted by structural Marxists and others as a refutation of the im
portance of Malthusian forces. Yet no such interpretation is war
ranted until the nature of the restraints on population growth has 
been clarified. As I have just said, the evidence indicated that slow 
rates of population growth were achieved only at great psycho-bio
logical costs through infanticide, abuse, and neglect. This means 
that even societies with constant or declining populations may be 
experiencing severe population pressure--0r better said, severe re-
productive pressure. . 

The payment of Malthusian costs may account for many specific 
features of pre-state societies. The most important of these is warfare. 
Malthus correctly identified warfare as one of the most important 
checks on population, but he misunderstood the conditions under 
which paleotechnic warfare occurred and how it functioned to control 
population growth. He also overestimated the influence of combat 
deaths upon the rate of growth of modern societies. Pre-state warfare 
probably does not regulate population through combat death_s but 
through its effect on the sex ratio, encouraging people to rear maximum 
numbers of males and minimum numbers of females. Thus pre-state 
warfare occurs not simply as an aberration caused by the failure of the 
mode of production to provide adequate subsistence-a view Marx 
(1973 [1857-58]:607-608) surprisingly enough shared wit~ Malthus. 
Warfare also occurs as a systemic means of slowing population growth, 
conserving resources, and maintaining high per capita levels of subsist
ence. (As for state-level warfare, it is not a check on population but an 
incentive for rapid population increase and resource depletion [see p. 
102).) 

The inadequacy of Marx's treatment of what I have called the mode 
of reproduction resulted from his ... contemptuous dismissal (1857-58; 
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1973:6o6) of the works of the "baboon"* Malthus. Marx's rejection of 
Malthus was motivated by Malthus's contention that no change in 
political economy could eliminate poverty (cf. Meek, 1971 ). But one 
can recognize the importance of the mode of reproduction in determin
ing the course of sociocultural evolution without endorsing Malthus's 
reactionary view of history. By rejecting the totality of Malthus's work, 
Marx cut his followers off from collaborating in the development of a 
theory of human demography and ecology without which the divergent 
and convergent transformations of modes of production and their cor
responding superstructures cannot be understood. There is no more 
important aspect of production than reproduction-the production of 
human beings. While there are structural and superstructural aspects 
to the modes of population control, the central issue has always been 
the challenge the biology of sexual reproduction presents to culturally 
imposed restraints. In this sphere, as in subsistence production, techno
logical advances are of the greatest import, the only difference being 
that for production it is the means of increase that is decisive, while 
for reproduction, it is the means of decrease that is decisive. The failure 
to accord the development of the technology of population control a 
central role in the evolution of culture does great damage to the credi
bility of both classical and new-wave Marxist principles and theories. 

If it is objected that much of what I have been saying about the 
relationship between production and reproduction is speculative and in 
need of further empirical tests, I surely agree. But the fact that an 
important original and coherent set of testable theories-I shall present 
more of them in the next chapter-can be formulated by including the 
mode of reproduction in the infrastructure is a cogent reason for doing 
so, even though the theories themselves need to be tested by further 
research. 

The Role of Structure and Superstructure 

ONE COMMON criticism of cultural materialism is that it reduces 
structure and superstructure to mechanical epiphenomena that play 
only a passive role in the determination of history. From this, critics 
infer that cultural materialism is a doctrine of political and ideological 

* Among the other characterizations reserved for Malthus: "plagiarist by profes
sion," "shameless sycophant," "a bought advocate." 
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apathy and inaction. One might very well wish to question the value 
of a research strategy which holds that political and ideological struggle 
are futile because the outcome is determined exclusively by the infra
structure. However, the strategy of cultural materialism is incompatible 
with any such conclusion. Then what precisely is the role of structure 
and superstructure in the causal determinations anticipated by cultural 
materialist strategy? 

As I have said in previous sections, infrastructure, structure, and 
superstructure constitute a sociocultural system. A change in any one 
of the system's components usually leads to a change in the others. In 
this regard, cultural materialism is compatible with all those varieties 
of functionalism employing an organismic analogy to convey an appre
ciation of the interdependencies among the "cells" and "organs" of the 
social "body." 

The conceptualization of the interrelationships in question can be 
improved by introducing a distinction between system-maintaining 
and system-destroying interdependencies. The most likely outcome of 
any innovation-whether it arises in the infrastructure, structure, or 
superstructure-is system-maintaining negative feedback, the dampen
ing of deviation resulting either in the extinction of the innovation or 
in slight compensatory changes in the other sectors, changes which 
preserve the fundamental characteristics of the whole system. (For 
example, the introduction of progressive federal income taxes in the 
United States was followed by a series of privileged exemptions and 
"shelters" that effectively dampened the movement toward eliminat
ing extremes of wealth and poverty.) However, certain kinds of infra
structural changes (for example, those which increase the energy flow 
per capita and/or reduce reproductive wastage) are likely to be propa
gated and amplified, resulting in positive feedback throughout the 
structural and superstructural sectors, with a consequent alteration of 
the system's fundamental characteristics. Cultural materialism denies 
that there is any similar class of structural or superstructural compo
nents whose variation leads as regularly to deviation amplification 
rather than to negative feedback. 

The causal priority of infrastructure is a matter of the relative 
probability that systemic stasis or change will follow upon innovations 
in the infrastructural, structural or superstructural sectors. Cultural 
materialism, unlike classical structural-functionalism, holds that 
changes initiated in the etic and behavioral modes of production and 
reproduction are more likely to produce deviation amplifications 
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throughout the domestic, political, and ideological sectors than vice 
versa. Innovations initiated in the etic and behavioral structural sectors 
are less likely to produce system-destroying changes; and innovations 
arising in the emic superstructures are still less likely to change the 
entire system ( due to their progressively remote functional relation
ships with the crucial infrastructural components). To take a familiar 
example: during the late 196os many young people believed that indus
trial capitalism could be destroyed by a "cultural revolution." New 
modes of singing, praying, dressing, and thinking were introduced in 
the name of a "counterculture." These innovations predictably had 
absolutely no effect upon the structure and infrastructure of U.S. capi
talism, and even their survival and propagation within the superstruc
ture now seems doubtful except insofar as they enhance the profitabil
ity of corporations that sell records and clothes. 

Nothing in this formulation of the probabilistic outcome of infra
structural changes warrants the inference that structure or superstruc
ture are insignificant, epiphenomena} reflexes of infrastructural factors. 
On the contrary, structure and superstructure clearly play vital system
maintaining roles in the negative feedback processes responsible for the 
conservation of the system. Productive and reproductive processes are 
functionally dependent on etic domestic and political organization, and 
the entire etic conjunction is functionally dependent on ideological 
commitments to values and goals that enhance cooperation and/or 
minimize the costs of maintaining order and an efficient level of pro
ductive and reproductive inputs. It follows from this that ideologies and 
political movements which lessen the resistance to an infrastructural 
change increase the likelihood that a new infrastructure will be propa
gated and amplified instead of dampened and extinguished. Further
more, the more direct and emphatic the structural and superstructural 
support of the infrastructural changes, the swifter and the more perva
sive the transformation of the whole system. 

In other words, although I maintain that the probability is high that 
certain kinds of changes in the modes of production and reproduction 
will change the system, I also maintain that functionally related 
changes initiated simultaneously in all three sectors will increase the 
probability of systemic change. Indeed, it would be irrational to assert 
that ideological or political struggle could not enhance or diminish the 
probability of systemic changes involving all three sectors. But the 
crucial question that separates cultural materialism from its rivals is 
this: to what extent can fundamental changes be propagated and am-

Theoretical Principles of Cultural Materialism · 73 

plified by ideologies and political movements when the modes of pro
duction and reproduction stand opposed to them? Cultural materialism 
holds that innovations are unlikely to be propagated and amplified if 
they are functionally incompatible with the existing modes of produc
tion and reproduction-more unlikely than in the reverse situation 
( that is, when there is an initial political and ideological resistance but 
none in the modes of production and reproduction). This is what 
cultural materialists mean when they say that in the long run and in 
the largest number of cases, etic behavioral infrastructure determines 
the nature of structure and superstructure. 

To illustrate, let us consider the relationship between procreative 
ideologies, domestic organization, and the mode of production in the 
United States. When there was an agrarian homesteading, frontier 
infrastructure, families were large and women's roles as mother and 
unpaid domestic laborer were emphasized. With urbanization and the 
increasing cost of reproduction relative to benefits expected from chil
dren, women began to "raise their consciousness," demanding entrance 
to the general employment market on an equal basis with males. 
Clearly the consciousness-raising process has been an important instru
ment for liberating women from the role of domestic drudge. But one 
cannot argue that political-ideological struggle by women was responsi
ble for the vast shifts in technology, production, demand for cheap 
labor, rise of cities, and increased costs of rearing children, and so forth 
-all of which provide the functional infrastructural conditions upon 
which the propagation and amplification of modern feminist political
ideological struggle is premised. In order to grasp the asymmetrical 
nature of the causal relationships between superstructure and infra
structure, let us suppose that somewhere isolated groups of men are 
beginning to engage in ideological and political struggle aimed at the 
revival of nineteenth-century sex roles. Can one assert that the decisive 
factor in their success or failure will be their commitment to their goal 
-their degree of political-ideological struggle? Scarcely, because in 
effect their viewpoint is not likely to be propagated or amplified as long 
as the present urban industrial infrastructure holds sway. 

On the other hand, cultural materialism does not propose that goals 
will be achieved regardless of whether people struggle consciously to 
achieve them. Conscious political-ideological struggle is clearly capable 
of sustaining, accelerating, decelerating, and deflecting the direction 
and pace of the transformational prgcesses initiated within the infra
structure. 



Cultural Materialism · 74 

The fear that infrastructural determinism deprives people of the 
will to engage in conscious struggle is based on an entirely false under
standing of the status of politically and ideologically relevant cultural 
materialist theories. Infrastructure is not some simple, transparent, 
single-factor "prime mover"; rather, it is a vast conjunction of demo
graphic, technological, economic, and environmental variables. Its de
scription and analysis require enormous amounts of research whose 
results can only be presented as tentative and probabilistic theories and 
hypotheses. While some alternative political-ideological courses of ac
tion can be dismissed as virtually impossible, several alternative courses 
of action may appear to be supported by theories and hypotheses to 
which decisively different degrees of certainty cannot be assigned. 
Where equally probable alternative cultural materialist theories hold 
sway-as is often the case-the outcome of political ideological strug
gle will appec\f to be decisively influenced by the degree of commitment 
of the opposing factions and parties. For example, it is difficult to 
decide whether the productive and reproductive interests of certain 
low-population-density underdeveloped countries are effectively served 
by rapid or slow population increase. On the one hand, high rates of 
population growth intensify the exploitation of the poor; but on the 
other, slow rates of population growth may lead to labor shortages, 
underproduction, and the prolongation of economic and political-mili
tary subordination to imperialist superpowers. Theoretical ambiguities 
of this sort can be interpreted in two ways: either the outcome is 
genuinely open-ended-i.e., not infrastructurally determined but 
largely dependent upon the respective political-ideological commit
ments to population growth versus population control; or the outcome 
is highly determined, but the researchers have failed to provide the 
amounts or kinds of data necessary for identifying what that deter
mined outcome is likely to be. I contend that from the point of view 
of the active participants it makes no difference which of these two 
interpretations one wishes to accept. Unless the theoretical ambiguity 
can be resolved, the outcome will appear to result from the degree of 
political-ideological commitment of the opposing factions. (However, 
the hope always remains that better data collection and better theories 
will eventually reduce the uncertainties.) 

To sum up: cultural materialist theories may invoke different de
grees of infrastructural causation ranging from virtual certainty to vir
tual indeterminacy. Along this entire range, structural and superstruc
tural commitments appear to shape the final outcome through negative 
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an? ~ositive f~edbac~ pro~esses, i~ inverse relationship to the ability of 
ex1stmg theones to identify the mfrastructural determinants. 

Some people assert that by upholding the primacy of the infrastruc
ture, cultural materialism contributes to the "dehumanization" of the 
social sciences. To this I would reply that failure to attempt an objec
tive analysis of the relationship between infrastructure and a particular 
set of political-ideological goals serves only those who benefit from the 
wanton waste of other people's lives and possessions. Self-deception 
and subjectivity are not the measures of being human. I do not accept 
the moral authority of obscurantists and mystics. They cannot take 
away the humanity of people who want to understand the world as well 
as to change it (see Chapter 11 ). 

Dogmatism 

THIS 1s NO doubt an appropriate moment for me to reaffirm the 
scientific expectations that underlie these apparently dogmatic asser
tions. My scientific aim is to formulate interpenetrating sets of theories 
of broad scope and wide applicability. Such theories can arise only in 
the context of a definite strategy. It is by requiring every hypothesis 
worthy of research to implicate etic and behavioral demo-techno
econo-environmental variables that cultural materialism hopes to avoid 
the proliferating fragmentation of disconnected and mutually contra
dictory theories. 

Against the charge that commitment to cultural materialism is 
dogmatism (cf. Anderson, 1973:187), there are three rejoinders. First, 
the credibility of the entire strategy rests upon the empirical status of 
the interpenetrating theories, and upon their continuous refinement 
and replacement by more powerful theories. In other words, all of the 
specific theories that flow from the principle of infrastructural determi
nism must be the object of continuing critical scrutiny and are held 
only as tentative approximations. Second, as a matter of existential fact, 
many competitive research strategies are now actively confronting each 
other in the social sciences. I do not advocate the elimination of these 
alternatives; I advocate professional and public evaluations of their 
respective ability to solve puzzles pertaining to socially significant is
sues. Elimination of all or most alternative strategies would be a scien
tific disaster, since the advance of science, as I have said, requires 
competitive strategies. It is senseless to criticize cultural materialism in 
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terms of a wholly imaginary future state of affairs in which all other 
strategic alternatives have somehow been eliminated, when under ac
tual conditions, cultural materialism holds a subordinate, minority posi
tion within the social science establishment, and is subject to attack 
from numerous critics on both the left and right of the political spec
trum. Third, the charge of dogmatism can easily be flung back at those 
who make it. If the strategic program advocated here is not acted upon, 
how can those who reject it pretend to know for certain that cultural 
materialism is not a more scientifically efficacious way to explain socio
cultural differences and similarities than their own? The charge of 
dogmatism is admissible only on the level of theory; cultural material
ists are fully committed to operationalism and to tests of verifiability 
and falsifiability. To repeat: research strategies cannot be falsified; only 
theories can be falsified (and only by those who offer better theories!). 
Nothing corresponds as much to the essence of dogma therefore as the 
belief that social scientists do not need to choose among research 
strategies before they embark upon the study of human social life. 

(Cfum IP)u®l1 IF@Dlll1 

The Scope of Cultural 
Materialist Theories 

THE VALUE of a research strategy does not reside in the profun
dity of its epistemological viewpoint or the luminosity of its abstract 
theoretical principles; it lies in the cogency of its substantive theories. 
Only the capacity of a research strategy's theories to penetrate beneath 
the surface of phenomena, to reveal new and unsuspected relationships, 
to tell us why and how things are what they are, can justify its existence. 
Furthermore, what we want from a strategy is not just a list of dis
jointed, isolated, and mutually irrelevant or contradictory theories, but 
an organized set of consistent and concise theories; not the definitive 
answer to every conceivable question, but tentative answers to impor
tant questions over broad and continuously expanding frontiers of 
knowledge. 

A detailed exposition of the total corpus of cultural materialist 
theories together with the archaeological and ethnological evidence 
upon which they are based would fill many volumes. Obviously in a 
single chapter I cannot hope to satisfy the reader's right to know what 
these theories are about and at the same time provide a satisfactory 
account of their evidentiary basis.* What I can show, however, is that 

.; 

*Since the issues covered in this chapter correspond to the subject matter of the 
entire field of soci_al and cultural anthropology, I have refrained from attempting to 
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the theories generated by cultural materialist principles are of broad 
scope and wide applicability, that they are highly parsimonious-ex
plaining much with little-and that they form a compact, logically 
coherent, and interpenetrating set of answers to why human socio
cultural systems are both similar and different. 

Nomothetic versus ldiographic Theories 

AT THE HEART of the cultural materialist theoretical corpus is a 
set of theories dealing with the origin of the principal varieties of 
pre-state societies, the origin of sexism, classes castes and the state 
and the origin of the principal varieties of state le~el systems. B; 
"origin" I do not mean the unique concatenation of historical events 
leading to the first appearance of a particular thought or practice in a 
particular geographical spot, but to the nomothetic process giving 
rise to a type of institution under a set of recurrent conditions. Let me 
draw this distinction between nomothetic and idiographic events more 
sharply. 

In the extreme instance, the distinction between nomothetic and 
idiographic explanations poses few difficulties. Nomothetic explana
tions deal with recurrent types of conditions, general causes, and gen
eral effects. For example, warfare, patrilocal residence, astronomical 
calendars, and ancestor worship, recur under definite but highly general 
types of conditions in different parts of the world. In contrast, the 
explanation of a particular instance of warfare (say, the Battle of Water
loo) or of the introduction of a particular calendar (say, the one Julius 
Caesar reformed in 45 B.c.) in terms which make no reference to any 
general theories of warfare or calendrical record keeping would consti
tute an idiographic explanation. Such explanations usually stress the 
unique sequential thoughts and activities of prominent individuals 
rather than recurrent causal processes. 

I do not wish to propose that nomothetic strategies can deal only 
with events that occur more than once. The origins of Christianity and 
Buddhism, for example, are unique localized events associated with the 

provide references for each sentence. References are supplied instead only at critical 
junctures. I have, however, relied throughout this chapter on the evidence and citations 
in my textbook, Culture, People, Nature: An Introduction to General A.nthropology, 
third edition. 
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personal lives of two discrete individuals. Yet it is possible to give 
nomothetic explanations of the origins of Christianity and Buddhism 
which contrast strongly with common idiographic explanations. The 
difference is this: in the idiographic explanations, the personalities of 
Jesus and Gautama impose themselves as unique forces twisting events 
along unpredictable pathways; in the nomothetic approach, the forces 
characteristic of the imperial periods in which Jesus and Gautama lived 
create their personalities. The events unfold along predictable path
ways, and the particular individuals involved respond in ways typical of 
messianic reformers during periods of corruption, exploitation, and 
widespread misery. 

The tension between the unique and the recurrent exists in every 
field that concerns itself with diachronic processes. Evolution is the 
record of how out of sameness differences emerge. Although it is always 
easier to identify the causes of recurrent phenomena, one must recog
nize that unique happenings result from unique combinations of nomo
thetic processes. In this regard, cultural materialist theories resemble 
biological theories that explain the origins of species. Certain recurrent 
processes account for such recurrent phenomena as DNA replication, 
photosensitive receptors, and organs of locomotion such as fins, legs, 
and wings. But the same recurrent processes also account for the 
uniqueness of each of the millions of species shaped by natural selec
tion. 

Hunter-Gatherer Systems 

ANTHROPOLOGY'S fascination with what Eurocentric historians 
and philosophers once arrogantly dismissed as "prehistory" confers a 
distinct advantage in the struggle to create a science of human social 
life. Ninety percent of all the human beings ever born not only lived 
during prehistory but lived during that immensely long epoch before 
the domestication of plants and animals when hunting, fishing, and the 
collection of wild seeds, nuts, tubers, fruits, and berries was the univer
sal mode of production. The explanation of the principal varieties of 
hunter-gatherer societies therefore cannot be regarded as a mere foot
note to theories that concentrate on more familiar historical periods 
and on technologically more advanced modes of production. From an 
aim-oriented view of science, strategies that cannot cope with the 
similarities and differences found among hunter-gatherer societies 
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suffer greatly by comparison with strategies that can cope with them. 
Cultural materialism offers a coherent perspective on the social life 

of hunting and gathering peoples. To begin with, the reliance of hunt
er-gatherers on dispersed wild flora and fauna explains why hunter
gatherers typically lead a mobile existence. Inability to control the rate 
of reproduction of the biota, especially of prey species, necessitates a 
low regional density of human population as well as small, mobile 
camplike settlements. Hence political organization into bands is a 
predictable theoretical consequence of the infrastructure of paleolithic 
peoples and of many surviving groups of recent and modern-day hunt
er-gatherers. Characteristically, hunter-gatherer bands have between 
twenty-five and fifty people aggregated at one camp and a regional 
density of less than one person per square mile; the membership is fluid, 
however, and band size typically fluctuates with seasonal and other 
forms of environmentally induced variations in the abundance and 
distribution of the biotic targets. Since the maintenance of nutritional 
standards requires seasonal aggregation and disaggregation, as well as 
daily dispersal and assemblage-as seeds ripen, water holes dry up, 
animal species appear and disappear-the band benefits from having 
a labile structure. Throughout the year, small family groups benefit 
from the freedom to move between campsites, and under duress, to 
make camps on their own (Lee and Devore, 1968; Bicchieri, 1972; Lee 
and Devore, 1976). Hence the domestic life of hunter-gatherer bands 
typically revolves around independent nuclear families related through 
marriage and descent who maintain separate hearths but share food 
through reciprocal exchanges. Due to differences in the resource base, 
to the need for mobility, and to seasonal variations in camp size, one 
does not expect to find many instances of extended families, lineages, 
or sibs based on unilocal residence among hunter-gatherers. 

Hunter-gatherers achieve their }ability on the structural level by 
intermarriages between neighboring bands. The resultant network of 
kin ties facilitates visiting throughout the year. Bands reinforce their 
intergroup solidarity by making joint encampments and by engaging in 
common ceremonial activities during seasons when resources are abun
dant. This leads to a theory of incest regulation. 

Restrictions on brother-sister, father-daughter, and mother-son sex
ual intercourse within the nuclear family probably reflect selection 
against groups who failed to develop inter-band marital alliances and 
who therefore suffered from a lack of }ability and mobility and who 
consequently had a constricted resource base and lacked trading part-
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ners and allies in the event of armed conflict (Y. Cohen, 1978). The 
investment of the incest taboos with so much guilt, anxiety, and sym
bolism reflects deep confusion and ambivalence concerning the 
cost/benefits of incest; hence the need for the imposition of unques
tionable "sacred" social rules that cut through that ambivalence and 
prevent each new generation from repeating the trials and errors of past 
generations. (The same relationship between the sacred and long-term 
benefits lies behind many food taboos-see pp. 194ff.) 

Political-economic egalitarianism is another theoretically predicta
ble structural consequence of the hunter-gatherer infrastructure. Since 
settlements are small, membership is labile, and production goes from 
hand to mouth, therefore daily reciprocal exchanges among camp
mates cut labor costs. Hunters and collectors can afford to return 
empty-handed or with half-filled baskets on the expectation that some 
camp-mates will be luckier. The balance between giver and taker shifts 
from day to day, thereby ensuring everyone that individual misfortunes 
will routinely be buffered by the group's collective product. This leads 
to a theory of economic exchange; reciprocity is the dominant form of 
hunter-gatherer exchanges, while "big man" redistributive types of 
exchange systems are correspondingly rare. The infrastructural reason 
for this is that big-manship is a political-economic instrument for the 
intensification of production. But intensification, however, poses an 
immediate threat to hunter-gatherer ecosystems, especially with re
spect to prey species. Hunters are active no more than one or two days 
a week; more frequent hunting under the goad of big-man redistribu
tors would rapidly deplete the harvestable animal biomass. Hence hunt
er-gatherer political-economic ideologies are more likely to insist that 
the successful hunter be modest and reticent about his productivity 
(Dentan, 1968). Boasting is bad form when extra effort cannot increase 
the overall availability of animal protein, but can easily and perma
nently destroy its availability for everyone (Lee and Devore, 1976). 

Egalitarianism is also firmly rooted in the openness of resources, 
the simplicity of the tools of production, the lack of nontransportable 
property, and the labile structure of the band. Friction between those 
who live at a campsite can easily be resolved by the movement of 
aggrieved parties to new campsites or to the campsites of their rela
tives. Since there are no standing crops, permanent houses, or heavy 
equipment, the question of who gets up and moves away and who 
stays is of little significance. Hence extremes of subordination and 
superordination are unknown. Headmen, if they are identifiable at all, 
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make suggestions but issue no orders (Fried, 1967). 
The nature of sex roles and of the relationship between the sexes 

in band societies is obscured by a lack of information on paleolithic 
modes of reproduction. One set of cultural materialist theories depicts 
females as homebodies and specialists in the gathering of plant foods, 
while males are seen as specialists in big-game hunting. Many believe 
that this hypothetical division of labor reflects the relative immobility 
of women because of their frequent pregnancies and their need to nurse 
children. Men are free of such encumbrances, enjoy a height and 
weight advantage, have narrower pelvises, and therefore can run faster 
-all of which combine to make them more efficient hunters. While 
this theory is supported by the actual division of labor in the surviving 
hunter-gatherer groups of modern times, I am reluctant to project the 
modern-day picture of sex roles back upon the entire paleolithic period. 

It seems to me not unlikely that women played a more active role 
in the hunting of big-game animals during Pleistocene times, when 
such animals were more abundant than they are now. This alternative 
cultural materialist theory of hunter-gatherer sex roles begins with the 
hypothesis that prolonged and intensive lactation was an important 
means of fertility control throughout much of the paleolithic. The 
effectiveness of the lactation method for spacing births appears to be 
related to the balance between protein calories and carbohydrate calo
ries in the diet (Frisch and McArthur, 1974; Frisch, 1975; Trussel, 
1978; Frisch, 1978). A diet high in protein and low in carbohydrates 
is optimal for the lactation method because it prevents the accumula
tion of body fat, the putative signal for the resumption of postnatal 
ovulation, while sustaining the health of the mother through the strain 
of producing milk for three or four years at a time. According to this 
theory, there would be few benefits to be derived from making women 
into specialist homebodies and plant gatherers. Women are not con
tinuously pregnant, nor are they always nursing helpless infants. There 
are long intervals between births, and nursing children are big enough 
to be left at the campsite in the company of older children or other 
camp-mates. Since the paleolithic hunter-gatherers appear to have 
hunted big-game herd animals mainly by driving them into pitfalls, 
over cliffs, and into bogs, women would be important at least as drivers 
and beaters and would also render valuable service as butchers and 
bearers once the wounded animals had been dispatched. Nor is there 
any reason to suppose that women did not carry spears and participate 
in the actual killing of the trapped animals. 
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Under optimum ecological conditions, therefore, the relatively 
slight degree of human sexual dimorphism (slight in comparison with 
that of the pongids, for example) would not impair the highly 
egalitarian bent of hunter-gatherer social life. Theoretically, the more 
abundant the game and the more effective lactation as a means of 
fertility control, the less common such alternative fertility control mea
sures as abortion and infanticide would be. Abundance of game would 
also have a dampening effect on intergroup hostility, so warfare would 
be infrequent; this in turn would dampen any tendency to overvalue 
males and undervalue females. Women would not be used as the 
reward for male bravery in combat, sex ratios would be in balance, and 
serial monogamy for both sexes would prevail (cf. Leacock, 1978). 

The advantage of this theory is that it provides a means of predict
ing the conditions under which patterns associated with ethnograph
ically known hunter-gatherer social life, would be innovated and am
plified. With less abundant sources of animal protein, lactation would 
have to be supplemented by higher rates of abortion and infanticide, 
especially female infanticide. The length of the intervals between 
births decreases, women get pregnant more often, and their mobility 
is decreased. At the same time intergroup tensions rise, the frequency 
of warfare goes up, a premium is placed on rearing combat-ready males, 
and females are devalued and reared to be the passive rewards for 
aggressive males. Marriage tends toward polygyny, band territories get 
defined more sharply, and residence and descent become patrilaterally 
biased. Thus the cultural materialist strategy previsions the rather com
plex variations in band level systems of locality and descent that are 
recorded in the ethnographic literature (Ember, 1978). 

Many of these complexities occur among the aboriginal hunter
gatherers of Australia, where the largest game animals were kangaroos 
and wallabies and desert or semi-desert conditions prevailed throughout 
much of the interior. Because of their prolonged isolation and the 
peculiar pattern of resource distribution, Australian bands developed a 
unique set of formal intergroup marriage alliances based on moieties, 
sections, and subsections. Under the moiety system, there were two 
types of bands, A and B, with the marriage rule 

A=B 

In the four-section system, there were also two types of bands, but the 
adjacent and alternating generations were distinguished. The marriage 
rule was .,, 
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A 1 = B1 

A2 = B2 

In the eight-section system, the generations continued to be distin
guished, but there were four types of bands and the marriage rule was 

A1 = B1 C1 = 0 1 

= A2 B2 = C 2 0 2 = 
These marriage rules have the effect of ensuring that marriage alliances 
involve appropriately wide networks of bands. Where the simple 
moiety prevails, only two bands are needed to form a marriage network. 
With four sections, the marriage network is more likely to involve 
several type A bands and several type B bands, since one must find a 
spouse who belongs both to the proper band type and to the proper 
generation type. In the eight-section system, the obligatory kin network 
is still larger, since there are four types of bands and a male ego cannot 
take a spouse from the band type his mother was born in nor from his 
father's generation type. The infrastructural key to these structural and 
superstructural features is that the two, four, and eight systems are 
found in roughly concentric circles from the coast of Australia inward 
and are correlated with increasing aridity and decreasing population 
density. The more arid the habitat, the more dispersed the bands, the 
more vital it becomes to establish multi-band alliance networks (see pp. 
231ff.). 

An important factor in the evolution of these Australian special
ties may have been the relative paucity of large animals, the local
ization of bands near water holes, and the regularity with which 
various plant foods became available at known sites. Although eco
logically marginal, the interior habitats were homogeneous over vast 
areas (Callaby, 1971), thus allowing for geographical configurations 
of bands that remained stable for long periods of time. This stabil
ity is attested to by the antiquity of ancestral relics (churingas), 
which are disinterred from their sacred hiding places during annual 
ceremonies in order to validate the band's territorial claims. Other 
hunter-gatherers who have survived into the present in marginal re
gions exploit different combinations of floral and faunal resources 
and confront more irregular and unpredictable cycles of scarcity 
and abundance. The hunter-gatherers of the Kalahari, for example, 
may lack long-term territorial stability due to shifts in the ranges of 
their prey species. Marriage classes are also impractical for the Es-
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kimo, who are almost totally dependent upon wide-ranging animal 
species. 

Under conditions of extreme techno-environmental scarcity, hunt
er-gatherers are organized into small, highly labile, nomadic bilateral 
camp groups that spend a good part of the year fragmented into nuclear 
families-as, for example, the Shoshone of the North American Great 
Basin (Steward, 1938; Thomas, 1972). On the other hand, where biotic 
resources are especially abundant and resistant to depletions, hunter
gatherers may develop many of the characteristics of sedentary agricul
turalists. The Pacific Northwest provides vivid evidence of the impor
tance of the specific quantitative and qualitative features of the 
infrastructural conjunction in determining the structural and super
structural features of hunter-gatherer societies. By exploiting rich 
coastal and riverine resources, groups such as the Haida, Tlingit, 
Nootka, and Kwakiutl were able to live in large plank houses and 
permanent villages without possessing domesticated food crops or 
domesticated animals. Along the coast, dried fish and fish oil played a 
role analogous to stored plant foods in the creation of asymmetric 
redistributive systems, incipient classes, intense warfare, and a flores
cence of woodcrafts and monumental sculpture (Donald and Mitchell, 
1975). Post-contact distortions of the infrastructures of these groups
depopulation due to European diseases, trade for guns and bullets, wage 
labor in Canadian lumber camps and fisheries-also provide the means 
for comprehending the development of aboriginal redistributive feasts 
into highly competitive and destructive potlatch ceremonies (Fergu
son, n.d.). 

The Origin of Neolithic Modes of Production 

AS ARCHAEOLOGIST Mark Cohen (1977:5) has stressed, there 
are two basic questions to be answered about the rise of modes of 
production based on domesticated plants and animals: "why human 
populations chose agriculture as a strategy over hunting and gathering 
and why so many of the world's people chose it during one brief time 
span ... " (between 10,000 and 2,000 B.c.). 

The strategy of cultural materialism offers parsimonious answers to 
these questions. Alternative research strategies may cope with either 
one or the other aspect of the puzzle, but not with both. From an 
idealist perspective, for example, "'agriculture and stock raising were 
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great ideas that had to wait upon the appearance of unknown geniuses 
to unravel the mystery of how to plant seeds and tame wild animals. 
But how are we to account for the fact that the "idea" for the domesti
cation of plants occurred to so many geniuses all over the world at 
approximately the same time? Moreover, why were so many different 
complexes of plants and animals brought into production in differing 
parts of the world? The proposal that the idea of domestication diffused 
from some central "hearth" to be readapted in each region in conform
ity with local ecological possibilities also has relatively little merit. 
What we are dealing with are complex associations of specialized plants 
and animals whose overall configurations contrast markedly from re
gion to region (Flannery, 1973). The domestication of gourds, tubers, 
and pulses took place as early as the domestication of grains (Zohary 
and Hopf, 1973; MacNeish, 1978). If a genius was needed to initiate 
the planting of grains in the Near East, he or she was thrice a genius 
who in South America and Southeast Asia got the idea of planting 
manioc or yam cuttings from hearing rumors about lands over the 
horizon where people planted seeds. Idealist theories of agricultural 
origins are also at odds with the fact that surviving hunter-gatherer 
groups know about the reproductive functions of plants and under 
certain conditions engage in activities aimed at increasing the abun
dance of preferred species. Techniques commonly employed include 
avoidance of harvesting during the season when wild tubers regenerate 
(Andaman Islanders); deliberately incomplete harvests of wild grains 
and scattering of seeds at harvest (Menomini); the use of fire to increase 
the abundance of plants that are good colonizers of recently burnt land 
(Western Desert Australian Aborigines); and diversion of melt waters 
to irrigate favorite fields of wild turnips and carrots (Paiute). Hunter
gatherers are keen observers of the biota upon which they depend, and 
they cannot fail to note the relationship between seeds, shoots, and 
mature plants. "Ignorance of this basic principle is almost inconceiva
ble" (Cohen, 197T23). 

To be plausible, agricultural transition theories must be theories of 
processes, not of singularities. Cultural materialist theories envision 
these processes as fundamental shifts in the cost-benefits of hunting
gathering as opposed to the cost-benefits of farming and stock raising. 
These shifts were probably related to the global climatological changes 
marking the onset of the present interglacial period about 13,000 years 
ago. The global scale of this event provides an explanation for the 
simultaneous emergence of agricultural systems. And the diversity of 
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its effects in different ecozones accounts for the diversity of scenarios 
leading to neolithic types of transitions in different parts of the world. 
One widespread effect was the depletion or outright extinction of the 
Pleistocene megafauna that had been the preferred prey species for 
tens of thousands of years. This must have been a major stimulus for 
the development of new modes of production regardless of whether the 
depletions and extinctions resulted primarily from overpredation or 
from the reduction in suitable grazing and browsing habitats. Hunter
gatherer cost-benefits were also widely affected by eustatic changes, but 
especially in Southeast Asia, where the post-Pleistocene rise in sea level 
reduced available land area by half. 

In all centers of early agricultural activity, the end of the Pleistocene 
saw a notable broadening of the subsistence base to include more small 
mammals, reptiles, birds, mollusks, and insects. Such "broad spectrum" 
systems were a symptom of hard times. As the labor costs of the 
hunter-gatherer subsistence systems rose, and as the benefits fell, alter
native sedentary modes of production became more attractive. At the 
same time, lower protein rations may have decreased the effectiveness 
of the lactation method. More children per female meant higher en
ergy costs for women who had to carry two children at a time over long 
distances. Or it meant higher rates of abortion and infanticide. Or it 
meant more disease and hunger, or shorter life spans. All of these costs 
acted in synchrony but in different proportions in different habitats; 
the net result, however, was a widely recurrent predisposition for hunt
er-gatherers to accept modes of production whose start-up costs and 
cost-benefit ratios had previously been bad bargains. 

Mark Cohen's explanation of the transition to agriculture is similar 
to the above in many respects. However, in accounting for the global 
synchrony of the development, Cohen attributes little importance to 
the termination of the last glacial period. Instead, he proposes that the 
initial period of agricultural investment began simply when hunter
gatherers had occupied every available ecozone and population pressure 
made the switch to agriculture unavoidable: "The only possible reac
tion to further growth in population, worldwide, was to begin artificial 
augmentation of the food supply" (270). I think this theory is some
what misleading because population pressure is itself a process that can 
only be described and measured in terms of the relative costs and 
relative benefits of alternative modes of production and reproduction. 
It was not the fact that numbers of persons per square mile had reached 
a particular level that created the pressure for change but rather the 
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fact that under the particular techno-environmental conditions at the 
end of the last glaciation the harvesting of natural biota could no longer 
sustain a standard of living higher and less costly than that which 
agriculture and stock raising could sustain. The massive faunal deple
tions must be added to the side of the balance weighing against the 
continuation of the hunting-gathering mode. Although other factors 
may have been responsible for population pressure, the depletion of 
resources as a result of the interaction of cultural and natural factors 
certainly did not improve matters. 

In Cohen's view, the recourse to agriculture and stock raising was 
carried out in extremis as if to ward off a total Malthusian collapse. In 
my view there were many pulls as well as pushes in the transition. The 
astonishingly rapid florescence of art and architecture at early neolithic 
sites such as <:;atal Huyuk and Jericho suggests that when neolithic 
economies were based on both agriculture and stock raising they were 
extremely efficient and that their standard of living quickly (if tempo
rarily) rose beyond that of the terminal hunter-gatherers. 

One of the strongest pulls was the intensifiability of agriculture and 
stock raising through the use of child labor. In many hunter-gatherer 
groups, children play only a marginal role in the labor force until 
adolescence. Child labor, however, can be extremely productive in such 
operations as weeding, harvesting, herding, and retrieving animal drop
pings. With low population densities in favored habitats during the 
early phases of the neolithic, four or five children could probably be 
reared per mother at low cost, yielding a net "advantage" without 
depleting the essential nonrenewable resources. 

Although cultural materialist theories of the origins of neolithic 
modes of production remain tentative and imperfect, they have an 
advantage over theories emanating from rival strategies. Structuralism, 
for example, has virtually nothing to say on the subject, and dialectical 
materialism suffers as much from its notion of "inner contradictions" 
as cultural idealism does from its reliance on great ideas. Marx's "fetters 
on production," the contradiction between forces of production and 
relations of production, sheds no light on hunter-gatherer transforma
tions. Nature and technology, not the "relations of production," held 
back the productivity of hunter-gatherers. If there was a dialectic at 
work, it was a dialectic between population and resources-the rejected 
dialectic of Malthus, that execrable plagiarist and baboon in parson's 
clothing. 
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Varieties of Pre-State Village Societies 

THE INFRASTRUCTURES of village societies prior to the evolution 
of the state acquired specific characteristics in conformity with the 
adaptive opportunities presented by regional or local ecosystems. Fully 
sedentary villages based on grain farming and animal husbandry domi
nated the early phases of the neolithic throughout much of southern 
Eurasia and North Africa. Sedentism in the Near East, in fact, was 
already well advanced even before the grains and animals were fully 
domesticated. New World agricultural villages, however, became fully 
sedentary at a much slower rate. Because there were no large domestica
ble herbivores and ruminants in the New World regions where agricul
ture first developed, New World settlement patterns long continued to 
be shaped by the quest for animal protein through hunting and fishing. 
This difference in tum rested on the greater severity of the Pleistocene 
megafaunal extinctions in the New World, which ultimately may have 
resulted simply from the lesser land mass of the Americas as compared 
with Eurasia-Africa and the consequent lack of areas capable of provid
ing refuge for the American megafauna. Whatever its ultimate cause, 
the extinction of American bovines, equines, domesticable sheep and 
goats, and pigs played an important role in creating the divergent 
evolutionary pathways of the New and Old World pre-state agricultur
alists. This factor theoretically also helps to explain why agriculture 
itself was rejected by so many North American hunter-gatherers, espe
cially those in California and the Pacific Northwest: the New World 
aboriginal neolithic "package" contained few enticements for people 
who could only obtain animals or fish by continuing a semi-migratory 
existence. 

Beyond the broad differences between the hemispheres in terms of 
faunal endowment, we come to regional and local differences in basic 
techno-environmental relationships: species and varieties of domesti
cates, crop patterns, hydraulic versus rainfall technologies, plows versus 
hoes and digging sticks, intensive versus extensive regimens, short ver
sus long fallow periods, and so forth. Many major structural and super
structural variations in pre-state agricultural societies are associated 
with the regimen employed to maintain the nitrogen balance in the 
soil. In the absence of domesticated herbivores, rainfall agriculture 
requires frequent fallowing. This leads to various forms of shifting 
cultivation in which the forest and bush cover are burned and then 
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allowed to regenerate over shorter or longer fallow cycles. Populations 
dependent on shifting cultivation in tropical rain forests tend to live 
in surprisingly small villages-under two hundred persons-and to 
have regional densities not much different from those of hunter-gather
ers. Why tropical forest villages remained so small and moved to new 
sites so often is a much-debated subject. In the Amazon and other rain 
forest areas, the most important limiting factor was probably the rapid 
decline in the quantity and quality of game animals available on the 
peripheries of settlements (Gross, 1975 ). Villages tended to be much 
larger and more sedentary along the main branches of the Orinoco and 
Amazon rivers, where aquatic mammals, turtles, and large fish supple
mented the monkeys, birds, and rodents upon which nonriverine peo
ples had to depend for most of their meat supply. 

The occurrence of taboos on the slaughter or consumption of many 
species of comestible forest animals has long obscured the importance 
of protein as a limiting factor among shifting cultivators. Cultural 
idealists, structuralists, and eclectics all invoke these taboos as a chal
lenge to the cultural materialist strategy. But as Eric Ross (1978; 1979) 
has suggested, many of these taboos are themselves evidence of the 
need for conservation practices, since they are applied to currently or 
formerly endangered species. In addition, taboos on species such as 
sloth, tapir, or deer may also reflect ambiguous cost/benefit situations 
in which hunters are well advised not to waste their time pursuing 
hidden animals or solitary specimens that flee into swamps or other 
remote areas. In this regard cultural materialism offers theories of 
resource exploitation that have been independently elaborated and 
tested by animal ecologists concerned with predation and foraging 
behavior. There is every reason to believe that the major variations in 
human and animal foraging strategies are governed by similar adaptive 
principles (Pyke, Pullman, and Charnov, 1977; Winterhalder, 1977; 
McDonald, 1977). 

The widespread occurrence of intense patterns of warfare among 
low-density shifting cultivators has also raised doubts about the cul
tural materialist strategy. But a better understanding of the severity 
of the techno-environmental limits within which shifting cultivators 
are obliged to live makes their widespread raiding, wife stealing, 
counter-raiding, trophy taking, and terroristic cannibalism highly in
telligible within the cultural materialist framework. Like band-level 
populations, shifting cultivators lack benign or inexpensive alterna
tives for regulating population growth. This makes warfare theoreti-
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cally the least costly of the available alternatives. 
Warfare regulates village populations in two ways: first, by promot

ing female infanticide and the abuse and selective nutritional neglect 
of young girls (Lindenbaum, 1979; Buchbinder, in press); and second, 
by promoting the dispersion of enemy villages. ( Combat deaths are a 
less important form of demographic control, since males rather than 
females are the principal combatants.) Warfare promotes female infan
ticide and the abuse and selective nutritional neglect of young girls by 
placing a premium on the rearing of aggressive combat-ready males 
(Divale and Harris, 1976; Divale, Harris, and Williams, 1978). Because 
of the decisive advantage of males over females in muscle-powered 
hand-to-hand combat, the survival of each village depends on rearing 
maximum numbers of brawny males. As villages increase in size, they 
deplete their habitats and become less affluent. To protect their living 
standards, they split and spread apart, opening up no man's lands ~n 
the peripheries of their hunting territories. These no man's lands m 
turn play a vital role in maintaining regional populations at densities 
compatible with the densities of game animals and other resources. 
They probably also function as game preserves where endangered spe
cies can find refuge from their human predators (Hickerson, 1965 ). 

Warfare in turn initiates and sustains lengthy theoretical causal 
chains which partially or wholly account for many features of domestic 
and political economy and the emic superstructure of village peoples. 
When warfare is carried out in the form of raids and counter-raids 
between neighboring villages, it tends to strengthen the formation of 
solidary male fraternal and paternal interest groups. Groups of fathers, 
brothers, and sons exchange women with other groups of fathers, 
brothers and sons in order to obtain and consolidate within-village and 
between~village military alliances. Males therefore tend to constitute 
the residential core of households and village; post-nuptial locality 
tends to be virilocal and patrilocal; and filiation and descent tend to be 
reckoned in the male line. To encourage male aggressiveness, wives are 
withheld from junior males and awarded to dominant seniors. This 
theory accounts for the prevalence of polygyny even in groups that h~ve 
more men than women in the nubile cohorts. Training for aggress10n 
also gives rise to severe male puberty ordeals involving mutilations, 
scarification, and drug-induced hallucinations. Male aggressiveness en
genders strong antagonisms between males in adjacent generations, 
giving rise to Oedipal motifs in dreams and mythology; at the same 
time, male dominance gives rise to marked sex antagonism and to 
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myths and rituals involving body paint, masks, bull-roarers, and other 
paraphernalia whose function it is to mystify and justify male suprem
acy. Cultural materialism therefore supplies a coherent set of theories 
linking early farming infrastructures to characteristic features of etic 
and emic behavioral and mental superstructures, including the entire 
Freudian approach to culture and personality (see pp. 263ff) 

The Rise of Chiefdoms 

VILLAGE-LEVEL big men play a central role in cultural materialist 
theories concerning the origin of advanced forms of inequality. These 
big men act as the "nodes" of three important institutional complexes: 
they intensify production; they carry out redistribution of the resultant 
temporary harvest surpluses and of trade goods; and they use their 
prestige and material wealth to organize trading expeditions and mili
tary engagements against enemy villages. The expansion of the 
managerial aspects of these functions rapidly leads to permanent and 
severe forms of hierarchy, which eventually culminates in there being 
differential access to strategic resources; this in turn lays the basis for 
the emergence of classes and of the state. 

Simple chiefdoms come into being with the first intensifier-redis
tributor-warrior complexes. The more production is intensified, the 
more there is to redistribute and to trade, the larger the population, the 
more intense the warfare, the more complex and powerful the chiefly 
sector. Other things being equal, all such systems tend to move from 
symmetric forms of redistribution (in which the primary producers get 
back everything they produce) to asymmetric forms (in which the 
redistributors retain more of what is produced for longer and longer 
periods). Eventually the retained portion of the harvest surplus provides 
the chief with the material means for coercing his followers into further 
intensifications. (For example, as in Hawaii, where the chief acquired 
a permanent military retinue.) Contributions to the redistributive por
tion of the economy gradually cease to be voluntary; soon they verge 
on taxation, and at that point, chiefdoms stand poised at the threshold 
of becoming states. 

The extent to which a particular chiefdom will move along this 
trajectory is largely, if not entirely, a matter of the demo-techno-econo
environmental conditions peculiar to each instance. Various kinds of 
limiting factors-soils, space (as on islands), water, availability of 
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domesticated plants and animals, such seasonal events as storms and 
frosts, and disease vectors-will block off further growth in the size and 
complexity of the redistributive networks and prevent the emergence 
of marked differences in rank and power. 

The advantage of cultural materialism over most of its rival strate
gies again lies in its ability to account for variations-in this case, to 
account for the quantitative and qualitative variations in the structural 
and superstructural features associated with trends leading toward 
state-level societies. Since the infrastructures of village societies are 
based on profoundly different combinations of domesticated animals 
and plants, one expects profoundly different varieties of intensifica
tions, redistributions, trade and military activities, and divergent as well 
as convergent forms of managerial functions within the chieftain sec
tor. 

In order for large, asymmetrical redistribution systems to develop, 
the redistributors must be able to act as "energy gates," opening and 
shutting the flow of critical amounts of proteins and calories needed 
by the primary producers (cf. Odum, 1971). Certain crops can be made 
to function as energy gates more readily than others. Melanesian yams, 
for example, are poor energy gates. They are high in calories but low 
in protein, and cannot be stored for long periods without rotting. As 
a consequence, in Melanesia, where yams are the staple crop, the 
managerial functions of island big men seldom involve much more than 
the building of a few communal men's houses or one or two seagoing 
canoes. Manioc is another low-protein, high calorie crop. When made 
into a flour and toasted, manioc has good preservation characteristics. 
Nonetheless, it is not suited to act as an energy gate. The best way to 
preserve manioc is to let the mature tubers remain in the ground until 
they are needed. Since there are no well-defined harvest periods, 
marked managerial functions cannot develop on the basis of manioc 
redistributions. 

Grains are inherently more valuable than tubers and gourds, since 
their higher protein content may constitute a vital component in the 
nutritional balance. Anna Roosevelt ( 1977) has shown that the intro
duction of maize along the Orinoco River resulted in a rapid growth 
of village populations, possibly because of maize's higher protein con
tent as compared with that of manioc. Similarly, the adoption of maize 
by the archaic Olmec and Maya laid the basis for rapid population 
growth and the emergence of complex chiefdoms at an early period 
(Hammond, 1978; Harrison and Turner, 1978; Adams, 1977). 
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The absence of domesticable ruminants and pigs in the Americas 
and the absence of storable grains in Oceania influenced the intensifica
tion and redistributive complexes of each region in different ways. In 
the Americas, the lack of ruminants or pigs slowed the rate at which 
managerial functions were taken over by headmen and chiefs, but it did 
not ultimately prevent the emergence of huge harvest surpluses of 
maize. In Oceania many precocious forms of redistributive systems 
based on yams and pig raising have been identified. But the evolution
ary potential of these systems appears not to have been much greater 
than that of interfluvial Amazonian villages lacking maize (cf. Morren, 
1974; Lathrap, 1973). 

The shifting cultivators of New Guinea and Melanesia who possess 
the domesticated pig resemble the interfluvial Amazonians in having 
many of the features of the military male supremacist complex I de
scribed in the last section, even though New Guinea population density 
is much higher and the people are much more preoccupied with rank 
differences validated through redistributions. As suggested in the work 
of Roy Rappaport ( 1967 ), such specific features of the superstructure 
as feasting, dancing, myth-making and animal sacrifice arise from the 
infrastructural conjunction and may play a regulatory role with respect 
to the use of forest resources and the alternation of periods of war and 
peace. But once again, there is considerable variation, as, for example, 
between highland and lowland New Guinea, and it is cultural material
ism that offers the best if not the only hope of providing nomothetic 
solutions to the many puzzles that remain (cf. Brown, 1978). 

The paleotechnic infrastructures most amenable to intensification 
' redistribution, and the expansion of managerial functions were those 

based on the grain and ruminant complexes of the Near and Middle 
East, southern Europe, northern China, and northern India. Unfortu
nately these were precisely the first redistributive systems to cross the 
threshold into statehood, and they therefore have never been directly 
observed by historians or ethnologists. Nonetheless, from the archaeo
logical evidence of storehouses, monumental architecture, temples, 
high mounds and tells, defensive moats, walls, towers, and the growth 
of irrigation systems, it is clear that managerial activities similar to 
those observed among surviving pre-state chiefdoms underwent rapid 
expansion in these critical regions immediately prior to the appearance 
of the state. Furthermore, there is abundant evidence from Roman 
encounters with "barbarians" in northern Europe, from Hebraic and 
Indian scriptures, and from Norse, Germanic, and Celtic sagas that 
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intensifier-redistributor-warriors and their priestly retainers constituted 
the nuclei of the first ruling classes in the Old World (Piggott, 1965, 
1975; Smith, 1956; Renfrew, 1973). 

Similarly, the appearance of the first masonry temple structures in 
lowland Tabasco, Veracruz, and Yucatan among the early Olmec and 
Maya correlates with the adoption of maize as the primary source of 
carbohydrates (Gifford, 1974; Coe, 1968; Sanders, 1972). 

Varieties of Pre-State Village Structures 
and Superstructures 

THE INTENSIFIER-redistributor-warrior complexes provide the 
theoretical key to understanding additional aspects of pre-state village 
life. As ranking becomes an ever more conspicuous feature of domestic 
and political economy, competitive relationships within villages are 
exacerbated. The male-centered kin groups find themselves competing 
for permanent garden and grazing lands, and they develop valuable 
patrimonies consisting of animal herds, stored crops, granaries, family 
shrines, and burial grounds. Hence the question of the transmission or 
devolution of property can no longer be settled by burning it or burying 
it, as is the custom among less affluent and less sedentary band and 
village societies. Thus there arise the classic instances of narrowly 
restricted kin groups based on patrilineal descent: the patrilineage or 
the patri-sib. 

As Michael Harner ( 1970) has shown, among pre-state societies, the 
greater the intensity of agricultural production ( measured by decline in 
dependence upon hunting), the greater the likelihood of unilineal de
scent groups. Such groups constitute a systemic attempt to reconcile 
the claims of the close kinsmen of redistributor big men to a share in 
the permanent forms of property and wealth they have helped to 
create. While not yet private property-since land is held in common 
by the kin group-lineage and sib patrimonies nonetheless constitute 
a definite step toward the development of marked inequalities in access 
to strategic resources. 

By emphasizing the significance of strategic property in the affairs 
of unilineal descent groups, many puzzling variations and associated 
features can be brought within a single coherent explanatory frame
work. For example, as I will show later in my discussion of structuralist 
theories of "circulating connubia" and asymmetrical cross-cousin mar-
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riage, the struggle for material resources, not the fancied "structure" 
of the mind, accounts for the superordinate status of wife-givers over 
wife-takers in pre-state situations. Similarly the solution to conundrums 
such as the occurrence of Crow and Omaha type kinship terminologies 
(in which descent group identity overrides generational identity) lies in 
a better understanding of the quantitative and qualitative features of 
descent group patrimonies and the struggle by descent groups for 
autonomy and hegemony. 

A major puzzle is why a small proportion of unilinear descent groups 
are matrilineal instead of patrilineal. Here let me point first to the 
relatively unsatisfactory status of explanations put forth under idealist 
auspices. Lewis Henry Morgan, for example, proposed that matrilineal
ity was a survival of the period of group marriage when the identity of 
one's father could not be ascertained. It is now clear that group mar
riage never existed; that in polyandrous situations such as in Tibet 
paternity is easily reckoned by assigning it arbitrarily first to one hus~ 
band and then to another; and that most matrilineally organized soci
eties are not polyandrous anyway and hence have no difficulty whatso
ever in knowing who fathered whom. That leaves us with the ultimate 
idealist wisdom that matrilineal societies are matrilineal because they 
want to be matrilineal. Structuralists have little to add other than that 
since there is patrilineality, its dialectical opposite, matrilineality, 
should also occur. 

Following suggestions by Morgan and Engels, plausible materialist 
theories of the origins of matrilocality have emphasized the increased 
signifi~ance o~ women's labor resulting from the shift from hunting
collectmg to simple forms of horticulture. Since women work the fields 
they gain control over them. This approach, however, has too man; 
factual and logical flaws (Sanday, 1973). Horticultural societies are five 
times more likely to be patrilineal than matrilineal (Murdock, 1967). 
Furthermore, even in many hunter-collector societies female labor is 
more important than male labor. And finally, there is no compelling 
reason to expect that people who work the land will gain control over 
its inheritance. Indeed, one could argue that generally the people who 
work the least have the greatest control over strategic resources. 

A more powerful theory of matrilineal phenomena can be con
structed by starting from the fact that males continue to control access 
to strategic property and to dominate the military and political eco
nomic functions of matrilineal societies. In other words, matrilineal 
systems are not matriarchies (Rosaldo and Lamphere, 1974). Under 
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what conditions, then, would it be compatible with a male's interests 
in the control over the management and devolution of property to 
permit the focus of domestic organization to shift from himself to his 
sister, and from his son to his sister's son? The appropriate conditions 
probably exist when a man is obliged to be absent from his lands, 
animals, children, and food stores for several weeks or months at a time. 
Long-distance warfare, long-distance hunting expeditions, and long
distance trading expeditions are the most important reasons for staying 
away. Under patrilocal or virilocal forms of residence (the proximate 
causes of patrilineality), prolonged absence of males means that a man's 
wife-a woman whose alien descent group loyalties override any obliga
tion to her husband-becomes the de facto "boss" of the domestic 
corporation. With uxorilocality and matrilocality, however, a man in 
effect puts his sister in charge of their joint patrimony. His sister stays 
at home where she is joined part of the year by a husband, while her 
brother goes to live nearby in his own wife's residence also for only part 
of the year. The rest of the time most of the able-bodied men are away 
on joint expeditions, relatively secure in the knowledge that the ad
ministration of their respective patrimonies is being carried out by 
someone whose interests correspond to their own and not to those of 
an alien descent group. 

This model fits the archaeological and historical evidence concern
ing the emergence of matrilineality in eastern North America and 
elsewhere. For example, with the introduction of maize, Middle 
Woodlands Iroquois settlements became more sedentary and their 
average size increased. Local faunal resources, especially deer (needed 
for clothing as well as for food) were depleted; warfare intensified and 
trade increased; men remained absent for half the year in long-distance 
combined hunting, trading, and raiding expeditions; and residence 
shifted from bilocality or virilocality to matrilocality (Trigger, 1978; 
Gramby, 1977). 

Many apparently anomalous combinations of descent rules and 
locality practices become theoretically intelligible if we keep in mind 
the fact that males do not relinquish their political-economic 
hegemony in matrilineal societies. The so-called strains of matrilineal 
organizations, for example, reflect the tendency of males to reassert 
control over their own children as well as over their sister's children (cf. 
Schneider and Gough, 1961 ). Moreover, the frequent association of 
avunculocal residence with matrilineal descent (Murdock, 1967) can be 
seen either as a step in the direction of returning to male-centered 
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domestic units or as a means of partially overcoming some of the costs 
which uxorilocality exacts from the male. Polygyny, for example, is 
difficult to arrange when a man is a temporary sojourner in his wife's 
household. 

While avunculocality means that an absent male must entrust his 
homestead to his wife, various forms of preferential marriage mitigate 
the penalties. For example, matrilateral cross-cousin marriage occurs 
often among avunculocal peoples (ibid.). This leads to households in 
which a man's daughter marries his sister's son. Hence the female 
resident corps consists of daughters as well as alien wives. Moreover, 
as we will see later on when I turn to the critique of structuralist 
explanations of asymmetrical cross-cousin marriage, matrilateral cross
cousin marriage sets up ranked wife-giving and wife-taking relation
ships between kin groups. These relationships are characteristic of 
societies in which the struggle between domestic groups for resources 
and labor has become acute. In the matrilineal avunculocal context, 
this means that a man's sister's sons join his household as dependents 
and that they usually must furnish bridewealth or render suitor service 
to him. Unlike matrilineal matrilocal households, in other words, ma
trilineal avunculocal households permit aggressive male intensifier
redistributor-warriors to build up large menages consisting of many 
wives, daughters, and dependent sons-in-law. 

Another kind of compromise can be achieved by combining ma
trilocality with preferential patrilateral cross-cousin marriage (see pp. 
18iff). This combination results in setting up domestic groups in which 
a man's sons and daughters leave his household, while his grandchildren 
through his sons return to it. In other words, patrilateral cross-cousin 
marriage in a matrilineal context represents a step toward the restora
tion of a man's control over his own children without sacrificing control 
over his sister's children. 

William Divale has shown that the practice of external warfare is 
strongly associated with matrilocality and matrilineal descent. Divale's 
( 1975) explanation for this association is that in order to wage success
ful large-scale warfare against distant enemies ( or in order to defend 
oneself successfully against enemies who come in force from distant 
lands), the fraternal-paternal interest groups characteristic of male
centered domestic economies have to be broken up. Matrilocality does 
this. It promotes the formation of male combat teams whose members 
are drawn from different lineages and who have learned to live together 
even though they do not belong to the same descent group. Matrilocal-
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ity in a sense renders males less parochial and prepares them to cooper
ate with each other in large-scale military ventures. If true, Divale' s 
theory would provide additional reasons for the development of ma
trilineality in relation to long-distance hunting, trading and raiding 
expeditions, since it would give matrilineal groups an edge over pa
trilineal groups in all three endeavors. I am inclined to doubt this aspect 
of Divale's theory, however, because patrilineal descent groups are also 
capable of making between-village alliances and of sending large groups 
of warriors into combat. 

Many East African groups like the Nuer, Masai, Nandi, Turkana, 
and Dinka effectively rallied small armies on the basis of cooperation 
between maximal patrilineages. All these groups, however, were 
semipastoralists preeminently concerned with cattle rather than land 
as a source of wealth. Among such groups, warfare was waged during 
the course of the migrations of lineages.searching for new grazing lands. 
Hence the question of who was left at home to care for the warrior's 
patrimony was not as significant as it was for people whose wealth 
consisted of land or fishing spots. It is surely no accident that in the 
so-called matrilineal belt of South Central Africa, groups like the 
Bemba, Pende, Yao, Lele, Plateau Tonga, and many others, are primar
ily agriculturalists rather than pastoralists (Murdock, 1959, 1967). The 
long-distance trading and raiding carried out by the men of these 
groups probably raised important questions concerning the manage
ment of the domestic economy by alien women. 

Let me turn now to the relationship between unilineal descent 
groups and the emergence of stratification and the state. At a certain 
stage in the development of asymmetrical redistributive functions, the 
presence of unilineal descent groups inhibits the activities of the emerg
ing ruling class. The interests of increasingly powerful chiefs no longer 
coincide with the interests of their entire lineages, and it is convenient 
to set aside the automatic claims which distantly related lineage mem
bers put upon the chief's largesse. This sets the stage for the emergence 
of ramages and other nonunilinear or cognatic descent groups. Ram
ages, for example, probably represent a systemic response to the elite 
stratum's need for dismissing kin claims and for achieving greater 
flexibility in recruiting warriors and workers from among a growing pool 
of potential followers. The membership of a ramage is determined by 
the tracing of descent optionally through either male or female ances
tors. These nonunilineal groups are known best from Micronesian and 
Polynesian societies characterized by marked differences in rank and by 
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incipient statehood. Ramages are well adapted to the needs of societies 
that are no longer interested in maintaining a regulated balance be
tween population and resources and that have embarked upon a career 
of unrestrained intensification and expansion. A variation of this theory 
explains the development of ramages among the aboriginal peoples of 
the Pacific Northwest after contact with Europeans and Americans. 
The introduction of muskets intensified both warfare and the produc
tion of trade goods for obtaining these weapons from the white traders 
(Ferguson, n.d.). At the same time, because of introduced diseases, 
population declined precipitously, rendering unilineal descent mala
daptive for military and other manpower needs. 

The ayllu of the Inca and the calpulli of the Aztec probably repre
sent a further refinement of the use of nonunilineal descent to localize 
and organize peasant communities under the auspices of full-blown 
state bureaucracies. Additional ideologically different but functionally 
similar structural sequelae to the reign of unilineality developed under 
the influence of variant stratification processes. I shall do no more than 
mention the probable functional equivalence between cognatic descent 
and the double descent systems associated with West African states, 
the hypertrophy of genealogical manipulation and amnesia characteris
tic of the Chinese clan, and the general disappearance in Eurasia of 
unilinear descent groups that linked peasants to rulers. Needless to say, 
changes in the type of descent group and domestic economy are re
flected in changes in kinship terminologies. I shall not attempt to 
encapsulate the immense literature on this subject, but it has been clear 
since Murdock's Social Structure (1949) that if one can understand 
why locality and descent change, one is well on the way toward under
standing why kin-terminological systems change. My intention here 
cannot be to show that every puzzling feature of domestic economy has 
already been satisfactorily explained by cultural materialism, but rather 
that enough of a formulation exists to warrant the application of the 
same strategic principles to the remaining puzzles. 

The Emergence of the State 

ALL TH.E QUALITATIVE components of the state were already 
present to some degree among advanced chiefdoms. The asymmetric 
redistribution of harvest surpluses already amounted to an incipient 
form of taxation. Under primitive forms of redistribution, the redis-
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tributor depended on the generosity of the primary producers; in the 
advanced chiefdoms, the primary producers were already dependent on 
the generosity of the redistributors (Sahlins, 1960). Sumptuary privi
leges of the intensifier-redistributor-warrior elites were also already 
marked in the advanced chiefdoms. Kin groups were hierarchized, and 
inequalities between the health and well-being of commoners ~nd those 
of elites were already quite prominent. To judge from the evidence of 
the Pacific Northwest Coast, there were even small numbers of slaves 
(Ruyle, 1973). Moreover, like pristine states, the advanced chiefdoms 
were thoroughly committed to the relief of reproductive pressures not 
through the regulation of fertility but through territorial expa~sion, 
military plunder, and the continuous intensification of ~roduchon. 

Nonetheless, most advanced chiefdoms probably did not evolve 
directly into states. The incipient stratification on whi~h they ~ere 
based gave rise to political instability, factional disputes, ms~rrechon~, 
fissioning, and migrations that recurrently dampened t~e elite. secto~ _s 
ability to command goods and services and to monopolize police-mili-
tary functions. . . 

While only a fine line separates advanced chiefdoms from pnstme 
states, the change-over is best described not as a qualitative leap o~ a 
flip from one form to another but as the continuation of an_ exponenti~l 
process of deviation amplification. This process started with the_ rudi
mentary intensifier-redistributor-warrior complexes and contmued 
unimpeded up to the point of the consolidation and stabilization of the 
distinction between the ruling class and the class of peasant food 
producers (Fried, 1978b). Once this point is p~ssed, _the deviation 
amplification continues along the same exponential t~a1ectory. What 
determines whether the changes continue to be amplified or whether 
they are cut off at the chiefdom level? First, the energy base of p~istine 
states must be big enough to permit the ruling class to underwnte the 
subsistence needs of a permanent police-military corps of several thou
sand men. This implies the existence of highly intensifiable i:nod~s of 
production such as irrigation grain agric~lture_ or a~imal-gram. mixed 
farming rainfall systems. Second, even a highly mtens1fiable subsistence 
system will not lead to stable class divisions as long _as the em~rgent 
peasant producers can escape into less densely occupied ~reas "".1thout 
suffering a net deterioration in labor efficiency and quality of life. As 
David Webster (1975) and Malcolm Webb (1975) have sugg~sted, _this 
means that the pristine state can be expected to arise only m regions 
with sharp ecotones. In such regions, the expansionist policies of ad-
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vanced chiefdoms lead sooner or later to the condition Robert Car
niero ( 1970) has labeled "impaction": the dissatisfied peasants who 
cross the ecotone find themselves in a worse situation than those who 
remain behind--even though those who remain must now pay taxes 
in labor or kind for the privilege of using their native strategic re
sources. There is a very good fit between this model of pristine state 
formation and the conditions that existed in the regions most likely 
on archaeological evidence to have been the centers of formation of 
pristine states. Egypt, Mesopotamia, northern India, the Yellow 
River Basin, central highland Mexico south to Tehuantepec, and the 
Peruvian coastal rivers and Andean highlands are all sharply circum
scribed by ecotones that cannot support intensifiable forms of prein
dustrial agriculture. 

The consolidation of class-structured life probably required rela
tively little direct physical confrontation. Villages pressing against the 
ecotone might accept permanently dependent statuses in exchange for 
the privilege of continuing to participate in the redistributions of the 
more affiuent parent villages from which they had fissioned. The rela
tionship would be mediated and facilitated by numerous structural and 
superstructural arrangements. There would be junior and senior line
ages, ancestor worship, cognatic descent, and wife-giving and wife
taking alliance groups, with wife-takers expected to render labor service 
and bride price. To the extent that elite classes rendered useful services 
like organizing the construction of waterworks, defending the masses 
against enemy troops, and predicting floods and seasons, they could 
expect the peasant masses to make tax contributions without too much 
fuss or even with considerable enthusiasm. This explains why the early 
pristine states invested so heavily in the construction of monumental 
statues, altars, temples, pyramids, and other religious structures. Al
though these were costly enterprises, they more than paid for them
selves by helping to convince the peasants that the elites were benevo
lently trying to control the supernatural and natural forces upon which 
human health and well-being were said to be dependent (Service, 
1978:31 ). It is always cheaper to produce obedience through mystifica
tion than through police-military coercion. 

Once the state becomes a functional reality, its components reso
nate within a single gigantic amplifier. The more powerful the ruling 
class, the more it can intensify production, increase population, wage 
war, expand territory, mystify the peasants, and increase its power still 
further. All neighboring chiefdoms must either rapidly pass across the 
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threshold of state formation, or succumb to the triumphant armies of 
the new social leviathan. 

Varieties of State Systems 

THE DEVELOPMENT of the state does not reduce the significance 
of the ecological components in the infrastructure. The advanced tech
nology and higher productivity of state-level modes of production do 
not relegate ecological variables to a subordinate role due to some 
supposed increase in a people's capacity to control their environment. 
Nor is the culture/nature interface rendered less critical because of the 
very real distortions exploitative class relations introduce into the eco
logically adaptive responses of sociocultural systems. Every attempt to 
control nature and to expand and intensify production has its distinc
tive repercussions regardless of the level of technological advance. And 
every system of class exploitation realizes its evolutionary potential 
within a definite ecological and demographic context. No purely inter
nal dynamic of classes can account for the major varieties of state 
systems. It is true that the cost-benefits of intensification are not the 
same for peasants or workers as for members of the ruling classes. But 
the specific nature of class relations is very much conditioned by the 
"external" interactions at the culture/nature interface. 

Cultural materialist theories aimed at explaining varieties of states 
focus on the differential effects of state-level intensifications in differ
ent techno-environmental contexts. First, there is the question of the 
different rate of development and scale of imperial systems in Eurasia 
and Africa as contrasted with the New World. In this regard, the 
post-Pleistocene endowments of the two hemispheres with respect to 
domesticable fauna probably had a decisive influence. The absence of 
traction animals in the Americas inhibited the development of the 
wheel, thereby slowing the pace of all mechanical inventions and assur
ing the eventual subordination of New World populations to European 
armies when transatlantic contact between the hemispheres was estab
lished. 

Differential effects of intensification resulting in strategic deple
tions and shifts in rainfall and drainage patterns account for variations 
in the size and longevity of different state and imperial systems within 
the hemispheres. The peculiar trajectory of growth and sudden collapse 
of the Maya states, for example, seem to be closely related to the 



Cultural Materialism , 104 

limitations on intensive forms of agriculture associated with the lime
stone formations of the Yucatan Peninsula, the prolonged dry season, 
and the exhaustion of soils due to prolonged overcropping (Harrison 
and Turner, 1978; Olson, 1978). 

The largest and most enduring ancient imperial systems (if not the 
earliest) were those based on irrigation agriculture. Following the logic 
of Karl Wittfogel's ( 1957) theory of oriental despotism, one can render 
intelligible phenomena of vast scope and significance throughout the 
ancient world (Mitchell, 1973). It seems likely that there was a causal 
relationship between the size and importance of irrigation systems and 
the degree of centralization of political power (Wittfogel, 1972; Ser
vice, 1978:30). Large-scale control of irrigation and drainage in the big 
river valleys led to the hypertrophy of agro-managerial functions. More
over, since control over water amounted to control over the basic 
energy supply in the form of food calories, the agro-managerial elites 
had the power to annihilate all political dissenters. The hydraulic infra
structure also plausibly accounts for the cyclic nature of dynastic 
upheavals and restorations characteristic of the ancient riverine em
pires: reformatory movements aimed at alleviating peasant discontent 
could not avoid the reconstruction or extension of the waterworks and 
thus the restoration of the political forms determined by the hydraulic 
base. 

The theory oforiental despotism is not a theory which aims to 
explain only one type of ancient polity. It is aimed at explaining differ
ences as well as similarities, and it lends itself to this broader objective 
because it is concerned with measurable variables at the interface 
between culture and nature. Following Wittfogel's distinction between 
compact and loose hydraulic societies, plausible explanations of the 
differences between the ancient empires can be constructed in which 
hydrographic features, patterns of rainfall, and other environmental 
factors constitute important independent variables. The Nile and the 
Yellow River, for example, have very different kinds of channels and 
flood periods, and their hinterlands have very different potentials for 
rainfall agriculture (cf. Butzer, 1976). One expects a smaller and more 
compact form of hydraulic state in Egypt as compared with China 
simply because of the narrowness of the Nile's flood plain. Smaller 
irrigation systems may in fact not be amenable to state control and can 
exist in the midst of feudal or even chiefdom polities (Hunt and Hunt, 
1976). 

Wittfogel's theory can also be turned around to illuminate the 

I 
I 
I ,. 

The Scope of Cultural Materialist Theories · 105 

nature of state systems with rainfall agricultural infrastructures. Such 
states possess evolutionary potentials entirely different from hydraulic 
systems. Rainfall agriculture leads to dispersed, multicentered forms of 
production. Hence it is doubtful that any pristine state ever developed 
on a rainfall base. Most rainfall states were probably secondary forma
tions brought into existence to take advantage of the opportunity for 
trade and plunder created by the expansion of hydraulic empires (Fried, 
1967 ). Rainfall states during preindustrial times typically possessed 
loose feudal structures. In Europe, feudal kings remained weak com
pared with hydraulic emperors, since they could not prevent the rain 
from falling on friend and foe alike. Political decentralization in tum 
fostered the rise of independent merchant classes and the growth of 
private commercial interests, which further pluralized the balance of 
power. Given the small scale of the ancient Mediterranean city-states, 
their continuity with egalitarian forms of chiefdoms, and their con
tinued pluralism, the much-mystified roots of Western democracy can 
be brought within the compass of an intelligible process. We can also 
begin to understand why the Roman Empire, with its base in rainfall 
agriculture and control over trade routes, never completely lost its 
republican institutions; why the Roman hegemony over Europe lasted 
a mere half a millennium (compared with four millennia for China); 
and why when it fell apart ( due primarily to its growing dependence 
on cheap labor in the provinces and the depletion of resources at 
home), no one could manage to put it back together again. A similar 
line of reasoning leads from the continued importance of decentralized 
forms of agriculture in the post-Roman period; to the gradual filling up 
of northern Europe and the depletion of its resources by people and 
domestic animals; to the shift in political-economic power from agrar
ian to commercial interests; and on to the abortive attempt to create 
divine right despotisms in France; until we finally arrive at the peculiar 
set of conditions that underwrote the rise of the political economy of 
capitalism with its individualistic creeds, private conscience, and parlia
mentary politics. 

From a slightly different perspective, the same set of factors ex
plains why capitalism and parliamentary democracies did not and could 
not develop within the hydraulic states. Following Marx, one can say 
that feudalism was the necessary prerequisite for the emergence of 
capitalism. But contrary to the Leninist and Stalinist versions of dialec
tical materialism, it is clear that feudalism was incompatible with large
scale hydraulic systems. Only a decentralized mode of production could 
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have set the stage for the emergence of the pristine forms of capitalism. 
Feudalism of course has its political economic subtypes qualified by 

both natural and cultural features: seasonal precipitation patterns; crop 
inventories and proximity of other state societies, especially of large 
empires and their associated trade routes. Here the cultural materialist 
catches a glimpse of the probable causes of the slow rate of growth and 
special structures and superstructures of the secondary states that devel
oped in Africa south of the Sahara. As Jack Goody (1976) has empha
sized, African agriculture was much less productive than European 
agriculture. Indigenous agricultural modes of production were highly 
developed in West Africa. But the absence of grazing lands and the 
presence of the tsetse fly inhibited the husbandry of domestic animals. 
Hence the Mediterranean tradition of mixed farming and animal hus
bandry was never replicated in this or any other aboriginal African 
region south of the Sahara (Grigg, 1974). Horses did achieve impor
tance for the West African cavalry, but neither equines nor bovines 
could be raised cheaply enough to serve as plow animals. From which 
we get: the absence of the plow in West Africa; the use of the hoe as 
the principal agricultural implement; the survival of shifting forest 
agriculture and bush-following systems; and the relatively restricted 
energy base of the secondary trade states of Ghana, Mali, and Da
homey. This explains why the feudal polities of Africa were weaker, less 
centralized, and more egalitarian than their European counterparts, 
and why it was ultimately the Europeans who developed capitalism and 
enslaved the Africans rather than vice versa. 

The consequence of the absence of the plow ramify in many other 
directions. As Goody suggests, we can begin to lift the veil on puzzles 
such as why bride price is the characteristic mode of legitimizing 
marriages in Africa, whereas across preindustrial Europe and Asia, 
dowry was and is the predominant form of marital exchange. Given the 
greater extent of economic differentiation in the plow regions, marriage 
alliances functioned to consolidate property holdings within classes, 
estates, castes, and descent groups. As Goody explains, dowry is used 
to prevent property from passing out of privileged strata into less 
privileged strata. Bride price, on the other hand, expresses a greater 
willingness to share privileges compatible with a situation in which 
population density is relatively low, land is cheap, and the social dis
tance between rulers and commoners is not very great. 

But there is more to this than Goody sees for reasons to be discussed 
in Chapter 10. African elites use the bride price to establish and 
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consolidate alliances. As wife-givers, they receive wealth from, rather 
than give wealth to, each son-in-law. And they pay out for each son's 
wife. This system is predicated upon a much greater degree of equality 
between the sexes than in the dowry system. Dowry is unintelligible 
unless it is seen as an attempt to compensate husbands for the responsi
bility of supporting women whose productive and reproductive poten
tials are held in small esteem. The crucial question is: when will this 
be the case? A plausible answer: when intensification has proceeded to 
the point that the fecundity of women and further population increase 
endanger the standard of living. Dowry, in other words, is a symptom 
of acute reproductive pressure; while bride price is a symptom of the 
ability of the infrastructure to absorb more labor. By this route we 
return to the basic techno-environmental conjunction emphasized by 
Goody: on the one hand, plow agriculture, with its displacement of 
human labor by animal labor; and on the other hand, shifting cultiva
tion based on the hoe, in which human labor is more valuable than 
land. 

Many additional features of the Euro-Asian marital pattern can now 
be brought into focus: monogamy, patrilineal inheritance, primogeni
ture. Each declares the same thing: there is a shortage of land; more 
than one wife means too many heirs; inheritance must be restricted; 
the fecundity of women dissipates wealth and power. The logical culmi
nation of the devaluation of female fecundity among the Euro-Asian 
elites is the practice of female infanticide. From this we get, as I shall 
explain in greater detail in the next chapter, secondary hypogamous 
marriages or concubinage between elite men and subordinate women 
whose children cannot inherit. Make the shortage of land even more 
acute as in northern Uttar Pradesh and Tibet, and not only is there 
female infanticide but polyandry to boot (cf. Goldstein, 1978). 

One of the great puzzles of the social sciences is why India devel
oped its immensely complex system of stratified endogamous descent 
groups. Patterns of intensification in relation to resources again proba
bly furnish the key. One cultural materialist line of inquiry sets forth 
from the fact that medieval Europe also had a burgeoning system of 
caste distinctions characterized by endogamous unions among nobility, 
knights, serfs, merchants, and many smaller occupational groups 
(Goody, 1976:105). Such pluralities of economic interest groups reflect 
the decentralized structure of the rainfall agricultural polities character
izing both Europe and most of India. There are relatively few castelike 
groups in the irrigation states, whose rulers imposed a single set of laws 
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on everybody and, as in China, even encouraged upward mobility for 
talented people through competitive examinations. 

In Europe, the caste system was swamped by the development of 
entrepreneurial contracts, the bourgeoisie's challenge to hereditary 
privileges, and the breakthrough to capitalism. The reason for the 
hypertrophy of caste relations in India must therefore be situated inside 
a theory explaining why capitalism developed in Europe and not in 
India. 

Part of the answer to this question is that in northern India, espe
cially in the central Gangetic plain, the earliest states had a hydraulic 
base. From 600 B.C. to the Moslem conquest in 800 A.D., a series of 
irrigation empires ruled the northern regions but failed to establish 
permanent hegemony over the smaller southern kingdoms, which had 
highly productive rainfall farming systems. The feudal character of 
these southern Indian kingdoms is especially clear along the Malabar 
Coast, where no significant irrigation works were ever built (Mencher, 
1966; Namboodripad, 1967). By the fourteenth century a very vigorous 
form of mercantile capitalism had in fact begun to take root in Kerala, 
only to be nipped in the bud by a succession of Arab, Portuguese, and 
finally British conquests. India thus lay trapped between the internal 
plunder of hydraulic despotisms and the external plunder of capitalist 
imperialism. It is in the study of this drawn-out agony of internal and 
external exploitation that the solution to the puzzle of India's prolifer
ating castes may someday be found. 

Many of the structural and superstructural features of state societies 
can only be understood as reactions to the deepening misery of the 
lower castes and classes. Cultural materialism sees this misery as a 
composite result of politico-economic exploitation and Malthusian 
penalties. Initially pristine states probably enjoyed improved standards 
of living. But the temptation to use extra calories to feed extra children 
was irresistible, especially since child labor on irrigated lands could be 
made energetically profitable when children reached age six. Within a 
few hundred years, standards of living would begin to fall (Angel, 1975; 
Armelago and McArdle, 1975; Polgar, 1972; Dumond, 1975), and the 
peasants could be expected to take measures to slow their rate of growth 
by all available techniques. But because of the pressures of taxation and 
because of the state's encouragement of large families, the leveling off 
of population growth in the great circumscribed river valleys of China, 
India, Southeast Asia, Mesopotamia, and Egypt probably occurred at 
a point much closer to carrying capacity than had been characteristic 
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of hunter-collector or early village societies. Therefore, despite the 
introduction of the plow and improvements in hydraulic engineering, 
poverty increased. The relentless intensification demanded by the ne
cessity of feeding tens of millions of people where previously only 
thousands had lived steadily depleted forests, soils, and water resources. 
One general symptom of deepening misery was the growing scarcity of 
the flesh of domesticated animals, which had been consumed freely in 
the chiefdoms and earliest Euro-Asian states. The tabooing of the flesh 
of the pig in the Near East and India and of the cow in India should 
be seen in this context. I shall not elaborate on the explanation of these 
taboos here, since I discuss this matter at some length in the chapters 
on structural Marxism and structuralism. 

The great universalistic religions can also best be understood as 
products of the misery the Old World imperial systems created in their 
futile attempt to relieve reproductive pressures by intensification, ex
ploitation, and warfare. 

Under Confucianism, the Chinese emperors recognized that the 
strength of the kingdom lay in the well-being of the peasant masses. 
Love and mercy were seen for the first time as the source of strength 
and power. No longer capable of acting out the role of great provider
redistributors, the elites increasingly favored contetnpbfive and ascetic 
solutions to poverty. Redistribution became spiritualized, and the great 
redistributors became great believers. Enormous reformatory move
ments or "revitalizations" swept across Eurasia. In India, where the 
misery was most intense, Buddhism preached the overthrow of the 
hereditary priesthoods, declared poverty a virtue, outlawed the slaugh
ter of vital plow animals, and converted the de facto vegetarianism of 
the semi-starved peasants into a spiritual blessing. Similar reformatory 
movements interacting with Buddhism arose in China in the form of 
Taoism and at approximately the same time in Persia in the form of 
Mithraism. All of these universalistic spiritualizing religions were co
opted by imperial elites and spread by conquest. Christianity was the 
form in which the spiritualization of the state's redistributive functions 
expressed itself during the terminal cancer of the Roman Empire. It 
acquired its specific messianic motif because it originated during a 
colonial struggle in which the Jews expected to be led to military victory 
and to the founding of their own empire by a supernatural emissary 
(Harris, 1974). Islam is another case of revitalization through messianic 
redemption. Similar movements dominate much of subsequent Euro
pean history, crop up independently in China, and figure prominently 
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in the history of Euro-American colonialism, as in the Ghost Dance 
and the cargo cults. 

The demystification of the world religions begins with this simple 
fact: Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, and 
Islam prospered because the ruling elites who invented or co-opted 
them benefited materially from them. By spiritualizing the plight of the 
poor, these world religions unburdened the ruling class of the obligation 
of providing material remedies for poverty. By proclaiming the sacred
ness of human life and the virtue of compassion toward the humble and 
weak, they lowered the cost of internal law and order. At the same time, 
by convincing enemy populations that the purpose of the state was to 
spread civilization and a higher moral code, they substantially lowered 
the cost of imperial conquests. This is not to deny that at various times 
and places the underclasses also benefited materially from the revitali
zations and reforms that were integral to the pristine initiatives of the 
founders of each movement. The Buddhist-Hindu sacred cow complex, 
for example, protected millions of small, marginal farmers from the loss 
of a vital instrument of production. One can no more say that every
thing that arose in the name of the universalistic spiritual religions 
exclusively served the interests of the ruling classes than one can say 
that everything done in the name of the emperor or the king was 
inimical to the welfare of the common citizen. But the stratified nature 
of state-level structures and superstructures means precisely that noth
ing that significantly benefits the lower strata can endure unless it 
benefits the upper strata even more. 

An important component in the spiritualization of the Old World 
imperial systems was the development of the taboo on human flesh. 
With domestic animals available for slaughter and later for milking, 
Old World prisoners of war were more valuable as a source of man
power than as a source of protein (cf. Gelb, 1972, 1973). We know that 
human sacrifice was gradually replaced by animal sacrifice. As animals 
became scarcer, however, the universalistic religions came to ban ani
mal sacrifice as well. In India the caste that had formerly had a monop
oly over the slaughter of cattle became the caste that was most devoted 
to preventing any further consumption of beef (seep. 248ff). And in 
ancient Israel, after 200 A.D. the temple at Jerusalem literally ran out 
of animals suitable for ceremonial slaughter. In the New World, the 
paucity of domesticated animals in Mesoamerica has plausibly been 
linked to the capture, sacrifice and eating of large numbers of enemy 
soldiers (Harner, 1977). Harner's critics have failed to see that this 
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theory is a theory of why the Aztec religion did not taboo the consump
tion of human flesh. Harner's (1978) rejoinder, in addition to correct
ing the errors in the arguments leveled against him, emphasizes the fact 
that sources of animal protein available to other state societies were 
either absent or unusually depleted and degraded among the Aztecs. 
Hence the failure to develop a taboo on human flesh. This explanation 
does not, as some critics suppose (Marshall Sahlins, 1978), depend on 
proving that prisoners of war were cheaper than beans. Rather, it 
depends on proving that the depletion and degrading of alternative 
sources of animal protein was more intense in the Aztec case than in 
the generality of state societies in which human flesh came to be 
tabooed. In the context of this dispute nothing could be more absurd 
than to argue that the Aztecs remained cannibals because of "motiva
tional factors, such as religion" (Ortiz de Montellano, 1978:616). I shall 
return to this case in the final pages of this book. 

Recent Evolution of State Systems 

THUS FAR I have discussed the corpus of cultural materialist 
theories about band, village, chiefdom, and archaic state societies. 
Cultural materialist principles are equally relevant for understanding 
what has been happening in the world during the past five hundred 
years, down to the present global crisis of East, West, and third-world 
power blocks, resource depletion, the struggle for alternative sources of 
energy, and the politico-economic consequences of new centralized 
industrial modes of production. 

All of these issues demand an understanding of the origins of capi
talism. Following Richard Wilkinson's (1973) analysis, the develop
ment of capitalism in Europe can be seen largely a response to the 
depletion of the resources upon which Europe's feudal mode of produc
tion had been based. Unfettered by the agro-managerial bureaucracies 
of the irrigation empires, yet enjoying a highly productive form of 
mixed farming, Europe was uniquely situated to attempt to solve the 
crisis of overintensification by the use of labor-saving machinery. But 
as Wilkinson shows, each new set of inventions imposed damaging 
demands on the environment which had to be repaired with another 
set of inventions. I shall not attempt to sketch in all of the ramifications 
of the capitalist mode of production. Every aspect of society's structure 
and superstructure from family to sex roles to religion was torn apart, 
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rearranged, and constructed anew as the specific requirements of profit
making enterprises interacted with the labor and resources available at 
particular times and places all over the globe. The insatiable need for 
cheap labor, raw materials, and markets, interacting with local material 
conditions, determined the rise and fall of slavery, peonage, migratory 
and wage labor, and homesteading settlements in Africa, the Americas, 
and Oceania (cf. Wallerstein, 1974). As I tried to show in an earlier 
volume (Harris, 1964), the examination of specific capitalist infrastruc
tures interacting with specific demographic and ecological conditions 
can lead to plausible theories explaining why slavery was the predomi
nant form of capitalist plantation labor systems; why slaves were taken 
out of Africa to work on plantations in the New World; why slaves were 
not used in highland Mexico and the Andes; why the system of fiestas 
and cargos developed in these regions (cf. Wasserstrom, 1978; Rus, 
1978); why Brazil did not develop a system of racial identity based on 
descent; why race antagonisms in the United States emically over
shadow class antagonisms; and why the melting pot failed in North 
America but succeeded elsewhere (cf. Despres, 1975:113). 

Similar attention paid to the specific cost-benefits of different capi
tal and labor systems in the far-flung quarters of the globe yield plausi
ble theories of development and underdevelopment. To protect their 
own textile industries, for example, the British crushed the industrial 
revolution in India (Edwardes, 1967'.88ff:); the Dutch used Indonesia 
for plantation crops and destroyed the indigenous merchant classes 
( Geertz, 1963 ); and Portugal's "development" investments con
tributed to the steady underdevelopment of Africa (Harris, 1972). 
Meanwhile Japan, alone among the advanced feudal societies to escape 
the thralldom of European economic penetration, achieved an ad
vanced form of industrial capitalism in a mere fifty years (Geertz, 
1963). 

Infrastructural cost-benefits in the neocolonial regions also pro
vide plausible keys to such phenomena as the population explosion, 
the demographic transition, peasant conservatism, and the failure of 
modernization programs. Capitalism's demand for labor, cash crops, 
and raw materials upset the demographic balance throughout the 
world. Although much research remains to be done, it appears 
likely that the current population explosion is essentially a manifes
tation of the extraordinary demand for labor unleashed by the ex
pansion of capitalist markets. Population continues to grow despite 
a general decline in standards of living in high-density areas because 
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large families continue to be relatively profitable, given the present
day. mixture of cash f~rming and wage labor (Mamdani, 1973; 
White, 1976; Nag, White, and Peet, 1978). Similarly, the failure of 
moder~ization pro~rams such as the "green revolution" probably 
have little to do with peasant ideologies but much to do with diff
erential class-biased access to petrochemical and hydraulic inputs 
(Franke, 1974; Hewitt de Alcantara, 1976). 

Meanwhile the population growth rate in the developed countries 
is moving steadily downward as the cost to parents for rearing children 
to adulthood rises beyond $100,000 per child, and the expected long
term economic benefits fall to zero (Minge-Kalman, 1978). In the 
United States this is happening at the same time that resources are 
bein~ depleted and domestic capital is flowing overseas at an increasing 
rate m search of cheap labor, leading to inflation and the necessity for 
having two wage earners per middle-class family. From this we get quite 
plausibly the generation gap, the flamboyant redefinition of sex roles, 
delayed marriages, "shacking up," communes, homosexual couples, 
and one-person families. And from the general closing down of the 
American dream, which was founded on the rape of the previously 
unexploited resources of an entire continent, we get the revival of 
religious fundamentalism, astrology, and salvation in or from outer 
space. To this I would add, as a final ideological product of a decaying 
infrastructure, the growing commitment of the social sciences to re
search strategies whose function it is to mystify sociocultural 
phenomena by directing attention away from the etic behavioral infras
tructural causes. 

An Important Reminder 

THE ABOVE SET of macro theories is not intended to show that 
cultural materialism has found the answer to every conceivable ques
tion that one might want to ask about sociocultural phenomena. Nor 
is it even intended as a display of a representative body of cultural 
materialist theories.* No doubt other cultural materialists will want 
to substitute their own theories for many that I have presented 

*Conspicuously unrepresented, for example, are the theories of cantometrics and 
choreometrics which link aspects of music, song and dance to the evolution of subsist
ence (Lomax et al., 1968; Lomax and Arensberg, 1977). 
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here. Rather, the point is that these theories have broad scope and 
wide applicability and are logically interconnected and coherently 
related. The reason for this is that they all implicate the infrastruc
ture, distinguish between etic and emic phenomena, and are dia
chronic as well as synchronic, pan-global and pan-human. 

' ' 

The Alternatives 


