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6.0 OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit you will be able to:

 describe the notions of hunting and food gathering and the nature of these

societies.

 discuss the characteristics of hunting and gathering societies.

 explain the economic aspects of hunters and gatherers.

 discuss the social and political organization of hunters and food gatherers; and

 explain the socio-cultural dynamics of hunting and gathering societies.
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Hunting and gathering is a way of living characterised by their mode of

subsistence. This unit primarily focuses on living patterns of hunting and gathering

societies. It elucidates the basics of hunting and gathering societies through

pointing out their chief characteristics. The unit also informs about the mode of

economy of the hunting and gathering societies through exploring various

activities that hunters and gatherers engage in. These activities which ranges

from the survival tactics they use to the use of tools to the bounded environment

which determines the rights of hunters and gatherers over the available resources.

It illustrates the socio-political set up of these societies in addition to throwing

light on the socio-cultural aspects of these societies.

6.2 HUNTING AND GATHERING

Human beings since ages have survived a varied number of different types of

societies. Scholars who attempted to study these societies since beginning usually

refer to six different forms of societies. These societies are characterised by the

use of technology. One such society is hunting and gathering society. Human

beings categorised under the hunting and gathering societies rely heavily on animal

hunting, fishing, or collecting seeds and other plant extracts for their survival.

They exploit natural resources which are their chief modes of survival, and

anthropologists call such category of people as hunters and gatherers (Bettinger,

1991). These societies were completely dependent on their immediate natural

surroundings. Hunters and gathers strive collectively to get a hunt. They would

equally divide their work (the hunting practice) among its members and store

some part of their hunt for consumption in times of crisis (Testart, 1982). The

hunt includes animals as well as fruits and vegetables from the forest. These

societies are also characterised by gendered division of labour. While the male

members generally travel larger distances for a big hunt, females would gather

plants, hunt small animals, and engage in household chores such as child rearing.

Female members would also aid in the protection of their tribe from the rivals.

Also being identified as tribal groups, the members of hunter and gatherer societies

share an inherited legacy as well as shared traditions. In order to sustain their

culture, they would go to any extent even to sacrificing their individuality.

Box 6.1

Archaeological excavations in recent times, using laser technology and other

improved satellite techniques discovered that the notion that women were not

engaged in big animal hunting was not actually correct, since some of the

human skeletons discovered associated with large or big animal hunting were

found to be that of females rather then males. Therefore modern technologies

have refined the earlier scientific beliefs or contentions.

Hunters and gatherers are the tribal nomads who keep moving from place to

place in search of animals. During hunting, they live in caves or set up their

shelter from the branches and leaves of big trees and settle down as communities.

They settle down at a place where they anticipate the environment will offer
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tools such as stone, wood, bone, etc and the method of making tools was simple.

Hunters and gatherers were knowledgeable people in the sense that they would

understand the behaviour of animals as well as the growing process of plants

(Pappu, 2004). They would trade their natural extracts with other forms of societies

such as agriculturalists and pastoralists and thus establish an exchange relationship

with them.

6.3 CHARACTERISTICS OF HUNTING AND

GATHERING SOCIETIES

From the discussion detailed above, we can derive the following characteristics

of hunting and gathering societies:

6.3.1 Family as Primary Unit

Primarily, the basic component of a society consists in a collection of people

who stay in small numbers within a single family. Different groups in a society

share common kinship ties. These societies are predominating among other social

organizations which exist in the closest vicinity. This kind of social structure was

found among hunters and gatherers only and it sustained only until the arrival of

agricultural societies.

6.3.2 Larger territories

Hunting and gathering societies are generally spread over larger distances. Every

unit in hunting and gathering society camps at a distance from the other. The

total population of each society is far less than was found among the succeeding

form of society. Hunters and gathers rely on natural resources both wild animals

and wild plants for food and the primary site for these resources is the territory

they occupied.

6.3.3 Headman as legal authority

No single unit in hunting and gathering societies have any prescribed formal

laws. However there are collectively elected headmen usually two in number in

each hunting and gathering group, who hold the position and govern them

(Maisels, 2005). The headmen generally are more authoritative than other men.

Headmen however cannot order members of his band to get his wishes fulfilled.

Each group has its own behavioural codes, which at times apply to all the groups

in the larger hunting and gathering society.

6.3.4 Natural resources as the source of food

Food is the centre of discussion while one engages with hunting and gathering

societies since it determines their way of living. The main source for the collection

of food among hunters and gatherers is the natural environment where they gather

or hunt. It is not cultivated or produced by these societies. However, there are

few hunters and gatherers found in countries other than India who engage in

crop cultivation also but their primary mode of subsistence is hunting and

gathering.
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6.3.5 Exchange relations

Hunting and gathering societies preserve certain food resources but there is a

limit to it. At the same time, each hunting and gathering band has access to some

particular type of natural resource which they consume as food. Therefore to

acquire other varieties of food, they exchange the food they have more access to

with other bands having access to different resources. This exchange system

takes place through reciprocity and in the form of gifts. This kind of exchange

relationship is significant since it does not involve exchange for money but it is

more of a commodity in exchange of commodity.

6.3.6 Division of labour

Among hunters and gatherers, there is a gendered division of labour i.e. between

two sexes rather than within one sex. However, aging is also sometimes a reason

for the unequal division of labour among them. Adult males from various units

almost perform the same. Similarly, adult women from various units perform the

same. However the nature of performance varies from male to female adults.

Women usually engage in the collection of plants for food. They care and nurture

their children. Men on the other hand take up the task of hunting big animals in

the wild. There are also aged males, who usually do not engage in any labour.

Check Your Progress 1

1. Define hunters and gatherers?

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

2. What is their primary mode of survival?

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

3. Hunters and gatherers are non-nomads. True (     ) False (      )

4. The prime authority in hunting and gathering societies is called ......................

5. Mention six main features of hunting and gathering societies.

.................................... .................................... ....................................

.................................... .................................... ....................................

6.4 ECONOMIC ASPECTS OF HUNTING AND

GATHERING SOCIETIES

The primary modes of economy for hunting and gathering societies comprises

their methods of subsistence such as hunting, gathering, collecting weeds, fishing,

and so on. Other than the forest produce which they consume and trade for

economic purposes, hunters and gatherers also rely on rivers and sea as the sources

of food. However, they have no control over these resources. What are their

survival strategies; what tools do they use; their nomadic character; as well as

property rights are discussed below?



81

Hunting and Gathering6.4.1 Survival strategies of hunters and gatherers

Hunting and gathering societies are often identified through ways they collect

their food. The means of subsistence is the defining character of these societies.

This criterion to define the hunting and gathering societies also determines their

means of economy (Jochim, 1981). However their means of economy cannot be

narrowed down to the means of subsistence only. Hunters and gatherers also

engage in other activities for economy such as tools making, handicrafts, baskets,

clothes, weapons, and so on. Generally, people belonging to hunting and gathering

societies engage in various economic activities which can be grouped into three

broad forms: (i) collecting food resources; (ii) transformation and preservation

of food resources and (iii) the production of other items of daily use. Hunters and

gatherers during the pre-historic times engaged in all these three economic

activities however their survival strategy involves the collection of food resources

only among these three economic activities.

6.4.2 Tools in hunting and gathering societies

From the pre-historic times, hunters and gatherers made tools out of stones. They

would carve the stones to transform them into sharpened ones and use them for

cutting purposes. However there was refinement in the technology used for hunting

and gathering in the latter periods. Stone technology was replaced by bone

technology. Hunters and gathers used bones to invent bow and arrows, fish hooks,

harpoons, and so on in addition to the domestic tools such as ivory needles. The

invention of these tools in itself saw transformations in terms of their shifting

phases which differ over different periods in the history such as from rough tools

in paleolithic period, microlithic tools in Mesolithic period and polished tools in

Neolithic period (Maisels, 2005). The latter stages of hunters and gatherers can

be characterised through the use of metallic tools which too had a chronology in

terms of their usage by these societies such as hunters and gatherers initially

relied on copper for making tools and the corresponding stage is called as copper

age. This was followed by bronze age and finally the iron age.

Activity 1

Visit a Natural History Museum and record the details about evolution of life

on earth and human societies. Discuss with your peer in the Study Centre and

write an essay on it.

6.4.3 Geographical flexibility

Hunters and gatherers generally travel from one region to another depending

upon the availability of resources. This regional movement ensures the least

depletion of food resources around various geographical locations. They move

from high altitude regions to low altitude regions seasonally following the

depletion of resources at either of the sites. Such a kind of mobility is called as

radiating mobility and occurs due to the deficiency of resources. However the

depletion in the kind of resources acts as a forcing agent to look for alternate

resources, which is a kind of compensation for the reduction in resources. Relying

on alternate resources involves hunters and gatherers shifting their food resource

preferences. For example, the deficiency in forest crops may force them to rely

more on animal hunting. However they simultaneously engage in crop collection
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which is not available in abundance. This kind of mobility is found among hunters

and gatherers having various means of subsistence.

6.4.4 Right over natural resources

Hunting and gathering societies are generally small collection of people who

have a collective right over the resources available within the geographical

landscape they inhabit. Members from other hunting and gathering societies are

not allowed to hunt or collect wild crops into a territory occupied by others. They

however exchange the products with other hunting and gathering societies and

this exchange takes place in the form of gifts. Thus their relationship with the

members of neighbouring societies is jovial. Since hunters and gatherers reply

heavily on the land they dwell in for their survival, therefore they are very cognisant

about the right to use land resources. However because the resources are most

often scattered across vast land, therefore different hunting and gathering societies

have access to either only one form of resource or they may have access to varieties

of resources however there is always a dominating. For example, if a band has

more access to fishing, another band will most likely have least access to fishing

because of their occupation of a territory. Within their territory, they may have

more access to other resources say wild plants or wild animals. Such a circulation

of access to resources ensures cordial relations among various groups through

the exchange of goods and through the formation of marital ties.

There are however instances when hunters and gatherers exclusively own

resources. This aspect of rights over resources becomes apparent when resources

are available in abundance.

6.5 SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF HUNTING AND

GATHERING SOCIETIES

The social organization of hunters and gatherers can be determined through their

kinship ties and the patterns of sharing resources. These are discussed below:

6.5.1 Simple social system

Hunting and gathering societies generally form extremely simple social systems

and these societies are capable to satisfy their subsistence requirements. Due to

this feature of hunters and gatherers, Sahlins calls them original affluent society.

Various units within a particular hunting and gathering society are categorized

through kinship ties especially the ones recognised through paternal lines however

kinship sometimes is formed through female lineages also. Kinship ties are the

foremost feature of these societies and an important source of social organization.

Hunting and gathering societies rely more on kinship ties because of their

collective surviving strategies. There are no specific roles for a particular member

of these societies which could benefit them economically. As such there are certain

members who engage in arrow-making or any other activity but these activities

are for collective interest. Their primary role for economic gains is hunting and

gathering. The other basis for a specialized role entails the gendered division of

labour as mentioned earlier according to which men go for hunting while women

collect forest vegetation. Other than this, women also engage in a kind of skilled

labour involving stitching of clothes for members of a band. In general, both

men and women contribute to their mode of subsistence.
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At the same time, hunters and gatherers extensively share their food and other

resources with members of their kinship group as well as with those they have

friendly ties with. Kinships are at the base of formation of bonds among hunters

and gatherers which is realized through marital ties. These ties sometimes serve

as a means of subsistence when there is depletion of natural resources and the

hunters return empty-handed. In such critical situations, other members of who

got sufficient resources for consumption likely share it with those who got nothing.

There are other critical instances also where none of the band’s members able to

go for hunt. In such cases, they request members of other groups to hunt for them

and allow them to collect resources from their territory.

6.6 POLITICAL ORGANIZATION OF HUNTERS

AND GATHERERS

Political organasiation amongst the hunters and gatherer societies have varied

from being based on simple social organisations to quite complex social

organisations. Here we have explained the different features of both.

6.6.1 Extremely simple political organization

In hunting and gathering societies, there is a headman who is recognised as an

authority in a band. Headman is the one among the members of a band who is the

most senior and possesses charismatic qualities. Headman in hunting and gathering

societies cannot issue orders but convince members of his band. Generally the

decisions are quite egalitarian. Opinions from both the sides, in times of dispute,

are properly heard. However to claim that all hunting and gathering societies

have simple political organization is not true. There are certain hunting and

gathering societies found in Northwest Coast who engage in salmon fishing.

They preserve salmons which are available to them easily. These societies have

commanding chiefs as their leaders and therefore their political system is not

simple. Lack of leader in times of intra-group and inter-group disputes are

sometimes fatal. Some scholars claim that these disputes may sometimes result

in murders and this is common among both politically simple and complex hunting

and gathering societies. These societies are considered as peaceful societies, but

their murder rate is quite high the result being the difference of opinion with the

leader. Inter-familial disputes often result in splitting of larger groups who

consequently create their own groups which are small in size.

Activity 2

Go to a library and get the books by Sir E.Evans Pritchard on “The Nuers”

Read the book and write on essay of two pages on their political organization.

Discuss this with your Academic Counsellor and your peers at the Study Center.

6.6.2 Problems in inter-band or intercultural relations

Hunting and gathering societies are characterised by the kinship relations and

this keeps them bounded within a territory. This inter-band relationship is not

governed by any representative authority. Every neighbouring band has its own
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headman who shields the entire band and implements certain prescribed rules or

punishes its members who do not conform to their rules. However there were

conflicts between different hunting and gathering bands which were mostly based

on resources. There was competition among different bands also with regard to

the nature of resources they hunt or gather in the wild. For example the competition

was among various hunting groups. The locus of competition was who can hunt

bigger animals or who would collect quality crops from the forest and in large

quantity. As a result of this competition, scholars have often pointed out that

there was a fair amount of inter-band conflict existent among hunters and gatherers.

This conflict oriented competition over resources was prevalent among neighbours

who do not fall in their kinship group. However owing to minimal political

effectiveness, the conflicts would not last long. This unfriendly relationship among

non-kinship bands in hunting and gathering societies did not affect their exchange

relationship with non-kinship bands.

6.7 SOCIO-CULTURAL DYNAMICS AMONG

HUNTERS AND GATHERERS

Hunting and gathering societies live in remarkably peaceful manner. They

generally promote self-reliance at an individual level however they sometimes

perform for the entire band or lend their hand to the neighbouring bands also.

They do not follow any strict mode of punishment in cases of inter-band or intra-

band conflicts. Hunters and gatherers have quite extreme demands to promote

individual hunting and gathering activities (Price and Brown, 1985). They nurture

their children in a manner that learn to respect the headman who is the powerful

authority in a band. This patterns of socialization favours very well to the living

patterns of hunters and gatherers.

At the same time, there are other hunting and gathering societies, small in size,

who do not have specialization in particular activities. They learn through certain

cultural practices such as carving stones or artwork on bones which they preserve

in the form of culture. This artistic handiwork which only a few band members

happen to learn is lost over a passage of time due to the lack of interest in the

preservation of culture. A common example of this sort of cultural negligence is

found among the hunting and gathering societies in Tasmania who later borrowed

their culture from Australian hunters and gatherers but lost them gradually.

Members in any hunting and gathering band obtain cultural traits through social

learning, a process which involves both imitating the elders and other senior

members as well as through practice involving experiments. Due to their inhibiting

political character, there is the cultural persuasion over the kind of political

organization they have. Material culture possesses greater amount of artistic

information and therefore it may be least affected by environmental and global

conditions in relation to the performance traits.

Check Your Progress 2

1. What are the means of economy for hunting and gathering societies?

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................
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........................................................................................................................

3. What do you mean by radiating mobility?

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

4. Members of any band can hunt and collect crops from the territory of others

also.

True (      ) False (      )

5. The political organization of hunting and gathering societies is generally

......................................

6.8 LET US SUM UP

In this unit, we discussed the fundamentals of hunting and gathering societies.

The unit offers a basic overview of the overall living patterns of hunters and

gatherers. It points out the basic characteristics of hunting and gathering societies

and also traces the economic aspects prevalent among hunters and gatherers

through the ways they carry their surviving strategies and the tools they use in

order to hunt and collect resources from their territory which is bounded. Hunting

and gathering societies have both social and political organizations. The unit

enlightens about their social organization through focussing on the two main

aspects of their social organization and further takes us into the political

organization among hunters and gatherers. Towards the end, the unit briefs about

the socio-cultural dynamics of hunting and gathering societies.
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6.10 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR

PROGRESS

Check Your Progress 1

1. Hunters and gatherers are the tribes characterised by their mode of subsistence.

2. The primary mode of survival for hunters and gatherers include hunting wild

animals and collecting crops from natural habitat.

3. False

4. Headman

5. 1) Family as primary unit 2) Larger territories

3) Headman as legal authority 4) Natural resources as the source of food

5) Exchange relations 6) Division of labour

Check Your Progress 2

1. The means of economy for hunting and gathering societies are tools making,

handicrafts, baskets, clothes, weapons in addition to hunting and crop

collection.

2. Microlithic tools

3. Radiating mobility means movement from high altitude to low altitude regions

on a seasonal basis due to the depletion of resources.

4. False

5. Simple


