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All human societies have economic systems within which goods
and services are produced, distributed, and consumed. In one
sense, the economic aspect of culture is simply the sum of the
choices people make regarding these areas of their lives. Such
choices have important ramifications. For example, choosing
to become a farmer rather than an insurance broker may deter-
mine where you live, who you are likely to meet, and the sorts
of behaviors you will expect in your spouse and offspring. How-
ever, such choices are not unlimited; rather, they are constrained
by our cultures, traditions, and technologies. Furthermore, our
environments set the boundaries within which choices about
the production, distribution, and consumption of goods and
services are made.

Every society must have an economic system in the sense
that each group of people must produce, distribute, and con-
sume. Economics deals partly with things—with the tools used
to produce goods and the goods themselves. More important,
it deals with the relationship of things to people and people to
one another in the process of producing, distributing, and con-
suming goods. Anthropologists are interested in understanding
the relationship between the economy and the rest of a culture.
One aspect of this relationship is that culture defines or shapes
the ends sought by individuals and the means of achieving those
ends. Society and economy are interdependent in other ways.
The way in which production is organized has consequences for
the institution of the family and for the political system. For ex-
ample, in southern Mali, where most people live by agriculture
and where land is abundant, children can help farm when they
are very young. Thus, families tend to have as many children as
they possibly can. Large families can cultivate more land and
therefore are generally wealthier than small families. Their lead-
ers acquire the political power and social prestige that derives

from having wealth and numerous relations.
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Although economists often attempt to do so, it is difficult to separate the eco-

nomic system from the rest of culture. Economics is embedded in the total social pro-
cess and cultural pattern. In nonindustrial and kin-based societies, for example, few
groups are organized solely for the purpose of production; their economic activities are
only one aspect of what they do. Production is carried out by groups such as families,
larger kinship groups, or local communities. The distribution, exchange, and consump-

tion of goods is thus embedded in relationships that have social and political purposes

as well as economic ones.

Economic Behavior

We define economics as the study of the ways in which
the choices people make as individuals and as members
of societies combine to determine how their society uses
its scarce resources to produce and distribute goods and
services. The academic discipline of economics devel-
oped in a Western market economy, and there has been
much debate within anthropology over its applicability
to other cultures (Isaac 1993).

The idea of scarcity is a fundamental assumption of
Western microeconomic theory. Economists assume that
human wants are unlimited but the means for achieving
them are not. If this is correct, organizations and indi-
viduals must make decisions about the best way to apply
their limited means to meet their unlimited desires.
Economists assume that individuals and organizations
will make such choices in the way they believe will pro-
vide them with the greatest benefit. Economists call such
choices economizing behavior.

Some scholars have equated benefit with material
well-being and profit (see Dalton 1961). Will a business
firm cut down or expand its production? Will it purchase
a new machine or hire more laborers? Where will it lo-
cate its plant? Will it manufacture shoes or gloves? How
much will be spent on advertising its product? Such deci-
sions are assumed to be motivated by an analysis de-
signed to produce the greatest cash profit and are as-
sumed to be rational—that is, based on the desire to
maximize profit.

However, the notion of financial profit does not com-
pletely explain economic behavior. Consider a choice you
may make this evening. After you finish reading this chap-

economic system The norms governing production, distribution, and
consumption of goods and services within a society.

economics The study of the ways in which the choices people make
combine to determine how their society uses its scarce resources to
produce and distribute goods and services.

economizing behavior Choosing a course of action to maximize per-
ceived benefit.
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ter, you may well be confronted with a
series of decisions: Should you reread it
for better comprehension? Should you
study for another course? Call and get a
pizza delivered? Play with your kids?
Socialize with your friends? Take care of
that project for work? Get some sleep?
Of course, there are many other possi-
bilities.

You will make your choice based on
some calculation of benefit. However,
that benefit is not necessarily reducible to financial profit.
It is quite possible for you to believe that you would ulti-
mately make more money if you study and get higher
grades. However, your choice is set in a context in which
money is unlikely to be the most important element of
value; we value our friends, our children, our leisure time,
and many other things as well. If you choose to socialize
instead of hitting the books, your choice is rational be-
cause it is based on some calculation of your needs and
goals, but it need not lead to greater profit. If we were to
predict your behavior on the assumption that you will al-
ways act to increase your material well-being, our predic-
tions would often be wrong. We would do better by asking
what motivates you.

Just as you might value an evening spent with
friends over an “A” in this class, members of other cul-
tures might value family connections, cultural tradition,
social prestige, leisure time, or other things over mone-
tary profit. People everywhere make rational choices
based on their needs and their guesses about the future.
But culture, values, and institutions provide the frame-
work within which these choices are made. For example,
Western culture is dominated by capitalism. As a result,
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we place an extremely high value on wealth and material
prosperity. For us, it seems “natural” to think that these
goals are best achieved through earning money and us-
ing this to make purchases through the marketplace.
Thus, we are easily (although not exclusively) motivated
by money.

On the other hand, some other societies appear to be
in business for their health (Sahlins 1972). For example,
the Hadza live in an area of Tanzania with an abundance
of animal and vegetable food. They have considerable
leisure time but make no attempt to use it to increase
their wealth. Though they know how to farm, they don'’t
do it because it would require too much work (Woodburn
1968).

Leisure time is only one of the ends toward which
people expend effort. They may also direct their energies
toward increasing social status or respect. In Western
society, prestige is primarily tied to increased consump-
tion and display of goods and services, but this is not
universal. In many societies, prestige is associated with
giving goods away. Conspicuous consumers and stingy
people become objects of scorn and may be shunned or
accused of witchcraft (see Danfulani 1999, Offiong 1983
for examples). The notion that prestige can be gained
through giving is also well established in our own soci-
ety. Universities have buildings bearing the names of
their most generous donors, and Bill Gates is not only the
CEO of Microsoft, he is also the head of the world’s larg-
est charitable foundation.

To understand the economies of various cultures,
anthropologists face two related problems. First, they
must analyze the broad institutional and social contexts
within which people make decisions, and second, they
must determine and evaluate the factors that motivate
individual decision making.

One way we can think about any given economic
system is to consider a series of fundamental issues that
all societies must face. Because all societies must acquire
the food and other materials necessary to their lives, all
must engage in production. To do so, all societies must
acquire resources, such as land and water, and all must
have some system through which the rights to use such
resources are allocated.

However, resources in and of themselves do nothing.
Rather, people must be organized in specific ways to use
resources in the production of the goods and services.
Thus, each society has some system of organizing their
members to use the resources available to them. For ex-
ample, foragers rely on the plants and animals in their
environment. But, foragers never simply gather and eat
these randomly. In each group, specific groups of people
do specific tasks. Most often, men hunt and women
gather. Thus, they are organized to produce. Additionally,
people in all societies exchange and consume the prod-
ucts of production. Thus, each society has a system of
distribution and in each there are distinct styles and pat-

terns of consumption. In the remainder of this chapter
we will explore how different societies tackle the prob-
lems of allocating resources, organizing labor, and dis-
tributing and consuming the results of production.

Allocating Resources

The things that members of a society need to participate
in the economy are called productive resources, and access
to them is basic to every culture. People everywhere re-
quire access to land and water. Access to the knowledge
that allows one to make and use tools plays an important
role in all societies. There may be additional important
forms of knowledge that can be controlled as well, such
as the knowledge of healing, or of religious rituals. Ac-
cess to knowledge plays a critical role in modern Ameri-
can society. This is shown by the strong relationship be-
tween university degrees and income. Universities are
not the only place to get knowledge (and one gets a lot
more from universities than just knowledge). However, it
is clear that possession of a university degree and, hope-
fully the knowledge it implies, has a direct impact on
individuals” economic role in society. According to the
U.S. Department of Education, in 2006, Americans be-
tween the ages of 25 and 34 with bachelor’s degrees
earned 28 percent more than those with associate’s de-
gree and 50 percent more than those with only a high
school diploma (Planty et al. 2008).

An important point of contrast between economic
systems is the extent to which individuals and groups
have access to productive resources. In general, differen-
tial access to resources develops as population and social
complexity increase. In some societies, most people have
access to the resources necessary to survive and fully
participate in society. In others, access to these resources
may be exclusively or disproportionately invested in par-
ticular social groups. Again, examining access to knowl-
edge in the United States is instructive. Only 3 percent of
the students at America’s most selective universities
come from households in the lowest 25 percent of the
income scale; only 10 percent come from the bottom 50
percent (Economist 2005). This clearly shows that family
wealth plays a critical role in determining access to
knowledge and access to such knowledge plays a critical
role in future wealth and social position.

Small-scale economies have a limited number of pro-
ductive resources, and most everyone has access to them.
Large-scale societies have a great many more resources,
but access to them is limited. This can be seen by com-

productive resources Material goods, natural resources, or informa-
tion used to create other goods or information.
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paring access to resources among foragers, pastoralists,
horticulturalists, and agriculturalists.

Among foragers, weapons used in hunting animals and
tools used in gathering plants as well as the knowledge to
make and use these are productive resources. The tech-
nology is simple, and tools are made by hand. People take
great care to ensure that they have access to the tools
necessary for their individual survival. Among the Hadza
of Tanzania, men spend much time gambling. However,
a man’s bow, bird arrows, and leather bag are never
shared or gambled, because these items are essential to
survival (Woodburn 1998).

Besides knowledge and tools, land and water are the
most critical resources for foragers, and many forms of
land tenure are found among them. The requirements of
a foraging lifestyle generally mean that a group of people
must spread out over a large area of land. Hunting
grounds are not exclusively owned because flexible
boundaries have an adaptive value: ranges can be ad-
justed as the availability of resources changes in a par-
ticular area.

The abundance and predictability of resources also
affect territorial boundaries. Where resources are scarce
and large areas are needed to support the population, ter-
ritorial boundaries are not defended. Where resources are
more abundant and people move less, groups may be
more inclined to defend their territory (Cashdan 1989:42).

The Ju/hoansi of the Kalahari were typical foragers.
Although today most Ju/hoansi are settled, in earlier
times their camps were located near water holes, and the
area used by a local group was measured by one day’s
round-trip walk, about 12 miles. Each camp had a core
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area best conceived of as a circle with the water hole at
the center and a radius of about 6 miles. Points beyond
this were rarely used. Although camps were moved five
or six times a year, they were not moved far. Sometimes
the move was only a few hundred yards; the farthest
move was about 10 or 12 miles (R. Lee 1968). Ju/hoansi
territories were associated with long-standing residents
who were spoken of as owners. Although they did not
have exclusive rights to the land, their permission had to
be asked when others wished to use the land’s resources.
Such permission was rarely refused, although visitors
might be made to feel unwelcome (Cashdan 1989:41).

Hunters and gatherers require freedom of move-
ment not only as a condition of success in their search for
food but also as a way of dealing with social conflict.
Hunting bands are kept small in order to exploit the en-
vironment successfully. In such small groups, conflict
must be kept to a minimum. When arguments break out,
individuals can move to other groups without fear that
they are cutting themselves off from access to vital re-
sources. If land were individually or even communally
defended against outsiders, the freedom of movement in
hunting societies would be severely limited.

Among pastoralists, the most critical resources are livestock
and land. Access to grassland and water is gained through
membership in kin groups. Within pastoralist camps, all
members share equal access to pastures. It is this right of
access, rather than ownership, that is important.

Animals require a substantial investment in labor.
They must be tended and fed. In some cases corals or
other structures must be built to house them. When they
are ill, they must be cared for. If they are neglected, they
do not often survive. Thus, although all members of a
pastoral community have access to pasturage, animals
themselves are owned by individual families.

In pastoralist societies, animals are kept as wealth in
their own right. The prosperity and often the status of a
family are determined by the number of animals they
own. One result of this is animals are killed only infre-
quently, often as part of religious celebrations. Instead,
pastoralists live off of animal products such as milk and
blood. These products as well as the animals themselves
may be traded for grain or other goods.

In most places, pastoral tribes are migratory. In
mountainous and temperate regions, they spend the sum-
mers at high altitude and the winters in lower, warmer
pasturage. In highly seasonal tropical climates, they move
from dry season pastures to rainy season pastures.

The yearly migrations of pastoral people often tra-
verse the lands of agricultural people. In these cases, ac-
cesses to pasturage and migration routes are determined
through negotiation with local authorities. Contemporary
pastoralists often establish access to land by contracts with




the landowners of villages through which the
pastoralists move. These contracts, which must
be renewed every year, specify the rent for the
pasture, the borders of the area, and the date by
which the area must be vacated. However, pasto-
ralism and agriculture are very different life-
styles and conflict between pastoralists and sed-
entary villagers is not uncommon.

The yak-herding Drokba of northwestern
Tibet present an interesting historical example
of pastoralism. The Drokba were under the con-
trol of large Buddhist monasteries that owned
all the grassland in the area. Families were
granted rights to use pastures in return for tax
payments. Allocation of pastureland was re-
viewed every third year and altered to fit family
herd size and composition. The system worked
well because the land could be managed to
even out grazing (Barfield 1993:188).
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In addition to land, tools, and knowledge, horticultural-
ists often require storage facilities. In such societies, land
tends to be communally owned by an extended kin
group, although rights to use a piece of land may be
given to households or even individuals. For example,
among the Ibo, swidden farmers in Nigeria, no individual
owns land or has permanent rights to it. Instead, land is
vested in kinship groups and allocated to individuals by
leaders of these groups (Acheson 1989). But even the
group that has rights to use the land may not dispose of
it at will; land is “inalienable” and may not be sold. With
this type of land ownership, few people are deprived of
access to basic resources because almost every person
belongs to a land-holding group within the society.

In societies based on horticulture, the work involved
in clearing, cultivating, and maintaining the land is a
large investment and is more important than exclusive
title to the land. The rights to cleared and productive land
and to the products of that land are vested in those who
work it, most often the domestic group or household.
Because the user of the land may die while the land is
still productive, some system of inheritance of use rights
is usually provided for.

Among the Lacandon Maya in the highlands of Chi-
apas in Mexico, for example, individuals may farm any
unused piece of land. However, clearing virgin land is
very difficult, so individuals retain rights to land they
have cleared and are likely to reuse, even if it is not cur-
rently in production. People who migrate from the area
may lose rights to land they have cleared, but their family
retains ownership of any fruit trees that have been
planted on it. Should a man die after investing time and
labor in clearing and planting land, his wife and children
retain rights to use the land (McGee 1990).

Where population densities are low or large areas of
land are available for cultivation, rights to land use are very
loosely held. For example, among the Machiguenga of Peru,
a group with extensive lands, there is little sense of exclu-
sive territory (Johnson 1989:58). But when specific geo-
graphical conditions limit the amount of land available, or
when population pressures increase, land shortages do oc-
cur, as among the Enga in the Papua New Guinea high-
lands. There, the problem is dealt with primarily by war-
fare. Most Enga warfare is aimed at driving smaller, weaker
groups off their land and annexing it (Johnson 1989:62).
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In more politically and technologically complex societies,
agriculture comes to dominate production. In these soci-
eties, productive resources take many forms, including
complex tools and the technological knowledge required
to make them. Ownership of these critical resources may
be limited to a small group whose members thereby gain
power over others and control their labor.

In some societies, productive resources are continu-
ally reinvested in order to generate profit for their own-
ers beyond their subsistence needs. Such resources are
referred to as capital. Although the use of capital occurs in
many different sorts of societies (Berdan 1989), it be-
comes the principal form of economic organization in
capitalist societies (discussed later in this chapter).

capital Productive resources that are used with the primary goal of in-
creasing their owner’s financial wealth.
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Under conditions of intensive cultivation, the mate-

rial and labor investment in land becomes substantial.
However, large quantities of food are generated. This food
supports not only those who work the land but a large
nonagricultural population as well. In many cases, cities
and towns develop. Under these circumstances, land be-
comes a valuable (and limited) resource and individual
ownership or control of the land becomes common.
Individual land ownership may grow out of popula-
tion pressures that produce land scarcity and lead to in-
tensified methods of agriculture. Under these conditions,
communal control of land creates conflict as people be-
gin to grumble about not receiving their fair share. Those
who have improved the land are unwilling to see the in-
vestment of their labor revert to a kin-based pool. This
may be particularly true in the case of cash crops such as
coffee, which require long-term care and yield harvests
over many years. Individuals thus become tied to particu-
lar plots of land. In a study of land use and rights in the
New Guinea highlands, Brown and Podelefsky (1976)
found that individual ownership of land was correlated
with high population density and intensive cultivation.
Private or family ownership of rigidly defined fields
does not necessarily mean that landowners work their

household A group of people united by kinship or other links who
share a residence and organize production, consumption, and distribu-
tion among themselves.

150 | CHAPTER 7 |

fields. Instead, fields are usually rented to labor-
ers whose efforts support both themselves and
the landowners. For example, a study of a rural
village in Bangladesh showed that 48 percent of
families were functionally landless. Their mem-
bers had to rent land from large landowners or
work for others (Michael Harris 1991:151-155).
Under conditions such as these, a peasantry
emerges. Peasants are agriculturalists who are
integrated into large state-level societies (see
Chapter 6). Part of what peasants produce is
taken by a ruling class in the form of rents and
taxes. In some cases, peasants may hold land by
usufruct right. In this case, an individual or fam-
ily has the right to use a piece of land and, in
most cases, may pass this right to descendants,
although the land cannot be sold or traded.
However, in most places the peasants’” access to
land is contingent on payment of rents. Such
peasants can be dispossessed if they fail to pay
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rent or if the landowner finds a more profitable use for
their land.

In societies with peasantries, landowners rather than
cultivators are able to claim most of the surplus. Land-
owners enjoy higher levels of consumption and stan-
dards of living based on rents and services they receive
from the peasants. Landowners use these surpluses to
command the services of craft workers, servants, and
sometimes armed forces. Agriculture therefore tends to
be associated with a political organization characterized
by a ruling landowning class and with occupational
specialization.

Most current-day societies rely on agriculture but, as
we saw in the previous chapter, in many of them only a
miniscule percentage of the population are involved in
farming. Therefore, access to productive land is not im-
portant for most people. In wealthy nations, most people
earn their livelihood by working for wages for businesses
and other organizations that provide goods and services.
These are usually organized as capitalist enterprises.

Organizing Labor

In small-scale preindustrial and peasant economies, the
household or some extended kin group is the basic
unit of production and of consumption (B. White 1980).
The household is an economic unit—a group of people
united by kinship or other links who share a residence
and organize production, consumption, and distribution
of goods among themselves. A household is different
from a family because it may include lodgers, servants,
and others who are not counted as family members.
Household members use most of the goods they produce
themselves.
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Households and kin groups do seek financial gain
but this is not their primary purpose. Their goals are of-
ten social or religious rather than monetary. Labor is not
a commodity bought and sold in the market; rather, it is
an important aspect of membership in a social group.
The labor that people both perform and receive situates
them with respect to others in their family and gives
them both a sense of identity and meaning.

The gendered division of labor is a good example of
the relationship between work and identity. In all human
societies, some tasks are considered appropriate for
women and others appropriate for men. At some level,
the sexual division of labor is biological because only
women can bear and nurse children. Thus, caring for in-
fants is almost always primarily a female role and usually
central to female identity (see Nielsen 1990:147-168).
Beyond this, there are few jobs that are universally iden-
tified as male or female work. However, in almost all so-
cieties some sorts of work are considered proper only for
men and others proper only for women. And these jobs
are important elements of male or female identity. For
example, in Aztec Mexico weaving was basic to female
identity. Newborn girls were presented with tools for
weaving, and weaving equipment was placed with
women when they died (Brumfiel 1991, 2006:866). On the
other hand, in most West African societies, weaving is
considered a male task, part of male identity.

In Western society, work also has very important
social implications. Of course people work to put food on
their table and a roof over their head. But, as anthropolo-
gist Pamela Crespin notes, in our society an individual’s
self-image and social status is bound up with work. Job-
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Sex-role specialization in craft activities varies cross-culturally. In Ghana, men

do the weaving, but in the Navajo nation, weaving is a woman’s task.

lessness or the inability to earn a living wage diminishes
an adult’s identity and status (2005:20). This is a particu-
larly important issue in a nation such as the United
States, where, in May 2009, the government reported that
14.5 million people, 9.4 percent of the workforce, were
unemployed (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2009).

Economic organization by household can be con-
trasted with organization by firm. A firm is an institution
composed of kin and/or non-kin that is organized primar-
ily for financial gain. Individuals are usually tied to firms
through the sale of their labor for wages. Labor is thus a
commodity, bought and sold on the market. A firm does
not produce goods for the use of its members; the items
it produces are sold for profit.

In economies where households are the units of pro-
duction, there can be little economic growth. Households
cannot easily expand or contract as the economy fluctu-
ates. They cannot easily fire their members or acquire
new ones. Thus, large-scale production and distribution
systems tend not to develop under such conditions.
Firms, on the other hand, are geared toward economic
growth. Their decision making is motivated primarily by
financial gain. Their goal is to find the mix of capital and
labor that will most increase the firm’s financial value to
its owners. This usually means that firms wish to in-
crease their size indefinitely.

firm An institution composed of kin and/or non-kin that is organized
primarily for financial gain.
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Traditionally, Indian society is organized into occupational castes
and these are arranged hierarchically. Here, Dhobi, members of the
washerman caste, ply their trade in Mumbai. The dhobi’s low rank
in the caste hierarchy is linked to their handling of materials con-

taminated by unclean matter.

Households and firms are not mutually exclusive. In
fact, economists often model society in terms of firms
and households. Firms, even very large ones, may be con-
trolled by a single family or a small group of families.
Further, firms often use the vocabulary of family and
team to promote their goals. As Casey (1999:156) notes,
firms from supermarket chains to hospitals and airlines
promote themselves as communities, inviting employees
and customers to “come join our family.” Thus economic
relationships between employers and employee or firm
and customer are partially disguised by ideas about social
relationships within a family or household.

cialization Iin Compliex S0

Among hunter-gatherers and most horticulturalists, all
adult men and women are actively engaged in the quest
for food. Technologies are simple and do not require
skills beyond those that can be learned through informal
socialization. The few specialists (for example, religious
practitioners) are usually also engaged in food and tool
production. The characteristic division of labor is not by
job but by age and sex.

The division of labor in society becomes more spe-
cialized and complex as the population increases and
agricultural production intensifies. This is particularly
the case where a society is dependent on grain agricul-
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ture. Grains are hard, durable, and stor-
able. Landlords and rulers who are able to
control them have access to wealth and
power in new and important ways and can
support many people. Occupational spe-
cialization spreads through society as indi-
viduals are able to exchange their services
or the products they produce for food and
wealth. Specialists are likely to include
soldiers, government officials, and mem-
bers of the priesthood as well as artisans,
craftsmen, and merchants.

Traditional areas of contemporary In-
dia provide an excellent example of occu-
pational specialization. There, only people
belonging to particular hereditary kinship
groups can perform certain services or
produce certain kinds of goods. Literally
thousands of specialized activities—wash-
ing clothes, drumming at festivals, presid-
ing over religious ceremonies, making
pots, painting pictures—are traditionally performed by
specific named hereditary groups called castes (see Chap-
ter 12, “Stratification,” page 282).

Much of the world’s population today lives in indus-
trial or postindustrial societies and almost everyone is a
specialist of one kind or another. A quick glance at the
Yellow Pages of the phone book of a major American city
gives a good indication of the degree of specialization in
American society. Each entry represents at least one
specialty.

Industrialism and the high degree of specialization it
requires have produced unprecedented material wealth.
There is no doubt that more people today have more ac-
cess to more goods and services than ever before in the
history of humanity. However, specialization can also
take a large physical and emotional toll on members of a
society. Since the beginnings of the Industrial Age, many
factory jobs involved repetitious and mind-numbing la-
bor often performed under hazardous conditions. In the
American automobile plants of the early 20th century,
for example, almost all skilled tasks were mechanized.
Workers simply inserted pieces into machines, turned a
switch, and waited until the machine completed its task.
The machinery determined the pace of work and the
tasks performed. In the 1920s one worker summed it up
simply, saying: “The machine is my boss” (in Meyer,
2004).

Factory labor often led to new notions of identity.
For example, in the 19th century, many American work-
ers associated masculinity with skilled labor, indepen-
dence, and decision-making power at work. On the as-
sembly lines in early 2oth century America, labor was
boring and monotonous and workers had little decision-
making ability. Companies such as Ford Motors, through
public speeches, company policies, and employment

®© Doranne Jacobson




practices sought to redefine masculinity, associating it
with “working hard—in the company of other men, on a
useful product, and being paid well for it” (Lewchuk
1993:852) rather than skill and independence.

Distribution: Systems of
Exchange and Consumption

In all societies, goods and services are exchanged. In fact,
some anthropologists have long held that the exchange
of goods is one of the fundamental bases of culture. The
great French anthropologist Marcel Mauss (1924/1990)
theorized that societies were held together by patterns of
giving and receiving. He pointed out that because gifts
invariably must be repaid, we are obligated to each other
through exchange. And in many situations, as with the
potlatch and the Kula ring described later in the chapter,
it is better to give than to receive.

There are three main patterns of exchange: reciproc-
ity, redistribution, and the market. Although more than
one kind of exchange system exists in most societies,
each system is predominantly associated with a certain
kind of political and social organization (Polyani 1944).
Let us look first at reciprocity.

The mutual give-and-take of goods and services among
people of similar status is known as reciprocity. Three
types of reciprocity can be distinguished from one an-
other by the degree of social distance between the ex-
changing partners (Sahlins 1972).

seneralized Reciprocity Generalized reciprocity is usu-
ally carried out among close kin and is common in forag-
ing bands. In this case, reciprocity carries a high moral
obligation. Generalized reciprocity involves a distribution of
goods in which no overt account is kept of what is given
and no immediate or specific return is expected. Such
transactions are ideally altruistic—that is, without any
thought of economic or other self-interest. In Western
society, we are familiar with generalized reciprocity as it
exists between parents and children. Parents constantly
give things and provide services to their children out of
love or a sense of responsibility. What would we think of
a parent who kept an account of what a child “cost” and
then expected the child to repay this amount? What par-
ents usually expect is some gratitude, love, respect, and
the child’s happiness.

Generalized reciprocity involving food is an impor-
tant social mechanism among foraging peoples. In these
societies, a hunter or group of hunters distributes meat
among the kin group or camp. Each person or family gets
either an equal share or a share dependent on its kinship

relationship to the hunter. Robert Dentan (1979:48) de-
scribes this system among the Semai of Malaysia:

After several days of fruitless hunting, a Semai man kills a
large pig. He lugs it back to the settlement. Everyone gathers
around. Two other men meticulously divide the pig into por-
tions sufficient to feed two adults each (children are not
supposed to eat pork). As nearly as possible, each portion
contains exactly the same amount of meat, fat, liver, and in-
nards as every other portion. The adult men take the leaf-
wrapped portions home to redistribute them among the

members of the house group.

Similar systems are used by the Ju/hoansi of the
Kalahari and the Inuit (see Figure 7.1). A North American
might wonder, What does the hunter get out of it? Aren’t
some people always in the position of providing and oth-
ers always receiving? Part of the answer is simply practi-
cal. Some of the animals hunted are very large and a
single family would most likely be unable to consume or
preserve all the meat before it rots. However, hunters
have several other motivations for sharing. Hunters gain
satisfaction from accomplishing a highly skilled and dif-
ficult task (Woodburn 1998). However, they receive other
rewards as well. Although not all people in foraging soci-
eties give and receive equally, all are obligated to both
give and receive. Gifted hunters may give more than they
receive, but the gifts they do receive may be critical for
their survival. Further, in some cases hunters derive a
degree of status from the process of food distribution.
For example, among the Pacaa Nova, a horticultural
group in Brazil, distributing meat gives a man prestige
and an opportunity to display the culture’s most valued
trait, generosity. At the same time, it builds his credit for
future reciprocity (von Graeve 1989:66). In small soci-
eties, where the good opinion of others is necessary for
survival, the desire not to be thought stingy is a strong
motivation to share and to do one’s share.
alanced Reciprocity Balanced reciprocity involves a
clear obhgatlon to return, within a specified time limit,
goods of nearly equal value to those given. Balanced reci-
procity is often the dominant form of exchange among
nonindustrialized peoples without market economies.
However, it occurs among individuals and groups charac-
terized by production strategies from pastoralism to in-
dustrialism. The goal of balanced reciprocity is not to

P

reciprocity A mutual give and take among people of equal status.

generalized reciprocity Giving and receiving goods with no immediate
or specific return expected.

balanced reciprocity The giving and receiving of goods of nearly equal
value with a clear obligation of a return gift within a specified time
limit.
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FIGURE 7.1 Generalized Reciprocity. Hunting of whales by the Inuit involves 10 to 15 boats standing by. The
first eight boats to reach and harpoon the whale receive stipulated portions of the meat. The captain of each
boat gets his traditional part of the body, and he shares his meat with his crew. The captain of the first boat
gives the shaman a narrow strip cut from the belly between the eighth boat’s strip and the genitals. The top
of the head is cut up and eaten at once by everyone in the village. Portions of the tail are saved for feasting

in the spring and autumn. Source: Carleton S. Coon, The Hunting Peoples (Boston: Little, Brown, 1971, pp. 124-125). By permission

of the estate of Carleton S. Coon.

gain advantage over the gifting partner by giving the
least valuable gift possible and trying to receive the most
valuable return gift. Rather, partners in balanced reci-
procity hope to gain access to valued goods and services
while at the same time strengthening social relationships
between giver and receiver.

The social obligation to give, accept, and return is at
the heart of balanced reciprocity. A refusal to receive or a
failure to reciprocate a gift is taken as a withdrawal from
a social relationship. A gift that is accepted puts the re-
ceiver under an obligation to the giver, and if the social
relationship is to continue, a return gift must be given.
Sometimes, a return gift may be given immediately. In
some marriages, friendship compacts, and peace agree-
ments, people may give each other exactly the same types
and quantities of goods (Sahlins 1972:194). For example,
100 yams may be exchanged for 100 yams. More often,
the payoff is not immediate. In fact, sometimes an at-
tempt to reciprocate the gift immediately is an indication
of unwillingness to be obligated and shows that a trust-
ing social relationship is neither present nor desired
(Mauss 1924/1990).

In the United States, we participate in balanced reci-
procity when we give gifts at weddings or birthdays, ex-
change invitations, or buy a round of drinks for friends.
The economic aspect of these exchanges is repressed; we
say it is the spirit of the gift and the social relationship
between the givers that is important. However, we also
know that accepting a gift involves the obligation to re-
turn a gift of approximately the same value. The indi-
vidual who fails to return the gift, or returns a gift that is

Kula ring A pattern of exchange among trading partners in the South
Pacific islands.
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disproportionally large or small, is unlikely to remain our
friend for very long.

Balanced reciprocity is most typical of trading rela-
tions among nonindustrialized peoples without market
economies. Such trade is frequently carried out over long
distances and between different tribes or villages. It is
often in the hands of trading partners: men or women
who have a long-standing and personalized relationship
with each other. Trading partners know each other’s per-
sonalities, histories, and other aspects of their social lives.
Plattner (1989a) notes that the greater the risk of eco-
nomic loss, betrayal of confidence, or unfair dealing the
more important such personalized relations are.

The Kula Ring Bronislaw Malinowski’s (1984/1922)
analysis of the Kula ring is one of the most famous anthro-
pological studies of reciprocal trading. The Kula is an
extensive system of intertribal trade among a ring of is-
lands off New Guinea (today part of the nation of Papua
New Guinea; see Figure 7.2). Among these are the Trobri-
and Islands where Malinowski did his fieldwork.

Although many kinds of goods are actually traded,
Malinowski focused his study on two goods: mwali and
soulava. Soulava are long necklaces of red shell, and are
always traded in a clockwise direction. Mwali, bracelets
of white shell, are always traded in the opposite direc-
tion. Malinowski wrote that the Trobrianders talked
about and thought about the Kula trade in terms of these
valuables.

On most islands, all men participate in the Kula and
some women are allowed to Kula as well (Macintyre
1983; Scoditti and Leach 1983; Weiner 1976). On the Tro-
briands, however, only high-ranking men can take part.
The exchange of mwali and soulava is carried out be-
tween specific individuals and such partnerships are
lifelong affairs, their details fixed by tradition. Although
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FIGURE 7.2 The Kula trade is
an example of reciprocity. Neck-
laces (soulava) and armbands
(mwali) are traded among these
islands off the coast of Papua
New Guinea. Soulava move
clockwise while mwali move
counterclockwise.

Kula items can be permanently owned and may be taken
out of circulation (Weiner 1976), people generally hold
them for a while and then pass them on.

On one level, the Kula is simply an exchange of
goods. However, Malinowski demonstrated that the trade
is infused with a great many cultural norms and values
related to Trobriand life. It has complex cultural, social,
and psychological meanings for its participants. Kinship
and political structure, magic, prestige, economy, technol-
ogy, myth, ritual, feasting, and especially friendship and
alliance all come together in the Kula.

Other authors (Damon 1983; Fortune 1932; Munn
1983) emphasize that although mwali and soulava are the
most prestigious items traded, many utilitarian items
change hands as well. Canoes, axe blades, pottery, pigs,
and other items are exchanged along with armbands and
necklaces as part of the Kula. These objects are often
unavailable in the district in which they are given. The
Kula, like other ritual trading partnership and feasts, al-
lows groups to specialize in different aspects of produc-
tion. This leads to an increase in both the amount of food
and the quantity and quality of craft production within
the region (Spielmann 2002).

In addition to promoting economic intensification,
both the Kula trade itself and the preparations for it rein-
force ties among participants and help ensure that rela-
tions among trading partners are relatively friendly. This
is important because there is no formal government in-
corporating the different groups that take active roles in
the Kula.

Thus, the system of balanced reciprocity found in
the Kula trade contributes to the integration of Trobriand
society as well as the maintenance of economic and so-
cial relations among all its participants.

Negative Reciprocity Negative reciprocity is the unso-
ciable extreme in exchange. Negative reciprocity happens
when trade is conducted for the purpose of material ad-
vantage and is based on the desire to get something for
nothing (gambling, theft, cheating) or to get the better of
a bargain (haggling). Negative reciprocity is characteris-
tic of both impersonal and unfriendly transactions.

Tribal and peasant societies often distinguish be-
tween the insider, whom it is morally wrong to cheat, and
the outsider, from whom every advantage may be gained.
Anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn, who studied the Na-
vajo in the 1940s and 1950s, reported that their rules for
interaction vary with the situation; to deceive when trad-
ing with outsiders is a morally accepted practice. Even
witchcraft techniques are considered permissible in trad-
ing with members of foreign tribes (1959).

Another good example of negative reciprocity is the
historic relationship between traditional dynastic China
and the nomadic empires of Mongolia. For more than a
thousand years, the nomadic tribes of Mongolia organized

negative reciprocity Exchange conducted for the purpose of material
advantage and the desire to get something for nothing.
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into empires to manage their relationship with China and
gain access to its vast resources. The ability of Mongol
empires to benefit their constituent tribes was based on
their capacity to extract wealth and resources from China.
They did this by following a policy of violent raiding and
forcing the Chinese government to make tribute pay-
ments. Because the nomads were highly mobile, war
against them was prohibitively expensive, and the Chinese
were repeatedly forced to buy peace from the nomads. The
threat of violence lay under the surface of all interactions
between the two groups (Barfield 1993:150-155).

Negative reciprocity may be characteristic of certain
types of transactions in market economies as well. The
e-mail scam artist offering to deposit millions in your
bank account, if you will only provide your account num-
ber and other personal information, is engaged in nega-
tive reciprocity as is the Wall Street manager who offers
high returns on investment but who actually steals your
money. The issue of honesty in market transactions is
further explored later in the chapter within the “Market
Exchange” section.

In redistribution, goods are collected from or contributed
by members of a group and then given out to the group
in a new pattern. Redistribution thus involves a social
center to which goods are brought and from which they
are distributed. Redistribution occurs in many different
contexts. In household food sharing, pooled resources are
reallocated among family members. In state societies,
redistribution is achieved through taxation.
Redistribution can be especially important in horti-
cultural societies where political organization includes
bigmen, self-made leaders who gain power and authority
through personal achievement. Such individuals collect
goods and food from their supporters. Often these items
are redistributed back in communal feasts that the big-
man sponsors to sustain his political power and raise his
prestige. Redistribution also occurred in some chiefdoms.
In these cases, however, a distinct hierarchy was involved.
Chiefs collected goods and staple foods from many com-
munities to support their households and attendants as
well as finance large public feasts that helped solidify
their power (Earle 1987) (see also Chapter 11, page 247).

. A good example of redistribution is potlatch
feasting among Native American groups of the Pacific
Northwest including the Kwakiutl and Tlingit is. In these

redistribution Exchange in which goods are collected then distributed
to members of a group.

potlatch A form of redistribution involving competitive feasting prac-
ticed among Northwest Coast Native Americans.
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Potlatches are competitive feasts held among Native Americans of.
the Northwest Pacific Coast. Here Tlingit Chiefs at a potlatch pose
for a photo in 1904 in Sitka, Alaska.

groups, potlatches were held to honor and to validate the
rank of chiefs and other notables, usually in connection
with births, deaths, and marriages (Rosman and Rubel
1971). A leader holding a potlatch called on his followers to
supply food and other goods to be consumed and distrib-
uted during a feast to which he invited group members
and rivals. The number of guests present and the amount
of goods given away or destroyed revealed the wealth and
prestige of the host chief. At a potlatch, the host publicly
traced his line of descent and claimed the right to certain
titles and privileges. Each of these claims was accompa-
nied by the giving away, and sometimes the destruction, of
large quantities of food as well as goods such as blankets
and carved wooden boxes. As these were given or de-
stroyed, the individual and his supporters boasted of their
wealth and power. In the early 2oth century, Franz Boas
collected speeches given at potlatches, such as:

I am Yaqatlentlis. . . . I am Great Inviter. ... Therefore I feel
like laughing at what the lower chiefs say, for they try in
vain to down me by talking against my name. Who ap-
proaches what was done by my ancestors, the chiefs? There-
fore T am known by all the tribes over all the world. Only the
chief my ancestor gave away property in a great feast, and

all the rest can only try to imitate me. . . .

19341191).

(in Benedict

The feasting and gifts given at a potlatch demon-
strated the host’s right to the titles and rights he claimed




and created prestige for him and his
followers. Guests either acknowl-
edged the host’s claims or refuted
them by staging an even larger pot-
latch. Thus potlatching involved
friendship but also competition and
rivalry.

From an economic perspective,
the drive for prestige engendered by
the potlatch encouraged people to
produce more than they would other-
wise. This increased the amount of
work they did but also the amount of
food and goods they produced and
consumed. Because this wealth was
given to people who traveled sub-
stantial distances to come to a pot-
latch, it was distributed to a fairly
large population and ecological area.

In the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, Canadian government au-
thorities saw the potlatch as a waste
of resources and evidence of native irrationality. They
believed that investment was the key to economic suc-
cess and, to them, the potlatch focus on consumption and
destruction of goods was both disturbing and wasteful.
As a result, potlatching was outlawed between 1884 and
1951 (Bracken 1997). Since then, the potlatch has been
revived but primarily as a symbol of tribal identity rather
than a major element in tribal economy. Simeone (1995)
and Stearns (1975), for example, report that the Tanacross
and Haida people consider the potlatch a central symbol
of cooperation and respect that separates native from
non-native peoples.

Although the term “potlatch” refers specifically to
the feasting of Northwest Coast people, Rosman and Ru-
bel (1971:xii) report that rivalrous, competitive feasting is
found among many peoples. It is common, for example,
throughout the Pacific Islands. We may even see some
elements of it in our own society. There may be competi-
tion within families or with communities to throw the
largest and most elaborate holiday parties, weddings, or
coming-of-age celebrations (such as confirmation, bar or
bat mitzvah, or quinceanera). In all of these cases, the
prestige that accrues to the people who give the party is
a critical factor. This reminds us that there is much more
to giving a gift than simply trying to determine what
another person desires.

D. Donne Bryant

Leveling Mecl Redistribution may either in-
crease or decrease the inequality of wealth within a soci-
ety. Leveling mechanisms are practices, values, or forms of
social organization that result in evening out the distribu-
tion of wealth.

Leveling mechanisms force accumulated resources

or capital to be used in ways that reduce economic differ-

anisms

Cargo Leaders in Tenejapa, Mexico. These individuals have taken of-
fices that require them to provide food, alcohol, and other goods
during religious celebrations throughout the year.

ences. They ensure that social goals are considered along
with economic ones. Leveling mechanisms take many
different forms. For example, if an economy is based
around redistribution, and generosity is the basis of pres-
tige, those who desire power and prestige will distribute
as much wealth as they receive. We generally associate
power and prestige with the accumulation of material
wealth. However, in societies based around redistribu-
tion, the powerful give much of what they have in ex-
change for prestige. The potlatch described earlier is a
good example of this. The Moka, a type of large feast in
Highland Papua New Guinea, is another. There, men who
wish to gain prestige prepare for many years for these
events, accumulating wealth including pigs, shells, cas-
sowary, and in the modern world, money and manufac-
tured goods. At the feast, all of this wealth is given away,
distributed to those who attend.

Manning Nash (1967) describes a number of leveling
mechanisms that operate in the village of Amatenango,
in the Chiapas district of Mexico. One is the organization
of production by households. As mentioned earlier, eco-
nomic expansion and accumulation of wealth are limited
where households, rather than business firms, are the
productive units. A second factor in Amatenango is in-
heritance: all a man'’s children share equally in his estate.
This makes it difficult for large estates to persist over

leveling mechanism A practice, value, or form of social organization
that evens out wealth within a society.
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generations. Accusations of witchcraft are a third level-
ing mechanism. Should anyone in Amatenango manage
to accumulate more than his or her neighbors, members
of other families are likely to accuse him or her of witch-
craft. A man who is thought to be a witch is likely to be
killed. Witchcraft accusations are most often leveled at
those who are rich but not generous.

Finally, Amatenango and many other villages have
cargo systems. In a cargo system, every year a number of
different cargos, or religious offices, must be assumed by
men in the village. Assuming such a cargo is an expensive
proposition. The officeholder cannot work full time, and
the obligations of the cargo involve substantial purchases
and donations, which take up some of a family’s extra re-
sources. A man must serve in 12 such cargos before he can
retire from public life, so the cost continues throughout
adulthood. In addition to these 12 offices, there is the
alferez, a ritual position filled by a younger man. One of
the requirements of this office is sponsoring a community
feast, which involves paying for the food and liquor and
renting costumes. Men are selected for the cargos and the
office of alferez by their ability to pay. Thus, the cargo
system is a way of forcing the most prosperous house-
holds of the village to redistribute some of their wealth.

Community obligations such as a system of expensive
religious offices may help to limit the economic gap be-
tween the relatively rich and the poor, but they do not
eliminate it. In fact, they may help to preserve it. Men who
take cargos gain in prestige, differentiating themselves
from the poor of the village. Increased prestige often leads
to increased wealth. Cancian (1989) showed that in Zina-
cantan, which has a system of cargos or religious offices
similar to that of Amatenango, men who took on cargos
remained rich throughout their lives, whereas poor fami-
lies incapable of filling such offices remained poor. Thus,
although it does redistribute some of the wealth in the
community, the cargo system in Mexican villages may
serve to reinforce economic differences among families
rather than equalize them (Cancian 1989:147).

Market Exchange

Today, market exchange is the principal distribution mech-
anism in most of the world’s societies. Goods and ser-
vices are bought and sold at a money price determined,

cargo system A ritual system common in Central and South America
in which wealthy people are required to hold a series of costly ceremo-
nial offices.

market exchange An economic system in which goods and services
are bought and sold at a money price determined primarily by the
forces of supply and demand.
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at least in theory, by impersonal market forces. Unlike
reciprocity and redistribution in which the social and
political roles of those who exchange are important, in
principle a market exchange is impersonal and occurs
without regard to the social position of the participants.

The market involves a series of cultural and moral
assumptions. For an impersonal market to run smoothly,
most participants must believe that they will usually be
treated fairly by people they do not know. People who
take advantage of anonymity to enrich themselves at oth-
ers’ expense spoil the market and must be punished.

Of course, the ideal of fair and impersonal exchange
is just that, an ideal. Real markets are full of conflicts,
inequities, and outright cheats. In our own society there
are clearly areas of commerce where people anticipate a
certain amount of deceit. For example, merchants of used
goods, particularly cars and machinery, often have repu-
tations for shady practice. The continued importance of
social connections among market participants is well il-
lustrated by electronic marketplaces such as Ebay where
buyers and sellers come close to true anonymity. In these
cases, a sophisticated system of ratings simulates social
connections and knowledge. This gives trading partners
a degree of certainty that the terms of trade will be fair.
But Ebay participants know that the fewer and worse the
ratings of their trading partners, the greater the risk for a
hostile exchange. The phrase caveat emptor, or “let the
buyer beware,” neatly captures the notion that the rules
of even trade are not always in force.

In principle, the primary factors that set prices and
wages in a market are related to supply and demand;
also, individuals participate freely in a market, choosing
what they buy and sell. However, there are many cases in
which these principles do not pertain. In some cases,
wealthy and powerful individuals, organizations, and in-
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dustries fix prices or wages, forcing people into wage la-
bor or the market at disadvantageous terms. In other
cases, cultural ideas about the proper or “just price” of a
good or service are more important than supply and de-
mand. Sometimes, governments control or influence the
prices of commodities such as grain, setting them either
high (to encourage farmers) or low (to feed often rebel-
lious city dwellers cheaply).

Although markets are present in most societies, the
goods and services traded in them vary greatly. As we
have seen, in many societies people gain access to land,
labor, and some goods through ties of kinship or obliga-
tions of reciprocity and redistribution. In such places,
markets, if they exist at all, are limited to a small number
of goods. In theory, in a society dominated by the market
everything may be bought and sold. In practice, however,
all societies limit what may be purchased legally. We live
in a market-dominated society, but for moral, social, and
political reasons, governments limit trade in certain
goods and regulate trade in others. For example, there are
restrictions on the sale of drugs, guns, children, and col-
lege degrees.

Capitalism

In the past 300 years, capitalism has become the world’s
predominant economic system. Capitalism expanded
from northern Europe, North America, and Japan, and
has transformed economies worldwide, connecting them
in a complex integrated international economy (Waller-
stein 1995). In Chapter 15 we describe this historic pro-
cess, and in Chapter 16 we examine and analyze the
problems and promises of the global economy. Here we
focus on describing capitalism and pointing out some of
its most salient features.

Capitalist economies are based on the principle that
consumption must constantly be expanded and that ma-
terial standards of living must always go up. This pattern
contrasts with tribal economies, which put various limits
on consumption and thus are able to make lighter de-
mands on their environments.

In noncapitalist societies, most people produce goods
to consume them, to trade them for other goods, or to pay
rents and taxes. In capitalist societies, firms produce
goods as a means to create wealth. For example, General
Motors is not really in business to make cars. General
Motors is in business to increase the wealth of its share-
holders. Manufacturing automobiles is one (but only
one) of the ways it tries to achieve that end. GM is also
heavily involved in banking and was historically involved
in aviation, military contracting, and the production of
consumer products such as refrigerators.

General Motors June 2009 bankruptcy filing shows
that such attempts to make profit through diversification

are not always successful. Capitalist firms that fail to
make profits are soon dissolved or altered regardless of
the products they make.

Productive resources become capital when they are
used with the primary goal of increasing their owner’s
financial wealth. In capitalism, this becomes the most
common (though not the only) use of such resources.
Capitalism is further characterized by three fundamental
attributes. First, most productive resources are owned by
a small portion of the population. Banks, corporations,
and wealthy individuals own the vast majority of farms,
factories, and business of all kinds. Although many
Americans invest in business through ownership of
stocks, mutual funds, and retirement plans, ownership of
substantial wealth is highly concentrated. For example,
in the United States, in 2002 almost half of all house-
holds owned some stocks or mutual funds (and thus
owned some share of a business). However, the median
value of these investments was $50,000. Fewer than 4
percent of American households had stocks and mutual
funds valued at more than half a million dollars (Invest-
ment Company Institute 2005). Thus, while a great many
people held some ownership of business, the vast major-
ity was held by a comparatively few.

capitalism An economic system in which people work for wages, land
and capital goods are privately owned, and capital is invested for profit.
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Anthropologists in the Corporate World

Sooner or later, most people who decide to
study anthropology have to answer ques-
tions from friends and family members
who say things like “Anthropology? What
are you going to do with that?” There are
many good answers to this question. Per-
haps the best is to remind them that an-
thropology is a liberal art. It's a way of
learning, analyzing, and thinking about ac-
tions in the world. These are skills that are
applicable to jobs ranging from entrepre-
neurship to social service. Surveys show
that the jobs that anthropology majors ac-
tually get are very similar to those for peo-
ple who study history, philosophy, English,
psychology, sociology, and other liberal arts
subjects.

Despite this, you may be interested to
know that over the past quarter century,
professional anthropologists are increas-
ingly in demand by both large and small
corporations. Anthropologists have become
popular because, while focus groups and
opinion surveys explore what people say,

anthropologists using participant-observa-
tion focus on what people actually do.

Anthropologist Francisco Aguilera has
been consulting with business for more
than 25 years. He notes that anthropologi-
cal research is particularly useful in the
modern corporate context. Whereas old-
style corporations thought of themselves
as fixed organizations with rigid boundar-
ies, the new emphasis is on open produc-
tion groups and an extension of networks
across the organization’s boundaries to
embrace customers, suppliers, and com-
petitors in partnerships, alliances, and ser-
vice delivery. In this situation, decision
making based on ethnographic description
and comparison is essential.

Aguilera says that although other social
science disciplines can and do offer con-
sulting to businesses, anthropologists have
some unique gifts to bring to the table.
First, culture is the mainstay of anthropol-
ogy, and anthropologists have better ways
of talking about it than members of other

disciplines. Second, anthropologists under-
stand that boundaries are artificial, so they
seek to understand the entire environment
of the business and its employees. Finally,
because of the participant-observer meth-
odology of ethnography and the multilevel
analysis that makes sense of ethnographic
data, anthropologists are more likely to
comprehend the fuller meaning of infor-
mants’ reports than are practitioners of
those disciplines that rely heavily on other
forms of data collection and analysis.

In addition to consulting for businesses,
many anthropologists have gone on to
found businesses or work directly for them.
Major corporations such as Intel, Motorola,
Ford, General Motors, Nissan, Procter &
Gamble, Hewlett-Packard, Xerox, and many
others hire anthropologists to analyze their
own organizations and do market research
designed to tailor their products, services,
and publicity to the public.

Eleanor Wynn is an anthropologist who
works as a principal engineer for informa-

The second attribute of capitalism is that most indi-
viduals’ primary resource is their labor. In order to sur-
vive, people sell their labor for a salary or an hourly
wage. Most Americans, for example, work for large or
small corporations that they do not own, or they are em-
ployed by government.

The third attribute is that the value of workers’ con-
tribution to production is always intended to be greater
than the wages they receive. The difference between
these two is the profit that accrues to those who own the
productive resources, generally the shareholders of a cor-
poration (Plattner 1989b:382-384). The extremely high
wages of some professional athletes and entertainers
provide a good illustration of this principle. For example,
basketball player Shaquille O'Neal earned more than $27
million playing for the Miami Heat in the 2004-2005
season. For the team owners, his high salary was easily
justified. They believed that his presence would enable
them to earn substantially more than they paid him. This
proved a good guess. Mickey Arison bought The Heat for
$65 million in 1995. In December 2008, the team’s value
was estimated at $393 million (Forbes 2008). Since a
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good deal of this appreciation was due to O’Neal’s skill
and popularity, the value of his labor was substantially
greater than the wages he received.

In general, workers wish to receive as close to the full
value of their labor as possible while owners wish to pay
as small a portion of la-
bor’s value as possible.
This frequently results in
conflict between the two
groups.

Modern  capitalist
economies are dominated
by market exchange, but
this does not mean that
people always experience
their economy in terms
of buying and selling at
whatever price the mar-
ket will bear. Capitalism
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tion technology research at Intel Corpora-
tion. She holds a Ph.D. from the University
of California at Berkeley. She began her in-
dustry career working at Xerox's Palo Alto
Research Center as a graduate intern. She
has worked for Bell Northern Research, a
lab for NorTel, and as a freelance consul-
tant, before moving to Intel. In these posi-
tions, she used ethnographic techniques to
explore the working lives and decision-
making processes of employees and cus-
tomers who might use new technologies.
Her reports helped translate the situated
logic and experience of workers and cus-
tomers into a language that corporate ex-
ecutives and work groups could use to
make decisions and better design technol-
ogy products. Such ethnographic research
is essential because it allows the researcher
to discover the reasoning of the everyday
person at work and to understand the
things that are part of the job but not in the
job description. In many cases Wynn was
able to advocate for workers by giving their

voices a legitimacy they otherwise did not
possess.

Wynn points out that working for a cor-
poration is a very different task than doing
anthropology in an academic setting. An-
thropologists working at universities gener-
ally do research by themselves and publish
their findings under their own names. They
generally work on a single project at a time.
In a corporate setting, anthropologists
work as members of teams. Because of
this, the contribution of any single individ-
ual to a finished product may be difficult to
describe. However, collaborative working
allows anthropological input throughout
the project process.

Employers often think about work in
terms of an individual fulfilling a series of
specific discrete tasks. However, one result
of thinking about work ethnographically is
the realization that this rarely corresponds
to an employee's experience. Today, em-
ployees in the information industry are
likely to be part of multiple working groups

and are likely to be working on numerous
tasks simultaneously. Additionally, the di-
viding line between the world of work and
the social world, between work and play,
becomes thinner as cell phones and social
networking utilities such as Facebook come
to play ever larger roles in our lives. For
Wynn, ethnography exploration can help
corporations understand these changes
and design workplace environments and
products that increase efficiency and im-
prove lives for workers and customers.

In addition to anthropologists such as
Wynn, Intel also employs anthropologists in
its “People and Practices” research lab. Their
goal is to explore phenomena of everyday life
and to help Intel think critically about how
people, practices, and institutions matter to
technological innovation. You can visit them
on the web at http://techresearch.intel.com/
articles/Exploratory/1752.htm. You can read
more about careers in anthropology at
the American Anthropological Association,
http://www.aaanet.org/profdev/careers.

times these provide a mask behind which it can hide. In
other words, capitalist relationships are sometimes cam-
ouflaged by family ties or social obligations. When this
happens, entrepreneurs may be able to extract extra prof-
its. The production of knitted sweaters in Turkey is a
good example of this.

Turkey produces many goods and services used in
wealthy capitalist nations. Most of the inhabitants of Is-
tanbul, its largest city, are part of a capitalist economy
selling their labor in enterprises aimed at generating a
profit. However, as Jenny B. White (1994) reports, many
of them, particularly women, understand their work in
terms of reciprocity and kin obligations rather than capi-
talism and the market place.

Turkey is a patrilineal and patriarchal society. Turkish
women live in complex social networks that are character-
ized by social obligations and relations of reciprocity. To a
great degree, they measure their worth by the work they
do for family members. Married women live with their
husband’s family and are expected to manage the house-
hold and to keep their hands busy with knitting and other
skilled tasks. Such tasks are not considered work (in the

sense of work outside of the home) but are rather under-
stood as necessary obligations of married life.

Business in Turkey is often patterned on social life
and this can be seen clearly in women’s piecework.
Women produce garments that are sold in the United
States and other Western nations. The materials they use
are generally supplied to them by an organizer, who also
finds a buyer for the finished product. The organizers are
often relatives, neighbors, and friends of the women who
do the work.

In the Istanbul neighborhood White investigated, al-
most everyone believed that women should not work for
money, yet about two thirds of them are involved in piece-
work (White 1994:13). How is this contradiction ex-
plained? The women who do it see piecework as a way for
them to keep their hands busy and thus part of their duty
as wives rather than a form of paid labor. Their work
forms part of their obligation to their husband’s family
and to organizers with whom they have social connec-
tions, and they consider it a gift of labor. They understand
the payments they receive as gifts from someone with
whom they have an established social relationship.
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Long-distance trade has a deep history in
West Africa. For at least 1000 years, groups
of traders have traveled vast distances,
across the Sahara and into the Sahel and
forest regions of West Africa transporting
valuables such as gold, salt, kola nut, cattle,

| and sometimes slaves. Frequently, this
trade was in the hands of members of spe-
cific ethnic groups such as the Hausa and
the Dioula. Some members of these groups
spread through West Africa, settling in
towns and villages populated by members
of other ethnic groups. Thus, they formed a
diaspora of minority communities, differ-
entiated from those around them by ethnic-
ity and by religion as well. Until the past
century, most West Africans practiced tradi-
tional religions. However, most members
of these groups, particularly the merchants
and those who lived in the diaspora com-
munities, were Muslims. The diaspora
communities and the shared practice of
Islam gave merchants from these groups a
strong competitive advantage. It meant
that wherever they went, merchants could
be assured of finding members of their
own group who shared their values and
their language. Local community members
could provide lodging and help the mer-
chants trade with members of the groups
among whom they had settled. Frequently,

merchants were also connected to dias-
pora families through ties of kinship as
well. Thus, social relationships of ethnic
and religious identity, kinship, and friend-
ship were integral to the merchants’ suc-
cess as well as continued ethnic control of
trade (Cohen 1969, Warms 1992).
Beginning in 1965, changes in U.S. im-
migration law ended the quota system that
had been in place since the early 1920s and
made greatly increased immigration to the
United States possible. Economic and edu-
cational opportunities in the United States
coincided with instability and unrest in Af-
rica and resulted in increased African im-
migration to the United States. By 2007,
there were 1.4 million immigrants born in
Africa living in the United States and more
than go percent of these had arrived since
1980. African immigrants tended to settle
in urban areas, and today over one third of
them live in four metropolitan areas: New
York City, Washington, D.C,, Atlanta, and
Minneapolis. African immigrants have been
successful in many occupations, including
construction and transportation. They have
been particularly successful in health-care
and social service related jobs (Terrazas
2009). Some have become successful as
merchants, selling goods on the streets of
American cities, in shops, and at ethnic

West African Traders in New York City

festivals. Their practice of trade continues
the history of African long-distance trade in
new geographic and social contexts.

In Money Has No Smell (2002) anthro-
pologist Paul Stoller describes the lives of
African merchants in New York City. Among
them is Issifi Mayaki. Mayaki was born near
Maradi, in Niger in West Africa. His father
was a successful merchant who spent most
of his time in Abidjan, the capital of Cote
d’lvoire. His grandfather was also a mer-
chant. As a young man, Mayaki followed
his father to Abidjan, where he learned
about trading by watching his father and
his father’s associates. In Abidjan he
learned to value the ability to speak multi-
ple languages and the importance of con-
nections, not only with his own family but
with people from different ethnic and cul-
tural groups as well.

When Mayaki's friends in Abidjan began
to send some of their products to the
United States he saw new opportunities
and with their help, arranged to move to
New York. Once there, he shared a hotel
room with other Hausa merchants and
used his connections with his family and
friends in Cote d'lvoire to gain access to
the African cloth he sold. However, Mayaki
ran into misfortune when a client refused
to pay him for a shipment of goods. As a

Because the women'’s work is set within a context of

global capitalism, work organizers may be friends and
neighbors, but they are also capitalist entrepreneurs hop-
ing to make money. In the end, women produce goods
for the capitalist marketplace and their wages ultimately
derive from that market. However, these capitalist rela-
tionships are masked by social relations of balanced or
generalized reciprocity with the labor organizer. Because
they understand their work in terms of a social obliga-
tion, they rarely think about how much they are earning
an hour or how they might use their time and talents to
make more money. Thus, they are willing to accept far
lower wages than might otherwise be the case.

In some ways, the system serves the women well.
They are able to fill their roles as wives and in-laws and
their social connections with labor organizers may give
them some degree of security from the ravages of the
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marketplace. This is important in a country like Turkey
where most people are poor and social services are few.
However, it is clear that the greatest beneficiaries of this
system are firms and consumers in wealthy nations. The
fact that reciprocity masks capitalism for poor women in
Turkey allows rich consumers in Europe and America to
buy hand-knitted sweaters at very low prices and the
firms based in these nations to make windfall profits.

Although there are probably some individuals who
act as capitalists in most monetized economies, societies
organized primarily by capitalism are a late development
in the history of humankind. Such societies were not a
natural and inevitable outcome of economic evolution.
Rather they owed their origin to the specific conditions
of the industrial revolution in Europe in the 18th and
19th centuries and have become increasingly prevalent in
the world in the past 150 years.




result, he was unable to pay his own debts.
In a system based on trust, this was a criti-
cal blow. However, Mayaki was able to rees-
tablish himself with the help of other Hausa
merchants living in New York, some of
whom he had known in Abidjan as well.
These provided him with a new place to
live, introductions to some Asian business-
men who sold cassettes, and cash loans
that enabled him to buy inventory. With
their help, Mayaki was able to establish
himself as a successful merchant again. As
soon as he had sufficient capital, he re-
turned to selling African cloth, which was
both more profitable and aesthetically more
pleasing to him. With old connections from
Abidjan and his new connections from
New York, he was able to gain access to a
wide range of products, from antique West
African cloth to machine-made reproduc-
tions of Ghanaian Kente cloth from Tunisia.
Mayaki maintains close connections with
his family in Africa, sending money to his
family in Niger and helping with his father's
medical expenses in Cote d'lvoire.

This description hints at the extensive
and varied global connections of West Afri-
can traders in New York City. Some of these
connections between the West African trad-
ers and their Asian middlemen are rela-

tively recent, and specific to the street
trading milieu of New York City. But many
of them repeat the style of historic connec-
tions among African merchants in a new
context. Like their predecessors, these
merchants live as members of minority
communities. Their commercial activities
are supported by ties of ethnic identity,
family, and religion. Such ties favor their
success and help them keep control of their
markets.

Stoller (2002:178) notes that although
Mayaki retains his African identity, he has
become a citizen of the world and a player
in the global economy. For Mayaki and
other African traders, nothing is more im-
portant than social relations and mutual
trust. Using these, they have negotiated
and renegotiated their social lives, mas-
tered the capitalist culture of Abidjan and
New York City, and reinforced the traditions
of long-distance African trading.

In the 1940s and 1950s, young and ad-
venturous itinerant Hausa traders in Africa
and France called themselves “jaguars” af-
ter an animal whose power stems as much
from its adaptability as from its physical
strength. Although the term is no longer in
fashion, the global participation of West
African traders today is testimony to the

strength of their cultures, the importance
of their community and personal relation-
ships, and the qualities of daring and intel-
ligence that serve them so well in Paris and
New York, as it did historically in the desert
cities of the Arab world and the cities and
towns of West Africa.

1. African traders in New York use ties of
ethnicity, kinship, and religion to pro-
mote business success. How is this
similar to or different from the experi-
ence of other immigrants to America?

2. Does the use of ethnic identity in trade
act to increase or decrease the degree
to which members of these communi-
ties are integrated into American
culture?

3. The worlds of economics, ethnic iden-
tity, kinship, and friendship are often
entwined. What experiences have
you had that illustrate the ways in
which these facets of social life work
together?

Source: Based on Paul Stoller, Money Has No Smell:
The Africanization of New York City. Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2002.

As the case of the Turkish women shows, capitalism
has outgrown national boundaries. The result has been
great movement of resources and capital and migrations
of population, as the whole world has gradually been
drawn into the global economy, a system we call global-
ization. For the most part, members of traditional soci-
eties enter the market as low-wage laborers. The wealth
they produce accrues to elites within poor nations as well
as owners and consumers in wealthy nations (E. Wolf
1982).

Capitalism is a powerful economic system. It un-
doubtedly provides a greater number of goods and ser-
vices to larger populations than other ways of organizing
an economy, but at a cost. When some individuals or
groups own or control basic resources, others must in-
evitably be denied access to them. This results in perma-
nently differentiated economic and social classes. Capi-

talism dictates that there will always be rich and poor.
Often, part of the population lives in extreme poverty,
without access to basic resources—in American society,
this includes the homeless, the landless rural poor, and
the permanently unemployed.

Poverty in capitalist societies punishes weakness,
failure, or ill fortune in a way that is less true of the other
forms of economic organization described in this chap-
ter. Contemporary capitalist societies, characterized by
well-coordinated specialized labor forces, increasingly
require mobility, skill, and education for success. The
creation of complex global systems of exchange between
those who supply raw materials and those who use them
in manufacturing, as well as between manufacturers and
consumers, results in significant economic inequities
both within and among nations. Market-oriented agricul-
ture, the predominance of wage labor, and the subse-
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quent loss of control over culture and social institutions
are some of the constraints within which people in the
modern global economy must struggle to make a living.

Not all societies, nor all individuals within a society, are
able or willing to accommodate to capitalism. Histori-
cally, the expansion of capitalism was accompanied by
the wide-scale destruction of traditional societies, a pro-
cess examined in more detail in Chapter 15. Further, al-
though capitalism has now expanded into every part of
the world, there are probably no countries where all of
the population is directly involved in it. In
many areas, noncapitalist groups remain, al-
though they are often pushed to geographi-
cally marginal areas such as the border
between Pakistan and Afghanistan or the
jungles of Brazil. In other places, issues of
race, gender, and ethnicity prevent people
from fully participating in the capitalist
economy. However, even in these locations
mass-produced goods, media, and fashions
from capitalist societies are easily found.
Most Americans probably think of them-
selves as being in favor of capitalism, but
many do not wish to actively engage in it.
Individuals join the capitalist economy by
selling their labor for wages. Alternatively,
they might own productive resources and
operate these with hired labor, reinvesting
any profits to increase the value and size of
their operation. However, in the United States there are
many individuals and families that resist these options.
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Consider the inhabitants of Putnam County, New
York (Hansen 1995). Located about 50 miles from New
York City, Putnam County has been poor since the time
of the American Revolution. Even in the preindustrial
era, its farms were unable to compete successfully with
surrounding areas. Today, its people follow two funda-
mentally different strategies for survival and belong to
two different but related economic systems.

Many of Putnam’s inhabitants are new residents
who commute to jobs in New York City. They work for
union-scale wages as police officers, firefighters, and
schoolteachers, using their wages to buy houses, food,
and so on. They are deeply in debt to mortgage and credit
card companies but believe that higher future earnings
will permit them to accommodate this financial burden.
They are committed to economic and social advance-
ment, and many hope eventually to move to more pros-
perous suburbs closer to the city. Members of this group
are deeply committed to capitalism. They own few pro-
ductive resources, sell their labor for wages, and conduct
the economic aspect of their lives almost entirely through
the capitalist market.

Putnam County’s other residents have lived there for
generations. Members of this group very rarely have full-
time wage employment. They almost never visit New
York City, which to them has become “a metaphor for all
the world’s evils” (Hansen 1995:146). Instead they follow
what Halperin (1990) has called a multiple-livelihood
strategy. They acquire their land through inheritance and
generally own it outright. Their lands include both forest
and gardens that provide almost all of the vegetables
they consume. While women work in the gardens, men
hunt yearround, taking deer, rabbits, guinea fowl, and
pheasants. They fish in ponds and streams and chop
wood for fuel. In addition to these subsistence activities,




members of this group do carpentry, electrical repair,
masonry, plumbing, and other jobs. They barter these
skills among themselves and sell them for cash to the
commuters. They may also work temporarily for wages
at construction jobs. Although Putnam'’s traditional resi-

dents do depend on markets for goods they cannot pro-
duce themselves or get through barter, only a small part
of their total subsistence comes from the market.
Through such strategies, these residents avoid par-
ticipation in the capitalist economy. Their financial goals
are not to make money or to move to a higher level of
consumption. They are concerned with stability rather

In Creating Breakthrough Products Jonathan Cagan and
Craig M. Vogel write that the most promising area of re-
search is “new product ethnography.” Writing in the jar-
gon of business consulting, they say that new product
ethnography uses the techniques of applied anthropol-
ogy to “turn a descriptive process into a predictive field
that helps to determine Value Opportunities.” Product
ethnographers deliver “actionable insights” into behavior
and lifestyle activities and preferences that lead to prod-
uct attributes (2001:107-108). In plainer English, Cagan
and Vogel believe that anthropologists can offer vital
services to business. New product ethnography is a way
of turning the techniques and theoretical perspectives of
anthropology into a resource for the corporate world.
Those who promote it argue that anthropologists can and
should provide vital information that helps corporations
design and market products in ways that maximize their
profits.

Paco Underhill’s work is an example of the use of
anthropological techniques to promote product sales. For
more than 20 years, Underhill has used observation, pho-
tography, and interviews to study the ways people shop.
He is the founder of the consulting firm Envirosell
(http://www.envirosell.com), which advises clients such
as McDonald’s, The Gap, and Microsoft on how best to
appeal to consumers. Some of Underhill’s discoveries
include the “transition zone” and the “butt brush.” The
transition zone is the area near the entrance to a store.
Underhill observed that people need time to slow down
and get used to a new environment, so they rarely pur-
chase items from displays of merchandise that are within
12 or 15 steps of the front of the store. He also pointed out
that women in particular will avoid purchasing items on
low shelves in narrow aisles, because bending to reach
such goods exposes them to being “butt brushed,” or
bumped from behind. Men are much less prone to avoid
being jostled in this way. Underhill has summarized

than mobility and wish to live as independently as pos-
sible. Although they own productive resources such as
land and equipment, these do not become capital be-
cause they are used to increase the security of their self-
sufficiency rather than to accumulate wealth.

The self-sufficient residents of Putnam County re-
mind us that culture counts. For most of us, capitalism
seems both natural and inevitable, the way that society
must be organized to make sense. However, the ways in
which we organize our economy are the result of history,
politics, economics, and individual choices; a creation of
culture, not natural law.

many of his findings in a popular book, Why We Buy: The
Science of Shopping (1999).

In many ways, product anthropology and other uses
of anthropology in business and government are promis-
ing breakthroughs. Since the founding days of the disci-
pline, anthropologists have wanted their voices heard by
people outside the university. Now they are increasingly
employed in different capacities in consumer research,
product design, and marketing. On one hand, this results
in a better fit between products and consumers as well as
higher profits for corporations. From the PT Cruiser (par-
tially designed by French anthropologist G. Clotaire
Rapaille) to computer software, toothbrushes, cookware,
and ethnobanking (developing banking services for eth-
nic target groups), anthropologists have made products
more friendly and businesses more money. As compa-
nies design products for markets around the globe, an-
thropologists have valuable contributions to make to de-
sign, production, and marketing. On the other hand, the
involvement of anthropologists in these fields raises dif-
ficult ethical problems. For example, anthropologists
mine information from their informants. If corporations
then profit from this information, is payment owed to
the informants? Historically, the introduction of mass-
produced products has destabilized craft production and
destabilized local economies. Should anthropologists sell
their services to corporations to promote this process?
Should anthropology be a way to help corporations make
more money?

1. Given that the introduction of manufactured goods
has undercut traditional economies and drawn people
into the capitalist economy (where they often become
low-paid workers and consumers of low-quality mer-
chandise), should anthropologists be involved in the
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design and marketing of products to groups about

which they have expertise?

hat is economics and what is economic behavior? Eco-
nomics is the study of the ways in which the choices
people make combine to determine how their soci-
eties use their scarce resources to produce and distrib-
ute goods and services. Economists assume that peo-
ple will generally engage in economizing behavior,
that they will allocate their scarce goods and resources
in ways that maximize their benefit.

What are productive resources? Give some examples. Pro-
ductive resources are the things that members of a
society need to participate in the economy and access
to them is basic to every culture. Such resources gen-
erally include land, labor, and knowledge.

sl | i £ 4 £y o v ac
the allc tion of productive resources vary a

social complexity increases? In general, as social com-
plexity increases, access to productive resources be-
comes more restricted. In foraging societies, all people
usually have access to all resources. Among pastoral-
ists, ownership of animals is vested in families and
kin groups. Among horticulturalists, people may con-
trol land in which they have invested labor. Among
agriculturalists, many productive resources are owned
by specific individuals.

Hano |[ oanized in et ol | $ri
How Is labor organized In most preinaustri

al and peasant
economies? Labor must be organized in specific ways
to produce goods. In most preindustrial and peasant
economies, labor is organized by the household or kin
group. Work that people both perform and receive
locates them with respect in their social network, and
is often integral to their identity.

What is the relationship between population, social com

g

lization? As societies become more

M«“;it‘/, and ~3Hwi
populous and complex, the number of specialized
jobs found in them increases. This is particularly
true where societies are dependent on grain agricul-
ture or industrialism. In preindustrial societies, like
traditional India, kin groups may have rights or duties
to perform particular specializations. Current-day
wealthy societies have extremely high degrees of spe-
cialization. This creates great efficiency but involves
changing notions of identity and often has heavy hu-
man costs.
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signed and poorly marketed products, can anthropolo-
gists justifiably refuse to work with corporations?

Given that, with the aid of anthropologists, corpora- 3. Perhaps the two questions above present a false di-
tions can produce products that meet local needs and chotomy. What are some positions that anthropolo-
are marketed in culturally appropriate ways, and given gists might take between these two?
that the alternative is often inappropriate, poorly de-

Summary

chapter? In all societies there are systems for distri-
buting and consuming goods and services. Every soci-
ety uses some combination of reciprocity, redistribu-
tion, and the market to redistribute goods and services
and to provide patterns and standards for their

consumption.

Define reciprocity and d ibe different I ‘
Reciprocity is the mutual give and take of goods and
services among people. In generalized reciprocity in-
dividuals at a close social distance give and take with-
out expecting immediate or specific return. Balanced
reciprocity involves individuals at a medium social
distance and includes a clear obligation to return
goods of nearly equal value to those given. Negative
reciprocity is characteristic of impersonal or un-
friendly relations and involves attempting to get the
better of a trade.

What is redistributior

commonly 1d? In redistribution, goods are collected
to a social center from which they are given out to the
group in a new pattern. Redistribution occurs in many
different contexts but is particularly common in soci-
eties that have bigmen and chiefdoms, and in states.
Potlatch among Northwest coastal Native Americans
provides an example of redistribution. Some forms of
redistribution act as leveling mechanisms, forcing
wealthier individuals to disburse part of their riches to
the rest of the community.

What are the chief characteri ‘ \
where is it found? In market exchange, goods and ser-
vices are bought and sold at a money price determined
by market forces. In principle, market exchange is
impersonal and occurs without regard to the social
position of the participants. Market exchange is the
most common mechanism of exchange in the world

today and is found in most societies.

In
capitalism, the owners of productive resources use
them to increase their financial wealth. In capitalist
societies, productive resources are held primarily by a
small percentage of the population, most people sell
their labor for wages, and the value of people’s labor




is always more than the wages they receive. Capital-
ism can be masked by other relationships such as
reciprocity.

| I I nat orm
Resistance to capitalism is found in almost
all capitalist societies. Sometimes such resistance may
take the form of movements for social change or vio-

balanced reciprocity economizing behavior
capital firm

capitalism generalized reciprocity
cargo system household

economic system Kula ring

economics leveling mechanism
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lent revolution. However, in many places, people resist
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use only for their own subsistence, avoiding wage la-
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Some of the residents of Putnam County, New York,
provide an example.
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