Bands, fertility and the social organization of early humans

Abstract

On the basis of recent work on the relationship between wealth assets and social organization (Bell 2003), it is shown that early human society could not have been organized as bands.  The contrary, and apparently universal, conception among archeologists is based on observations of contemporary hunter-gatherers who live in regions within which fertility cannot be fully expressed, due to resource limitations.  This is a circumstance that is expected to lead to band organization because (as this paper shows) it is inconsistent with socially defined groupings based on kinship.  Early humans, on the other hand, were demonstrably able to express fertility, enabling individuals to organize around the benefits of fertility-as-wealth on an intergenerational, kinship, basis.  This new conception of social organization eliminates several conundrums that arise from the conventional wisdom.
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Bands, fertility and the social organization of early humans
The origins of humankind have most commonly been satisfied by myth and religion.  Only more recently have some sought answers from archaeology.  But unlike myth and religion, archaeology suffers from a lack of complete certainty.  In their striving for certainty, archaeologists peer into the dark waters of the Pleistocene; and they see moving shadows of the past, confounded by reflections of the present. The little that can be discerned must be supplemented by more easily known, but questionably relevant, facts of contemporary ethnography.  And while archaeologists are well-aware of the dangers of exporting characteristics of contemporary hunter-gatherers into the Pleistocene, the impulse to do so appears to be overwhelming.  
It is always the case that the richness of the ethnographic record of hunter-gatherers can exert a heavy influence (characterized dramatically by Martin Wobst in 1971 as "tyranny") on archaeological interpretation and result in the uncritical projection of the behavior of modern hunter-gatherers into the past. So, the archaeologist seeking to understand the society of ancient humans has to tiptoe into a shadowy world of inference, conjecture, speculation, and carefully justified analogy. (Bogucki 1999: 72).

Although these imputations into the past are recognizably speculative, Bogucki (1999: 73) claims that “we can be reasonably confident that early humans society had the sort of sociocultural integration which anthropologists categorized as the ‘band,’ a flexible association without permanent membership.”  However, the purpose of this paper is to show that early human society could not possibly have been organized as bands – dependent on the effective hunting of men.  Rather, it was a (perhaps, ethnographically unknown) form of lineage organization   – organized around the fertility of women.  Of this, we should be “reasonably confident.”  
The debate concerning hunter-gatherers that reigned during the early 1990s focused on the Kalahari San, Negritos of the Philippines and similar groups (Headland and Reid 1989; Solway and Lee 1990; Wilmsen 1989 and others).  The central concern of this debate was the extent to which certain contemporary hunter-gatherers have been isolated from surrounding cultures, thereby retaining a “pristine” character.  However, the issues of isolation and external cultural influences are not elements of this discussion.  Instead, it can be argued that, even in isolation, the contemporary band form of organization cannot have roots into a deep history. On the contrary, existing band societies represent adaptations from earlier forms of organization  -- adaptations that may or may not be fairly recent.
Although the force of my argument depends on a presentation of several basic analytical concepts, the argument can be roughly summarized as follows: The societies of hunter-gatherers whose organization has influenced archaeological conceptions of early human societies have been located in resource-poor and socially encapsulated ecological niches within which widespread female infanticide signals a redundancy of reproductive capacity.  However, this condition clearly did not apply to early humans, whose expansion around the globe was an expression of a fully realized and socially valued fertility.  In this circumstance, any group that can claim rights to the product of fertility would gain greater capacity for food production.  They also gain capacity for defense from, or aggression toward, conspecifics and can make claim on home ranges whose expansion is essential to the continued expression of fertility.  These advantages had to have been recognized by early humans; and the necessary manifestation of such recognition is the development of intergenerational corporate groups, organized around fertility.  In this context, stronger groups force the departure of weaker groups from desired resource domains, thereby compelling the “human diaspora.” 
Bands 

In saying that early humans were not organized in bands, I employ a rather precise analytical conception thereof.  
I shall characterize bands in terms of the relationship of their members to sets of resources.  This characterization is in strong contrast with convention, even though the groups that are commonly recognized as bands among Homo sapiens will always satisfy my characterization.  The common approach is to consider the band as a system of relationships among individuals.  An excellent example of the relational approach is presented in Rodseth et al. (1991), a presentation that is admirably systematic and, hence, illustrates the complexity of the approach.  However, by focusing on the underlying resource basis of the social formation, we allow most of these relational variables to recede from prominence and to be recognized as particular cultural articulations thereof.  For example, from a relational perspective, British, American and German capitalisms are very different systems.  However, if we reconsider the matter in terms of the relationships of persons (or, more correctly, categories of persons) to resources, we have a basis for claiming that each is a manifestation of the same social formation in rather different societies. We shall show that a focus on resources provides us with the tools for understanding the structure and dynamics of social formations. 

A band is a corporate group within which individuals have the right to share in a pool of consumables, together with an obligation to contribute to its resources. 
 Although membership in bands is not necessarily unstable, it can potentially vary on a daily basis.  The degree to which membership is stable is a function of individual choices and happenstance.  Membership is not defined as a right of person, such as rights of inheritance or succession.  This is true of bands because there is never a heritable resource in the possession of its members. That is, there is no resource whose intergenerational devolution can be socially prescribed. And, hence, there is no institutionalized or “permanent” inter-generational connection of individuals to a set of resources.  All resources within bands are consumption goods or goods of limited durability; and members of bands are identified by the sharing of such goods if and when they are in-residence with the group.    A lineage, on the other hand, has a membership that is defined independently of the physical location of its members, and this membership is not a matter of individual choice; rather, it is the consequence of social ascription.   This institutionalization of intergenerational relationships is a function of the “management” of resources of indefinitely long durability, to be discussed later.
 
It is characteristic of some hunter-gatherer societies that resources for the full expression of fertility are not available.  That is, given the mode of production, the “carrying capacity” of the environment imposes the necessity of demographic restriction. In the absence of culturally imposed restrictions, we may expect disease, reduced life expectancy and starvation to limit and, perhaps, eliminate the population.  And in order to avoid these calamities those band societies that are located in regions of severe resource deficit have accepted infanticide as a common cultural practice.  The Punan of central Borneo are able, at the present time, to stabilize their population through emigration into the surrounding agrarian society (Hoffman 1986). However, this is a solution that is not commonly available. Tiwi women of Melville Island, North Australia attempt abortion, sometimes by jumping from a tree or by hitting the womb with a stick (Goodale 1994).  The !Kung Bushmen (Howell, 1979; Lorimer, 1954) practice infanticide in order to increase spacing, but this also has the effect of reducing completed fertility rates.  
Sixty seven percent of the infants in an Inuit village were killed (Rasmussen 1927), as were 15 percent to 30 percent of the offspring of aboriginal Australians (Birdsell 1979). And, according to Wenke (1990: 121):
Townsend [1971] found that the women of this group [of hunter and gatherers in New Guinea] marry soon after puberty and have about six children.  Malaria and other diseases kill off about 43% of the children early in life, but girls die from diseases at a much greater rate than boys, probably from malign neglect. If thought necessary, unwanted girls are killed by strangulation with a vine soon after birth.  
In her survey of this issue, Scrimshaw (1984: 453) points out that
 In fact, regulation of either familial or societal fertility is one of the most common reasons cited for overt infanticide (Abernathy, 1979; Dickeman, 1975; Carr-Saunders 1922). This is often expressed in terms of limiting the population in order to avoid food shortages. Firth (1961:202) wrote that the Tikopia practiced infanticide in proportion to available food. The midwife turns the baby face down at birth at a word from the father. This is done unwillingly, "with limited resources in mind," and only after the family already has at least one child of each sex. 

Clearly, then, there are many methods of population stabilization, including massive demographic collapse that may arise in the absence of (or in spite of) deliberate methods.  And in those societies that archeologists presume to have special relevance for the social organization of early humans, it is always the case that fertility fails to enjoy full expression as a result of severe resource deficits.  On the other hand, in those societies that are able to expand geographically and demographically, so that fertility can be valued in its full expression, the forces of fertility can provide social and economic power to a group, provided that it organizes itself appropriately.  Moreover, the benefits to be gained by organizing around fertility are readily apparent to the members of any society.  Our task is to show how this was so for early humans, together with its implications for social structure.
Wealth-holding groups

Let us now visit the Pleistocene.  Here we find a heating and cooling of the Earth and the advancing and retreating of ice in the northern hemisphere.  It was a time when ecological variation on the African continent produced a proliferation of hominid types, one of which would have been the precursor of the genus Homo (Foley 1989).  However, in the face of a process of extinction that befell most, an isolated and endogenous group of two to ten thousand individuals managed to become the foundation of a new species that grew rather rapidly in number (Ayala 1995).  While one cannot cite rates of population growth for the late Pleistocene, only a prodigious growth of population could fuel the “human diaspora” into Europe, Asia, Australia and the Americas. Certainly, these were not people who were forced by resource deficits into a policy of population stabilization within an encapsulated geographic domain, like contemporary hunter-gatherers. 

The full expression of fertility is a fact of fundamental significance for social process and social structure (Bell 2003). It means that fertility can become a wealth-asset, and we shall see that this is a fact that is inconsistent with band organization. To understand what I mean by wealth and wealth-assets, consider the effect of fertility when its full expression is ecologically feasible and socially valued.  First, fertility makes it possible for the population of women and men to grow indefinitely.  As women increase in number, so do the available sources of fertility, so that population can experience exponential rates of growth.  Such rates of growth constitute “rates of return” on a wealth-asset.  Like other forms of wealth (capital, land, animal stock), human fertility is not valued for itself, but for the flow of products for which it is responsible. The social benefits of fertility arise from the activities and productivities of the men and women who are its ultimate product.  Up to some ecologically defined limit, an increase in population yields economic and social benefits to the group for which they are the effective components.  Women and men are useful as agents of production, military defense and in other ways, such that increases in their numbers generate benefits for the group.  And if a larger number of men is available to defend the group from the intrigues of other groups and capable of dispersing those groups when additional territory is desired, the demographically more powerful group will continue to enjoy the full expression of fertility in a given geographic domain.
These benefits from the product of fertility can accrue to a group only when a group makes effective claim on them -- claiming the loyalty of the men and the fertility of the women who are the product of fertility.  For this reason, group membership cannot be “flexible” and “unstable.” Moreover, it is only superficially true that membership is based on interpersonal relations.  True, ideologically, individuals may be linked in the idiom of kinship, creating a group that appears to be the product of genetic links. However, the culturally recognized and socially emphasized selection of genetic links from among the universe of kindred will always be a function of the underlying wealth-asset and the manner in which it is to be managed over the set of generations.  And given effective management of a wealth-asset, the benefits that accrue from it may be claimed via social ascription by an intergenerational community of individuals. In other words, this set of kin is connected by means of common rights to a given set of wealth-assets -- the human group and the assets, both growing commensurately over time.  

This central role of wealth in the organization of kinship can not be recognized in the absence of the cross-culturally portable conception of wealth that has been absent from cultural anthropology (on which archeology has relied).  Fertility can be said to be a wealth-asset if (a) it is endowed with a capacity for growth in magnitude or value (b) additional products of fertility are desired and useful to the social group, (c) there is a flow of consumption benefits over time from the product of fertility (economic production, defense provided by people), and, finally, (d)  there is a method for the intergenerational transmission of the asset.  These are the four necessary and sufficient conditions for any resource to have the character of a wealth-asset, as discussed in greater detail in Bell (2003) in relation to several other forms of wealth in addition to fertility. And it is this fourth attribute of wealth that is central to this discussion.  

If an asset has an indefinite life and is expected to grow at some rate over that horizon, the value of that asset cannot be realized by an individual or by any contemporaneous group of individuals.
 An asset of indefinite duration can be held effectively only by a group of indefinite duration.  And while this statement may appear to have sophistication beyond normal thought, its translation into social process is elementary.  In particular, in order for a group to gain the benefits of fertility, it must affiliate by force the offspring of those women whose fertility it claims.  Indeed, claiming rights to fertility means claiming the indefinitely long stream of offspring of selected women by an intergenerational set of individuals who are, themselves, linked by joint rights to fertility. This set of individuals may take the form of a lineage.  However, lineages are specific forms of cultural construction. The elementary requirements of wealth management are proto-cultural; and we allow any culturally specifiable intergenerational collectivity to satisfy our requirement.  
Once we recognize fertility as a wealth-asset, then we can also recognize the importance of managing it for the long term advantage of the multigenerational collectivity that has rights to it.   I shall call this collectivity a “wealth-holding group” of a generally matrilineal and/or patrilineal form, with a categorical composition that by social rule (inheritance) includes the yet unborn.
 In this way a resource that exhibits exponential growth over an indefinitely long horizon can possess a corresponding set of rights- holders over that horizon.  However, there is no reason to presume that any ethnographically known form of kinship relation would have characterized early humans; and in order to avoid such an implication I shall attempt to use the term “wealth-holding group” (WHG) rather than patrilineage or matrilineage. 
 A WHG is identified as a set of individuals who are linked across generations to a set of resources by “rightful claim.”  
Rights and rightful claims can be presented as abstract ideas, but they can also be recognized as concrete social phenomena.  For this discussion, a right (or rightful claim) to an action or resource exists to the extent that certain categories of individuals are protected and supported by others in the event that they desire to perform the action or acquire the resource.  This definition implies that the existence of a right arises and depends on the actions of persons other than the category of rights-holders.  For example, the right to vote in the United States exists only to the extent that the laws that extend the suffrage to non-felonious citizens are actually enforced by legal authority and/or by community forces.  The existence of such rights does not depend on the citizens’ desires to exercise the franchise. It requires only that when such desires are manifest, they are protected by others. Further, in many cases, those who have no rights to something are actually forbidden to make claim upon it.  This is true of voting; and (in some cultures) it is also true of sex. Rights are concrete and socially recognizable in human and nonhuman societies. 
  And we can say that in any case where rights are claimed, their existence must be evident by the actions of others that support the claims.  In particular, we know that a WHG has claimed fertility when members of person-categories within the group commit direct action in support of the claims of other categories. Among wolves, the actions of the beta wolf and others in support of the exclusive sexual rights of the alpha male are powerfully exemplary, as are the efforts of daughters in the support of the rank of a female gelada baboon.  And it is this kind of support that one would expect to have arisen among early humans in their claims on fertility.  Although rights to the fertility of a given woman are held by all members of the WHG, there are differences in the form and extent of these rights among its members, more rights being held by the mother and the mother’s siblings (in a matrilineal setting).    

Why would early humans claim rights in fertility?  When the people who occupy a given terrain are increasing in number, the carrying capacity of the terrain will be reached.  If it is possible for some people to leave (and it certainly was), there will be a struggle for resources that leads to the departure of weaker groups.  Hence, those who are organized as agonistic collectivities will prevail over those who are not organized; and those who are numerically the strongest (with the benefits of fertility) will prevail over smaller groups.    Hence, those groups that, other things equal, most effectively manage fertility will prevail in the ongoing contest to maintain access to ancestral lands. 
The alternative to the expulsion of a subset of a group from a defined resource region is to permit a gradual and ultimately devastating diminution in fitness for all members of a community as resources decline on a per capita basis, leading ultimately to the need for everyone to seek another home range.  This seems to be the assumption of prevailing archeological models. But it will never happen that a society of mammals will allow the consequences of resource deficits to be imposed equally within its population. Relations of dominance, either formal or informal, always arise; and those who are strong will stand their ground and retain access to familiar foraging territory.  Those groups that are demographically weak will be forced by violence or by hunger to seek new territory when the carrying capacity of their current location approaches its limit. It is not uncommon that strength in numbers enables members of particular groups to gain nutritional benefits and become stronger as individuals.  In this event, a dominant group is larger in number and its members are healthier and stronger (a set of characteristics attributed to early hominids by Hockett and Asher (1992)).
The advantages for a group in having a larger population become evident in the group’s confrontation with nature and with conspecifics. A group that suffers expulsion from ancestral lands must locate desired resources in a new and unfamiliar land where success is uncertain.  Hence, the benefits of demographic strength are all too obvious, but such demographic strength can exist only to the degree that the group is well-defined.   Membership in a WHG cannot be fluid; winners and losers must be clearly defined (usually on a genealogical basis).  When social location is a critical factor in survival and fitness, social affiliations are not left to chance.  And in order to “win” in the struggles of a geographically expanding species, one must be associated with an effectively managed WHG.  One subgroup of a community may promote the ouster of others as population increases, or the community as a whole may grow strong relative to its neighbors and seek by violent means their displacement.  This latter process has prevailed among the camel herding desert nomads of Somalia; while the former process has been evident among nomads of the Sahara.  And, indeed, among desert nomads, power accrues to the group with the larger number of fighting men (and the fertility of daughters is implicitly recognized as the underlying asset).
It is claimed that the movement of people out of native places and eventually out of Africa was promoted by a continual search for prey, as prey was extinguished in their path.  Were this model correct, it would have produced people in constant peripatetic migration, not a species progressively occupying the Earth.  And, indeed, it is suggested that early humans were inclined toward “long distance travel,” in spite of the fact that this presumed proclivity is inconsistent with the technology of hunting and gathering.   With either hunting or gathering, survival depends on the exploitation of known patches of materials and of the known preferred paths and watering holes of prey.  Those who were successful in claiming the traditional home range would have an opportunity to thrive in a known environment, while those who departed would run the risk of starvation in lands whose resource locations were unknown and perhaps nonexistent.  “Long distance travel,” then, was the (forced) periodic migration of surplus populations, as the carrying capacity of a given environment  was reached in one period after another.  It is a similar motivation that underlies intercontinental migrations in the current period, as well.  Certainly, the movement “out of Africa” did not leave Africa empty of people and of the resources required for supporting them; and only an ethnocentric bias would illogically designate those who left as the more fortunate.  Quite likely, most of them died.
From the complex to the simple

  
The association of hunting and gathering with band society does not arise from a lack of alternative social forms among hunter-gatherers.  Native American societies, for example, were generally matrilineal, tribal associations, some of which exhibited considerable hierarchical complexity.  Indeed, only a minority of ethnographically known hunter-gatherers have lived in band societies.  However, archeologists have rather confidently assumed early humans to have been organized into bands.  This assumption is based on the fact that bands are simpler, less “complex,” than WHGs; and since the time of Herbert Spencer (1857), it has been firmly established in Western thought that the simple precedes the more complex: 

It is in the nature of things that simplicity precedes complexity. This was not merely a matter of logical necessity but of empirical fact: paleontology and archeology combined to show that, with few exceptions, what was earlier stratigraphically was also simpler structurally. Thus it was possible for the early evolutionists to hold firmly to the view that complex cultures had had simpler antecedents. (Carniero 1973: 68)

The apparent universality of processes of increasing complexity combines with the cross-cultural, comparative method to produce reasonable confidence in the notion that bands precede WHGs in human evolution.  Indeed, it becomes true by definition (of “evolution”).  However, more basic than evolution is the process of adaptation.  Adaptation is the response of an organism or society to changing external conditions; and adaptation is not predictably in the direction of “progress” or complexity.  

We can be certain that early humans were able to gain the benefits of a fully expressed fertility and, correspondingly, must certainly have recognized the benefits of its effective (intergenerational) management.  They could readily recognize that there is power in numbers, especially after being mistreated by a larger group; and if there were those who failed to recognize the value of managing fertility, they would certainly have been vanquished by those who did.  Although we should steadfastly avoid a specific characterization of the forms of WHGs that arose among early humans, we should be confident that observed band societies are social adaptations that replaced WHGs in environments lacking resources for the expression of fertility.  More complex societies would transition into bands, practicing infanticide, after having been ousted from more commodious environments. Theirs is an unknown and varied history.  The ecology of the Kalahari has certainly changed from one with an abundance of water and much wild game to the desert that we find today.  And the people who now reside there may have live there during better times, or may have been forced onto it during the worst of times.  In any case, we must not continue with the myth of people who never evolved – a mythology of hunting and gathering peoples who are frozen in time. 
Ethologists usually describe hamadryas and gelada baboons as having bands (and troops), largely, because bands are believed to be the simplest of organizational forms.  However, when viewed in relation to their underlying resources, hamadryas and gelada baboons are readily recognized to have lineal forms of organization, not bands.  Among the hamadryas, the fertility of females, together with control over home ranges within a resource-scarce environment, constitute essential wealth-assets that are held by linked generations of males.  Among the gelada, fertility (but not home ranges) is controlled by linked generations of females in a relatively rich resource environment.  To be sure, baboons have simpler cultures than even the simplest of human cultures; and their more “complex” social formations, featuring WHGs, are associated with relatively elementary levels of cultural development.  Language, technology, myth, and so forth are variable attributes within the frame of particular social formations.  Almost certainly, the productive technologies and ideological frameworks within contemporary human bands are far more advanced than those that could have existed within the (“complex”) WHGs of early humans.  Contemporary bands are simpler only in the sense that they do not have mechanisms and social technologies for the management of fertility, given the failure of fertility to satisfy one of the other essential characteristics of wealth-assets.
The power of fertility

For early humans the awesome power of fertility is strongly evident from the fossil record (of geographic expansion); and the consequences of fertility for social relations would unavoidably dominate the structure of social groups and the methods of inter-group relations.  
Purely technical means alone, however, cannot determine entirely the ability of a group to exploit a given environment, since their effectiveness depends in large measure on the capacities of the human group to organize appropriate strategies within which the available technical means are put to use with varying effect. Whallon 1989: 436)

In some cultures, rights to food have been allocated unequally in accordance with distance of kinship from the dominant core.  Hence, when per capita food availabilities are reduced by population growth or by seasonal variation, the least advantaged section of the community will chose to seek greener pastures rather than attack the socially established system of rights.  On the other hand, such a system of rights may have only embryonic development or only rather weak general acceptance, so that open conflict arises between the haves and the have-nots.  Moreover, even the privileged subgroup will grow in size, leading it to seek the displacement of unrelated neighbors.  Under this situation, the generally greater capacity for violence among men becomes important, not only to social process but also to social organization, because the effective level of fertility would depend now on the number of men, rather than on the number of women.  Certainly, it can be seen in contemporary tribal societies that when men must come forth to defend or extend the territory of the group, the power of fertility to express itself becomes dependent on the combative capacities of men, leading often to male dominance.  Among many contemporary hunter-gatherers, male “defense of community” becomes foundational to patrilineal organization (Bell 2003). However, since we should not presume an institutionalized connection of genitors to offspring among early humans, 
 patriliny as we know it need not have existed.  Quite possibly brothers and matrilateral kinspersons were the sources of fertility defense.
The organization of WHGs may have antedated the arrival of anatomically modern humans.  It is quite possible that fertility was also foundational to the organization of archaic humans and even of certain hominids before them.  Certainly, there was a similar Diaspora from African soil into Asia and Europe of Homo erectus.    This geographic radiation may well have been promoted by the ouster of weaker WHGs groups by others in the much the same manner as that which later arose among humans.  Indeed, the only realistic alternative to this model would be population movements prompted by changes in climate and ecologies that force the abandonment of home ranges by the species as a whole.
Conclusion
At this point it should be clear that we are working with a new paradigm for understanding the proto-cultural features of the social institutions that are foundational to culture.  By abandoning a usually vague and casual conception of wealth, a conception that more readily applies to a commodity economy, we are able to identify wealth as a resource whose growth over an indefinite duration has been fully exploited only by intergenerational collectivities of indefinite duration.  Outside of capitalism, where partible shares of wealth assets reflect the (discounted) expected future benefits of underlying productive assets, inheritance among kin has been the universal means of constructing groups whose immortality corresponds with that of the associated wealth-assets.  Indeed, “kinship” is always carved out of a broader theoretically defined kindred; it is always an instrument for the allocation of rights to wealth-assets.  This is not commonly noted, however, because of emic obfuscation of kinship-as-instrumentality within other cultures and within our own.   Yet, recognizing this analytical fact about the organization of kin groups is essential to an understanding of social process and cultural evolution.

Notice that one of the four essential characteristics of a wealth-asset is that it produces a flow of consumables.  In the case of capital, for example, there must be a flow of dividends to the owners of stock and a flow of consumer goods from “real” capital, where the (“profitable”) sale of consumer goods generates the flow of dividends.  An analogous but simpler process applies to fertility.  The growth of fertility conveys an increasing flow of benefits to a growing group of individuals who are linked by inheritance rules; and any group that failed to manage a (potential) wealth-asset with some effectiveness would vanish from the archaeological record.  Given that fertility among early humans was demonstrably a resource whose unrestricted expression was feasible as a source of power, the maintenance of band forms of organization was simply impossible, except for marginal and encapsulated groups that occupied land of little interest to others.  
While I seem to have compared certain contemporary hunter-gatherers rather negatively relative to early humans, it is because I have focused entirely on social structure.  However, it is unlikely that early humans would have known how to survive in the marginal terrains of our “primitive contemporaries.”  The productive technologies that exploit desert and tundra and allow survival, under rather low population thresholds, are developments worthy of considerable respect.  Improvements in these technologies make it possible for a particular hunting-foraging domain to have a greater carrying capacity, assuming that the survival of any group of people is feasible.  Among contemporary hunter-gatherers, there have also been notable advances in language, ritual, and other aspects of culture.  Some of these developments may have been adopted from surrounding cultures, and some may remain as “survivals” from earlier, more complex, social structures.  Given that their currently simpler social structures have evolved from more complex structures, it is reasonable to expect a greater cultural complexity on many dimensions when compared with some period in the distant past.
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� I employ a minimalist definition of “corporate group.”  I mean only that there is a set of culturally defined categories of person whose incumbents enjoy rights to a set of resources, as elaborated in Bell (2003).   


�  Investment shares in capital are important exceptions that are not available in non-monetized economies.  So, in the discussion that follows I shall ignore capitalistic methods of wealth holding.


�  A “wealth-holding group” is not a set of identifiable individuals; it is a conceptual category that is the product of clearly specified rules of inheritance.


�   Possibly, this group is equivalently patrilineal and matrilineal in the form of a wolf pack, featuring complete endogamy.


� For example, wolf pups have rights to a share of the “kill,” rights that are enforced by their parents, the alpha pair.  If the alpha pair is unable to bring sufficient meat to the pups, they will force regurgitation from subordinate wolves for the benefit of the pups. Fentress and Ryon 1979; Pacquet, Bragdon and McCusk 1979


� Once again, the study of contemporary hunter-gatherers has led many to vanquish archeological ignorance with questionably relevant ethnographic fact, leading to an ethnographically unsustainable assumption that early humans were “pair-bonded.”  It is a hypothesis that imposes on early humans the conceptions of marriage that the medieval church imposed on Europe. 





