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Abstract
Using hunter-gatherer societies as a focus, we argue for a heuristic continuum of egalitarian social systems ranging between
relatively strong and weak forms. Weak egalitarianism is characterized by an absence of real political hierarchy, and limited
differences between individuals in terms of rank, status, wealth, or power, while strongly egalitarian societies are
characterized by these with some combination of powerful sharing and leveling norms, assertive social mechanisms of norm
enforcement, extensive formal networks of reciprocity spanning geographical regions, and ritual practices designed to
alleviate resulting social tensions. While weak forms of egalitarianism may result from some long-recognized properties of
mobile foraging societies, such as group membership flexibility and universal access to both means of economic production
and the means of coercion, we argue that strong egalitarianism emerged as a social strategy for coping with foraging risk at
larger temporal and spatial scales. We conclude with a synthesis of ethnoarchaeological and archaeological approaches in
the examination of the prehistory of egalitarianism, as well as a brief consideration of potential evolutionarily implications.
Key Words: Hunter-gatherers; social systems; egalitarianism; risk reduction

Introduction
By the middle of the twentieth century, egalitarian hunter-gatherer bands had been documented ethnographically
across the globe. From this point onward, it was widely assumed that an egalitarian social structure was original to our
hunter-gatherer early hominin ancestors. Much of this interest emerged from traditions of evolutionary thinking with a good
deal of unilinear baggage, which have tended to emphasize the similarities of egalitarian social structures among huntergatherer groups as a universal outcome of foraging economic systems (Steward 1936, 1955; White 1959; Lee and Devore
1968, including various papers therein; Service 1971; Sahlins 1972; Woodburn 1982; Harris 1989; Bird-David 1990;
Peterson 1993; Boehm 1999; Riches 2000). This perspective also generally assumed that, because a strong variant of
egalitarianism is common among modern hunter-gatherer societies, it must have been innate among our early hominin
ancestors, and therefore provided the baseline social context in which salient dynamics of hominin evolution took place
(Washburn 1950, 1959; Washburn and Devore 1962; Washburn and Lancaster 1968; Service 1971; Isaac et al. 1971;
Leakey and Lewin 1977; Isaac 1978; Bunn and Kroll 1986; Foley 1988; Dominguez-Rodrigo 2002). In short, this line of
scholarship systematically compiled a list of generalizations about modern hunter-gatherer egalitarianism and projected
these normative features into the past as the basic social structure of our earliest ancestors.
Spurred on by the outcomes of the Man the Hunter conference (Lee and Devore 1968) and the increasing
prevalence of human behavioral ecology as a guiding theoretical perspective (Smith and Winterhalder 1981, and papers
therein, Hill 1982; Hill et al. 1987; Hawkes et al. 1982; Kelly 1983; Kaplan et al. 1990; O'Connell 1995; Winterhalder and
Smith 2000; Bird and O'Connell 2006), hunter-gatherer anthropology in late 20th and early 21st centuries increasingly
embraced the documentation and explanation of cross-cultural variability as its raison d'etre (for book-length treatments,
see Kelly 1995; Kent 1996; Binford 2001; Panter-Brick et al. 2001; Bettinger 2009; see also Ames 2004 for a review). This
shift in thinking has profoundly reoriented predominant research questions and methodological orientations, with great
impacts on both how we conduct our archaeological and ethnographic investigations and how we conceptualize both human
evolution and modern human forager cultural diversity. This period also witnessed significant revisionist criticism, which
briskly awakened many to the historical complexities associated with the lifeways of modern hunter-gatherer groups around
the world (Schrire 1980; Headland and Reid 1989; Wilmsen 1989; Wilmsen and Denbow 1990; Shott 1991; Kent 1992;
contra Lee 1992). In radically different ways, revisionism and the increasing concern for variability among forager societies
undermined the historical effort to generalize similarities among modern hunter-gatherer societies into a single modality of
our deep prehistoric ancestry.
Our purpose in writing this paper is to bring renewed attention to the variability associated with modern huntergatherer egalitarianism, as well as its economic causes and issues related to its potential time depth, and to provide some

insights into the ways that ethnoarchaeological research on a variety of topics might contribute to the debate. We follow
Kent (1993) in making a heuristic distinction between “strong” and “weak” forms of egalitarianism. As one axis of
variability among egalitarian societies, this continuum recognizes the substantial differences in the kinds of social structures
to be found, the ways in which social norms of egalitarianism are enforced, and the structural mechanisms for dealing with
any resulting social stress. In this respect, we recognize that more weakly egalitarian societies may generally lack
differences in wealth, status, power, rank, etc., between individuals but also lack any rigid formal structures of exchange
and/or reciprocity, strict norm enforcement, and the major social tensions resulting from these (as well as mechanisms for
mitigating such tensions). In contrast, we recognize that strongly egalitarian societies may have elaborate mechanisms of
reciprocity that operate at a range of temporal scales and the enforcement of social norms of egalitarianism is generally
strict and forceful. In such cases, a great deal of social tension results, and there are clear structural mechanisms for
alleviating this social stress. This axis of variability among societies traditionally categorized as egalitarian clearly holds
great significance in terms of understanding related questions of both the social context in which human evolution occurred
and the causes of social structural variability among forager societies, and archaeological means of differentiating the types
of egalitarianism may be critical to our understandings of hominin evolution.
In examining this variability and its causes, we concentrate on the oft-discussed case study of the Ju/'hoansi
(formerly known at the !Kung; J. Marshall 1957; L. Marshall 1961; Lee 1968, 1972, 1979, 1988, 1990, 2013; Biesele 1975;
Guenther 1975; Wiessner 1977, 1982, 1996, 2002, 2005; Katz 1982; Katz et al. 1997; Wilmsen 1989; Barnard 1992;
McCall 2000), who have sometimes been taken as a modal manifestation of egalitarian hunter-gatherer social structure and
generalized into the evolutionary past. Our examination of this case study shows that the Ju/'hoansi are, in fact, at the
extremity of the strongly egalitarian pole of social structural variability. Furthermore, we show that the extremely strong
form of egalitarianism in this case has resulted from numerous allied strategies of foraging risk management layered into the
organization of social and economic systems. In contextualizing the Ju/'hoansi case study relative to other modern huntergatherer societies, we find that the strength of egalitarianism manifested here holds a clear relationship to the prevalence and
necessity of risk management mechanisms, and, therefore, the ecological context.
In closing, we discuss some implications for ethnoarchaeological examinations of egalitarianism and the
application of these approaches to the archaeological record. While early ethnographic research focused on certain huntergatherer groups, such as the Ju/'hoansi or the Hadza, as modal analogs for Paleolithic societies, recent research has been
more sophisticated in considering the role of individual choice and tactical variability relative to participation in egalitarian
social systems. Much of this research has been couched within the theoretical framework of human behavioral ecology and
has been directed at developing testable models of early hominin evolutionary dynamics. On the one hand, we recognize the

value of these approaches in terms of the recognition and explanation of variability, and especially in contrast with older
schools of analogical thought. On the other hand, we see good evidence for organizational linkages between patterns of
foraging economic intensification, foraging risk at a range of temporal scales and amplitudes, and variable egalitarian social
structures intended to cope with this risk. Thus, we make the case for an ethnoarchaeology and archaeology of
egalitarianism forager social systems aimed at the elucidation of the organizational connections, while going beyond the
traditional foci of the material manifestations of sharing and gift-giving practices.

Historical Views on Egalitarianism as a Basal Form of Forager Social Structure
Modern hunter-gatherer groups figured prominently in the unilinear evolutionism of Tylor (1871) and Morgan
(1877). Such views held that egalitarian social structures were a defining element or key feature of societies situated at the
hunter-gatherer stage of cultural evolution. The increasing maturity of the field of anthropology, and the decline of
European colonialism, ushered out unilinear evolutionism as a legitimate theoretical perspective on cultural diversity.
However, as Binford (2001) notes in his comprehensive review, egalitarianism as a generalized feature of hunter-gatherer
social structure did not die with unilinear evolution. In fact, it is quite clear that even strongly anti-evolutionary American
anthropologists, such as Kroeber (e.g. 1935), continued to harbor these earlier views concerning the defining features of
hunter-gatherer societies (see also Steward 1936, 1955; Service 1971). This view of egalitarianism as an original feature of
band societies survived through the regeneration of neo-evolutionism and the emergence of the cultural ecology theoretical
perspective (Steward 1955; White 1959), providing the foundation for a new generation of ethnographic and archaeological
work on hunter-gatherer societies.
Thus, this viewpoint held that our earliest ancestors were “pristine” hunter-gatherers, possessing egalitarian social
structures as a defining feature of their cultural lifeways, that hunter-gatherer groups largely disappeared with the rise of
agriculture, and that those that remained were influenced by contact with their more complex neighbors. In spite of this,
many believed that there were still a few cases in remote, geographically-isolated, and environmentally-poor regions where
hunter-gatherers continued to live more-or-less as our Paleolithic ancestors did (e.g. Service 1971).
This theoretical perspective has since been overturned due to skepticism derived from three main sources: First,
from Man the Hunter onward (Lee and Devore 1968), it was broadly recognized that many modern hunter-gatherer societies
are not actually egalitarian in their social structure but, in fact, have considerable degrees of social inequality (Suttles 1968;
King 1978; Testart 1982; Brown 1985; Hayden et al. 1985; Earle 1987, 1997; Ames 1994; Arnold 1996; Fitzhugh 2003;
Sassaman 2004; Habu 2004; Gamble 2008). Similarly, these same scholars recognized that the emergence of social
inequality among hunter-gatherers had happened in several pre-agricultural contexts and that contact with agricultural

societies was not responsible.
Second, in the 1980s and 1990s, revisionism swept through the sub-field of hunter-gatherer anthropology,
collectively calling into question the “pristineness” and/or isolation from complex neighbors of some key cases of
egalitarian forager societies. For example, Wilmsen (1989; Wilmsen and Denbow) demonstrated that Kalahari huntergatherers had experienced very complex histories in terms of relationships with neighboring agricultural societies (see also
Schrire 1980 for an earlier discussion). Others, such as Headland and Reid (1989), recognized that this situation was not
unique to the Kalahari but was in fact true of all modern hunter-gatherer societies. Though many were predisposed to
dismiss such views by virtue of their post-modernist excesses (e.g. Lee 1992), such studies held profoundly important
insights germane to the consideration of the context in which egalitarianism may be found among modern hunter-gatherer
societies (see Cartmill 1994; Kelly 1995, 2013; Binford 2001 for longer discussions of this point).
On the heels of these debates, most current research on modern hunter-gatherers has embraced the explanation of
cultural variability in ecological and demographic terms as its central goal (see Kelly 1995, 2013; Binford 2001 for
extensive reviews). Some of this line of research has been fostered by developments within the closely related fields of
socioecology, optimal foraging theory, and human behavioral ecology (see Winterhalder and Smith 1981, 2000; Hill 1982;
O'Connell 1995; Bird and O'Connell 2006). More broadly, there was an increasing recognition on the parts of ethnographers
and ethnoarchaeologists that modern human forager groups encompass tremendous variability in relation to their ecological
and economic contexts, and that documentation of this was key to considerations of the archaeological and evolutionary
past.

Current Ecological and Evolutionary Perspectives on Forager Egalitarianism
Within the modern field of human evolutionary studies, the inclusion of hunter-gather ethnography began with the
work of Washburn and colleagues (Washburn 1950, 1959; Washburn and Devore 1962; Washburn and Lancaster 1968),
who sought to compare the baseline social structures and practices of closely related non-human primates (mostly baboons)
and modern human foragers, recognizing several basic structural differences as holding key clues to dynamics of
Pleistocene hominin cultural and biological evolution. Ironically, while Washburn and his colleagues had good ethological
information about patterns of primate social structure and behavior, much less was known at this time about modern human
foragers. Thus, the Washburn approach fostered ethnographic research on modern hunter-gatherers in the interest of
building a generalized baseline model with which to compare primate patterns and, perhaps more problematically, to
employ as a stand-in for our early hominin ancestors. In most ways, the Man the Hunter conference (Lee and Devore 1968)
may be understood as a grand attempt at surveying modern forager variability as understood in its day and to synthesize a

modal model with which to approach problems of the past.
Thus, the Washburn approach employed the same basic logic to be found in the writings of Service (1971) and his
contemporaries: that modern forager social structure was derived from a pattern common to all of our Paleolithic ancestors,
found in its most intact form among certain isolated hunter-gatherer groups, who had experienced the least disturbance from
neighboring complex agricultural societies since the end of the Pleistocene. This is a prime example of what O'Connell
(1995) identifies as “strict analogy” and also one that is clearly (and dubiously) based on direct historical grounds.
Furthermore, while there has been cogent criticism of both the use of ethnographic analogy as a logical basis for considering
human prehistory and the direct historical connections between modern hunter-gatherer groups and our Paleolithic
ancestors, a great deal of modern evolutionary theory retains elements of the Washburnian perspective.
More recent evolutionary research on modern hunter-gatherers, much of which has been framed according to the
principles of human behavioral ecology, has heeded O'Connell's (1995) admonition in rejecting direct ethnographic analogy
as its logical basis (Hill 1982; Hill et al. 1987; Hawkes et al. 1982; Hawkes 2000; Hawkes et al. 2001; Hawkes et al. 2010;
Hawkes et al. 2014; Blurton Jones 1984; Smith 1988; Kaplan et al. 1990; O'Connell 1995; O'Connell et al. 2002; Gurven
2000; Gurven et al. 2004; Winterhalder and Smith 2000; Winterhalder 2007; Wiessner 2002, 2005; Bird and O'Connell
2006; Bird and Bliege Bird 2010; Codding et al. 2011; Bliege Bird et al. 2012). This line of investigation has more
effectively focused on recognizing and explaining modern forager variability, as well as understanding individual decisions
about foraging and sharing behaviors. In addition, it made progress in systematically assessing effects of the social contexts
in which hunter-gatherers have lived, including the nature of economic decision-making, on patterns of both biological and
cultural evolution.
Early explanations of the prevalence of egalitarian social systems among modern foragers centered on issues of
risk buffering. In the absence of much ethnographic evidence, Washburn (1950, 1959; Washburn and Devore 1962;
Washburn and Lancaster 1968) argued that egalitarianism and prevalent patterns of food sharing emerged in order to cope
with the risks inherent within economies dominated by the hunting of large game. Augmented by early ethnographic
evidence about hunting and food sharing presented by Lee (1965, 1968) and others, this viewpoint held that (1) even good
individual hunters had low success rates and that (2) when they were successful, they succeeded in acquiring much more
food than either they or their immediate kin could consume. Thus, egalitarianism and food sharing emerged as a set of
strategies for buffering risk, evening out daily foraging returns, and assuring that no individual went hungry.
Later, Wiessner (1977, 1982, 1996, 2002, 2005) added to the risk-reduction perspective by demonstrating the roles
played by other aspects of the egalitarian social systems of the Ju/'hoansi in managing foraging risk at greater temporal
scales. Much of this research focused on the establishment and maintenance of hxaro networks, formal systematic gift-

giving exchanges, underwritten as well by broader norms of sharing and social leveling. Here, Wiessner succeeded in
showing that egalitarian social practices and networks, such as the hxaro system, were instrumental maintaining cooperative
relationships with individuals in alternative foraging territories, as well as alternative residential options, which could be
exploited during periods of environmental and/or economic crisis.
Subsequently, risk management began to be recognized as a potential explanation of variability in egalitarian social
systems among modern hunter-gatherers. For example, Cashdan (1980) showed that there was substantial variability in the
manifestations of egalitarian social systems among different forager groups in the Kalahari and that the nature of foraging
risk within these various economies went a long way toward explaining it. Kaplan and colleagues (1990) came to similar
conclusions for the Ache of Paraguay. Risk appears to be a fundamental cause of variation in sharing, leveling, and giftgiving practices (Smith 1988; Kelly 1995, 2013; Binford 2001; Winterhalder 2007).
Not all ethnographic evidence, however, has supported this connection between risk, reciprocity, and
egalitarianism. A number of researchers have pointed out that successful foragers lose out in the long run, since they end up
providing more shared food over time than they receive (Gurven 2000; Gurven et al, 2004; Hawkes 2000; Hawkes et al.
2001, 2010; O'Connell et al. 2002; Bird and Bliege Bird 2010; Codding et al. 2011; Bliege Bird et al. 2012). Furthermore,
many of these studies suggest that participation in sharing systems tends to have little noticeable effect on the nutritional
status of either successful foragers or their kin. Taken together, such studies point out that the kind of day-to-day risk
buffering of the sort initially suggested by Washburn (1950, 1959; Washburn and Devore 1962; Washburn and Lancaster
1968) and his contemporaries fails to adequately explain observed sharing behavior at the level of individual decisionmaking, in the absence of other considerations.
Within the last two decades, explanations revolving around “costly signaling” and competition between males have
added some new perspective to this debate (Gurven 2000; Gurven et al, 2004; Hawkes 2000; Hawkes et al. 2001, 2010;
O'Connell et al. 2002; Bird and Bliege Bird 2010; Codding et al. 2011; Bliege Bird et al. 2012). The costly signaling model
suggests that successful foragers choose to share, in spite of that fact that they lose out over time, because sharing serves
signals their willingness to participate in egalitarian sharing systems and “play by the rules,” and displays aspects of
evolutionary fitness to potential mates (Gurven 2000; Gurven et al. 2004; Bird and Bliege Bird 2010; Codding et al. 2011;
Bliege Bird et al 2012). This model suggests that males may often orient their hunting and sharing behavior to compete with
one another by providing large packages of food for their group (Hill 1982; Hawkes 2000; Hawkes et al. 2001, 2010, 2014;
O'Connell 2002).

The Continuum of Strong and Weak Egalitarianism Among Modern Hunter-Gatherers

More than four decades ago, Woodburn (1982) provided an immensely influential definition in which he linked
egalitarianism to what he characterized as “immediate-return” economies. In examining a select sample of modern huntergatherer societies, Woodburn offered the following list of common features of egalitarian social structure:

1. Mobility and group membership flexibility.
2. Relatively equal access to potential means of coercion.
3. Relatively equal access to economic means of production.
4. Sharing.
5. Intolerance of material accumulation.
6. Exchange of material objects.
7. Lack of political authority or leadership.

This list has been widely accepted as a fairly universal generalization about how egalitarian societies operate, and
the nature of “immediate-return” economies as the underpinnings of egalitarian social systems. From Woodburn's time
onward, when egalitarian forager social systems have been discussed, they have generally been assumed to have all or most
of the features listed above.
On the one hand, there is clearly profound variability in the nature of hunter-gatherer egalitarian social systems and
it is now widely recognized that many modern foragers do not fit the generalizations outlined by Woodburn (1982). On the
other hand, it is rare to see this tremendous variability explicitly discussed systematically in cross-cultural perspective.
There is also some terminological ambiguity in terms of how this variability has been discussed. This ambiguity has had the
unintended effect of conflating different aspects of egalitarian social behavior that may have disparate causes and distinct
consequences in terms of thinking about issues of evolutionary ecology. Thus, we follow Kent (1993) in heuristically
distinguishing between a continuum of egalitarian social structures ranging between strong and weak poles.
Kent (1993: 480) states: “Egalitarianism is a continuum, not an absolute entity; societies are only more or less
egalitarian.” Later, in discussing differences in the egalitarian social structures and sharing practices of the Hadza and the
foraging societies of the Central Kalahari, Kent (1993: 501) comments: “Hadza are more egalitarian than most societies but
Central Kalahari Basarwa are more egalitarian than the Hadza. This indicates that there is a range of 'more' or 'less' equality
even at the highly egalitarian end of the continuum, just as there is a range at the highly non-egalitarian end.”
While we borrow certain aspects of Kent's (1993) definitions and views on egalitarianism as a continuum, we wish
to clarify our definitions of weak and strong egalitarianism. Weakly egalitarian societies simply lack any major differences

between individuals in terms of material wealth, social status, political power, coercive authority, and so on. Thus, weakly
egalitarian social systems may take a wide range of forms and may vary widely in other aspects of their structural
organization. In contrast, strongly egalitarian social systems are defined by several key commonalities:

1. Social practices designed to assertively maintain the operation of egalitarian social systems through the strict enforcement
of egalitarian norms; in other words, social systems that do not tolerate deviation from the expectations of sharing and
equality between all individuals and that maintain assertive mechanisms of norm enforcement.

1a. Active leveling mechanisms in terms of both the redistribution of resources (e.g. demand sharing; Peterson 1993;
McCall 2000) and the limitation of social status (e.g. “leveling the hunter”; Wiessner 1996) that coerce individuals to
conform to expectations of egalitarianism in economic and political activities.

2. Extensive networks of gift-giving and the exchange of permanent non-food items to ensure relationships of reciprocity at
considerable spatial and temporal scales (e.g. hxaro networks among the Ju/'hoansi and the ceremonial exchange system of
the Yolngu of Arnhem Land; Wiessner 1977, 1982, 1996; Thompson 1949).

2a. Long-term relationships of reciprocity that operate at the level of groups rather than individuals, assuring alternatives in
terms of resource access during periods of environmental crisis or periods of extreme abundance (e.g. reciprocal-access
territorial systems among the Ju/'hoansi and Western Shoshoni of the Great Basin; Dyson-Hudson and Smith 1978; Lee
1979; Kelly 1995).

3. Extensive social / religious / medical systems operating at the scale of the entire group for mending relationships, healing
hurt feelings, and relieving the enormous social stress caused by the pressure to strictly adhere to egalitarian norms and
practices (e.g. the “trance dance” ritual of the Ju/'hoansi and similar practices among lesser known groups, such as the
Temiar of Malasia; Katz 1982; Katz et al. 1997; Roseman 1990).

While some key ethnographic hunter-gatherer societies, such as the Ju/'hoansi and the Hadza, tend toward the
strong end of the egalitarianism spectrum, it is important to point out that many others do not.

For example, in early

criticism of Woodburn (1982), Layton (1986) and Testart (1988) all note ethnographic cases in which societies with
immediate-return foraging economies do not have social practices consistent with Woodburn's generalizations about

egalitarianism (and vice versa with respect to delayed-return economies). Several ethnologists have recognized that the
Inuit, who have elements of both immediate-return and delayed-return economic systems, have social systems that are only
partly consistent with Woodburn's definition, and are thus ambiguous relative to their degree of egalitarianism (Gubser
1965; Gould 1982; Binford 1978, 1984; Layton 1986; Burch 1988; Kent 1993). Similarly, the aboriginal hunter-gatherers of
the Central and Western Deserts have social systems that are very diverse and divergent from the “classic” cases of
egalitarianism in Southern Africa, despite living in quite comparable arid environments and practicing immediate-return
economies with many broad similarities1 (Thomson 1946; Layton 1986; Myers 1986, 1988; Dussart 2000; Hawkes 2000;
Bird and Bliege Bird 2010). Even the Mbuti, who served as a key case study in demonstrating the importance of “flux” in
the maintenance of egalitarian social relations (Turnbull 1968), generally lack most of the features of strong egalitarianism
laid out above. A detailed consideration of a range of other key ethnographic cases spread across the New World, Southeast
Asia, and New Guinea clearly demonstrates the diversity of forms that egalitarian social systems may take and that not all
fit Woodburn’s (1982) generalizations.

Strong Egalitarianism Among Kalahari Forager Societies
The Ju/'hoansi and other San hunter-gatherer societies of the Kalahari have long been thought of as particularly
isolated and “pristine” examples of hunter-gatherer society (Wilmsen and Denbow 1990; contra Lee 1992). Their cultural
practices have often served as analogical bases for imagining less-known forager societies in other times and places, and
this has been especially true with respect to their strongly egalitarian social systems.
Washburn focused heavily on issues of buffering day-to-day risk, evening out daily foraging returns, and the
provisioning of potential mates with food within contexts in which large game was consistently hunted and shared. Lee's
(1965) initial directions in studying the Ju/'hoansi derived directly from Washburn's evolutionary interests, also focusing
mostly on issues of day-to-day foraging and sharing dynamics associated with the large package sizes of hunted game.
Likewise, Lee's early theoretical orientation is manifested in his goal of building an empirical generalization about the
nature of Ju/'hoansi social systems with which to think about our early hominin past.
Wiessner (1977, 1982, 1996, 2002, 2005) was among the first to recognize that egalitarianism among the Ju/'hoansi
was not a holdover from our Paleolithic ancestry or an automatic derivative of immediate-return return economies. Instead,
Wiessner (1977, 1982) began to argue that various aspects of the operation of egalitarian social systems served as
mechanisms for coping with long-term dramatic variability in terms of the availability of foraging resources, and the nature
1

Many of the recent descriptions of the social systems of the Martu in Australia actually do fit most aspects of our
definition of strong egalitarianism (see especially Bird et al. 2010; Bliege Bird et al. 2012). Thus, even within these
regional subsets, there is substantial variability with regard to the nature of egalitarianism.

of long-term foraging risk within Ju/'hoansi economies. Wiessner argued that this variability in food resource availability
and the resulting need for social strategies to cope with foraging risk fostered the striking relationships of reciprocity
documented among the Ju/'hoansi. She felt that these relationships relied on a social structure with equally striking
egalitarian norms, values, and mechanisms of enforcement. Furthermore, while Lee (1965, 1968) had previously
emphasized egalitarianism as a mechanism for pooling risk and leveling day-to-day foraging returns, Wiessner focused on
broader spatial and temporal scales at which foraging risk was a concern.
These linkages between dynamics of foraging risk and egalitarian social systems quickly achieved broader
recognition. For example, Cashdan (1980) provided an influential analysis of the //Gana, who are a San hunter-gatherer
group living in an adjacent region of the Kalahari in Northeastern Botswana. In stark contrast with the Ju/'hoansi, Cashdan
observed that the //Gana lacked strong sharing and leveling mechanisms and saw the origins of incipient inequalities
between individuals. Cashdan demonstrated that the //Gana make use of a range of mechanisms for buffering foraging risk,
including mixing foraging, farming, and wage-labor economies, and food and water storage. Cashdan argued that the
//Gana simply did not need to employ strongly egalitarian social strategies for risk reduction. He concluded that the
Ju/'hoansi engaged in such active strategies for maintaining egalitarian social relations by virtue of the necessity of coping
with foraging risk in combination with the unavailability of alternative buffering strategies.
Likewise, in her analysis of G/wi sharing in the Central Kalahari, Kent (1993) argued that food sharing does not fit
expectations of day-to-day efforts to even out discrepancies in food acquisition between individuals or families. She
concluded that sharing functions to help cement relationships of reciprocity between individuals, which are lifelong and
function at much larger spatial and temporal scales. While Kent (1993) was clearly skeptical of egalitarianism as a
materialistic strategy of risk reduction at any spatial or temporal scale, she also makes apparent that the original views of
Washburn and Lee were problematic in their short-term focus.
What do these longer-term and broader spatial-scale strategies of risk reduction look like? Wiessner (1977, 1982,
1996, 2002, 2005) has demonstrated that the hxaro gift-giving reciprocity networks, which pervade Ju/'hoansi social life,
clearly function to maintain alternative residential options over a wide geographic area, allowing individuals to shift camps
in order to cope with both environmental and social problems. Concentrations of major food resources (e.g. mangetti nut
[Schinziophyton rautanenii] groves) may fail for a variety of reasons over a range of seasonal and inter-annual time scales.
Regions may experience droughts and other forms of large-scale environmental crisis. Such fluctuations in resource
availability may go a long way in explaining the presence of social networks of reciprocity and the egalitarian social
systems that underlie them.
In addition to the ever-present possibility of environmental crisis, individuals may also run afoul of social problems

within an egalitarian society fraught with various tensions and jealousies. Hxaro networks ensure that individuals maintain a
diverse set of back-up plans in terms of where and with whom they live. While the G/wi do not have the equivalent of the
hxaro gift-giving social system, we speculate that their formal networks of economic resource sharing may serve much the
same function in maintaining a range of back-up plans across a network of neighboring villages. Furthermore, this may also
be true of some other strongly egalitarian hunter-gatherer societies that have not been noted to have formal networks of giftgiving relationships.
While the function of hxaro networks is quite clear in addressing issues of long-term and broad spatial-scale risk, it
is less clear how strict Ju/'hoansi norms of sharing and status leveling articulate. There are several potential explanations for
this problem: First, it is possible that egalitarian social norms and values are fundamental to the maintenance of larger-scale
reciprocity networks because these would be prone to failure once inequality emerges and participants begin to feel that
they can cheat with impunity (Wiessner 1977, 1982, 2005; Cashdan 1980; Kent 1993; McCall 2000). If individuals decide
to stop sharing and begin instead to accumulate food, possessions, or even social status, inequality threatens to form a basis
for non-participation or qualified participation in such all-important reciprocity systems. For example, in the conduct of
McCall's (2000) research on the sharing of cash earned through wage labor, a few aspects of the underlying logic of strict
norm enforcement became clear. McCall asked unemployed individuals why they felt so strongly in registering complaints
of hoarding and accumulation against those with jobs, even in situations where they had little to gain directly. They
uniformly responded by observing that, if individuals did not stand up for themselves and strictly enforce egalitarian norms
even in situations with little at stake, those with greater access to economic resources would feel much less obliged to live
up to the expectations of reciprocity in situations where it really mattered. In addition, it was widely feared that individual
accumulators with increased wealth or status could effectively move themselves beyond the reach of the mutual economic
dependencies that fundamentally structure systems of reciprocity. In such a situation, they could renege on their obligations
without fear, since they could use their accumulated wealth (and not reciprocal relationships with others) in order to weather
periods of economic crisis.
In her recent analysis of Ju/'hoansi egalitarian norm enforcement, Wiessner (2005: 136) has shown that a sizable
percentage of individual punishments were staged “tit-for-tat behavior to counter defection in reciprocal relations.”
Wiessner's data show that from a sample of 235 instances of norm enforcement through punishment, 167 (71%) revolved
around the failure of a party to live up to the economic obligations of their various relationships. While only around 2% of
punishments involved any physical violence (all of which was very minor in nature), the constant pestering of individuals
engaged in deviant behavior clearly serves a direct purpose in maintaining the egalitarian social framework in which allimportant relationships of reciprocity exist.

It is also the case that such ubiquitous, active, and strong forms of norm enforcement are a constant source of hard
feelings and emotional trauma. Ju/'hoansi individuals often experience such strong emotion from social confrontations that
they feel physical pain. Our social psychology colleagues have even found that many Ju/'hoansi individuals may manifest
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) following relatively minor violent confrontations (McCall and Resick
2003). In such cases, while individuals may not be hurt physically, the fear of the consequences of social confrontations in
terms of ostracism and exclusion may produce striking forms of emotional injury. Thus, as Katz and colleagues (1997) have
demonstrated so well, the Ju/'hoansi also maintain strong social mechanisms for mending the many emotional wounds
resulting from leveling mechanisms and egalitarian norm enforcement.
Perhaps the best known of the Ju/'hoansi rituals aimed at healing emotions resulting from egalitarian norm
enforcement is the so-called “trance dance” in which shamans achieve altered states of consciousness through prolonged
rhythmic dancing (Guenther 1975; Lee 1979; Katz 1982, Katz et al. 1997; Lewis-Williams 1982, 1992; see also McCall
2007). As Katz and colleagues (1997) make clear, the trance dance ritual holds immense social and emotional healing
potential, in addition to addressing a range of other medical/religious issues. Every individual in the group comes together
in order to facilitate the supernatural activities of shamans through singing and dancing, creating an expansive sense of
community. In addition, shamans relieve the sensations of physical pain stemming from the emotional demands of living in
such a strongly egalitarian social system. Thus, any incipient social schisms that might also threaten the operation of
reciprocity systems are mitigated and social harmony is restored. In vividly illustrating these points, Guenther (2005) argues
that the recent commoditization of the trance dance with the rise of “professional dancers” has occurred in tandem with the
decline of sharing practices and has significantly undermined the overall maintenance of egalitarian social systems.

Strong Egalitarianism, Risk Management, and Economic Crisis
Recent human behavioral ecology research, reviewed earlier in this paper, has raised important questions and
doubts about the relationship between egalitarian social systems and the mitigation of foraging economic risk. While we
agree with much of this and especially the observation that various forms of sharing and social leveling behavior result from
a variety of individual interests, we continue to feel that the Ju/'hoansi case suggests an important role for risk reduction
through the maintenance of long-term and widely dispersed relationships of reciprocity. To begin with, there seems to be a
relative consensus across a broad range of theoretical perspectives that short-term considerations of risk buffering and
leveling of individual foraging returns do little to adequately explain the observed patterns. A number of recent studies have
demonstrated the ineffectiveness of generalized reciprocity as strategy for buffering inequalities in foraging returns, as well
as significant problems associated with collective action for the more effective individual foragers within a group (Gurven

2000; Gurven et al. 2004; Hawkes 2000; Hawkes et al. 2001; Hawkes et al. 2010; Bird and Bliege Bird 2010; Codding et al.
2011; Bliege Bird et al. 2012). Such issues are certainly also in play in the case of the Ju/'hoansi case.
We argue that social norms of strong egalitarianism function to maintain equal participation in systems of
reciprocity designed to guard against regional resource failure. In this sense, individual participation in strongly egalitarian
social systems represents a sacrifice of short-term foraging returns for long-term security in situations of potential major
resource failure in the future. Gurven (2000) has made a similar argument, suggesting that high-producing individual
foragers are willing to participate in sharing systems in which they effectively lose out over time so that they will be cared
for in situations of injury or illness, common occurrences in foraging societies. In this sense, we might consider individual
participation in strongly egalitarian social systems by high-producing individuals as a costly signal of that individual's status
as a good reciprocity partner- in other words, one likely to live up to obligations during periods of resource crisis.
At the same time, studies of strongly egalitarian social systems may generally fall prey to the time-scale limitations
inherent in ethnographic research, missing the actual conditions that promote egalitarian social strategies of risk
management. Specifically, while there have been some direct observations of limited resource failures, such as the failure of
a mangetti crop in a particular area (Wiessner 2002), there may be rarer but far more catastrophic periods of economic crisis
during which networks of reciprocity take on far more serious importance. Foraging economies, such as those associated
with the Ju/'hoansi, may indeed be stable under “normal” circumstances and at such moments its participants may even have
the appearance of “affluence” (Lee 1968, 1979; Sahlins 1972; Altman and Peterson 1988; Bird-David 1990; Peterson 1993).
However, strongly egalitarian social systems and life-long relationships of reciprocity may indeed be maintained with
longer-term periods of crisis in mind.
Ethnographers have tended to view the periods in which they conduct their studies as “normal” and to present their
descriptions as modal representations of their subjects. This approach is clearly problematic, though its critique has
generally come from more post-modern quarters (e.g. Strathern 1988). Although good data about the specific operation of
social systems during periods of catastrophe are hard to acquire through direct ethnographic observation, troubling accounts
of extreme food scarcity in small-scale societies are provided by researchers such as Turnbull (1972) of the Ik, Holmberg
(1969) of the Siriono, Clastres (1972) of the Guayaki (also called the Ache), Hart and Hart (1986) of the Mbuti, Headland
(1989) of the Agta, and Helm (2000) of the Dogrib. These accounts show the importance of social systems during periods of
severe economic crisis and the deadly consequences when such social systems fail.
Under “normal” conditions, the social stress caused by the strict enforcement of egalitarian social norms and the
costly maintenance of reciprocity networks might not appear to be worth the trouble- a fact recognized in systematic and
often quantitative terms in recent human behavioral ecological research (Gurven 2000; Gurven et al. 2004; Hawkes 2000;

Hawkes et al. 2001; Hawkes et al. 2010; Bird and Bliege Bird 2010; Codding et al. 2011; Bliege Bird et al. 2012). In fact,
Kalahari ethnographers have often recognized the true nature of egalitarian social strategies through the kinds of social
conflicts that they cause (Lee 1979; Wiessner 2005) and the healing rituals designed to mend these conflicts (Guenther
1975, 2005; Katz 1982; Katz et. al. 1997). However, sharing norms, reciprocity relationships, and other social systems for
managing resource failure may provide crucial ways of enduring periods of severe economic crisis.
Here, the uniquely long-term nature of ethnographic observations among the Ju/'hoansi may help clarify these
points. In her analysis of Ju/'hoansi economics and reciprocity between the 1960s and the 1990s, Wiessner (2002) shows
substantial variability in terms of both foraging tactics and social systems over time. On the one hand, this study confirms
the early findings of Lee (1968, 1979) and others that the Ju/'hoansi generally have been fairly economically stable. On the
other hand, Wiessner also shows that this “normal” context has been periodically interrupted by periods of both political and
environmental crisis during which Ju/'hoansi economic and social behavior shifted dramatically. In the later 1970s and
1980s, the Kalahari witnessed both a decadal-scale drought and the consequences of the Namibian war for independence,
each of which proved highly disruptive to Ju/'hoansi economic systems. Wiessner also describes a more recent period
between 1996 and 1998 during which mangetti crops partially failed, with two particular “hungry months” in which plant
foods were virtually absent and hunting accounted for more than 80% of calories consumed.
During such “hungry months,” the assurance of hunting success, social networks of food sharing, and alternate
residential possibilities all worked in tandem in providing individuals with access to food. While difficult to discern at the
time scales inherent to ethnographic research, we argue that such periods of economic crisis represent contexts in which the
social systems of strong egalitarianism operate to their fullest extent and their proper functioning may represent a life-ordeath matter. Thus, such periods of economic crisis must be considered when thinking about social and economic practices
that may not seem to have immediate roots in response to “normal” day-to-day contexts. We also feel that this perspective
may have much to offer in considering the elaborate hunting technologies of the Ju/'hoansi and other Kalahari foragers,
which would seem to be over-designed for the purposes of risk reduction (Bleed 1986; Bousman 1993, 2005).
Finally, we see aspects of this situation as also explaining the tenacity of egalitarian sharing and leveling norms,
and the dispersed networks of reciprocity, even in the face of new economic conditions dominated by wage labor and cash
exchange (McCall 2000). Many have puzzled over individuals in (formerly) foraging societies who have gained radically
unequal access to cash earning opportunities but continue to participate in sharing systems despite resulting severe
unbalance in terms of reciprocity and access to other means of risk reduction (e.g. saving money in a bank; Myers 1986; Lee
2013). Cash-earning individuals are certain to share more resources than they will ever receive in return and they no longer
depend immediately on other individuals to mediate economic risk. Some might choose to explain this pattern in terms of

competition between individuals- a perspective that may hold a certain amount of truth. Individuals may continue to feel a
profound attachment to egalitarian cultural practices that have been instrumental in surviving periods of economic
catastrophe over many generations. Individuals may have difficulty defecting from relationships couched within strongly
egalitarian social systems, and may continue to have difficulty for some time to come, given the recent arrival and continued
instability of cash economies under such circumstances. Indeed, they may well be correct in fearing future periods of crisis
in which current economic conditions are eliminated and they may once more depend on older networks of social
relationships to survive.
In summary, we firmly acknowledge costly signaling and competition between males as real issues influencing
individual decisions about both foraging and sharing behavior. In our experience, all of these phenomena do indeed occur at
some level of frequency and may go a long way in explaining certain aspects of both social behavior and economic
decision-making. However, we feel that the management of risk at broad temporal and spatial scales continues to hold a
great deal of currency in explaining the maintenance of strongly egalitarian social systems. Individuals may indeed make
decisions about sharing and wider participation in egalitarian social systems that do not make strict economic sense because
these serve as costly signals of their status as good reciprocity partners, and help ensure the availability of coping strategies
during periods of crisis. While the temporal scales involved may be extremely difficult to observe ethnographically, they
may be the key to understanding the operation and evolution of strongly egalitarian social systems.

Towards an Ethnoarchaeology and Archaeology of Forager Egalitarianism
It is clearly problematic to use direct modern analogies to reconstruct any past social systems. In the case of our
earliest ancestors, it has been a temptation in imagining prehistoric hunter-gatherer social systems to analogically mirror
certain prime ethnographic characterizations. The theoretical importance of these time periods for understanding the human
story and the subtle, but important, variations in the types of egalitarian systems provide a special challenge to both
archaeologists and ethnoarchaeologists.
Archaeological research on the presence and nature of egalitarian social systems has tended to focus on a rather
narrow range of artifact types. For example, much has been made of sporadic occurrences among early modern humans and
even late Neanderthals of the kinds of decorated objects and elements of personal adornment that typify gift-giving
networks within modern forager networks of reciprocity (see Henshilwood 2007; Kuhn and Stiner 2007 for reviews). One
possibility is that such items were significant indicators of the operation of networks of reciprocity that typify strongly
egalitarian social systems. However, it is clearly overly simplistic to assume that these are unambiguous signatures of
hxaro-like reciprocity networks. Many modern hunter-gatherer societies with what we would consider to be strongly

egalitarian social systems and social networks designed to deal with long-term foraging risk lack gift-giving relationships of
this sort (and often simply do not make these kinds of objects at all). In addition, such objects are multifarious in their social
functions, potentially playing a wide range of roles in terms of identity, information exchange, etc.
While human behavioral ecological research has presented a robust theoretical framework with which to examine a
number of quantitatively testable behavioral hypotheses, we retain questions about the application of certain models to our
deep past. Such models have succeeded in showing that, given certain sets of conditions and constraints, and according to a
certain set of currencies, individuals will make consistent and predictable decisions about both foraging and sharing. As
O'Connell (1995) observed long ago, this capability of modeling modern human behavior within ethnoarchaeological
frameworks gives us a toolkit for thinking about archaeological circumstances that may be far outside modern ranges of
variability. However, resulting evolutionary models have often ended up assuming similar characteristics to those witnessed
ethnoarchaeologically. For example, Kaplan and colleagues (2009) see egalitarianism as concomitant with the evolution of
the modern pattern of human life history for reasons having to do with similarities in terms of skill acquisition in foraging,
complementarity in sex-based division of labor, and economies of scale in terms of sharing foraged resources. While we
agree with this study's emphasis on the relationship between egalitarianism and risk reduction, we are not convinced that
modern patterns of either skill intensiveness in terms of foraging behavior or sex-based divisions of labor can be assumed in
our deep evolutionary past.
This frames the need for a synthesis of archaeological and ethnoarchaeological approaches in understanding the
causes and variability of egalitarianism among both modern and prehistoric foragers. On the one hand, human behavioral
ecology models having to do with the role of egalitarianism in human evolution need archaeological investigation or they
are doomed to remain speculative. In addition, archaeological time scales may be necessary in order to investigate the
relationships between egalitarian social systems and long-term dynamics of foraging risk. Yet, problems in terms of the
recognition of egalitarian social behavior in the archaeological record severely complicate this effort. It is clear that
archaeological investigations of the antiquity and variability of past hunter-gatherer social systems depend on better
recognizing proxies for various behaviors of interest. Yet, the development of such proxies cannot simply be achieved
through attention to a single class of artifacts (or any other similar form of archaeological patterning) as a signature of
egalitarianism.
We see a way forward in resolving these significant problems, though there are certainly no “magic bullets” to be
found. This paper has argued for an organizational link between foraging risk at various temporal and spatial scales, social
networks of reciprocity to help manage risk, social norms of sharing and leveling to underwrite these relationships of
reciprocity, and social mechanisms for alleviating the resulting social stresses. This set of organizational relationships

suggests to us a set of research strategies and different avenues of investigation.
The dynamics of risk within foraging economies have been well-studied ethnoarchaeologically and are clearly
investigable in archaeological terms. For example, zooarchaeological research has demonstrated relationships between
dynamics of foraging risk, subsistence intensification, prey selection, acquisition strategies, butchery techniques, and
cooking patterns. A good deal of this research has been in the investigation of dynamics of subsistence intensification as an
element of “post-Pleistocene adaptation” (Binford 1968, 2001; Deacon 1972; Klein 1972; Bayham 1979; Klein and CruzUribe 2000; Stiner et al. 2000; Stiner 2001; Lupo and Schmitt 2002, 2005; Munro 2004; Steele and Klein 2009). Data such
as those presented in these studies clearly holds the potential to speak to issues of foraging risk, as do other forms of
subsistence data when preservation permits. Foraging technology is another domain strongly adapted to issues of risk
reduction in terms of design elements intended to prevent failure during foraging activities. A wide range of technologies,
including poisoned projectiles, microlithic inserts on weapons, firearms, snares, traps, and even snowmobiles have all been
discussed as technological strategies for risk reduction (Bleed 1986; Bousman 1993, 2005; Winterhalder 2007; Yaroshevich
et al. 2010; Hiscock et al. 2011; papers in Elston and Kuhn 2002).
Finally and perhaps most importantly, there are some material manifestations of certain aspects of social systems
designed to cope with the social stresses brought about by strong egalitarianism. One of the most important of these, we
believe, is rock art. Many have suggested that a good deal of hunter-gatherer rock art relates to shamanistic religious
practices (e.g. Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1988). While we do not fully endorse this view (see McCall 2007), we do see
evidence for the emergence of certain regional traditions of rock art production as an outgrowth of social practices aligned
with the relief of social tensions endemic to strong egalitarianism. In the case of the Ju/'hoansi, for example, there is a
relationship between strongly egalitarian social systems, the “trance dance” ritual, and more general practices of shamanic
religion. To the degree that rock art relates to the “trance dance” ritual in Southern Africa, it also therefore relates to strong
egalitarianism as a prehistoric phenomenon.
Some scholars engaged in research on faunal assemblages, prehistoric technology, or rock art may not consider
themselves to be engaged in research on social systems, yet we see these disparate interests as having important
relationships with one another and with social behavior, because all have implications for understanding various forms of
human response to foraging risk. We believe that a synthesis of ethnoarchaeological and archaeological research centered
on the recognition of the organizational relationships between different kinds of human behavior aimed at coping with
foraging risk at various spatial and temporal scales has great potential in elucidating the prehistory of egalitarianism and its
evolutionary role. In addition, this synthesis must go further in developing our ability to recognize archaeological proxies of
the various phenomena that may relate directly to different forms of social organization and behavior- obviously no small

task indeed.

Conclusions
The primary goal of this paper has been to illustrate a major aspect of social variability among egalitarian forager
societies. On the one hand, we recognize that there are well-known aspects of sharing behavior and other dynamics of
egalitarian social systems that are derived from group membership flexibility and/or buffering day-to-day discrepancies
between individuals and families in their foraging productivity. On the other hand, we have attempted to show that other
intrinsic features of egalitarianism in terms of sharing practices and leveling mechanisms are aimed at securing social
networks of reciprocity. In turn, we have tried to show that these networks of reciprocity represent social strategies for
managing risk over larger spatial and temporal scales, which may often manifest as rare but deadly periods of severe
economic crisis. We have characterized the mechanisms of egalitarianism resulting from group membership flexibility and
day-to-day economic concerns as weak forms and those resulting from longer-term interests in managing economic crises as
strong forms of egalitarian social behavior. While not necessarily new, this under-discussed distinction helps to illustrate
key differences in the operation of social systems among various hunter-gatherer societies traditionally classified as
egalitarian.
Our next goal has been to demonstrate that many influential examples of modern egalitarian hunter-gatherer
societies are characterized by a predominance of strong forms of egalitarian social behavior. We have focused mainly on the
paradigmatic case study of the Ju/'hoansi, as well as other San hunter-gatherer groups in the Kalahari. Here, we have
illustrated the ways in which many seemingly distinct aspects of Ju/'hoansi social behavior articulate in the management of
social networks of reciprocity and also the tensions produced by the strict enforcement of strongly egalitarian social norms.
If nothing else, this review clearly suggests that the Ju/'hoansi should not be taken as typical of Paleolithic egalitarian social
systems. Instead, it likely indicates that the Ju/'hoansi are quite exceptional in the prevalence and strength of their egalitarian
sharing practices, leveling mechanisms, and social networks of reciprocity. We have also provided some tentative links
between the operation of these social networks as strategic approaches for managing risk during periods of severe economic
crisis.
Finally, we call for a synthesis of ethnoarchaeological and archaeological approaches in recognizing the organizational
relationships between foraging risk at various temporal and spatial scales, social networks of reciprocity to mediate risk,
egalitarian social norms to insure these relationships of reciprocity, and social mechanisms for alleviating resulting social
stress. We feel that this approach will lead to the recognition of better forms of proxy evidence for the nature of prehistoric

forager social systems- a crucial step forward in the investigation of related evolutionary dynamics.
Specifically, while the exact nature of early hominin forager social structures must largely remain a topic for future
work, a few implications are apparent. First, the social structures of strongly egalitarian modern forager societies are
overwhelmingly divergent from those of our early hominin ancestors. Continuing to use modern hunter-gatherer societies as
simplistic analogs for our early hominin ancestors represents an anachronistic dead end. Second, recognizing variability in
the manifestations of egalitarianism among modern human foragers is first step toward making inferences about the real
nature of early hominin social structure. While early hominin social systems must have been quite variable and also well
outside the range of modern cultural variability, understanding the causes of the various forms of modern forager social
structure represents a cogent approach to making inferences about our evolutionary past. We suspect that strong
egalitarianism of the sort documented among the Ju/'hoansi is a relatively recent phenomenon, with its earliest
manifestations occurring first in the Upper Pleistocene. Thus, it is far too late to have been relevant to dynamics of early
hominin evolution, as has been commonly proposed.
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