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INTRODUCTION

Imagine three anthropologisis

A prumatologist observes a female chimpanzee fashioning several crude
toots from grass stems. which she will use 1o f1sh termutes from an un-
derground nest over many hours. i the presence of her sometunes intrigued.
sometumes impanent offspring  An ethnographer lives with a group of human
foragers at one of their campsites on the edge of a waterhole. recording n
detail the daly patterns of adult women and men as they go about their lives,
obtaining and preparing food. caring for thewr children. enjoying their leisure,
interacting with theiwr neighbors An archaeologist and a team of bone hunters
fan out across an escarpment slowly descending the years. sguatting every
now and then to peer and scratch carefully at the surface. they walk and look
and hsten for the call that will signal a find ~

Probably the pnmatologist and ethnographer would quite properly deny
that the objective of their research was the reconstruction ot the lives of our
earliest human ancestors The latter 1s there first and foremost to understand
the lives of these contemporary human beings before thewr way of hiving
disappears entirely. and the former works to explicate the ammal species for
itself, another hife form 1n danger of disappearing before we can understand 1t
Nonetheless, the information obtained from all these studies wil be gathered
up. if not by the ongnal researchers. then by others, and woven mto a
scientific story of the ongins and evolution of early human behavior For we
have a powerful urge to know our onigins—scientists and public ahke—alhed
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to a strong cultural mmperative to Justify our present social arrangements
through reference to historical precedents And what more significant gude to
comprehending the structure of our own vnderlying nature could we discover
than the onginal blueprint for human society”

That 1s why the practice of modeling the Iife of early humans. although
shunned by many anthropologists, 1s nevertheless a scientific game played
with great determmation, its reward 1s the nght to propound a view of human
nature Some of these models are widely dissemunated, 1n high school and
college textbooks. in popularized scientific writings, in fiction. on film And
In a society which tends to believe that what 1s natural 1s good, or at least
acceptable, “scientific” statements about the onginal nature of human society
represent applications of data which even those who disapprove of such
modeling can 1l afford to 1gnore

In this review, 1 take one aspect common to models of early homimd hfe,
namely, the reconstruction of sex roles. examining 1n particular the part that
women are seen to have played 1n human society and 1n the evolution of those
characteristics that distinguish us from our pnmate relatives The title of this
review allows me to examine not only how the perceptions of women's roles
1 human evolution have changed. but also to describe how women lately
have come to play a part in the very construction of models of their ongins
As anthropologists, we mught have expected that women, with thewr dis-
unctive hife expenences, would have ongin stories to tell that would differ
sigmficant ways from those of men

This review begins with an histonical overview of the more mfluential
models, from Darwin’s ideas m 1871 (15} to those of Lovejoy in 1981 (71)
Then I attempt to dis-articulate the models for an examination of thewr
sigmificant parts by discussing separately the major sources of evidence and/or
analogy for early human social Iife the comparative data from studies of
primate societies, the indirect data from contemporary human foraging
societies. and the archaeological and paleontological evidence drawn from the
material remains of our ancestors Throughout these sections, ! also make
reference to the cultural assumptions about the appropriate behavior of men
and women that inform our theories The final section suggests how we may
umprove our abriity to reconstruct an early human society that 1s more than a
backward projection of current cultural behefs and practices

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Although evolution as a concept was 1n use by social pmlosophers and natural
histonans long before Darwin’s time. 1t was 1 scholarly treatises of the
second half of the nineteenth century that the 1dea of gradual, adapuive change
came to be widely apphed to the place of humans and human societies 1n the
natural world Evolutionary models became something of a fashion among
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European and North Amertcan scholars. including those interested n explamn-
ing the social nature of humans. as well as those more concerned with the
biological rarture of humankind

Biological Evolution in the Nineteenth Century
g ;

Atter publishing The Origin of the Species i 1839 (16). which set out his
theory of. and evidence for. natural selection Darwin was lett with several
puzzies Two of these were the explanation of secondary sexual characterss-
tics 1n a wide range ot species. and the extent to which evolutionary theory
could be applied to human behavior and hology He set out to explore both of
these topics in his 1871 book The Descenr of Man and Selection in Relation
10 Sex (15) The book thus has two intertwimmng objectives the development
of a theory of sexual selection appheable to the entire ammal kingdom, and
the establishment of the human species as subject to the laws of both natural
and sexual selection in the process of demonstrating that the charactenstic
features of the human phenetype and the human way of thinking and living
show rudimentary sumilaribes with those of other amimals, Darwin also
provided sketches of hiy own view of early human life Especially in the
course ol discussing the apphcation ot sexuval selection theory to humans. he
provided us with a clear picture of how he saw the roles and the m-
terrelationships of men and women 1n human society  First et us look briefly
at Darwin’s conclusions on sexudl «election and the human place i nature.
the two platforme on which be was to butld his ~cenano of early human social
hfe

Darwin’s ressomng was that secondary sexudl charactenstics whuch nei-
ther are directly necessary tor reproduction nor for survivdl, were the result of
rwo types of nteracuons involving the sexes competition and choice Com-
petition. Darwin believed generally occurred between males for access 1o
female mates. and choice. he 1easoned was exercised by females from among
the male mates available to them Thus. certain traits in males which en-
hanced their ability to win 1in competitions and-or to be chosen by females
were sexually selected It seemed obvious to Darwin that sexual selection had
occurred in humans. because he beheved the human male to be more
COUTageous. energetic. mventive pugnaciots and sexually assertive than the
temale The human male 1~ also bigger than the human female. because,
Darwin argued. m prinitive times men fought to the death tor access to
women. and it modern umes his size advantages are mamtained because he
has to work harder than woman tor their joint subsistence Women are more
nurturant, more reclusive. and more altruisue than men. waits which occur
because of the lack of selection for the assertive. selfish male traits listed
above. and also because of an extension ot maternal mstincts”™ toward other
members ot the group as well as roward 'ntants
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Several authors (e g 25, 77, 108) have pointed out that Darwin projected
onto the large screen of nature his own images of appropniate role behavior for
men and women, 1mages which were clearly drawn from upper-class Victo-
rian culture in Britain 1n the 1800s Not so often pointed out (but see 125) are
certain inconsistencies 1n the conceptualizaton and apphcation of sexual
selection theory uself For example. Darwin saw selection as operating almost
entirely on males Competition selected for male armaments (size. strength.
weapons) and choice selected for male ornaments (colors. elaborate head-
dresses, beautiful voices) Females of the species were seen to be, as a general
rule, sumilar mn appearance and behavior to juveniles, their traits occurring n
the absence of sexual selecion Darwin weakened his principle of female
choice by equivocating about the actual power of females to exercise choice 1n
determining which males would mate At times he thought females had the
selective power to bring about elaborate male features such as the peacock’s
tail At other times he thought that females could do no more than accept the
least distasteful male available. or accept the winner of a previous male-male
competition, a lack of selective power which elsewhere 1 have hkened to
“Hobson's choice™ (24}

Having already equivocated about the power of female choice to brning
about sexual selection in amimals. Darwin then contradicted himself when
applving the theory to humans For Darwin beheved that the human female
was sexually selected by males Since this is the opposite of his principle of
female choice, 1t 15 odd that Darwin argued repeatedly that men in various
socteties around the world exercise choice among possible female mates on
the basis of the latters’” appearance and behavior He did seem to believe that
female choice had operated on human progenitors. but apparently at some
pomnt 10 human evolutton he saw the process reversing The human species
appears to be the only one for which Darwin argued that males presently
exercise both the mechamsms of competition and of choice, although no-
where does he discuss the matter of how or why the process of intersexual
selection reversed. with choice as well as competition becormag the pre-
rogative of the human male

Darwin’s second objective 1n The Descent of Man was to demonstrate that
many human features, then thought to be umique, had simple analogs n other
animal species Thus. he spent two chapters discussing the evidence for
rudimentary beginnings of higher mental powers in anmmals faculties of mund
such as reasomng, mmagmaton. aesthetics. ability to produce material ob-
jects, and religious beliefs He also argued that humans shared with many
amimal species the ~social instincts”™ desire for company, sympathy for others
mn the social group. altruism, love of praise and fear of blame However. the
most important characteristic to distinguish early humans from amimals was a
sense of morality Once humans had developed the “self-regarding virtues.”
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which Darwin saw as self-control and awareness of good and evil. they began
to develop socteties based on higher mental faculties than those of other
ammals He believed that early men developed therr tool-making skills to
produce weapons and to become efticient hunters They also began to
accumuiate property which helped to bring about social stranficaton To
alleviate sexual jealousy and because of their ability to exercise setf-control.
marnage practices were instituted which would regnlate sexual behavior,
primartly of women In <ome societies. powerful men could take more than
one wife

In sum. Darwin suggested that early humans lived in small hunting com-
munittes made up of monogamous or polvgynous umts Before cuitural
practices such as infanticide were introduced, which he thought would coun-
ter the effects of natural and sexual selection, these biological processes
selected tor courageous. intelligent. tool-using men In the absence of an
understanding of how traits are hiologically transmitted to the next genera-
tion. Darwin used a concept he called ‘equal transmission of characters™ to
explain how women were not left totally behind 1n the process of human
evolution In this way. Darwin helped to pioneer what I cali the *coat-tails™
theory of human evolution traits are selected for in males and women evolve
by clinging to the men s coat-tails This model became. and remains. the
predominant image of human evoluuon. though rarely so candhdly stated as
by Darwin

Thus man has vlumateh become supenior i woman It 1s indeed fortunate that the law of
equal transmisson of characters to both ~exes prevails with mammals Otherwise 1t s
probable that man weuld have become as supenor in mental endowment w woman as the
peacock 15 i omarental plumage 1o the peaher (15 p 874

Soctal Evolution in the Nineteenth Century

In the mneteenth cenwry the biologial and social sciences were not the
widely separate tields bult on often incompatible paradigms that they are
today There was great overlap and cross-ferulization of 1deas between those
mierested largely 1n human biological nature and those interested mamly 1n
human social evolution  All of the writers discussed m this section were
contemporaneous with Darwin and most of their major works were published
atter The Origin of the Species but betore The Descentof Man e g 3.72.74.
#1.82) Thus. some of these scholars such as McLennan are widely quoted 1n
the human behavior sections of Fhe Descent of Man, and must have had an
impact on Darwin’s view of early human society. even though they did not
share the same understanding of evolution’ (see below) On the other hand, a
few of the writings discussed 1n thes section (21, 103) appeared after Darwin’s
Descent of Mun and were clearty mfluenced by the latter Perhaps 1t 15
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because of such cross-ferihization of ideas that many of these multiple
schemes of human social evolution seem to be vanations on a single theme

In essence, the theme of the nineteenth century social modelers was that all
human societies pass through a series of stages which represent technological
and social progression from an immtial primitive aggregation to the final
civilized state Furthermore, most of these schotars beheved that contempo-
rary societies of the world are at various stages along the path toward their
common goal of civthzation, and therefore they could be used as representa-
tives of landmarks along the way In a reconstruction of the human social
journey It 1s important to note at thus point that such a view of the evolution
of societies 1s different from Darwin’s view of the evolution of species, and
may 1n fact have little in common other than a concept of “change over time
Certainly the principles of natural and sexual selection are wrrelevant to these
models of social evolution. whereas progressive change (only episodically
mplicit m Darwmn’s works) 1s the leitmotif of nineteenth century social
evolution theory

Although there were vanations, a common concern of the authors was the
mcreasing regulation of human sexual behavior as societies progressed toward
more complex technological. political, economic. and kinship systems Since
this concern with the regulation of sexuality directly reflected their defimitions
of male and female roles, 1t 15 upon this aspect of the models that I shall focus
All of these scholars. except Maine. believed that the original human societies
were promiscuous (Interestingly, Darwin. anticipating modern opinion. ex-
pressed doubt about this assumption because he believed that no known
human soctety or nondomestic animal society 1s totally promuscuous, even 1f
mdividuals mate with multiple partners } This imitial stage of promiscuty was
followed by a umversal matrilingal stage. which in turn was followed by the
present patrilineal stage During the matrihineal stage. the only kinship ties
that were recogmzed were those of women to their children. so that what we
would now call “matrifocal™ units prevailed It was because many of these
scholars believed that group or ‘consanguinecus marriages” were OCCUITING In
the matnilineal stage that they concluded the fathers’ relationships to their
offspring would not have been recognized

There was considerable confusion n these works and 1n many subsequent
mterpretations of them between matmlineality. or reckoning of descent
through the female line, and matnarchy. or rule by older women Bachofen
(3) used ancient myths to argee that women had domunated society 1n its
earhiest stages and were later to lose power Morgan (82. 83) used his
extensive knowledge of the Iroquois to argue that women 1n the promiscuous
and matnlineal stages were eirther equal to. or dominant over, men, and were
mn control of sexual relations. descent. and property He believed that these
forms of female power were lost as societies evolved toward civilization (see
discussion in 77} However. for the other modelers (72, 81, 105) the story of
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social evolution was not one of the dechne of female power dunng the
evolution of societies, but rather ot the nise of female presuge [n particular,
they argued that when matnilineality was overthrown by patrilineality and the
monogamous marriage. women were finally and nghtfully protected and
supported by individual men Women were thus able to give up unseemiy
productive labor and overt sexuality i the public domain and retreat to their
“natural.’ socially valued domestic functions

Some years after the publication of these works and of Darwin’s Descent of
Man, Engels (21) was to remterpret Morgan s extensive work on the Iroguois
1 order to argue that early human promiscuous and matniineal societies did
offer greater social power and prestige to women, that these earliest societies
were m fact sociallv egahtanan the opposite conclusion to that of McLennan.
Lubbock. and Spencer According to Engels 1t was only with the invention of
agriculture that the accumulation of property became important to men. and
patrilineal descent systems were stituted to aiford men greater control over
the disposttion of their property ot which their wives and children became a
part

Respective Fates of These Earlv Models

Darwin’s views on the evolution ot human behavior were reinterpreted by
Herbert Spencer to support his views ot appropriate pohitical action in Britain
1n the late 1800s A coverage ot social Darwinism 15 beyond the scope of this
review However. it 15 fair 1o say that whereas Darwin’s 1deas on the
ological mechanisms of evolution throughout the plant and amimal kingdom
were to have continual and increasing influence on the lhife sciences of the
twentieth century, his ideas specifically on human social and racial evolution
were largely dropped or forgotten Even when aspects of his thoughts on early
humans reappedr in modern models. his work often 1s not cited and apparently
not remembered

The deas of the social evoluuonists sutfered a more severe tate than mere
neglect In the first half of the twentieth century, the Boasian school ot
lstoncal particulansm took it as part of their mandate to discredit the
methodology the data. and the conclusions of the nineteenth century social
evolutiontsts The teleology and ethnocentrism of these models {that all
societies are progressing toward one goal. represented by European civiliza-
tions) was particularly offensive to a disciphine founded on cultural relativity
Furthermore. the mneteenth centurv modelers had worked largely 1n the
absence of good ethnographic data With the nse of extensive field research in
the early twentieth century {much of 1t conducted on nonindustrial societies by
Boas and his students). 1t became increasingly obvious that the earlier models
had rehed on incomplete and often incorrect data Although there have
continued to be some evolutiontsts among social anthropologists. the days of
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“modeling” early human societies from a social scientist’s perspective largely
ended at the turn of the century

Engel’s work had a somewhat different fate Recall that he had drawn the
oppostte conclusion about female status from that of several of his con-
temporaries. namely that the amount of labor which women put mtoe subsis-
tence 1s directly correlated with their social power and prestige Although his
work has been largely 1ignored in Western anthropology. 1t has been taken up
by Russian anthropologists. and by a few American women anthropologists
such as Leacock (59, 60) and Reed (93). who continue to theorize on the
evolution of women’s status in relation to productive labor and 1n the context
of hypothesized evolution 1n social orgamzations

Overview of Twenneth Century Models

For the first half of the twentieth century. sociocultural anthropologists
labored mainly n an effort to collect vital mformation on nonindustrial
societies before the latter transformed entirely under the impact of contact
with colomzing or emergent nation-states Various theones of sociocultural
patterns such as functionalism and structuralism emerged. and social evolu-
non remained very much out of favor Physical anthropologists for their part,
largely under the influence of Ales Hrdlicka. also occupied themselves greatly
with data collection, pnmarily 1a the area of anthropometry Although occa-
stonal sparks of interest 1n human social ongins appeared throughout this
time. 1t was not until the 1960s that a strong interest was rekindled among
phvsical and some social anthropologists

When models of human social evolution and origims began to reappear
widely (28. 65, 96, 101, 102. 113. 115-117). thev shared one powerful
theme “Man the Hunter ™ The lines of thought. drawn from the accumulating
anthropological literature of the first half of the century. by mud-century seem
to have converged nto a strong focus on one distinguishing human wait the
pursuit, kilhing. and eating of ammals with the use of tools The most
mfluential and widely quoted expression of this new model was undoubtably
Washburn & Lancaster's 1968 paper on the “Evolution of Hunting” (117} In
1t they argued that hunting demands all those qualines of human behavior that
separate man so sharply from the other pnmates Thus. although the exact
sequence of events varies 1 the different versions that were to follow {e g 2.
11. 44. 87. 113). the hunting model was premised on the 1dea that this means
of procuring food was the catalyst for all of the technological. social. and
ntellectual achievermnents of human bemgs Just a short hist of traits beheved
to have resulted from hunting (which was said to be not simply a subsistence
techmque. but a way of hife) would include bipedalism. elaborate tool kits,
development of language. appreciabon of beauty. male aggressiveness and
pleasure it killing. division of labor. the nuclear monogamous farmly. loss of
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temale estrus, the invention of incest taboos. and bonding between males
Furthermore. Washburn and Lancaster argued that the killing of ammals
with tools dominated human history tor such a long time that it became the
shaping force of the human psvche tor all ime. even when men no longer
hunt for g hving This argument was repeated i so many articles and intro-
ductory textbooks that it took on something akin to the status of a received
truth

Although the Washburn and Lancaster paper was later to be singled out for
both emulation and criticism 1t was by no means the most extreme statement
of the hunting hypothesis For example, it only traced human huntng patterns
(by which the authors (learly meant big game hunting) back to the beginnings
of Homo erectus (dated at 600.000 vears B P when their arucle was written)
whereas most others extended the hunting argument back to "99%" of the
entire 2-3 milhion vears of hominid evolution The latter was in spite of the
lack of any paleoanthropological evidence of hunting at these early dates
Indeed. 1t ope takes the parsimonions view that hunting can be said to be a
common activity only when dan extensive hunting technology s found. which
the Oldowan and Acheulian tool industries clearly were not. then we must
wait until the Upper Paleolthuc for the first incontwrovertible evidence of
hunting-based socicties Furthermore Washburn and Lancaster recogmized
that gathering™ as a means ol procuring tood also set humans apart from
other primates. and that Treceptacles jor carrying vegetable products may
have been one of the most fundamental advances in human evolution™ (117,
p 297} In contrast. Debeiz (17) demed the possibility of gathering having
played any role in human evolution and most authors of the two influential
compendiums of the ume. Man the Hunter (63) and The Social Life of Earh
Man (115), simply failed to mention means ot procuring food other than
hunting

The picture of human sex roles that emerges from the hunting models 1v
altered 1n metaphor. but 1» Iitle changed in essence from that drawn by
Darwin a century earlier Men are still seen as actively and aggressivelv
engaged n procuring food and defending thewr families whereas women are
seen as dependents, who remain close 1o heme 1o trade their sexual and
reproductive capacities for protection and provisioning Some authors such as
Sahlins (96) retained Darwin’s concern over the control of human sexuality,
which at least imphed 4 consideration of two sexes However. many of the
human evolution models of the 1960+ premsed as they were on the 1dea that

hunting 1 the master behavior pattern of the human species * (37, 58). and

assuming that women do not participate i hunting. effectively omitied the
female halt of the human species from any consideranon whatsoever

In retrospect. there are two sigmificant pecuharihes of the book Man the
Hunter Based on a symposium that gathered together ethnographers from
around the world to exchange \nformation and 1deas on toraging societies, this
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volume stands as a landmark for studies of contemporary foraging peoples
and as a sourcebook for Man the Hunter models The first peculianity 1s that
the participants were unable to agree on a defimition of hunting (see 18. p
281, 66. p 4, 97. p 341). a failure which could not help but weaken any
resultant theorizing, and which mevitably led to later disagreements over
generalizations about the importance of hunting 1n human foraging patterns
(e g 20) The second rather odd aspect of the book concemns 1ts title and 1ts
ostensive promotion of the hunting mode!l For it was the very same
ethnographic information collected on modern hunter-gatherers, and the n-
terpretations made by the collectors for this volume, which were to turn the
minds of many researchers away from hunting as a central humanizing
activity and toward alternative explanations of human ongns. that 1s, to the
significance of human gathering. carrying. and shanng of mainly vegetable
foods For example. Lee (61) argued 1n a paper entitled “What hunters do for
a Iiving.” that plant and marne resources are far more important than game
ammals (1e¢ hunters” gather for a living), and Deetz (18) cautioned of
hunting that we must not let the label overdescribe the subject From this
perspective, the papers in Man the Hunter, championing as they did the
explanatory power of hunting. also provided the msights and the data that
were to lead to 1ts undoing

In 1971, Sally Linton published a paper entitled, “Woman the Gatherer”
(70). i which she pomted out various shortcomings and examples of an-
drocentric bias mn the Washburn and Lancaster paper, and then drew on a
vanety of sources to develop a model of early homimd females gathering,
carrying, and sharing foods with their young It seemed to her that these three
patterns exhubited by hominid females would have been a logical extension of
the intense mother-infant bond found 1n all primates, and she suggested that
the first cultural inventions were contamners to hold the products of gathering
and the infants According to Linton, the hunting of large ammals by males
was a late development, after the matnfocal sharmg-family was well es-
tablished She argued that the first hunters shared food not with sexual
partners. but with their mothers and siblings who had shared with them Such
a scenar1o would obviously set human sex roles on a very different foundation
from the * male as husband and provider/protector™ model that has come down
to us from Darwin Men would sull hunt and women would still gather. but
sexual bonds and sexual exchange would not be the cornerstone of society,
and the activities of women as autonomous individuals in society would play
for almost the first tune a significant part n the story of how we evolved those
traits that make us umquely human

Linton’s 1deas. only generally sketched out 1n her essay. obviously struck a
chord with a nurnber of women anthropologists. because several of them (13.
14, 33. 53-55, 77. 108, 109) began to focus simuitaneously on the gquestion
of what women did in early human societies
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Zihiman (109, 123-133) produced a series ot elaborations on what came to
be called the ‘Woman the Gatherer”™ model. in which she stressed that
obtaiming plant food with tools was the new” or catalytic event in human
evolution She argued that bipedal locomotion and the invention of carrying
devices first enabled women to walk long distances with babies 1n shings
order to exploit the resources of the more open savannah areas. and to carry
these gathered plant toods back to safer tarmiiar areas for shared consumption
with therr children Plants and not meat were the tocus of technological and
social innovation for the emerging hominids three million years ago. and
temales ever responsible tor the nourrshment of themselves and their young.
were the providers and the inventors [t might be said by critics that males
have now become the mnconsequential sex in the story of our origins, because
they may bring in meat, but these modelers see 1t as being of little importance.
and 1t 15 shared with the matritocal unit to which the males belong rather than
with dependent female sexual partners [ndeed. in some early versions of the
Woman the Gatherer model the male’s role was so httle described that he
mught be said to have evolved clinging to the apron sinngs of the women In
more recent versions {1331 called simply the " gathering model.” the male’s
role 1s elaborated. but still considered to be secondary to the part played bv
women in unique human inventions

In retrospect. it may seem discouraging that the choice had to be seen as
either hunting or gathertng. with erther men or women inventing the cultural
patterns that make us distiet However. at the ume. 1t must have seemed
necessary to establish that a credible scientific ongin story could be con-
structed in which women 1nvented tools. chose mates. developed social
systems. provided for themselves and thewr offspring. and generally partici-
pated n the evolution of significant human abihiues

Zihlman (127) described four types of reaction to the gathering model to
accepl 1t wholehearted!v. o reject it ay sex-biased. to integrate s parts 1nto
existing models or to sgnore 1t even while taking its salient features The
latter two reactions are of most mterest 10 this review. since they brought
changes to the scenartos ol human ¢volution

The response of some of the proponents of the hunting model was to
superimpose the new maodel on the older hunting scheme, and to emphasize a
mixed economy 1n which early homimid men and women were mutually
interdependent (e g 46, 53-55.60a 62, 63) In many respects this has been a
gesture of conciliation and 4 genune attempt to modify the models to
accommodate new thinking Many authors now emphasize the importance ot
sharing between gathering women and hunting or scavenging men as the key
human invention. 1 ¢ the sexual division of labor [saac (45-49) has done the
most to develop a model in wiuch food shanng 1s the “central platform ~ He
argued that the archaeological evidence trom East Afnca demonstrates that
the earhiest homumds carried 1ood and towls 1o certain locanons where we now
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find theiwr remains In his view, this 1s evidence that the umque human social
and economic arrangement of sexual division of labor had already begun to
take place, and the reason they carried food to consistent locations was in
order to share it He hypothesized that males and females ranged in separate
groups. engaging 1n specialized activities, and brought food back to a home
base to share, as do contemporary foragers

Unfortunately for the sake of conciliation, and for what seems at first sight
an anthropologically pleasing “holistic” approach, models are constructed on
a foundation of assumptions about causal chains and about human sex roles It
may not be possible to sumply supermmpose one on the other like so many
buiiding blocks without resulting faults in the logic of the whole Gould (36).
for example, has said that food-sharing models are reaily about meat sharing.
and both Hayden (41} and Isaac (45, 47) have stated that neither sharing nor
soctal living would have been particularly advantageous to foragers living
largely on vegetable foods Indeed. Isaac in his later versions (48) still tended
to see meat eating, now scavenged rather than hunted. as the key factor in the
development of human intelligence. language. and social patterns And since
he saw women as encumbered with children and handicapped 1n meat-
obtaining activities (45). females stll do not seem to be credited with full
partnership 1n the * sharing™ model The recogmition that ssmple choppers and
hand axes would have facilitated scavenging. but not hunting, has been slow
to find 1ts expression and implications m the sharing model (¢ g 60a) There
has been no ‘scavenging model”, rather. scavenging has replaced or been
added to hunting. without any concomstant changes to other aspects of the
model or consideration of its implications for sex roles

The fourth reaction described by Zihlman has been to 1gnore women’s
productive roles (and women anthropologists™ models) altogether, while in-
corporaung some of their undemably sahent points The currently most
quoted model of human social evolution contains such borrowings and could
be said to illustrate this fourth response

In 1981 Owen Lovejoy published a paper entitled ‘the Ongin of Man™ (71).
1 which the postulated sex roles and division of labor of early hominds were
described precisely as Darwin had imagmned them 100 years earlier, women
remamed around home bases to bear and rear chiidren and were dependent on
men to protect and provision them The arguments as to why women had to
remain dependent and sedentary were new. but otherwise the ongin story
remained famliar Lovejoy’s argument drew from several new and diverse
sources (such as hife hustory theory) and can be summarized as follows The
earliest hominids were able to become successful as a lineage, especially 1n
comparison to their ape relatives. by facilitating higher fecundity and lower
infant mortality rates than the present chinpanzee Iife hustory pattern of one
infant every four years and only five live offspning in a female’s hfetime
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Homimds mcreased their reproductive success by reducing the mobility of
lactating mothers and invenning the provisioning ot the sedentary females by
mabie. bipedal males Lovejoy's scenario began  ith the assertion that
hunting was not the crucial human technological invention, but rather that
gathering was the key mmmnovation 1t did so without any reference to the
published Woman the Gatherer models., which had accumulated the major
body of evidence and arguments for gathenng (and against hunting) as the
master behavior pattern °

Further. Lovejoy attnibuted the collecting of plant food rtems. and all the
ramifications of gathenng and shaimg in horumd evolution. to the early
hominid men Since male anthropologists had shown no previous signs of
wishing to associate their sex with gathering. and since all of the ethnographe
evidence pomts to women as primarv gatherers. this sudden enthusiasm for
gathering has been seen as the co-opung of the gatherer model (127y The core
assumption of Lovejoy’s scheme 1s that tor hommoid females. successful
rates of reproduction and productive activities are mncompatible. and thus men
produced the mmpetus for homimd success by inventung the provisioning of
vegetable foods to sedentary. monogamous femnale mates

Mo extended analyses ot Lovejoy's model have yvet appeared (but see 7. 10.
43, B0. 85, {30, and below). however. his view of early homuimd sex roles 1s
cited 1 many recent edittons of physical anthropology textbooks and popular
accounts Appearing as 1t did in an mvited article in the prestigious journal
Science, Lovejoy's model could be said to represent the current orthodoxy
dbout human evolution

Another recent, but much tess widelv noted. model of human ongins (68)
began with a simtlar question to that of Lovejoy’s (how were early humans
able to survive and succeed’). but ottered a very different. even opposing
answer Leibowitz argued that a sexudl division of labor was a very late
human 1nvention. and that tfor much of homumd evolution both males and
females engaged in the same sorts of productive activities (126) Females
simply combined productive actuvities with reproducnive activities, as do
many contemporary women In Leibowitz s view. the key human invention
was production. by which she means food-getting with tools, and which was
imtially unspecialized and undifferentiated bv age or sex within the group
She drew an analogy to the manner in which every weaned member of a
monkey or ape social group 1s an independent foraging unit

Like Lovejoy. Leibowitz mterpreted the matenal evidence to mean that
early homimds were hovering precanously on the edge of exninction”™ (68. p
135). and argued that their major hedge against a marginal replacement rate
was o invent the practice ot accumulating surplus food through production
All individuals 1n the group participated in gathering surplus and w the
resultant sharing or exchange In her view. it was only wiath the imvention ot
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fire and projectile weaponry at the time of late Homo erectus that a sexual
division of labor began to appear The sexual division of labor also served as
an instrument for stabilizing and extending both intragroup shanng and
intergroup exchange However. for most of human history, production alone
(and not a specialization of roles by age and sex) was necessary and sufficient
to create the charactenstic human patterns

Letbowitz’s idea 15 noteworthy for two reasons 1t shows again how the
same data can be interpreted 1in quite different ways, and 1t 15 one of the very
few attemnpts (see also 12) to strip away the remaining assumption common to
all models. that sex differences must have been significant 1n the earliest
stages of human evolution It seems that one of our own cultural patterns 1s to
oppose male to female charactenistics and to assume and emphasize sex and
gender differences rather than similanties That human technological and
social success can be attnibuted to a specialization of tasks by sex 1s an often
repeated assumphtion of anthropology, and some type of sexual division of
labor seems to be umversal 1n human societies today. although the importance
accorded 1t 15 varniable Yet 1t can be very enhghtening to think through what
we have assumed to be the less probable solution Could characteristic human
societies have onginated without a sexual division of labor beyond that
directly related to insermnation. gestation. and lactation? Could some be-
havioral invention. charactenstic of neither males nor females and requining
equivalent participation. have been the catalytic event that set humans moving
along therr own distinctive evolutionary path’ Given that primate females are
able to combine foraging with infant care. and that women 1n most societies
contribute at least as much as men to subsistence 1n addition to their reproduc-
tive activities, Leibowitz's scenario may be no more or less data-based and
plausible than the many models that seek to give preemimnence to one of the
other sex 1 the story of human evolution

In the following sections. [ review these data bases™ or the sources of
evidence from primatology, ethnography, and paleoanthropology for the
models just described

THE PRIMATE EVIDENCE

Primatologists who are trained as anthropologists not mfrequently study their
wnfrahuman subjects with an eye to casting some light on the behavior and
evolution of our own species It 1s reasoned that since humans are members of
the order Primates, the study of our nearest animal relations can help us to
understand both the ways 1 which we are similar to other species and the
ways 10 which we are distinctive Although many primatologists are un-
comfortable with inferences drawn from animals to humans, and unhappy
with what they regard to be facile analogies made i the past, there exists
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considerable pressure trom colleagues and the pubhc alike to make prnimate
studies more directly relevant to the study of humans

Such was the intent of one of the earhest and most widely pubhicized field
studies of a nonhuman primate. the baboon DeVore and Washburn (19.
116a) observed common baboons mn East Africa in 1959-60 and constructed a
model of early human hfe based on baboons They argued that early hom-
nids. like baboons. differentiated from other pnimates by exploing the
resources of the East Afrnican savannah Like baboons, humans would have
become both predators of savannah flora and fauna and the prey of the large
savannah carmivores [n order to protect themselves. given therr relatively
mneffectual physical abilmies as individuals. the model proposes that both
humans and baboons came to rely upon a social system of defense This social
systemn was said to be based on the bonding and cooperation of mature males
orgamzed 1nto a ngid dominance hierarchy and employing an ~army-like™
pattern of “troop” movement across the dangerous plains [e g ‘Baboons
move 10 a carefully structured detense formation. guarding the nucleus of
females and infants Early humans may have traveled m simlar formanon™
(31.p 94] According to the model. and there are many versions of 1t (1, 84,
§7. 113, 114). human males disunguished themselves even further as exploit-
e1s of the savannah through the invention of weapons and thus hunting. which
wn turn led to unigque human traits hike language and the fammly However, it
was argued. this complex of distinct human characterishics mmtially was
founded on a soctal system very hke that which DeVore described for
baboons

Such 4 “baboomization™ (87} model of early human life expenenced a
popularity that may have surprised even us authors Throughout the 1960+
and 19705 no textbook or course in introductory anthropology, and no
concluding chapter on the human species 1n the animal behavior and evolu-
uonary theory texts. secemed complete without reference to the baboon analo-
gv for early humans Even an elementary school social science curnculum,
called Man. A Course ot Study " included extensive coverage of the baboon
model

Concism of this depiction of baboon social life and of this model for early
human hfe has come trom many guarters. including primatologists, ecolo-
gists, and social anthropologists. and such cntiques will not be covered n
detail here (but see 24) For the purposes of this review. the portraval of
primeval sex roles in the baboon model can be said to have been tradiional
and consistent with contemporary role expectanions for Western men and
women (73 77y males were seen as aggressive. competitive. and protective
temadles were seen as nurturant. Jdependent. and submissive

Today. with the extensive evidence available from anatormeal, biochem-
cal paleontological, and behavioral studies 1t 15 widely accepted that chim-
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panzees are the nonhuman primate most closely related to humans, and it may
seem odd to have chosen any other species from which to draw analogies
However, at the time the baboon model was developed. this presumably was
not so evident, and the ecological analogy between these two distantly related
primates was widely accepted

In the past decade, many reconstructions of early hormmd life have drawn
heavily from the accumulating data on the behavior of common chimpanzees
{Pan troglodvies) and pygmy chimpanzees (Pan pamscus) Following a line
of argument established by Darwin nearly a century ago, some of the recent
models suggest that chimpanzees show rudimentary patterns of behavior that
also might have been exmbited by our common ape forebears, and whach
were greatly elaborated by hominids as the latter differentiated from the other
homunoids Some of these patterns of behavior, 1t 1s argued. were ultimately
to become the distinguishing characteristics of the human lineage Even
though chimpanzees have traveled their separate evolutionary route for the
past 5 mullion years. 1t 1s believed that their traits can give us some clues to the
general ‘ape-hike™ way of life of our hominoid ancestors, a way of life that
was to set the stage for the human pattern The rest of this section 1s organized
around the behavioral charactensncs of cmmpanzees which modelers have
1solated and suggested as possible antecedents for human patterns (see es-
pecially 35. 79)

Social Bonds

The core of chimpanzee social life (indeed. almost all mammahan social life)
1s the enduring mother-offspring bond In most primate species. the male
emugrates at puberty whereas the female remains close to her mother for life
In chimpanzees, the reverse seems to be the case. with adolescent females
leaving therr mothers and commumities at first estrus, but whether temporarily
for mating. or permanently to live in a new community, 1s not vet well
established Nonetheless, a chumpanzee mother suckles each infant for around
four years and remans physically close to her offspring unnl they reach
sexual matunty at ten to twelve years of age Since a female chimpanzee bears
an nfant approximately every four years, she may have two or more de-
pendent offspning traveling wath her at any one fume. but usually only one that
15 suckling and being carried Her mature sons. and less frequently her mature
daughters, also travel with her on occasion Some male-male bonds are
formed (often between maternal brothers), and estrous females may travel and
forage with male parties, but the enduring and primary sociat umt 1s matrifo-
cal, that 1s. centered upon and aruculated around the ues between a female
and her offspring

Most versions of the Woman the Gatherer model have used this aspect of
chimpanzee social bonding (and primate social life n general) to argue that
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the matrifocal unit. and not the nuclear fanuly. whether monogamous or
pol¥gynous. was the core ot early homimd society  The ntensive and exten-
sive mother-offspring bond of the ape. 1t 1s argued. could only have become
more elaborated 1n a lineage such as hormmds. with their mcreasmgly altricial
wfants Following this argument. the mitial social tes of adult males would
have been to therr maternal kin and not to their temporary sexual partners

Chimpanzees are not as promscuous as wutially reported. stll. sexual
bondmg 15 temporary Indrviduals of both sexes avold manng with close kin,
and although males may occastonallv act possessively or competitively 1n a
mating context. most copulattons are casual and opportunistic, with females
exhibiting preferences for certam males over others Much has been made of
the ‘loss of estrus™ 1n the human female as compared to other pnmates and 1ts
supposed causal relationshup to permanent pair bonds However. we now
know that female pygmy chimpanzees in the wild copulate throughout their
monthly cvcles [Badrian & Badrian (4] but are not pair bonded to males.
whereas monogamous nonhuman primate species all show patr bonding but
no loss of estrus Thus the hypothesized correlation between loss of estrus and
monagamy s not supported b the primate data

Soctal Dynamics

Chimpanzee social life 1s complex 1 that two levels have been identified {(a)
a large commumty of ndividuals who recognize each other and are not
mutuaily antagonistic when they meet. and (#) smaller parties of individuals
who travel. sleep, and torage rogether Thewr social Iife 15 fluid in that the
composttion of parties fluctuates frequently. with only the mother-dependent
oifspring unit remdining constant Such a pattern has been referred to as a
fission-fusion™ social organization

Wrangham (121) has conceptuahized 4 chimpanzee community as a coop-
erative group of related males who overlap the individual ranges of individual
temale-offspring units and sometimes behave antagomstically toward mem-
bers of nerghboring communities Foraging parties within the commumty are
behieved to fluctuate 1n s1ize and composiion in relation to the changing
abundance and distnbution ot food resources This complex. fluiid. and
environmentally responsive social system has been described by many model-
ets (e g 79.94. 124) as containing the essential imgredients for early homimd
foragers to adapt themr social groups to both the resources and the tech-
nological mnovatons important 1 the human way of life

Feeding. Food Sharing. and Tool Use

Probably no aspect of chumpanzee behavior has interested anthropologists
more than their dietary and technological habits It 15 now widely known that
himpanzees learn to make a vartety of stmple tools which vary n structure



42 FEDIGAN

and function from commumty to community Tools are occasionally used 1n
agomstic contexts, usually by males, but more commonly for food collecting
and processing Hammerstones are used to crack open hard fruits, and probes
are used to collect mmsects from underground nests The majonty of tool
making and tool use 1s done by females This 1s because mature females con-
sume many more social insects than do males and thus exhbit much more fish-
ing for termites than their male counterparts The pursuit and killing of small
ammals, primarily carried out by males, 15 done without the use of tools

As exciting as the reports of tool use and “hunting” by chimpanzees were
the 1imtial descriptions of food sharing in these ammals Except for suckling
infants, the basic primate rule of feeding seems to be each indrvidual for
itself Although 1t 15 hikely that social groups enhance the abilities of in-
dividuals to find and defend food sources, each nonhuman primate past the
age of weaning, male or female. 15 1 all other respects an economically
independent foraging unit Provisioning of dependents 1s not a charactenistic
of the primate order. and even mummal sharing of food [which Isaac (45)
dubbed as “tolerated scrounging™] 1s very rare

The first descriptions of food shanng in the chimpanzee placed such
behavior in the context of meat eating (34. 111) It 1s mainly adult males that
kill ammals and eat meat. and maiwnly old. past-prime males who are the
recipients of shared meat However. close female kin of the meat possessor
and estrous females also receive more than expected shares These data seem
ideally constituted to construct a model of how human hunting innovations
would lead to male provisioning of a nuclear family with meat, and 1indeed
they have been used to this end (27)

However, further field studies of both the common and pygmy chimpan-
zees and specific investigations of the nature of food sharing (52, 78. 104)
have since demonstrated that a great deal of shanng also occurs with plant
food, particularly large or hard-to-open fruits More importantly, in common
chimpanzees the vast majority of such sharing (McGrew reports 86%) occurs
within the matnfocal family And the provision of food by mothers to their
offspring, either through cadging of scraps or through unsolicited donatrons,
accounted for almost all cases of plant food sharing in McGrew's study

Several authors (79. 108. 126) have used the information on sex differences
1 chimpanzee tool use and food sharing to reconstruct how these patterns
mught have been further elaborated upon by transiional homimds They argue
that gathermng, the catalytic innovaton 1n homimd technology, was invented
by females whose digging stuicks and unmodified stone hammers were refine-
ments on the female ape’s tool kit of termite probes and pounding stones
Furthermore, gathering as a pattern of accumulating surplus vegetable food
leads to carrying and sharing of foods Primate females. with few exceptions,
are adapted to the burden of carrying infants, and hormimid females would
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have invented slings to carry their nonclinging infants and their food supphes
Extended human shanng of accumulated or surplus foods would have been
founded primarily on the ape pattern of matrifocal sharing

Chimpanzee females are also mobile and clearly capable of finding food for
themselves and therwr dependent young, thus undermining Lovejoy's argument
that a homunod female could not combine successful reproduction with
subsistence activities Lovejoy’s view of the chimpanzee hife history pattern
as leading to a margmal existence. hovering on the edge of extinction. has
been criticized by several other researchers (40. 47, 119. 120) They counter-
argued that chimpanzee females produce and rear offspring at about the same
rate as the other great apes. and mote importantly. at comparable rates to
human females 1n foraging societies At Gombe Stream Reserve. the chim-
panzee females who have been followed over their ifetimes have each raised
several offspring to maturity. a replacement rate that certainly would not lead
a population to the brink of extinction 1f 1t were also mamtained outside the
protected park It 15 clear that the low population of chimpanzees i Afnica
today 15 the result of historicallv recent human destruction of the amimal and
1ts habatat

Sull, there clearly exists enough complexity i chimpanzee behavior and
enough diverse conclusions from the studies of these amimals to give nise to
many different scenanos Specitically with reference to sex roles. some of the
resultant models have tended to continue the emphasis on males as the main
actors 1 the development of disunctive human abilities, using as a foundation
the data on male chimpanzee aggressiveness or male ranging behavior or male
hunting patterns (94. 107 {11y Whereas others. using the Imdings on the
central significance of the female chimpanzee 10 social bonding and 1n food
procurement patterns have proposed a radical or nontradiional view of
kuman females as prime movers 1n the evoiuton of the essential homimd
traits such as tool use and shanng (i3 70, 1261 Finally. some authors have
explored the manner in which sex differences in chimpanzee behavior mght
have set the stage for sexual division of labor v the first homimd societies
{32, 38. 533 54,78

THE ETHNOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE

Uint1l the advent of agricultural practices based on the domestication of plants
and ammals no more than 12,000 vears ago. peoples around the world must
have lhived as foragers The archacological evidence of Lithic artifacts dating
back some 2 million vears indicates that human foragers have long acquired
andior processed thewr tood with the assistance of tools And the evidence
appearing at vanous, mainly later Pleistocene dates of cut marks on animal
bones, of homebases with remains of plant tood collections. of the use of fire.
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and of increasingly sophisticated tools for food collecting and processing all
point to a hunting and gathering subsistence pattern at least 1n late-muddle and
upper paleolithic peoples Reserving for later the 1ssue of whether the earliest
hominds were already hunter-gatherers, or simply generalized foragers with
tools, or perhaps even tool-less primates who differed little from the ape
forms except tn being bipedal. the significant point for th:s section 1s that the
vast majority of the cultural remains of paleolithic peoples have been n-
terpreted as resulting from the technological system of hunting and gathering
And smce there are obvious technological simulanties between these
archaeological remamns and the matenal culture of contemporary hunter-
gatherers. and 1n some cases ecological’environmental similanties, some
researchers have turned to the study of modern hunter-gatherers to shed light
on the reconstruction of the social patterns of prehistoric foragers The logic 1s
that social structures respond to environmental exigencies and correspond to
technological systems Thus, 1t 15 argued that the basic social forms widely
found 1n contemporary hunter-gatherers. especially those dwelling i tropical
zones, probably occurred as well in paleolithic hunter-gatherers

A number of anthropologists have objected to the use of ethnographic
evidence to reconstruct early human social life. and these objections wall be
described briefly since they do have a bearning on the assessment of the models
themselves Freeman (29) has objected to analogies drawn between prehistor-
1c and modern groups on both methodological and theoretical grounds First,
he argued that to force archaeological evidence into frames of reference
developed for contemporary data inevitably distorts and obscures the pre-
historic analysis It also prevents the development of frameworks based
directly on the prehistoric material Secondly. he argued that like environ-
mental simuli do not necessanly produce like cultural responses, because
sociocultural systems have tended to regional-and-resource specialization
during the course of human history More recently. in an extensive analysis of
the relevance of contemporary hunter-gatherers to paleolithic societies, Tes-
tart (112) also emphasized the particular nature of each society's history. the
importance of regional ¢vents. chimate. fauna, flora. and the 10.000 years of
individual histories that separate today's hunter-gatherers from their paleolith-
1c antecedents Nonetheless. Testart’s detailed analysis of the ethnographic
evidence led him to conclude that at least some contemporary hunter-
gatherers can provide nsights nto prehistonc patterns

A second cnticism of the ethnographic analogy rests on ideological
grounds Berndt (5). for example, has objected to the implication that the
study of modern Australian abongines can help us to understand early hurnan
societies She suggested that this view 1s harkening back to the mneteenth
century social evolutionist and colomalist racist attitudes that abonginal
peoples are ‘pnmitives” or * survivals”. that they are lower on an evolutionary
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scdle and thus interior  Schrire (99) has argued for the 'Kung. on somewhat
similar grounds to Bemndt for the Australian aborigines. that we should not
tegard contemporary toraging peoples as  living tossil groups ~ This objec-
nion 15 4also 1 part substantive. following Boas. most social anthropologists
have argued that there are no modern representanves of past cultural stages
Therefore. many draw the conclusion that any attempt at reconstruction of
analogy based on contemporary peoples 15 not only futile speculation, but also
contrary 1o those tenets of anthropology based upon a norhierarchical view of
cultural varnation

Others (e g 62) reply that to suggest that similar economies and simlar
technologies may be associated with similar ~ocial structures and to construct
hypotheses on the basis ot such similanities, 15 not to suggest souial evolution
i any pejorative sense Simiiar reservations about the appropriateness of
ammal analogies to human behavior have been expressed A discussion of the
proper use of analogy 1n natural and social science might be useful in the
context of human evolution theories. but 1t 1+ bevond the terms of this review
Without presupposing the conclusions of such a discussion. 1t 1s nevertheless
necessary here to accept the usage and to go on to the question of which. if
any. of the modern hunting and gathering societies provide the most appropn-
ate analogies

The most svstematic attempl o answer this question 1~ by the French
ethnographer Alain Testart (112) In the process of considerning the 1ssue of
why some hunting and gatherering societies persist 1 their subsistence system
rather than adopting sedentary or pastoral ifeways, Testart drew up a clas-
sification of s1X types of hunter-gatherers (O these s1x. only two categories.
one largely compnsed of Morth Amernican Indian societies. the other con-
taining notably the 'Kung and Austrahan Aborigines were found by Testart
10 have structural features that would make them good chowces as models for
earlier toraging societes Testart then eliminated North Amencan Indian
societies because of then recency geography and specialization for a habitat
unsuitable to agniculture. leaving as the group of choice such societies as the
'Kung and the Australian Aborigines At the end of his careful and weli-
reasoned analysis, Testart returned to the deological question by noting that
the choice of a contemporary socetv and 15 application by analogy to
paleolithic peoples may be intermed as much by subjective factors as by overt
criteria

Lee (62. 63 66) has direcily retuted several objections to the ethnographic
analogy {see also 1223, arguing that the use of 'Kung dara to illuminate the
past ts not to regard these people a« living tossils The 'Kung have a long
history i southern Afnica over which nme regional events would have had an
impact on social forms. and they have not lived 1n 1solation from nonforaging
peoples and wavs of hife Nonetheless §ec beheves that by proceeding



46 FEDIGAN

cautiously with these caveats in mind, there 1s much to be learned about a
hunter-gather way of hfe from studies of contemporary 'Kung and other
foragers In s view. they have a core of features 1n common which
“represents the basic human adaptation stripped of the accretions and com-
plicattons brought about by agnculture, urbamzation. advanced technology,
and national and class conflict—all of the advances' of the last few thousand
years” (63. p 3)

As a result of extracting these “core features,” Lee charactenized the basic
or generalized hunter-gatherer society as a flexible. bilaterally orgamzed,
nonternitonal group, with a particular emphasis on the genealogical core as
consisting of both related males and related females (62) Earlier, Lee &
DeVore (66) had defined several features generally characteristic of the
hunting and gathening way of ife 1 groups are small and mobile. with
fluctuating membership. 2 food surpluses are not prominent. and mobility
places constramts on the accumulation of any type of surplus, thus the system
1s basically egalitanian. 3 groups are not strongly attached to any one area and
do not ordinanly maintain exclusive rghts to resources (1 ¢ they are nonterr-
tonal). and 4 reciprocity and a division of labor lead to an emphasis on
sharing resources

Leacock (59. 60) has identified several of the same features n her analyses
of present and past hunter-gatherers. although she placed somewhat more
emphasis on egahtaniamism and the lack of speciahization or merarchies
related to resources Lee (62) stated that his view of hunter-gatherers and thus
early humans as living 1 flexible, bilaterally organized groups 1s a correction
to the ‘patrilineal horde™ model first developed by Radchffe-Browne for
Australian Aborigines (91) and then applied by others (e g 28. 101. 102) o
the reconstruction of early human social Iife

The Roles of Women in Hunter-Gatherer Society

The picture that was painted of the social role of women m much early
ethnographic and ethnological work on hunter-gatherers was of a dependent.
lesser, and even passive social category Ethnographers, mainly men. studied
social phenomena of greater interest to men and talked mainly to male
informants The emphasis on hunting. weapons, and warfare 1gnored the
contributions of women to subsistence and to social dynamics Theoreucal
models (e g 69) viewed men as actors and women as objects of sexual
exchange However, 1n the last two decades. many new ethnographic studies
emploving female as well as male perspectives have been undertaken (see
extensive review 1n 90) Thus. a picture of women as active. competent,
contmbuting. and even self-sufficient members of hunter-gatherer societies,
with their own stores to tell. has begun to emerge from the shadows of early
ethnographic scenaros
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In particular. Lee’s (61. 64. 67) continuing analysis of women’s coninbu-
tlon to subsistence 1n contemporary hunter-gatherer socienes has been an
important starting point in a reassessment of the parts women might have
played n early human society In a survey of 58 foraging societies from
around the world (61). Lee concluded that on average hunted foods contnb-
uted only 35% of the diet and thus. contrary to popular conception. men
provided less than halt of the food of hunting” peoples Of the 58 societies he
surveyed. 29 (shghtly more than halfi depend primanly on gathering. one-
third primanty o fishing. and only one-«ixth primanly on hunting Thus, he
concluded that except in the Arctic. where meat 15 of primary importance.
plant food. shell fish, and fish. collected primanly by women, form the bulk
of the diet Hence his argument that foragimg women generally are capable of
feeding themselves and are not dependent on men for subsistence

These conclusions were taken up enthusiastically by the various modelers
of Woman the Gatherer and are also occasionally mentioned 1n troductory
textbooks. perhaps to temper the emphasis on males as providers n de-
scriptions of hunter-gatherers Hiatt (42) extended Lee’s analysis to demon-
strate the economic 1mportance of women 1n Australian Abongine society 1n
particular and 1n tropical hunter-gatherers 1n general Martin & Voorhies (77)
and Whyte (118) also extracted sample« ol foragmg societies from Murdock s
4rlas and concluded that women generally contribute substantially to subsis-
tence However. the different samples and definitions used 1n these studies
render detailed comparisons 1mpracticable Ember (20). for example. drew a
diiferent sample trom the Arlas. using different defimtions of hunting. and
came to differing conclusiors {rom those of Lee Hiawt. Martin & Voorhies,
and Whyte

There 15 a serious problem m any attempted generalizations from Mur-
dock’s Ethnographic Atlas The foraging societies descnbed 1n the Arlas are
not a random sample. nor a4 representative sample. nor a complete compilation
of all the hunter-gatherers societies that have existed. even 1 historical tmes
Worldwide surveys taken from the Aflas may well be biased toward those
cultural zones which tor many reasons have been more often studied. unless
some form of corrective representative sampling 1s attempted Furthermore.
the guality of the data coded for the varous societies 15 uneven and often
unrefined as noted by Hayden 411 and ethnographers often have not
collected the onginal data with Murdock’s nlumate categones in mind

Also taking a difterent view from that of Testart, Ember argued that North
American foragers are more nstructive about the past than those of the Old
World However. for the purpose ot extrapolanon to early human societies
that existed 1n the African equatonal zones. it seems clear that one would not
want a comparative sample composed predomimantly of North Amencan
temperate and arctic zone dweller~ Tropical and «ubtropical sones offer a



48 FEDIGAN

greater abundance and diversity of edible plants than do more northerly
latitudes, and various researchers (42, 77, 112) have demonstrated that in
contemporary tropical and subtropical foragers, meat forms a small propor-
tion of the diet, whereas vegetable foods provide a lmgh percentage of the
subsistence base Testart found that the percentage of meat wn the diet of
hunter-gatherers correlated with latitude, gomng from a low of 10% near the
equator to 90% 1n the Arctic

Finally. the 1ssues are further muddled by the fact that although women are
primarnly associated with gathering plant foods, they do also obtamn small
amimals and occasionally hunt with weapons for larger ones (22) Men., on the
other hand, often help with gathering or feed themselves on plant matter while
hunting Dahlberg (14) presented a short but cogent overview of the results of
various surveys on male and female contrmbutions to subsistence, using
different samples and different defimuons of hunting, gathenng. and fishing

The 1ssue of differential contribution to subsistence has been dealt with at
some length because 1t 1s important 10 assessing women's status m early
foraging societies Women's reproductive roles have never been 1n question
{except the degree to which they are handicapping), 1t 1s thewr productive
capabilities that are contentious Anthopologists who have followed Engel’s
argument at its most basic (e g 39. 60) have long argued that those women
who actively contribute to subsistence. and who are not economucally de-
pendent but interdependent with all the other producing members of the
group, will have equivalent status to that of the men Others (30) have
modified this argument to add that women must not only contribute to
subsistence but also have a measure of personal control over the disposition
and distmbution of the fruits of their labor m order to achieve power and
prestige equivalent to that of the men The ability to control production and
distribution 15 more difficult to demonstrate, and possibly 1s less true of
women than the ability to contribute to production However. if the data
continue to show that women are not economically dependent on men for
provisioning in most hunter-gatherer socienes, indeed that they often produce
more than do the men, then the assumption of the nonproductive female.
which has been a key element 1n most reconstructions of our earliest an-
cestors, must be serously reexammed

Implications for Recent Models

Since the ethnographic evidence on contemporary hunter-gatherers in tropical
and subtropical zones supports the economic independence claimed in the
Woman the Gatherer model. and since no ethnographic example exists of
sedentary women 1 foraging societies being provisioned by their husbands
with plant foods. 1t 1s not surpnsing that the male provisioning model makes
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no reference to ethnographic sources Lovejoy s argument that early human
females would not have been able to carry babies and burdens. and would
have had to remain sedentary in order to reproduce successfully. 15 also
contradicted by ethnographic evidence [ 15 clear that in most pasts of the
world foraging women are assigned the tasks of carrving heavy burdens food,
children, water. and firewood Sedentary women simply do not exist n
hunter-gatherer societies Where quantifative data have been collected, it has
been found that women are away from bdasecamp tor equivalent amounts of
time and walk equivalent distances. carrving mfants and heavier burdens than
do the men

Fally. Lovejoy’s argument that the earliest foragers would have differen-
tated from the apes by rapidly increased reproduction (becoming r”
selected) 15 not supported by anv of the ethnographic (or palechithic) evi-
dence Contemporary foraging women only produce one child that 1s raised
every three to four years (a reproductive rate that 1s strikingly sumlar to the
rate found 1n female apes). and mav be assumed to arrange their reproductive
lives around the demands of thewr productive activities {a umgue skill in
humans which. however. nevir seems to appear on the trait lists) The
palecanthropological record <hows that the great population increase. indicat-
mg heightened tecundity and possibly conconutant sedentarization of women,
which Lovejoy postulated as one of the tirst and necessary events in human
evolution, actually does not occur until much later in human evolution. when
humans radically altered thewr «ubsistence techniques to domesucate their
food resources

Although she did not use ethonographic sources. Leibowiz’s model of an
carly human society 1n which every mature individual could feed itselt and
also contribute to the group without a sexual division of labor could have been
supported by the example of one contemporary foraging group. the Tasaday
126} Although much controversy and too much pubheity surrounded the
contacting of this 1solated foraging group in the Phihippines in the 1960s. there
are many noteworthy aspects to thew ifeway The Tasaday seem to have been
tsolated from all but two neighboning groups of people. similar to themselves.
tor at least 600 vears and they pracuced 1 simple but successful way of
tiving The small band (24 people} practiced no «exual divis:on of labor, and
until first contacts with explorers. no hunting or trapping However. they
collected ~mall ammals trom riverine areas  without the use ot tools, to
supplement their vegetable ioods The technology was very simple, food was
casily gathered 1n a few hours. a4 short distance from the home base. and
1eadily shared throughout the group As Hayden (411 noted in hus worldwide
survey of hunter-gatherer groups. an unmeasured but possibly large propot-
tion of food 15 stmply  snacked” 1n an ad hoc tashion as people move about



50 FEDIGAN

collecting a surplus to be brought back to camp In the Tasaday, all decisions
were made by consensus, with no evidence of an authonty structure or
domunant sex In these respects, the Tasaday would illustrate Leibowitz’s
model of an egalitarian, unspeciahized, autonomous-yet-sharing, tool-using,
foraging group

THE MATERIAL EVIDENCE

Paleoanthropologists work wath three types of matenal evidence about the
early homimds their ostcological remains, the physical traces of their vanious
activities, and the associated or contextual information on the environment n
which they lived The latter two will be discussed under “archaeological
evidence™ 1n a following section, here I wil discuss bnefly how these
osteological remains are described and interpreted, focusing on those aspects
that are relevant to sex role reconstruction

Before descnibing the data, a few comments on the distinction between
material evidence and inferred evidence would be useful Bones and stones
are a very fragmentary record of the past, and, like other empinical phe-
nomena, cannot speak for themselves Thus in some respects. inference and
mterpretation must occur 1n every description, at every level However. to
clanfy the distinctions, Isaac & Crader (49) have suggested three levels of
nterpretation 1n paleoanthropology first, interpretation of the empirical evi-
dence (the *finds™), second. interpretation of the processes that led to this
matenal evidence, and third. the formulation of general models to explain the
evidence In terms of the earliest hommds. we can use the fossil matenal to
draw some first-order, descriptive inferences about body size and shape,
locomotor and dental patterns At a second level, we can infer behavioral and
environmental patterns and the selective pressures that mught have led to these
charactenisic phenotypes Finally, we can construct models that incorporate
our various second-order inferences imto a coherent framework of explana-
tion Although interpretation does occur even in seemungly straightforward
descriptions of the fossil remains, which are fragmentary and often must be
“reconstructed,” st1ll, as we move from descriptions of material remains to
processes and then to models, our inferences are increasingly dependent upon
assumptions to be tested by mternal consistency and plausibility, and de-
creasingly by reference to empirical evidence

Fossil Evidence for Early Hominid Sex Role

DESCRIPTIVE DATA  In East Afnica, approximately three milhon years ago,
one or more species of hominid lived 1n a savannah-like habitat of grasslands
mnterspersed with pockets of forested and nverine areas Paleoanthropologists
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have classified these creatures as homunids because they were bipedal and had
human-like dentition, but they have not vet agreed upon the number of species
living contemporaneously For the sake of simplicity, I will refer to the very
earliest homumds collectively as australopithecines These homumds were
small m frame and short in stature, with brains no larger than those of
contemporary chimpanzees Their dentition was distinctive from that of the
pongids. with characteristically small, incisiformed canines m both males and
females and large thickly enameled molars Relative dimensions of their
limbs and aspects of their fingers and toes indicate that they continued to have
some grasping ability and may still have spent some time moving around 1n
the trees, but their lower limbs and the shape of the pelves indicate they
walked on two legs on the ground Beyond these rather minimal descriptive
statements (and even they are not without contention and exceptions), we
move quickly into the realms of either morphological detail or of second-order
wnterpretations  Because this review focuses on the reconstruction of sex
roles, comments on the processes that led to the general australopithecine
phenotype will be hmted 10 those aspects that seem most relevant to female
and male patterns

DIET  Diet plays a major role in models of human evolution and thus many
researchers have turned to an analysis of tooth shape. and more recently. tooth
wear patterns. 1n order to infer what the earhest homimds might have eaten
One recent consensus appears to be that their tooth morphology indicates
omnivory, with no clear specializations for meat-sheanng or seed-grindig or
bone-gnawing (e g 3%. 75. 76) Studies of tooth wear. masticatory muscula-
ture. and “mucroscratches” on the surfaces of teeth indicate that although there
15 vaniation between species (especially between later robust and gracile
australopithecines). these early hommads were eating a vanety of foods. some
of them soft fruits and others tough. fibrons. and hard to chew There does not
seem to be consensus on whether these foods were generally gnitty, indicating
that they were mawmly tubers and roots dug from the earth, or clean. which
might suggest that they were fruits and other products from trees (cf 48 to
128) More importantly for thi< review. it 1s not yet possible to determine
from tooth wear or from chemucal analysis of bones what proportions of plants
and meat occurred 1n these early human diets

Ope feature of human dentiton that has long mmtngued physical an-
thropotogists 1s that canines are relatively small 1n males as well a< 1n females
In most primate species. and n the fossil forms thar are believed to be
ancestral to the australopithecines. camnes are larger 1n males than females It
15 usually suggested that large male camnes in primates are selected for. either
as part of a male protective role against predators or as part of sexual
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selection, resulting from male-male competition For hominids, the tradition-
al explanation, which forms part of the hunting model, s that male canine s1ze
was reduced after the invention of weapons removed the need for canines as
defensive tools (see 116) This explanation has become dated with the grow-
ing recognition that the reduction m homimd canines began long before the
appearance of tools 1n the paleontological record On the other hand, follow-
g the pninciple of female choice. but contradicting Darwin's contention of
male choice 1n humans, some versions of the gathering model (124) have
suggested that female proto-hominids may have selected males with smaller
canines as preferred mates because the latter represented less of an agpressive
threat to them and their offspring Finaily. 1t may simply be that smaller
anterior teeth (incisors and camnes) and larger, thicker postenor teeth (pre-
molars and molars) were adaptations to produce flat, durable surfaces for
chewing the fibrous foods that compnised the omnivorous diet of the earliest
homimds

BODY SIZE AND SEXUAL DIMORPHISM A second aspect of the fossil record
that would bear directly on models of sex roles concerns the degree of sexual
dimorphism 1n the earliest homimds Although degree of sexual dimorphism
does not correlate perfectly with sex roles, domnance relations, or maung
systems 1n the other pnimate or mammaban species (92). nonetheless mono-
gamous primates tend to be monomorphic and behaviorally undifferentiated
by sex, whereas highly dimorphic species tend to be polygynous and male-
domunated

Unfeortunately. there 1s little agreement on whether or to what degree the
earhest homimds were dimorphic It 1s not a simple matter to sex fragmentary
fossil homimds, especially when only a few individuals are known of a given
‘type™ or species The gracile and robust australopithecine material from
South and East Africa was someumes interpreted as representing the females
{gracile) and males (robust) of one species (e g 9) However. most would
now agree that separate gracile and robust species existed in South and East
Africa, and 1t 1s not clear what the degree of sexual dimorphism would have
been within these species

The problem of distinguishing species differences from sex differences has
now reemerged with the very earliest hormmd matenal from Hadar, presently
dated at 2 9 to 3 2 mitlion years ago The famous “Lucy” and “First Farmily”
fossils are interpreted by finders Johanson & White (50) as one hghly
vanable. sexually dimorphic species, Australopithecus afarensis, whereas
they are interpreted by some of the French members of the team (100, 110)
and by Zihlman as two separate species All agree that there 1s a great deal of
size variation 1n the fossil homumds from Hadar, so much so that Zihlman has
argued from the limited published measurements that if these hommds do
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represent only one species, they would be more dimorphic than any known
primate (131) Other researchers. however. continue to discuss and analyze
the Hadar matenial as one highly variable and dimorphic species {e g 80,
106)

BIRTH, GROWTH AND DEATH The evidence for relatively small brain size
in the earliest homimds suggests that although the shape of the pelvis had
altered to accommodate bipedal walking, the process of giving birth was not
yet the problem for these fermales that it was to become for their large-brained
descendents However the earliest hormmid infants would have had feet
adapted more for mpedal walking and iess tor grasping. and thus may have
needed support from their mothers. a problem that pongid mothers do not
have to accommodate Even if their infants were more precocial than those of
modern humans. and even 1f the long arms and stronger hands of an afarensis
infant would have helped them to cling tespecially 1if their mothers were hairy,
something not recorded). 1t 1s probable that early hominid females would have
had to find some way to support poorly grasping infants Or perhaps mothers
would have had to restrict theiwr long-distance traveling Mann’s study of early
homimd dental development 175} indicates that at least some australopithecine
¢hildren (perhaps only those of two mullion rather than 3—1 million years ago)
matured over roughly comparable periods to human children today. and thus
more slowly than modern apes This would also have presented caretakers
with an increased burden. and females would esther have had to space birth
mtervals wadely apart to accommiodate dependent children as do modern
hunter-gatherers. or they would have had to find some method to care for
more than one dependent child at a tme Mann's analysis of dental indicators
of age at death wn australopithecines suggests that Ife spans were short.
perhaps no more than 23 years Agam. this 1s the kind of first and second-
order evidence that can be used te construct quite different models For
example, 1t can be used to support the arguments that L.ovejoy and Leibowitz
made for a highly stressed. even threatened. homimd population. or more
conservatively, as simplv evidence for a demographic pattern similar to that
of most modern hunter-gatherer societics and thus not a sigmificant feature

Third-Order Interpretations Modeling Sex Roles and Social
Bonds from Fossil Material

Pilbeam (57. 88) has said that despite their claim to be based on fossil
evidence. most paleontological models of human evolunon are relatively
‘fossil-free ™ This s perhaps best demonstrated through reference to the
following hst of the trans commonly tocused upon by modelers of early
homimd evolution
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PHYSICAL TRAITS Upnght posture and bipedal walking,
Reduced anterior tooth size and enlarged cheek
teeth.
Increasing brain size,
Increasing hand-eve and fine motor coordination
ECOLOGICAL TRAITS Open-country. savannah habitat.
Heavy predator pressure.
Terrestnal diet
TECHNOLOGICAL TRAITS Tool use,
Huntng and scavenging.
Gathenng.
Homebases
COGNITIVE TRAITS Language.
Intelligence.
Self-awareness
SOCIAL DYNAMICS Food shanng.
Drvision of labor.
Loss™ of estrus in females.
The husband-father role.
Ahricial infants and long dependency penods

Many theorists have drawn up atmibute lists such as the one above, mn
which traits found 1 contemporary human bemgs, but not in modern apes.
often are projected back along the homnid record to an assumed very early
appearance at the ume of the divergence between horimds and apes Howev-
er. it 1s 1mportant to recogmze that fossil evidence for these traits, having
occurred 1n the earliest homumds of 3-4 million vears ago, only exusts for the
first two of the 19 attnbutes listed In addition, we have archaeological
evidence for tool use some two nulhon years ago and for aspects of a
scavenging/hunting and gathening subsistence pattern (homebases with
hearths, projectiles) only much more recently, in the muddle to upper
Paleolithic For the majonity of these assumed early homimd traits (e g
self-awareness, loss of estrus). 1t 1s unhkely that we will ever find matenal
evidence. and thus. as Pilbeam has argued. most stories of human origins are
‘unconstramed” by the fossil data, which are used instead to support or
embethsh preexisting frameworks of explanation

For example, the analyses of teeth of the earliest hominids 1ndicate that
they were ommvorous. but they do not make 1t possible to determine what
proportions of plants and meat occurred 1n the diet Therefore, a scavenging
or a hunting or a gathenng model could claim some support from tooth
measurements and wear patterns, and theonsts have offered widely different
interpretations of the reduction 1n canine size Likewise, until the question of
sexual dimorphism versus species differences 1s resolved for the earliest
australopithecines. 1t 1s possible to argue for any type of homimd mating
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systemn. unconstramned by the apparent relationship between phenotype and
mating patterns in primates. that 15 between extreme dimorphism and polygy-
ny or between monomorphism and monogamy Indeed, Lovejoy appeared to
accept the one. highly dimorphic species argumemt for Australopithecus
afarensis, while arguing at the same tme that they were monogamous
Finally, the evidence that early hominid infants had poorly grasping feet and
possibly were dependent for long periods of nme. which may have presented
early homimd mothers with a special problem. can be interpreted 1n two
opposing manners First. as in the homebase model. 1t 1s possible to argue that
the females became less mobile and more dependent upon males to provision
and protect them. or second. as in the gathering model, we can argue that
females resolved this problem themselves through technological inventions
which 1n turn led to innovations with wider apphcability

Archaeological Evidence for Earlv Human Social Life

The assumption that the earhiest honumds practiced a way of hiving that was
somewhere ajong a direct line between the generalized hiteway of the chim-
panzee and that of the contemporary hunter-gatherer 1s best exemphified by
the earher work of Glynn Isaac (4446 191 Several of Isaac’s papers began
by lisung the trats that distinguish modemn humans, Homo sapiens. from the
common chimpanzee. Pan troglodvres. and attempting to dentify the time
penods 1n the archaeological and paleontological record when these dis-
tunctively human trams first appeared As Isaac himself acknowiedged in his
recent papers (¢ g 48). there was a strong tendency to extrapolate the modern
traats as far back mto the record as possible The earliest homumds were
credited with complex social intellectual. and technological abihities. not
quite at the level of modern hunter-patherers but recogmizably  human™
nonetheless

More recently. there has been a reassessment of the archaeological evi-
dence tor and interpretations of, early hommmid behavior (6. 48. 89. 103.
128} Although the study of human eyvolution often has been characterized by
heated debate, pot all of it enhghtemng. these recent attempts to test fun-
damental archaeological assumptions and to develop alternative ways of
explaming the matenal evidence have heen, 1n Isaac’s own words. ~liberat-
g and an  exciting exercise of alternating leaps ot imagnation with
ngorous testing” (46. p 661 Most of these new problem-onented stuches and
experimental investigations of the processes that produce archaeological re-
mains are beyond the range of this review. but the recognition that early
hominids may have been very difterent in hfeway from modem humans has
also been hiberating from the perspective of sex role reconstruction And the
most impottant aspect of this minor paradigmatic revolution tor women's
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roles concerns the new interpretations of bone-and-artifact associations, or
what were tradmionally known as ‘home bases

Isaac, 1t will be recalled. had developed a “sharing” model which was
founded on the fact that in the early East African sites of around two milhion
years ago, tools are found m dense patches 1n association with the bony
remains of many ammal species Both stones and bones appear to have been
transported to “central locations ™ Beginning with this one piece of matenal
evidence, Isaac suggested that humans carried food and possessions to con-
sistent locations as part of a social system involving home bases, division of
labor, hunting and gathening. substantial meat cating. food sharing, and food
preparation  As Potts (89) has noted. Isaac’s model could as appropnately
have been entitled a “home base” model as a “‘sharing™ model, since all the
other social charactenistics are constructed upon the mmtial interpretation that
stone-bone associations are evidence of “social and industmal foci in the lives
of the early homimd tool-makers to which food was brought for collecuve
consumption” (48, p 24)

Several researchers (e g 6, 89) have now challenged the home base
mterpretation Binford (6) analyzed some of the published evidence from
Olduvai Gorge to argue that the “so-called™ hving sites or home bases were 1n
fact the remains of carnivore activities Isaac (48} countered that the published
data sets on which Binford worked were declared by their author (M D
Leakey) to be mcomplete and preliminary . and that Binford had not accounted
for the fact that the bone assemblages come from patches m which thousands
of humans artifacts (tools) also occur Thus Potts’s (89) detailed. first-hand
analysis of the Olduvai Gorge and Koob: Fora stone-bone concentranons was
to be very mnfluential

Potts came to a different. but nonetheless starthng. conclusion from both
Binford and Isaac about the processes which formed the bone-stone tool
assemblages He argued that the amimal bones at these sites were marked both
by carmvore teeth and by stone tools, including tooth marks from gnawing
and cutmarks made by shcing, scraping, and chopping with stone Somehow,
both early hominids and large carmvores were active at these locations, 1n
some cases upon the same parts of the carcass, even the same bones
However. 1l 1s not whole carcasses of amimals that are represented and the
bones were not completely processed for meat and marrow. suggesting that
homimds were abandoning considerabie portions of the available food Final-
ly. the mcredible density of bones at some of the sites and the patterns of
weathering indicate bone accumulation spanning 5-10 years All four factors,
according to Potts. argue against a home base interpretation of the sites The
presence of large carmivores would certainly have restricted the activities of
early hominids at such locations, and surely campsites would never have been
established 1n such unsafe places Modern hunter-gatherers carry whole or
nearly whole carcasses back to camp, not restricted portions. and they n-
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renstvely modify the bones of ammal food Finally, hunter-gatherers rarely
occupy a campsite for a long peniod of ime, and seldom reoccupy an old site
Thus Potts concluded that it i1s not possible to assume that the behaviors
associated with home bases {shanng. division of Jabor) occurred at the early
sites 1 Olduvar

How then can one explain the presence of horminids at these sites” Potts
argued that the sites represent stone tool caches and meat-processing loca-
tions Because animal carcasses auract many meat-eaters. the homimds were
forced to iransport parts of the amimal away trom the ongmal location where 1t
was obtammed either by scavenging or hunting These portions of meat were
taken to the nearest stone tool cache in the foraging area. where raw stone.
manufactured tools. and bones remained from previous visits Even chimpan-
zees are known to take food. in thiv case vegetable food. to consistent
locations where tools have been left tor processing (8) It 1s hypothesized that
the homnids processed the meat quickly with the stone tools 1o the cache and
abandoned the site before direct confrontation occurred with the carmivores
who were attracted to the temains Thus. over the years., many remains of
partially processed. gnawed bones and large numbers of stone tools were
accumulated 1n one locanon Such sites could represent the antecedents of
home bases. but Potts believes that until homnids gained the controlled use of
fire to make home bases safe trom carmivores. and the first evidence of
controlled use of fire 1s much more recent 1n the record, they may well have
continued to sieep 1 trees and to range widelv dunng the day as do the other
primate specles

One impheation ot this new understanding ot bone-and-artifact associations
tor early homimd sex roles 15 clear 1 there 15 not evidence for home bases
where the stk and the dependent waited tor the well and the productive, then
perhaps we can finally free our minds ot the 1mage of dawn-age women and
<luldren warting at camapsites for the return ot their provisioners Even though
the shanng model and many other anthropological scenarios appear to be
about a division of labor in which women return to camp with vegetables and
men with meat, 1t has almost always been assumed that women would have
been more tied to the campsites Women and homes have been nextricably
linked tn our cultural imagery. and thus the shaking loose from the home base
tocus for carly homintd social ite mav allow our 1maginations to tem to
alfernative scenarios

CONCLUSION HOW CAN WE IMPROVE OUR
RECONSTRUCTIONS OF EARLY HUMAN SOCIAL
BEHAVIOR?

Given the necessanly lhimited evidence of social hife and the correspondingly
large role plaved by speculatior n the endeavor to reconstruct early hommid
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society, 1t seems appropnate to ask if 1t 1s worth domng at all As I have
pomnted out, many primatologists and anthropologists oppose such modeling,
often for different reasons than the one offered by Evans-Pntchard some years
ago (23). that 1t 15 a waste of tume to speculate upon unanswerable questions
Yet onigin myths exist 1n all socienes, leading me to suspect that humans have
“wasted their tume” 1n just this manner ever since self-awareness became one
of the hommd charactenstics Indeed, some scholars have argued that
storytelling uself 1s a defimng human trait (see 56), that “our need for
chronological and causal connection defines and hmuts all of us—helps to
make us what we are” (98, p 207)

Furthermore. 1t 15 hard to 1magine other sciences such as physics attempting
to restrict themselves only to nonspeculative, empirically answerable ques-
tions Pilbeam has argued that some unanswerable questions 1n
paleoanthropology “‘still ought to be asked because they help to direct research
efforts and channel thinking into fruntful pathways The problem comes mn
knowing which unanswerable questions to ask™ (88. p 268) Elsewhere in the
same article (and see 57) Pilbeam made 1t clear that. i his opmion. recon-
structions of early homimid behavior would be much improved through greater
reference to the actual fossil and archaeclogical data Because contemporary
apes are not necessarily like fossil apes. and because the hommoid fossil
record 1 any case is virtually nonexistent, Pilbeam has concluded that a
comparative approach 1s not lkely to yield frustful theories It should be
added to Pilbeam’s pownt about these models bemng “fossil-free™ that few
reconstructions, even ostensibly comparative ones, take complete or accurate
account of the primate and ethnographic data that are available Zihlman’s
most recent pubhications on the gathening model attempt to account for more
of the data from all three sources than any other model 1 have seen, and vet
her 1nterpretation of early homimd hife has received no more attention from
the palecanthropologists than other less ‘data-based™ models

Thus one answer that has been offered to the question of how theones of
early hormmd behavior can be improved 1s by giving them a firmer empirical
foundanon However. 1t 1s clear that the data-bases of human evolution will
always remain limuted, and as Isaac has noted, the really important aspects of
any model cannot be addressed " purely by recovering bones. stones. and
pollen from layered prehistoric deposits™ (48, p 248) Isaac believed that
there are two related routes to a fuller understanding of the dynamucs of
human evolution The first 18 an emphasis on problem-oriented and ex-
penmental studies of the processes that mught have led to charactenstic
archaeological remams by making use of analogous modern activities and
environments The second 1s that propositions should be expressed as a series
of falsifiable, alternauve hypotheses. and tests should nvolve attempts to
overturn mmtumtively favored hypotheses His suggestion was that reconstruc-
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fions would be better served by each researcher providing a series of ajterna-
tive models. rather than promoting and defending a single model

Both Pilbeam’s and Isaac’s suggestions retlect the view that greater
scientific rigor will solve, or help to solve. the problems of subjectivity n
models of human evolution But another analyst (36) has suggested that 1t wili
probably be impossible to remove the subjective or * storvtelling™ element
from evolutionary accounts Landau argued that many scientific theories are
essentially narratives. that 1. the creative piecing together of an organized
and plausible sequence of events by application of the imagination to standard
forms Particularly paleoanthropology with 1ts description of the events of
human evolution 1s. n her view. a form of storytelling. open to narrative
analysis (see also 86) Landau did not address the question of the part played
by " fiction” 1n human evolution models which would be one imphcation of a
literary analysis to which many scientists would object But surely any
modeler would agree that it takes creauvity as well as data to create a
plausible account of human evolution And neither creative nor scientific
minds tunction i a cultural vacuum Landau < parrative analysis attempts to
make some of the imphcit structural guidelines of any human ongins model
exphicit [ recount her approach here with the suggestion that the process of
attempting to bring hidden assumptions and structures into the open will allow
us, 1f not to eliminate or even agree upon them. at least to become cntically
aware of their potential presence and influence

Landau took a structural approach that looks tor common elements in the
different versions of the human evolution story For example, she identified
four major events or episodes that are consistently emphasized by palecan-
thropologists a shift from trees to the ground {terrestniality), development of
upright posture {bipedalismi the development of the bran. intelligence. and
language (encephalization}. and the development of technology, morals. and
society (culture} She suggested that the question of which episode came first
has been a major source of debate since Darwin. but in all versions the same
episodes are recognized She then argued that the diverse theories of what
happened 1n human evolution actally follow a common narrative structure
This structure takes the form of a hero storv™ i which the protagomst (=
hommid) starts from humble origins on ¢ 1oumey m which he will be both
tested by environmental stresses (savannah predators, etc) and by his own
weaknesses (bipedalism. lack of biological armaments), and gifted by power-
ful agent< (intelhgence technological inventions. social cooperation) until he
15 able to transform himselt into a tuly human homamd. the hero's final
tnumph which always ends the <ton

Landau regards this approach to human evolution accounts not as a cnti-
¢ism but as a demonstration to ~cientists that they are interpreters of text as
well as of nature. and as a potenniaily useful tool 1n companng structural and
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conceptual differences between theonies if she 1s correct that human evolu-
tion theones follow a common narrative structure and adhere to a recogmz-
able literary model (the hero’s tale), which can be traced back through many
centuries of European storytelling, this approach may give us some insight
mto why women generally play a subordinate role 1n these stories For clearly
the tale of the hero 1s about men and not heroines, women funcuon 1n such
stories either as secondary characters (mothers, sisters) related to the hero, or
as potentially desiwrable sexual partners, often in need of rescue If the
contemporary Western raconteurs of human evoluuon had been rased in
different narrative traditions, for example learning as children the endunng
Chinese legend of the woman warnor. the female troubleslayer who ndes nto
adventures carrying her wnfant 1n a shng nside her armor. then perhaps
women would not have been so consistently restricted to the merely
reproductive/domestic roles 1 our origin stories

{ have argued that one recurring theme 1n the human evolution accounts.
from Darwin to Lovejoy. 1s that early men were the achievers, the producers.
and technological innovators, whereas ecarly women were himiuted by the
reproductive demands of bearing and rearing children Or as Sacks (95) has
put 1t men make culture and women make babies, two mutually exclusive
activities  Anthropologists have long applied sets of dichotomous attributes to
the roles of men and women m human society pubhic/domestic, productive/
reproductive. culture/nature However, a number of women anthropologists
(e g 60. 95) have begun to challenge these dichotomes as being largely a
reflection of the Western cultural belief 1n the opposition of the sexes that has
been mustakenly generalized 1nto a universal and “natural” human principle
These dichotomies are also present as hidden assumptions in most models of
human origins, and vet we do not know how generally they express the human
condition today, much less 1n the past For example. foraging societies do not
have secluded farmuly umts or households within the band, nor are women
confined to campsites Thus a discussion of public/male versus domestic/
female spheres has not been a particularly insightful approach to understand-
ing the lives of these people If Potts (89} 15 correct that our early ancestors
Itved without home bases, the domestic, “house-bound” vision of early
women becomes singularly inappropnate

A similar applicablity may exist for the productive/reproductive di-
chotomy Does a foraging woman or a foraging society functionally com-
partmentalize human lives and activities into these two supposedly opposing
realms. or is this merely an abstract and possibly ethnocentric conceptualiza-
nion of how hives should be arranged? Is 1t necessary to assume, as does
Lovejoy for example. that the human female's energy 1s so limited that
productive activities must necessarnly be detrimental to reproduction, that the
behaviors mvolved 1n subsistence and child rearing are incompatible and
mutually exclusive” One of the peculiar human phenomena that an-
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thropologists have 1dentified 1s that 1t 15 possible for people to widely and
passionately hold cultural beliets that are in direct contradiction to their social
actions 1 suggest that this 15 the case with our own cultural belief that the
people who are reproductively engaged cannot be productively active, a tenet
clearly belied by the sexual makeup of the worktorce in our society today
When Spencer first articulated this 1deal™ in Victonan England (called by
hustonans the “cult of female domesticity™). women of the working classes
were widely emploved in industrv at the same tme as they were reproducing
at a rate alarmung to the social Darwinists Indeed. 1 all social systems except
those based on ntensive agnculture or some forms of pastoralism, the same
women who bear and rear oftspnng always have contributed actively to
subsistence, and 1 many societies they are even more responsible for produc-
tion than the men The assumption of temale domesticity has functioned as a
pullar in the construction of most theories of human social evolution. and vet
1ts accuracy and applicability have never been openly debated

Theories of human origins do function as symbolic statements about and
mndeed prescriptions for human nature By making the assumptions of any
theory more explicit. one can test or debate them rather than contimnng to act
as though differences between models reflect only varving descripuions of the
matenal evidence When the evidence changes. as when gatherning replaces
hunting 1n econormic importance, but the tmplications for men and women are
seen to remain fundamentally the same, as when Man the Hunter becomes
Man the Prowider. 1t 1s clear that powerful cultural sex role expectations
inform these reconsiructions even more strongly than does matenal evidence

Some readers may find it hard to accept that cultural beliefs and narrative
traditions play a significant role in scentific models of human evolution
However, [ would argue that the theories reviewed in this paper do combine
the realms of science and of storytelling 1f this 1~ 0. we can begin the useful
exercise of learming to analyze how the two realms interact and overlap n a
given model and how we can evaluate the model according to the critena
appropriate to each realm To paraphrase Kermode (513, if we cannot free
ourselves of subjectivity, then we must attempt to make sense of 1t People
will not stop wanting to hear origin stories and scientists will not cease to
wrile scholarly tales But we can become aware of the symbolic content of our
stonies, for much as our theories are not independent of our beliefs, so our
behavior 1s not independent of our theones of human society In these ongin
tales we try to coax the material evidence into telling us about the past. but the
narrative we weave dbout the past also tells us about the present

SUMMARY

I Scientific models of early human social life are not simply plausible
inferences from the matenal evidence. but also function as statements of
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human nature Such models rely heavily upon speculation. which often 15
culturally informed Some social and natural scientists doubt the value of such
theorizing

2 Darwin developed the theory of sexual selection to account for second-
ary sex differences Applying 1t to human traits. he argued that men were
selected for courage. mtelhigence, and technelogical abiines. whereas
women were selected for generahzed maternal attributes. only acquiring
mtelligence secondarily through males

3 Nineteenth century social theomsts beheved all societies go through
common stages promiscuity. matnilmeality. and patniineality However,
they disagreed on whether or not women benefit from increasing social
control of human sexuality The rejection of social Darwimism and the
collection of systematic ethnographic data led to the abandonment of theoriz-
ing about human social evolution 1n anthropology until the 1960s

4 Man the Hunter. a model drawn from primate. ethnographic. and
archacological evidence. became the dommant theory of the 1960-1980
period Although ditffering from Darwin’s scenario m evidence and concepts.
Man the Hunter represents a continuation of s belief that only male traits
were selected and that women play an insigmficant part in human evolution

5 A reapprawsal of the pnimate. ethnographic, and matenal data led some
anthropologists. most of them women. to propose a countermodel™ called
Woman the Gatherer. in which gathering. sharing. and tool use were de-
scribed as female inventions. crucial to the evolution of humans Both hunting
models and gathering models appeal to simular sources of evidence. yet
present opposing and mutually exclusive accounts of human social evolution
and thus of human nature

6 The most widely discussed current theory. Lovejoy’s male provisioning
model. makes male gathering and the provision of sedentary. highly fecund,
and monogamous females the central adaptation in human evolution, and 1s
premused upon the supposed faillure of pongid reproductive Iife history pat-
terns

7 Appeals o theonsts to tie thewr models more closely to empincal
evidence and to account for more of the evidence led to modifications,
especially to the gathering model and to some extent to the hunting model.
where the importance of scavenging was recogmzed However, the resulting
models have recerved no more attention than more speculative ones

8 Isaac advocated more testng of expernimental models with multiple
hypotheses to increase the ngor of the models and to reduce the advocacy of
modelers Yet it seems unlikely that mncreased scientific data. or rigor. would
solve the problem of subjective interpretations Most of the important features
that define sex-role differentiation are intangible

9 If theones of human evolution are seen as narratives as well as scientific
discourse. the hterary analysis of the structure of ongin stories might allow us
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to distinguish the subjective from the empinical. the art from the science
Reconstructions of the past are in some respects also reflections of the
present
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