
Introduction to Cultural Anthropology: Class 8 
Making a living: foraging and agriculture 

 Copyright Bruce Owen 2006 

− Quiz 

− Subsistence 
− "How people get their groceries" 
− fundamental to understanding everything else about a culture 
− inextricably linked to everything else (remember "culture is integrated") 

− anthropologists are rarely, if ever, able to discuss subsistence without bringing in other 
aspects of culture such as gender roles and relations, marriage rules, ideals and practices 
about status and wealth, etc. 

− Anthropologists describe different subsistence strategies to show the variety of human 
adaptations (as in the extract by Pospisil) 

− Also examine and use them to understand other aspects of cultures 
− and theories or generalizations about cultures, cultural evolution, etc. (as in the reading by 

Lee) 

− General types of subsistence strategies 
− Foraging = Hunting and gathering 

− living off the land without intentionally altering it 
− Agriculture = farming 

− shifting agriculture = slash and burn = swidden 
− clear, usually burn off an area 
− plant amid the debris 
− grow one or several crops until productivity declines due to soil exhaustion, pests, 

entrenched weeds, etc. 
− abandon to regenerate for many years 

− fallow: the resting period between periods of agricultural use of a plot of land 
− very long for swidden agriculture 

− intensification: putting more labor into a plot of land to get more crop production out 
− plowing, weeding, irrigating, fertilizing, fencing, etc. 
− reducing fallow period is another way to pump more labor into the land during a given 

span of years; this is intensification, too 
− Pastoralism 

− depending primarily on herds of domesticated animals 
− Agropastoralism 

− depending on a mix of agriculture and pastoralism 
− our subsistence base is a highly industrialized agropastoral system 

− although in fact so many people are so distant from actual agropastoral production that it 
might be better to call our system something else 

− but the food still comes ultimately from agropastoralism 

− Each subsistence system affects the rest of the culture 
− foragers tend to be 
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− mobile 
− small groups 
− have few possessions, and thus only minor differences in wealth 
− division of labor mostly by age and sex; little specialization 
− minimal social hierarchy (no one has much power over anyone else) 
− "simple" social organization based primarily on kinship 
− example: !Kung 

− but foragers in particularly good environments may not fit these generalizations 
− northwest coast of North America: rich salmon runs allowed for sedentary, complex 

societies based on foraging 
− Central California: reliable, productive acorns allowed for semi-sedentary foragers 
− etc. 

− farmers tend to be 
− sedentary 
− larger groups 
− can accumulate possessions, may have considerable differences in wealth 
− division of labor may be more complex 

− with some people specializing in craft production, ritual services, military service, etc. 
− supported by surplus food produced by others 

− more socially complex or hierarchical 
− may have additional forms of social organization beyond kinship 

− rank 
− class 
− wealth (in case of Kapauku) 

− example: Kapauku Papuans 
− not a very socially stratified or specialized case, though 


