13. Production and technology

Humanity’s exchange with nature

For Montesquieu, Europe’s technological & scientific advance was due to it’s harsh climate, which forced people to be inventive to survive. Huntington (1945) arguments that people living in areas with good weather (too much sun) tend to be uninterested in intellectual pursuits. 

But it’s easy to argument against this mechanical determinism, as areas with similar climate as Europe’s didn’t develop in the same way. There is thus NO causal link between ecological conditions and social organisation/society; any ecosystem offers several different possibilities! (although nature does set limits to the development of humanity)
System Theory and Ecology

Ecological models are applied in fields other than biological nature, e.g. Robert Park’s ‘urban ecology’ for explaining Chicago’s ethnic dynamics, or Gregory Bateson and other system theorists who try to depict culture and society as a continuous process.
Cultural ecology

Is an american speciality in anthropology, which can be traced all the way back to Darwin & Marx, and is mostly associated with Julian Steward and Leslie White. The latter sees the level op development as a function of the amount of energy harnessed by a society from its surroundings, while Steward sees cultural evolution as a result of the interaction between different kinds of material factors: demography, ecology and technology. In his scheme, material factors determine a society’s level of sociocultural integration (lowest level = family, highest level = state).
Cultural ecology and Marxism

There are several interesting parallels between these two; both stress the importance of material factors in social & cultural change, both turn against sociobiology and argue the human nature can be moulded in an infinite number of different way, and both emphasise the importance of factors located outside human consciousness (‘objective’ factors). The main difference between them is that Marxism focuses on the relationship between technology & property to explain contradictions in society, while cultural ecologists focus on the interaction between demographic factors, ecological adaptation and technology in their accounts of historical change.

Thomas Malthus’ criticism on Marxism is important but misleading, as his concept of overpopulation (food production will always lag behind the population growth and thus population growth will increase in a way that the standard of living will always be cancelled due to the rising food prices) does not, unlike marxist and sociocultural analyses, take technological innovations into account. Marx proposed instead the notion of relative overpopulation, which occurs when the productive forces are unable to satisfy human needs. E.g. the ‘green revolution’ in India in the ‘70’s, where new cereal breeds were introduced, led to a spectacular growth in the food production.
As both Marxism and cultural ecology provide interesting & powerful explanatory schemes, the question can be asked if this book shouldn’t have been written in the spirit of one of these two models. The answer is no; firstly, neither of them give much attention to human consciousness & leave out the core of anthropology, namely cultural projects; secondly, they both imply that grand theories get reduced to a multitude of cultural an social processes to dependent variables, and thus there’s a risk to lose the highly complex interplay between a variety of factors, which takes on specific and sometimes unique forms in different societies (the phenomena that anthropology wishes to explore). Moreover, cultural ecology uses vocabulary borrowed from natural science and applies it to human sciences. And this is wrong, as people can place themselves outside natural laws, and it’s not wise to use a vocabulary developed for the study of insects and other non-verbal creatures.
The wet and the dry

A study of Geertz discusses the differences of social organisation in a Moroccan and Indonesian locality (Bali). The former (dry) cultivate wheat and olives, the latter (wet) grow rice in irrigated paddies (= rice fields). They have a lot in common; Islam, poverty, nationalism, authoritarian rule, overpopulation, clean air, spectacular scenery, and a colonial past, but the one thing they do not have in common is climate. Water is costly and scarce in Morocco, it’s free and abundant in Bali. Geertz tries to find out the consequences of these simple differences for social organisation. The farmers from Bali organise irrigation system through subaks, cooperatives led by elected foremen; they thus work together. Geertz also argues that religion and ritual life are intimately linked with rice cultivation and the growth cycle of the plant. The Morrocan situation is one of fierce competition over water rights between families; it becomes an individual zero-sum game: what one family gains, the others lose. Geertz avoids saying that there are simple cological or climatic causes for cultural phenomena, it’s not geographic determinism, rather and interaction of human transaction with their environment they live in. 
Clifford Geertz
Was very influential for the postmodernist trends in the 80’s and 90’s. Since the mid-60’s, he concentrated on the study of symbolic systems. He argues that a cultural system can be ‘read’ in the same way a novel can be. The biggest critique on Geertz’ view was that he exaggerated the importance of culture and symbols at the expense of interaction and social strucutre, and he exaggerated the degree to which cultures are integrated and coherent.
Human modifications of ecosystems
Humans do not act mechanically on environmental factors, even if such factors affect their actions directly and indirectly. Some anthropologists worked out formulas which make it tempting to assume that societies are selfregulating in that they do not undermine the ecological conditions for their survival (e.g. the Fulani have an upper limit for the number of cows, as a too large herd would eventually lead to degradation of grazing land). But the fact is we are far from determined by, and rather adapted to, our ecosystem. It’s rather a continuous, and necessary, mutual exchange between society and environment. If the climate remains constant, two interrelated factors can dramatically speed up the processes of change in the ecological environment: technological change (intensified exploitation of natural resources and increased use of energy) and population growth (often, but not always, the result of technological change).
Technology

A difficult term to define, and few anthropologists have tried to do so, according to Bryan Pfaffenberger. Tim Ingold did try, and he describes technology as ‘a corpus of culturally transmitted knowledge, expressed in manufactore and use.’ (’79) Why do/did anthropologists struggle in their dealing with technology?

· Technological sumnabulism: techniques have little influence on how people think/act, and are thustrivial or irrelevant to social organisation and culture.

· Technological determinism: (more or less the opposite) argues that technology is of crucial importance for social and cultural life, ‘dictating the patterns of human social and cultural life.’ (Pfaffenberger)

Pfaffenberger further argues for a view of technology which does NOT ‘understates or disguises the social relations of technology.’ Techniques/technologies are cultural products which form part of ongoing processes in society and cannot therefore be studied separately from those relationships.

For anthropologists the techniques themselves are not interesting, but rather the skills people employ and for what purposes, how they are transmitted and bojectified, and how the distribution of skills is related to the production of cultural meanings and social organisation. 
Pfaffenberger suggest to study technology as it were a form of ideology, as it is embedded in the habitus and in knowledge systems. On the other hand, techniques result in the creation of material objects/durable artefacts, and thus need to be studied empirically.

Systems of production
In the Marxist body of thought, the relations of production (property and the ability to control other people’s labour power) and forces of production (raw materials & technology) both make up a mode of production, decisive for the organisation of the society. Another way of conceptualising the differences between economic systems is looking at the dominant mode of subistence, which is not the same as mode of production. Technically, hunters and gatherers may have the same mode of production as industrial societies (e.g. capitalistic). The same form of subsistence may thus be dominant under different modes of production.

The following typology suggests some interrelationships between modes of subsistence and other aspects of culture and society, including technology and the human relationship with the wider ecosystem:

· Hunter and gatherers: have simple technology, and a division of labour based on gender and age. Usually small-scale societies with an egalitarian political organisation; they produce small surpluses and have limited opportunities for storage. Mostly they have an economy based in immediate return, so there’s hardly any long-term planning.
Because of a loss of territory everywhere, their traditional mode of subsistence is becoming increasingly difficult to maintain. Chief resource = labour
· Horticulturalists: A more complex social organisation, but they too have a division of labour base don gender and age. Their productive technology include simple cultivating tools (like the digging stick), and often they burn off field as a manuring technique. The economy implies delayed return, and most of them have limited surpluses and storage possibilities. As the hunter & gatherers, they too are becoming proletarised. Chief resource = labour.
· Agriculturalists: Differ from horticulturalists through the use of ploughs and draught animals, are often organised on a larger scale, and create enough surplus to have a differentiated division of labour (specialists). Social organisation is hierarchical, and land rights are usually based on kinship. Chief resource = land
· Pastoralists: Usually live in a symbiotic relation with agriculturalists (through the exchanging of products). Division of labour based on gender/age, and a simple social organisation. But the technology of production is flexible and mobile. Chief resource = animals (the ownership is frequently individual).

· Peasants: Usually described as agriculturalists partly integrated into the world economy. Land is a commodity (unlike in traditional agricultural societies); they pay rent for it and it can be purchased. They produce food for subsistence, but also depend on the money market for selling & buying.
· Industrial societies: Very complex division of labour, specialisation of knowledge, separate political and economic institutions, a complex mechanical technology and social integration on a very large scale. Production based in individual labour contracts, and the commodity market is a central institution in the economic life.
Although such a typology is simplistic, it provides a list of ideal types which reveals the interrelationship between production technology, mode of subsistence and other aspects of culture and society. Moreover, it’s important to understand how the diversity of humanity expresses itself in different, but NOT unconnected ways.
Capitalism as a system of production

It’s worth mentioning that capitalism, besides being the dominant mode of production today, also sets the limits for other modes of production, whether they are ‘pre-capitalist’ or ‘socialist’.

Immanuel Wallerstein divides the capitalist world into three parts; the core (rich), the semi-periphery and the periphery (poor). The periphery’s economic development is fully dependent on the core areas, and they usually produce raw materials for the world market, at prices fixed by the core = dependency theory. (It’s not always this simplistic, as it is possible for a peripheral country to become part of the core) Although it clearly reveals big power disparities between North and South, such models are a bit too sweeping in their generalisations to be used in anthropological research, as the latter focus on processes of change expressed locally, which usually are neglected in world-system theory. General theory may thus supplement and inform ethnographic research, but it cannot replace it!
From peasants to proletarians

Marx & others assumed there could only be one dominant mode of production, and that the capitalist one would eventually replace the earlier (pre-capitalist) one. But in many parts of the world this didn’t happen and two modes coexist, e.g. often capitalism and subsistence agriculture. This is mostly due to the fact that it’s profitable for the capitalist to keep non-capitalistic modes of production going, and thus it might be said that in this way capitalism is parasitic on the other mode of production. Sometimes people doing wagework still depend on food production for subsistence, while in other cases the change from one mode to another is more fundamental. (example of the Ganadabamba community in Peru, where peasants travelled to the coast to do wageworking on plantations. Over time their social situation had become quite different; now they had greater opportunities for social mobility, and they could change their jobs, go on strikes and organise themselves in unions. On the other hand there was no longer an economic safety net when they got dismissed.)
Capitalism and peasantry compared

	
	Capitalist production
split up
	Peasant production
holistic

	Individual worker
	Carries out small part of the process
	Takes part in all phases of production

	Based on
	Hierarchies & individual labour contracts
	Kinship, local conventions & local hierarchies

	Purpose of production
	Accumulation of profits
	Satisfy needs of household

	Labour time
	measured
	Not measured and not a scarce resource

	Economic unit
	Individual
	Household

	Change?
	Can change their job
	Tied to their land


Other big differences are that wageworkers take part in a global system of production, while peasants are rather integrated locally. Wageworkers can organise themselves in unions, and can make demands of the state and the employers. Peasants don’t need to make demands towards others apart from their relatives and the local power-holders. The literacy wageworkers acquire allows them to communicate on a very large scale, while generally peasants don’t need more then the spoken word.
Bottom line: capitalism and wagework have not only economic consequences, but also profound social & cultural changes. There is NO simple determinism or one-to-one relationship, but a capitalist system of production inevitably creates new kinds of social relations as it contributes to defining premisses for social relations far beyond the domain of production.
