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Preface

I write this preface from the state of Wyoming in 
the US, a state where COVID-19 has not (yet) struck 
as hard as it has struck other parts of the world, but 
where we nonetheless have been under stay-at-home 
orders. Those orders have given me plenty of time to 
think about where we went wrong, which in the case 
of the US is a long list. Coincidentally, I also recently 
re-read Machiavelli’s sixteenth-century book, The 
Prince, a manual of how to ruthlessly crush opponents 
while administering (apparent) generosity to acquire 
the ‘love’ of the masses. 

It was in this context that I read the papers in this 
volume. In doing so, I was struck by two facts. First, 
inequality’s origin, development and operation are 
difficult to understand and yet the actions that lead 
to inequality are easy to implement. This shouldn’t 
surprise us: no American baseball player mathemati-
cally calculates the arc of a fly ball, but he’s still able to 
position himself in the right place to catch it. You can be 
utterly uneducated and still know how to manipulate 
a system to maintain exert, and abuse power. Many 
world leaders today are proof. 

Second, I think that the papers in this volume 
could be some of the most valuable published in 
anthropology in many years. Philosophers and social 
thinkers have tried to understand inequality for a 
century; indeed, efforts to understand it precede 
Machia velli. We bemoan its existence, and yet we have 
felt unable to grasp it, and, unable to grasp it, unable 
to do something about it. We muddled through the 
useless ramblings of nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century evolutionists, who, reflecting their colonial 
environment, often thought that inequality was a good 
thing, and, if not good, an inevitable thing. Marx tried 
to shake them out of that complacency, but his bril-
liance was largely wasted during his ‘second coming’ in 
the second half of the twentieth century with so much 
hand-wringing about how a theory intended to explain 
early capitalism should also apply to hunter-gatherers 
(because, it must… right?), and so much politically 
correct posturing that led to no action – and all but 
disappeared when the Berlin Wall (thankfully) came 
down and the Soviet Union collapsed. ‘Intensifica-
tion’ and ‘complexity’, words that should be stricken 
from anthropology’s vocabulary for their uselessness 
(and that are thankfully rare in this volume), masked 

what was really going on: exploitation, oppression, 
slavery… inequality in all its manifestations. Finally, 
I think, we have reached the point, through analyses 
of archaeological and ethnological data, that we might 
actually understand inequality. 

We’ve passed a Rubicon. And this really matters. 
The calamity that is COVID-19 has pulled back the 

curtain on modern society, exposing the weaknesses 
of its structure, laying bare the inequality between and 
within countries that Machiavellian leaders exploit 
and exacerbate for personal gain. Doing something 
about inequality is the challenge that will remain after 
COVID-19 dissipates. 

These papers help by seeking the origin of 
inequality in a kind of society, that of nomadic hunter-
gatherers, that we once considered ‘the original affluent 
society’, a classless society, or ‘primitive communists’. 
Some argue that inequality must be there (as Marxist 
analysts argued in the 1980s) since it is present in our 
closest primate relatives, and therefore is in humanity’s 
genetic foundation. Some see evidence of social and/
or political inequality among Palaeolithic hunters, in 
the evidence for secret societies and in the violence of 
cave art. I am not convinced by this ‘grimdark’ vision of 
Palaeolithic society, and see an enormous gap between 
difference and inequality, between a situation where 
one person has more than another who nonetheless 
has enough and one in which society gives a person 
permission to enslave another. 

Nonetheless, these chapters remind us that 
hunter-gatherers are not angels, and the same self-
interest that guides an Iñupiaq man to become a umialik, 
or that gave privilege to those men allowed to gather 
in the torch-lit gallery of Lascaux, guides Machiavelli’s 
anonymous prince. People have different skills, and 
for some, those skills are political. Under the right 
conditions, those individuals can consolidate power, 
convince others to go to battle, and make their personal 
aggrandizement seem reasonable to the people paying 
its price. Palaeolithic society had its Hitlers and Stalins, 
its Caesars and Trumps. 

But it didn’t have imperialism, or empires, or pal-
aces, or wealth hidden in tax havens. So other chapters 
here look for the conditions under which those ‘selfish’ 
individuals can gain power. High population density 
(pressure), localized and hence controllable resources, 
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Preface

displays of potential force – multi-billion-dollar aircraft 
carriers, atomic weapons, a Space Force – signal a 
lack of trust in non-violent institutions to resolve the 
inevitable disputes that arise when people, or countries, 
pursue their self-interests with little regard for others. 
Building trust in institutions – in the UN, in voting, in 
the media, in government itself! – is an integral part 
of stopping and even reversing the arms race before 
it drives the world to the poor house. 

Inequality is an old story, and one that we under-
stand much better due to the efforts of anthropologists 
and archaeologists. It hasn’t been easy to arrive at this 
point. But the really hard work – implementing our 
knowledge – still lies ahead for us. This volume, and 
our prehistoric hunting and gathering ancestors tell us 
what needs to be done. And it is the most important 
work anyone could be doing in the world today. 

Robert L. Kelly
University of Wyoming

the ability to build a coalition, which requires a suffi-
cient concentration of population and social institutions 
that are conducive to creating coalitions, lack of trust 
in institutions, including sharing networks, to provide 
in times of stress – these are the conditions that permit 
those with political skills to pursue self-interest through 
the manipulation of others. 

These conditions are as relevant to understanding 
the world of today as they are to an understanding of the 
Palaeolithic world. Today, however, conditions can be 
manipulated, for example ‘localized’ in off-shore bank 
accounts. Population pressure is high and will become 
worse as the world approaches the projected population 
of 11 billion by 2100. And competition is worsened by 
a capitalist economy that encourages ever-increasing 
amounts of consumption and conversion of needed 
resources, such as food, into higher profit margin items 
such as crisps and alcoholic beverages. Information is 
a resource, and technology makes information more 
available but less trustworthy. Unbelievably expensive 
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and it is tempting to treat them as a single phenom-
enon. This is particularly the case with the literature 
pertaining to chiefdoms, where the enforcement of 
political hierarchy is always strongly linked to eco-
nomic differentiation, leading to the impression that 
one goes necessarily in hand with the other. Yet, it 
has long been noticed that the different dimensions 
of societies did not evolve everywhere in the same 
directions, nor at the same pace (Feinman & Netzel 
1984). From a very global standpoint, if the economic 
and political inequalities appear as two aspects of the 
same general trend, as soon as one refines the picture, 
these two aspects are far from being synonymous. 
This is probably the most relevant objection raised by 
O’Shea & Barker (1996) or Testart (2005) against the 
neo-evolutionist classification. A telling example can 
be found in North America, with the comparison of the 
Iroquois confederation and the Northwest Coast socie-
ties. Although wealth was present in both sets, it was 
much more conspicuous and played a far greater role 
in the Northwest Coast. Yet, and despite their frequent 
qualification as ‘chiefdoms’, none of the societies of 
the Northwest Coast had elaborated a formal political 
structure. The power of their chiefs and aristocrats was 
based above all on their economic influence – even 
their famous ‘titles’ validated through the potlatches 
were not political functions or rights, but mere marks 
of honour and dignity (Drucker 1939). Conversely, the 
Iroquois, although much more egalitarian, are well 
known for their political constitution, with all of its 
formal elections, councils and procedures (Morgan 
1922 [1851]). It is therefore necessary to stress that 
the origin of economic inequalities must be studied 
in itself, and should not be confused with the emer-
gence – and even less with the further development 
– of political hierarchies.

We can now come back to surplus theory, not-
ing that if its original formulation revolved around 

The question surrounding the origins of economic 
inequality is probably as old as social science itself, 
and can be traced back at least to Rousseau (2004 
[1751]). Among materialist scholars, the most common 
answer, which until today has remained a reference 
framework, may be called ‘surplus theory’. Its most 
famous formulation, which was put forward in the 
first half of the twentieth century by Gordon Childe 
(1954 [1942]), can be summarized as follows: economic 
inequalities, which gave birth to the exploitation of 
work and the emergence of social classes, originated 
in the transition to agriculture and animal husbandry. 
This shift in the methods of production generated a 
food surplus which provided the base of the existence 
of all non-food producers: craftsmen, merchants, sol-
diers, priests and nobles. Childe’s surplus theory was 
not, strictly speaking, radically new; it incorporated 
several elements already developed by previous think-
ers (for instance Turgot 1766; Engels 1954 [1878], 1972 
[1884]). But it was considered as a synthesis based on 
the archaeological record – especially, the Near East 
and European sequence – which, in return, provided 
the logic for understanding this record. Despite the 
numerous criticisms it has faced, the concept of surplus 
remains a key reference in archaeological studies deal-
ing with economic inequalities in prehistory (Bogaart 
et al. 2009; Morehart & De Lucia 2015; Bogaard 2017; 
Hastorf & Fowhall 2017; Kohler et al. 2017).

Before addressing ‘surplus theory’, it is neces-
sary to stress that the debate about the emergence and 
widening of inequalities is often conducted in general 
terms which encompass the political dimensions of 
societies. There are obvious reasons for this tendency: 
the global evolution of human societies was marked 
by the development of wealth inequalities and politi-
cal hierarchies; in other words, it was a general move 
towards the formation of social classes and States. 
These two aspects were of course not independent, 

Chapter 4

Surplus, storage and the emergence of wealth:  
pits and pitfalls

Christophe Darmangeat
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Chapter 4

Given points 3 and 4, one can argue that surplus theory 
is, at best, incomplete. This incompleteness is also 
visible in the fact that the theory uses the same cause 
– the ‘overproduction’ in the food sector – to explains 
two very different phenomena, that is exploitation of 
the productive workforce in general and mere divi-
sion of productive labour. Significantly, in Childe’s 
descriptions of the new social groups living on food 
surplus (1954 [1942]: 30–1), craftsmen are lumped with 
soldiers and priests. 

In sum, the theory appears not only to be insuf-
ficient, but also to present some serious flaws. 

Is egalitarianism a consequence of an insufficient labour 
productivity?
One of its main propositions is that the lack of economic 
inequalities and exploitation in hunter-gatherer socie-
ties is a consequence of the low level of their labour 
productivity. As Engels puts it, ‘At this stage human 
labour-power still does not produce any considerable 
surplus over and above its maintenance costs’ (1972 
[1884]: 118).

It seems, however, that Marx and Engels had at 
least some hesitations on this matter. In chapter XVI of 
the first Book of Capital, Marx stresses that an adequate 
labour productivity is never a sufficient condition for 
the exploitation to take place; the producer has to be 
forced by some social mechanism to work beyond 
his own needs. He illustrates this idea with various 
examples, one of which is a primitive society of New 
Guinea where people satisfy their needs by 12 working 
hours a week, and where, if capitalism was introduced, 
workers might be compelled to work 6 days a week 
just to get the same product for themselves as before. 
The surprising (and seldom noticed) element in this 
passage is not the main idea, but the fact that the 
example chosen – a society where ‘sago grows wild in 
the forest’ (Marx 1909 [1867]: 585) – is clearly a hunter-
gatherer one. Marx, then, did envisage in one of his 
major works published in his lifetime, that within such 
a society, an adult could possibly maintain himself and 
his family with a very limited amount of work, which 
would have left place for ‘considerable surplus’. To 
some degree, Marx seems here to anticipate Sahlins’ 
later developments on the ‘original affluent society’ 
(1972) and, for sure, contradicts Engels’ statement.

More generally, in all hunter-gatherer societies, 
even those living in the harshest climates, produc-
tive adults provide food for various unproductive 
members of society, being they young, old or ill. This 
means that even if labour productivity was too low 
for people to feed an exploitative class in addition to 
perpetuating themselves as a collective, an individual 
adult (say, a prisoner of war) would nevertheless be 

agriculture, it has subsequently become increasingly 
associated with another element, that is, storage. This 
is the reason why this paper aims to answer two essen-
tial questions: 1) should the surplus (or the ability to 
produce a surplus) be considered as a necessary or 
sufficient cause for the emergence of economic inequali-
ties and exploitation of work? 2) Which empirical and 
theoretical links can be established between storage and 
wealth? In other words, if storage matters, then why?

Surplus, exploitation and labour productivity

Some decades ago, the question of surplus raised an 
intense debate (Pearson 1957; Harris 1959, 1961; Dalton 
1960, 1963; Rotstein 1961; Orans 1966), which ended 
without reaching any agreement. Some later contribu-
tions (Testart 1979, 1982a, 1985) did not receive much 
attention. In a recent publication (Darmangeat 2018a), 
we tried to take the discussion one step further. The 
main starting points can be summarized as follows:

1.  As several scholars noticed, in its crudest formu-
lations, surplus theory is a mere tautology. If the 
surplus is the part of the social product that is 
appropriated by the non-producers, saying that 
exploitation is explained by the presence of a 
surplus is calling the same phenomena by two 
different names, without providing any causation. 

2.  The only way by which surplus theory provides 
a real explanation is by stating that exploitation 
comes from the possibility of extracting surplus 
which, in the classical Marxist formulation, is 
equated with a rise of the productivity of labour. 

3.  In this framework, however, a minimal level 
of the productivity of labour provides only the 
necessary condition for the emergence of surplus. 
It says nothing of the reasons why the possibility 
became a reality. Nevertheless, it is almost always 
treated as if the possibility was a determination, 
so that the necessary condition was ipso facto a 
sufficient one. Another way of stating this idea is 
to remark that an improvement in provisioning 
may well result in an improvement of well-being 
or in a demographic increase, rather than in the 
emergence of exploitation relationships. In this 
way, Childe noticed the lag of several millennia 
between the birth of agriculture and the rise of a 
ruling class without giving any clear explanation.

4.  Linked to the previous point, surplus theory also 
remains silent on the social forms under which 
inequalities and exploitation are supposed to 
have developed. Saying that they could emerge, 
or even that they had to, is not explaining why 
they took some definite shape and not others. 
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in the case of reduction in the population below its 
carrying capacity. This benefit depends on the circum-
stances and, below a certain density, may well be equal 
to zero, especially under hostile climates. But, once 
again, this should not conceal the fact that in every 
hunter-gatherer society, even the poorest – and much 
more so in the affluent ones, as Marx already observed 
– the presence, to a certain extent, of unproductive 
exploiters was economically viable. If there were none, 
even when a certain social relationship was obviously 
marked by domination (Darmangeat 2015a), it should 
be attributed to other (and social) reasons.

Agriculture and the rise of productivity
The third line of difficulties which surplus theory 
presents pertains to the idea that agriculture increased 
labour productivity, thus allowing the surplus to come 
into being. An increased labour productivity may lead 
to three possible effects: 

1.  the increase of leisure time, as in the famous exam-
ple of the Australian Yir-Yoront who invested the 
benefits of the steel axe ‘in sleep – an art they had 
mastered thoroughly’ (Sharp 1952: 20). 

2.  the increase of the product, whether this increase 
returns to the producers… 

3.  or is appropriated by a dominant class. 

In theory, these effects should be identifiable, in par-
ticular the first one. In Marx’s thought-experiment 
with wild sago gatherers, the surplus would simply 
result from an external constraint, and in no way 
from an increase of labour productivity. With the 
exception of modern societies, addressing this ques-
tion is extremely problematic as work duration can 
only be estimated with great uncertainties. However, 
in the last decades archaeology has collected vari-
ous evidence on the advent of agriculture which all 
point in the same direction: that cultivation did not 
lessen the work effort. A comparison of the various 
figures taken from ethnological studies do not show 
that workload is smaller in cultivation societies com-
pared to foragers – actually, the opposite is the case 
(Darmangeat 2015b). 

Concerning the second possibility, the global well-
being of populations does not seem to have improved 
with agriculture, at least in terms of health. If data 
concerning mobile hunter-gatherers are too scarce to 
compare their life expectancy with that of cultivators, 
the global health conditions seem to have worsened 
with agriculture (Steckel et al. 2002; Larsen 2003). 

The only tangible result of the increase of labour 
productivity which is supposed to have followed 
the Neolithic revolution would thus have been the 

able to produce significantly more than his own needs 
and thus, to be exploited.

The same conclusions arise from reasoning 
involving demography and the economic laws con-
straining these societies. Although the population 
dynamics of hunter-gatherers, and its possible spe-
cificities compared to agricultural people, gave rise to 
a considerable body of literature (Bentley et al. 1993; 
Pennington 2001; Bocquet-Appel 2011) there are few 
certainties. Several scholars, the most famous being 
Sahlins (1972), claimed that hunter-gatherers manage 
to maintain their population size below the optimum 
through cultural practices, thus ensuring that they 
can live relatively well without too much work. It 
seems, more probably, that hunter-gatherer popula-
tions tended to grow, albeit slowly, when resources 
became abundant and underwent Malthusian crises 
from time to time, which severely cut down their 
populations (Belovsky 1988; Winterhalder et al. 1988; 
Keeley 1988; Boone 2002). In either case, it can be 
argued that they could have sustained, to a certain 
extent, the maintenance of unproductive individuals. 
It is obvious in the first case. But, even in the second 
situation, the levy taken by some exploiters, instead 
of leading the whole society to disaster – the fate 
commonly predicted – might rather have resulted in a 
sustainable reduction of the number of their members. 
This counter-intuitive proposition is the consequence 
of the law of diminishing returns, which works in two 
opposing directions: if an increasing population, living 
in a given territory with given techniques, will face a 
fall of its labour productivity, conversely, a reduced 
population under the same conditions may well see 
its productivity rise. This gives way to an increased 
product, which may signify demographic growth… or 
the maintenance of some additional non-productive 
individuals. The mechanism exposed here is similar 
to the one described in an agricultural society, when 
taxes are imposed on the workforce and employed to 
pay the luxuries of the dominant class (Winterhalder 
et al. 2012).

Admittedly, it would be absurd to maintain 
that every society, whatever its environment and 
techniques, could bear the burden of an unspecified 
number of unproductive individuals. If, as we said 
previously, every worker, even in the poorest society, 
may normally produce a surplus over his own needs, 
it does not mean that this surplus is infinite. In a harsh 
environment, where a significant amount of work is 
necessary to get just enough food for the society to 
survive, this potential surplus margin remains narrow. 
Moreover, one should not oversimplify the way in 
which the ‘law of diminishing returns’ applies – and, 
conversely, the benefit in terms of labour productivity 
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If productivity of labour had a much lesser effect 
on the profitability of labour exploitation than com-
monly thought, it should be noted that the productivity 
of land, for its part, had a positive impact that has often 
been overlooked. Productivity of land affects the den-
sity of a population and therefore, the cost of oversight 
and control of labour power. We said previously that 
economic exploitation was formally possible among 
hunter-gatherers, but there is no doubt that extracting 
a surplus-product from a nomadic hunter would have 
represented a considerable cost compared to the yield. 
Conversely, sedentism and the much higher popula-
tion densities it allows made political and economic 
control – without which exploitation is impossible – 
much easier. In economic terms, it is probable that the 
gross profitability of exploitation benefited less from 
the rise of productivity of labour than the net profit-
ability benefited from the rise of productivity of land.

Why storage matters?

Another debate developed some decades ago, when 
some scholars advocated taking into account the 
ethnographic – and, most probably, archaeological 
– cases of so-called ‘complex’ hunter-gatherers who 
had developed high levels of economic differentiation. 
These hunter-gatherers, firstly those of the Northwest 
Coast, showed that the demarcation between economi-
cally egalitarian and non-egalitarian societies was not 
exclusively linked to agriculture, as it was commonly 
said, but rather to storage (Testart 1982b; Ingold, 1983). 

This shift in perspective was of considerable 
importance, and raised two sets of questions. First, on 
the empirical level, to what extent was there a relation-
ship between the practice of storage and the presence of 
economic inequalities? Were both phenomena strictly 
correlated or were there exceptions? Second, if stor-
age is indeed related to wealth inequalities, what are 
the causes involved? We will begin by addressing the 
second question, assuming that if there are a few cer-
tain or possible exceptions to the empirical adequacy 
between storage and inequalities, this adequacy is 
widely ascertained and provides a solid starting point.

What kind of ‘surplus’ is storage?
First of all, two points about the relationship between 
storage and surplus theory have to be clarified. 

It could be argued that storage only modifies 
this theory on a secondary point, by simply chang-
ing the factor which increased the productivity of 
work (storage instead of agriculture). In itself, such 
an adjustment would raise no particular problem. 
However, for obvious reasons, such an opinion was 
seldom argued; instead, one more often reads that 

formation of a dominant class living at the expense 
of the workforce. Although this formation stands 
beyond any doubt, an essential point is that it may 
have resulted from many causes besides an increase 
in the productivity of labour. Compared to the mod-
est material culture of nomadic hunter-gatherers, 
the monumental achievements of the early States are 
impressive. But one should keep in mind that they 
were enabled, above all, by a huge expansion of the 
population – the tremendous gap between the popula-
tion densities among nomadic hunter-gatherers and 
cultivators is a well-known fact. Several scholars have 
already noted that even in the early States, technical 
tooling in agriculture remained often very primitive 
and the amount of surplus-product which could be 
extorted from each individual worker very constrained 
(Mazoyer & Roudart 2006 [1997]; Trigger 2003: 313).

Of course, it is not argued that the technical 
progress from the Upper Palaeolithic to Antiquity was 
negligible. However, this technical progress mostly 
did not result in an increase of productivity of labour 
but rather of land, a phenomenon known as the ‘Mal-
thusian trap’. Under this model, the improvement in 
the techniques of subsistence tends to bring about 
population growth; this, on the basis of a given tech-
nique, faces the law of diminishing returns, and while 
productivity of work initially rises through technical 
progress, it eventually falls back to its starting point. In 
a somewhat provocative formulation, it is sometimes 
said that during earlier millennia, technical progress 
did not serve to feed the poor better, but only to feed 
more poor per square kilometre. This process is at 
the core of what archaeology often calls ‘intensifica-
tion’, although the precise meaning of this word has 
been subject to much debate (Boserup 1965; Kayser & 
Voytek 1983; Bender 1978, 1981; Kirch 1994; Morgan 
2014; Morrison 2014). This also explains why a careful 
ethnologically based comparison between foragers and 
cultivators leads to the conclusion that Neolithic-like 
agriculture shows no better performance in terms of 
labour productivity (Bowles 2011).

In actual fact, and contrary to an opinion some-
times supported elsewhere (Wood 1998; Galor & Weil 
2000; Clark 2007; Ashraf & Galor 2011), this conversion 
of productivity of labour into productivity of land was 
not complete. Part of technical progress was devoted 
to production that had no impact on the number of 
producers, starting with the luxuries of the developing 
dominant class (Wu 2015; Svizzero & Tisdell 2015). 
These productions represent a partial escape from the 
Malthusian trap, and in this respect, it is possible to 
say that surplus was much more a consequence than a 
cause of the emergence of wealth, economic inequali-
ties and exploitation of labour. 
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for the selfish interest of their managers. This idea 
seems to be as old as the discovery of the importance of 
storage for economic inequalities itself (Testart 1982a), 
and was recently put forward to explain why economic 
inequalities arose when the crops were grains, and 
not tubers (Mayshar et al. 2015). While it may contain 
some truth, this reasoning states, at best, a necessary 
condition: it does not explain why the households 
agreed to be deprived of part of their production, or 
how they were compelled to produce it in addition of 
their needs, a question rightly raised, for instance, by 
Arnold (1993). Neither does it explain why, even in 
the absence of a political hierarchy, numerous socie-
ties display important inequalities of wealth between 
households.

Another hypothesis was advocated by O’Shea 
(1981), under the name of ‘social storage’1 (see also 
Rowley-Conwy & Zvelebil 1989; Halstead 1989) and 
deserves a careful examination. O’Shea suggested 
distinguishing between ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ storage, 
the latter encompassing ‘all those processes which 
transform foodstuffs into a more stable, alternative 
form, from which food value may later be recovered.’ 
(1981: 169). Indirect storage, in turn, took two very 
different forms. The first one is exemplified by animal 
husbandry. If we put this aside, ‘the transformations 
which are characteristic of indirect storage are cultural, 
and involve the equivalencing of foodstuffs and non-
food items through exchange. (…) when such exchange 
is extended between corporate groups or villages, some 
manner of physical token usually enters the transac-
tion. In such a transaction, food is exchanged for some 
non-food token with at least the implicit understanding 
that such tokens can later be re-exchanged for food. 
This type of exchange transaction is here referred to 
as social storage’ (ibid.).

It is easy to understand why the emergence of 
social storage was a major turning point in social 
evolution: ‘The use of tokens as a means of storing 
food value introduces a new dimension into primitive 
economic systems, the ability to accumulate wealth.’ 
(1981: 177) – therefore, O’Shea added, to accumulate 
it in an unequal way. Among many others, Halstead 
(1989) in particular stressed the consequences of the 
hazards faced by households that created growing 
inequalities, opening opportunities for some suc-
cessful ones to reduce impoverished ones through 
dependency. 

This hypothesis has several indisputable merits, 
the main one being an attempt to account for the origins 
of wealth. Wealth, in its strict sense, does not exist in 
every society, and its birth is here correctly identified 
as a social process. Yet we think it contains several 
major defects. 

storage is, by nature or to a certain extent, a surplus 
(for instance, Bogaard 2017).

This point illustrates a recurring ambiguity. A 
‘surplus’ is an excess of one quantity over another, 
but one should never use the word without specifying 
which quantities are involved – a problem which has 
always greatly contributed to obscuring the debates 
on this topic. According to Marx or Childe, the surplus 
is the excess of production over what the producers 
receive – that is the reason why it can be called ‘social’. 
This is significantly different from the physiological 
surplus which was referred to by cultural ecology, and 
which names the excess of production of a given society 
over the biological needs of its members. Stocks, in a 
sense, are also a ‘surplus’: the excess, at a given time, 
of past production over consumption. But it is easy 
to see that they are, by nature, neither physiological 
nor social surplus. Speaking of storage as ‘surplus’ is 
therefore not illegitimate, but it introduces confusion. 
At worst, by lumping together storage and exploitation 
of labour under the same designation, it hides the fact 
that both phenomena are analytically different, and that 
the empirical link between them has to be explained. 

Several scholars have noticed the problem; 
Arnold, for instance, rightly stressed that the ques-
tion is not storage in itself, but the control of others’ 
work (1993: 93). Yet, the question remains why both 
phenomena are so often, if not always, linked in the 
empirical record. The same preoccupation led others 
to propose a differentiation between ‘normal surplus’, 
corresponding to the needs of the immediate produc-
ers in order to face the resource cycle, and the surplus 
strictly speaking, which can be appropriated by a rul-
ing elite or, at least, take the form of wealth (Halstead 
1989; see also Kirch 1984; Bogaard et al. 2009; Kuyt 
2015; Winterhadler et al. 2015). This discrimination is 
based on the idea that social surplus comes necessarily 
in addition to the product managed by the households. 
It may be useful, in particular, to identify social pro-
cesses often related to chiefdoms in the archaeological 
record (Wesson 1999); yet, it does not provide any real 
clues of the reasons why the ‘normal surplus’ might 
or should give birth to a social one – in other words, 
how and why storage led to economic inequalities and 
exploitation of labour.

From storage to wealth: three hypothesis
To this riddle, three main answers have been given. 

The first one, probably the first that comes to 
mind, is based on the physical properties of stocks as 
durable and movable. They may thus be appropriated 
and centralized by some hierarchy – one possibility is 
the case of collective supplies being at first adminis-
trated by leaders for the common sake, and then used 
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What is the point of wealth in primitive 
societies? (…) The absence of any division 
of labour or, at least, its weak development, 
which allows everyone to produce his sub-
sistence, induces that one does not need 
wealth for living. Because of the absence 
of fundiary2 land ownership, wealth cannot 
be invested in productive goods and does 
not, by itself, generate profit. (…) Such an 
unnecessary and undesirable wealth (…) 
has none of the functions it achieves in 
our societies. In view of this fact (…) there 
are only two possible answers. The first is 
to say that wealth is useless. (…) It think 
that [this] is the typical answer of classical 
anthropology. (…) [which] pretends that it is 
purely conspicuous and does not serve any 
material purpose (…) The second answer, 
which is ours, is to say that this primitive 
wealth (…) is not a pure prestige concern 
because (…) it serves to payments of social 
obligations, imposed by law or custom, and 
quite mandatory and compelling. (Testart, 
2005: 29–30) 

The statement that ‘one does not need wealth for living’ 
should certainly be qualified, and we can grant that 
wealth was sometimes used for this purpose. But the 
fundamental proposition holds true: the main function 
of primitive money, and the most probable reason for 
its emergence, was not as a means of exchange, but 
rather of payment. Wealth, in those societies (as the 
Tolowa case, among hundreds of others, confirms 
beyond any doubt) is first and foremost the way of 
managing bride price, blood money, and possibly the 
various fines or fees required to join some secret soci-
ety. Testart also noticed that in societies where those 
payments had been established, the public display of 
wealth was a common feature, be it through feasts, 
competitive exchanges, ‘grade passages’, etc. In a whole 
category of societies that he called ‘conspicuous plu-
tocraties’, which included for instance the Northwest 
Coast so-called ‘chiefdoms’, formal political structures 
were actually lacking and wealth was the organizing 
principle of social dominance.

The relevant question, then, is not knowing how 
storage gave birth to wealth as a means of exchange, 
but how it led to the emergence of payments. That is, 
to understand the possible links between storage and 
bride price, blood money, etc. In another words, we 
must examine the relationship between the practice 
of storage and the introduction of material goods in 
compensations where, up to now, only human work, 
blood, or kinship ties were involved.

First, the demarcation between ‘direct’ and ‘indi-
rect’ food storage seems questionable. Concerning food 
storage strictly speaking, the only example of indirect 
storage which is given is animal husbandry, and one 
does not see why it should be distinguished from 
the smoking of fish, for instance. Almost no food can 
be stored without being ‘processed in a more stable 
form’ – which would mean that food storage is always 
‘indirect’. But the critical point is that ‘social storage’ 
is actually not storage at all, unless this word is used 
in a very vague (and deceiving) sense. This so-called 
‘storage’ only ‘stores’ the possibility of others acquiring 
the stored food: it is nothing other than a monetary 
saving. It is indeed striking that O’Shea, whose theory 
deals with the emergence of money, describing two of 
its well-known functions (as a medium of exchange 
and store of value) and exposing the inflationist risk, 
never explicitly describes it as ‘money’, preferring 
for unknown reasons to speak of ‘tokens’. However, 
primitive money which always takes the form of pre-
cious goods, is far less a ‘token’ than our own bank 
notes or electronic payments. 

The essential point is that this theory revolves 
around the question of exchange: in order to obtain 
food from other communities in times of need, societies 
would have established the equivalence between non-
food and food goods. This reasoning differs from the 
classical narrative which dates back at least to Adam 
Smith, whereby money was designed as a mean of 
facilitating a pre-existing barter. Money as a means of 
exchange is nevertheless at the core of both theories, an 
idea which should be challenged for several reasons.

To begin with, it is a well-known fact that in 
all of the ethnographic cases where wealth is pre-
sent, although it may be used to acquire foodstuffs, 
there is a general reluctance of proceeding with such 
exchanges. Trading precious items against food is 
widely considered as abnormal, to the extent that vari-
ous anthropologists have claimed that ‘prestige’ items 
form a separate category with no interference with 
basic necessities. For instance, Gould (1966) showed 
this statement to be clearly excessive for the Tolowa 
Indians of California, but he also stressed how much it 
was unusual, and somewhat inglorious, to trade pre-
cious goods against food. On this matter, the Tolowa 
must be regarded as quite representative. Thus, it 
seems somewhat contradictory to acknowledge this, 
as Halstead (1989) willingly does, while maintaining 
that wealth was initiated in order to facilitate such 
exchanges.

The solution of this paradox is provided by a 
third line of explanation, following on from Testart 
(2001, 2005), who stressed the particular role of wealth 
in primitive societies:
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how bride price among people of New Guinea, prob-
ably – and ironically – resulted not from the desire 
to widen inequalities but rather, the desire to reduce 
them. Thus, a scientific and therefore materialistic social 
explanation cannot consider the will of social actors 
as ultimate causes; conversely, it has to explain these 
wills through social structures and their evolution.

In the quest for understanding the relation-
ship between storage and the emergence of wealth, 
the empirical record provides some essential clues. 
We refer here to a database dealing with payments 
and slavery that we built by combining two existing 
datasets, to which we have added our own informa-
tion concerning storage (Darmangeat 2018b). Despite 
the numerous difficulties and inevitable disputable 
choices,3 we think that some useful insights can be 
deduced from this material which includes 237 cases.

The first observation is that in the vast major-
ity of societies storage and payments are altogether 
either absent or present. This supports the close link 
mentioned previously between both features, which 
may of course be read as an evolutionary proposi-
tion: the dichotomy roughly overlays the opposition 
between mobile hunter-gatherers on the one hand, 
and sedentary hunter-gatherers and cultivators on 
the other. Incidentally, our data also show that the 
slavery group, with very few marginal exceptions, is 
a subset of payment societies. This strongly supports 
the opinion that slavery is a by-product, and not a 
cause in itself, of wealth.

To return to our central question, it is also worth 
considering the few cases which seem to invalidate 
the correlation between storage and payments. These 
exceptions belong to two categories. The first one 
includes societies where storage is practiced but which, 
possibly or clearly, lack payments. Our sample includes 
six of such societies. Without going too far into detail, 
all of them are marked by wealth inequalities, although 
these are far more salient in certain cases (Conibo of 
Amazonia, Bemba of Africa, Tareumiut of Alaska) than 
in others (Toda of Gran Chaco, Zuni and Hopi pueblo 
Indians). The deficiencies of our information on sev-
eral of these tribes makes it difficult to draw reliable 
conclusions. Nevertheless, it seems that with respect 
to payments, the Tareumiut case reveals an alterna-
tive, although obviously infrequent, path towards the 
emergence of wealth. Among these Inuit, rich people 
(called umealit) are the owners of the boats used to hunt 
big sea mammals, especially whales, or alternatively, 
individuals who control a trade route (Spencer 1959; 
Johnson & Earle 2000: 177). The reasons which could 
explain the near absence of payments among the 
Tareumiut are difficult to identify – more generally, the 
resistance to the development of payments seems to be 

Towards a new solution 
Testart confessed to be at loss with this problem (2005: 
37–8). The only attempt he made was posthumous and 
unfinished (2014). Moreover, the question he tried 
to address was actually different: he was convinced 
that, at least for marriage, life-time obligations were 
characteristic of Australia. Everywhere else in the 
world, life-time obligations had preceded all the other 
forms, including the bride service – the well-known 
‘sister exchange’ was curiously absent from his reason-
ing. To his eyes, these configurations of matrimonial 
compensation had a key impact on the technical 
progress, and the ‘backwardness’ of Australia, as 
well as the long-supposed stagnation of the European 
Upper Palaeolithic. It is not possible here to enter into 
details, but this reasoning turns out to be, at best, very 
questionable (Darmangeat & Pétillon 2015; Valentin 
& Pétillon 2018). The main point relevant to the pre-
sent discussion is that the riddle of the extension of 
material goods (and, thus, wealth) into marriage and 
damage compensation, and its possible link to storage, 
remained unsolved.

Another common answer is offered by Hayden, 
who states that this evolution was manipulated, if not 
orchestrated, by a certain category of individuals he 
calls ‘aggrandizers’. These individuals exist (biologi-
cally) in every society, but it is only with the conditions 
of what he calls the ‘transegalitarian’ societies that they 
found themselves in a position to apply their talents 
to material production. This was executed through a 
number of ‘strategies’ (the term appears regularly in 
Hayden’s writings) among which we find the institu-
tion of bride price (2014: 165–6). However, it seems 
problematic to explain a social phenomenon, specifi-
cally the emergence of new social structures, through 
the strategies of a social group. This methodological 
individualism can hardly be something more than a 
dead end. No one could deny that in every society 
there are people with certain inclinations or talents 
to boast who acquire power and take the lead, even-
tually at the expense of others. But the reason why 
capitalism superseded feudalism is not because some 
individuals would have preferred to get rich through 
industry, trade or banking instead of mere military 
power. Generally speaking, individual strategies are 
explained by social structures, and not the opposite. 
Thus, seeing bride price as a result of a strategy pur-
sued by aggrandizers, as a conscious will of part of 
the society, is at best partial, and at worst misleading. 
Long ago Engels pointed out that societies consist of 
intersecting contradictory wills and actions, and that 
the resulting situation is often something nobody 
had foreseen nor wanted. Furthermore Lemonnier, 
in a short but enlightening article (2008), highlighted 
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of western rifles, which could be given instead of the 
traditional service, or to compensate a murder and 
put an end to a feud (Harner 1972).

The ethnographic information concerning the 
Calusa and the Abipon remains sparse, but what 
we know about the Asmat and the Jivaro enables us 
to suggest an answer to the question of why, in the 
absence of any food storage, a society may – or had 
to – engage in the transition to payments in particular, 
and to wealth in general. Our hypothesis is that the 
trigger is the existence, on a sufficiently large scale, of 
moveable, durable goods requiring an important amount 
of (individual) work for their making (Darmangeat 2017). 
These goods, once they exist on a sufficient scale, can 
be held for the equivalent of the prolonged time of 
service that is the most common form of matrimonial 
compensation among societies ignoring wealth, and 
thus it begins to replace it. Then, by a well-established 
equivalence, they also replace the human blood (or 
spouse) in murder compensations. We propose calling 
this category of goods ‘W goods’, W being the initial 
uniting work and wealth. 

It has often been noticed that in lowland Ama-
zonia, societies were ‘primarily oriented toward the 
production of persons, not material goods’ and that 
they were marked by ‘the limited involvement of 
wealth and prestige goods in producing social rela-
tionships’ (Fausto 1999: 934). Among the Jivaro, the 
rifle was then an imported exception. If we turn to 
the Asmat, there are several possible W goods, but the 
most evident one is the canoe. We do not know the 
exact amount of work needed to manufacture them, 
but a witness wrote that a large canoe represented 
about two months of individual effort (Eyde 1967: 
45), in a time where metal axes had already replaced 
traditional stone ones. It is very probable that this figure 
should be greatly revised upwards when talking about 
pre-contact times. In any case, the making of a canoe, 
which constituted the most important manufactured 
property of the Asmat (Van Arsdale 1975: 36), was 
‘one of the principal duties a man has to his wife’s 
brothers or father, and a man should give a canoe to 
his fiancé’s brothers or father before marriage’ (Eyde 
1967: 43). This obligation seems to have existed even in 
the specific situations of marriage that did not imply 
the payment of a formal (and additional) bride price. 

The ‘W goods’ hypothesis not only explains why 
some societies lacking food storage achieved the transi-
tion to payments and wealth, but it also gives a decisive 
clue to the reasons for which it was the general case in 
societies whose economies relied on food storage. As 
a matter of fact, food stores are by definition W goods; 
thus we can assess that where there is food storage, 
there have to be payments – with the few possible or 

a feature of the whole Inuit cultural area. Conversely, 
one may put forward the hypothesis that in the specific 
conditions of coastal Alaska, the development of wealth 
inequalities may have involved specific mechanisms 
which, in a slightly anachronistic way, can be called 
‘capitalistic’. More probably, these tendencies were 
present elsewhere, but their importance remained 
secondary. The main means of production were the 
whale boats, produced at an expensive cost, which 
were individually financed but collectively used. This 
contrasts strongly with the general situation where the 
main means of production is land, available for anyone 
willing to clear it. The few individuals who possessed 
these boats held at least an economic power which 
was manifested in the right to levy part of the catches. 

Correspondingly, our sample shows four (pos-
sibly five) societies in which payments were present 
but whose economies did not rely on any form of food 
storage. These societies challenge the role of storage 
in the same way that sedentary hunter-gatherers chal-
lenged the role traditionally assigned to agricultural 
societies. Incidentally, it is puzzling that Testart, who 
had identified these cases quite clearly, did not try to 
address the problem they posed to his theory. Some 
of them were hunter-gatherers living in environments 
rich enough to allow them to be sedentary without 
practicing any form of storage. One example is the 
Calusa, a Florida tribe known only by early Spaniard 
witnesses (Fontaneda 1944 [1575]) and archaeology 
(Gogin & Sturtevant 1964; Hutchinson et al. 2016; 
Thompson et al. 2018); another is the Asmat, a tribe 
living on the south coast of New Guinea, whose 
main resources were wild sago starch and fishing 
(Sowada 1961; Eyde 1967; Trenkenshuh 1970; Van 
Arsdale 1975). Another category is what Testart called 
‘mounted hunter-gatherers’, that is, hunter-gatherers 
who used domesticated horses for hunting. Strictly 
speaking, this excludes the plains Indians, who were 
to a certain extent cultivators, even when they relied 
heavily on hunting on horseback (Zedeno et al. 2014). 
In the Gran Chaco, the Abipon tribe falls obviously 
into this category (Dobrizhoffer 1822 [1754]). All of 
these groups experience wealth inequalities although 
to varying degrees, ranging from only just discern-
ible among the Asmat, to the high level among the 
Calusa whose society, with its slaves and its supreme 
leader, has often been qualified as a chiefdom. It is 
also worth mentioning some intermediate situations 
like the Jivaro of Amazonia. Traditionally, these and 
many other people in this area were manioc cultivators 
who ignored both storage and payments. Marriage 
in particular involved a bride service from the future 
husband, without any significant transfer of material 
goods. However, the situation changed with the arrival 
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of wealth. If not, he might wrongly reach the conclu-
sion of complete economic equality. 

At another level, the W goods hypothesis pro-
vides a materialistic explanation of the transition to 
payments, and therefore in the vast majority of cases, 
to wealth differentiation. It is because societies began 
to invest higher quantities of work in durable goods 
that they began to regard these goods as equivalent to 
the work they embodied – as Gilman already observed, 
‘Wealth, after all, is a concentration of human labour 
into durable asset’ (1990: 349). In a Marxist vocabulary, 
it may be said that the transition to payments, with the 
replacement of the bride service (or any custom related 
to it) by the bride price, represents the first victory of 
dead labour over living labour in the history of social 
relations. To conclude this point, we do not underesti-
mate the difficulties that arise out of this general social 
law. Not only do few societies seem to have taken an 
alternative path to wealth than payments, but also it is 
possible that the same approximate level of W goods 
did not always lead to the same developments. As 
noted above, in the Inuit world where W goods are 
undeniably present (in the form of dogs, sledges or 
clothing), payments seem to have remained, at best, 
limited. The reasons that may explain this relative 
resistance, here and possibly in other cultural areas, 
require further research.

Notes

1. Not to be confused with what we called ‘social surplus’.
2. Testart calls ‘fundiary’ a land ownership that is not 

founded on work. Land rent is associated with this 
form of ownership which, according to him, constitutes 
a criterion of a class-based society. 

3. For a general presentation of our method and a case-
by-case short discussion of our definitions, see http://
cdarmangeat.free.fr/tryptique/donnees.html (in French).
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