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Abstract 

Since the 17th century one dominant thesis in the disaster discourse holds that the 
economic, social, and political marginal segments of society are especially vulnerable 
and at high risk due to a rapidly changing natural and social environment. 
Contemporary research about resilience in socio-ecological systems emphasises the 
toughness and durability of communities, and is marked by a lack of investigation 
concerning local belief and action systems in these marginal segments of society. 
This study is based on a secondary literature review, and attempts to explore — from 
a comparative perspective — whether punan, which is a cultural model found among 
the Orang Asli (under different notations) increases resilience and promotes 
adaptation among these peripheral ethnic groups who are involved in ongoing 
identerest conflicts with the dominant majority of the population. A consensus exists 
that among these communities punan contributes to food security and helps to 
sustain an egalitarian social structure while forming a substantial component of 
ethnic identity. This cultural model is connected with a pronounced etiquette of 
sharing, which prevents resource scarcity in the face of natural resource variability. 
Therefore, this study pursues the question to what extent punan, besides or in 
connection with the functions mentioned above, also represents a local and 
endogenous resilience process.  
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Zusammenfassung 
 
Seit dem 17. Jahrhundert besagt eine dominante These im Katastrophendiskurs, 
dass die ökonomisch, sozialen und politisch marginalen Bevölkerungsgruppen 
angesichts einer sich rasch ändernden natürlichen und sozialen Umwelt besonders 
verletzlich und risikogefährdet sind. Die Resilienzforschung welche sich mit sozial-
ökologischen Systemen befasst und nun eher die Belastbarkeit und 
Widerstandsfähigkeit von Gesellschaften betont, hat den lokalen Glaubens- und 
Handlungssystemen dieser Bevölkerungsgruppen bis dato wenig Beachtung 
geschenkt. Diese Arbeit basiert auf Verwendung von Sekundärliteratur und versucht, 
im Rahmen eines vergleichenden Ansatzes der Frage nachzugehen, ob punan, ein 
bei vielen Orang Asli (unter verschiedenen Bezeichnungen) vorkommendes 
kulturelles Modell, zur Erhöhung der Resilienz beiträgt sowie die Adaptation dieser 
peripheren Ethnien in den fortwährenden identerest-Konflikten mit der dominanten 
Bevölkerungsmehrheit fördert. Es herrscht Einigkeit darüber, dass punan zur 
Ernährungssicherheit beiträgt, hilft die egalitäre Gesellschaftsstruktur 
aufrechtzuerhalten - und darüber hinaus ein wesentlicher Bestandteil der ethnischen 
Identität dieser Gesellschaften ist. Mit diesem kulturellen Modell ist eine ausgeprägte 
Teiletikette verbunden, die angesichts der Variabilität natürlicher Ressourcen die 
Entstehung von Ressourcenmangel verhindert. In dieser Arbeit wird daher der Frage 
nachgegangen, inwieweit punan neben bzw. in Verbindung mit den oben genannten 
Funktionen auch einen lokalen und endogenen Resilienzprozess repräsentiert. 
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Foreword 
 

“Threat of catastrophe looms over the beginning of the 21st century, which 
opened with an alarming sequence of massive disasters in the form of 
terrorist attacks, wars, a tsunami, hurricanes, and outbreaks of disease. The 
mass media are saturated with stories of a possible flu pandemic and global 
warming, along with reports of ongoing genocide, terrorism, and natural 
disaster events. In this context, it is imperative for scientists concerned with 
adaptive systems in many disciplines to consider what is known and what 
needs to be known that could inform efforts to prevent or ameliorate the 
consequences of disaster and promote recovery” (Masten and Obradovic 
2008: 27). 

 
This study initially started with the question whether Moken`s cosmological vision and 
belief systems change, due to environmental and political pressure, and what are the 
answers from the Moken societies and their spirits. The initial aim was to answer this 
question through a fieldwork survey. This aim was only partly fulfilled, because of 
various reasons. But the supporting outcome was, like I was told, that the Moken on 
the Surin Islands survived the “laboon” – the Indian Ocean Tsunami 2004, because 
three days before the Tsunami struck, the ancestors had warned the shaman in a 
dream that the Tsunami will occur.  Of course there are several reasons why they 
have known that something was going to happen (see Arunotai 2008: 75), but 
besides the story told by the people, only one article in a newspaper, confirmed my 
observation: “In that dream”, the elder said, “he begged the spirits to spare their lives 
and said he would present culinary offerings” (Sukrung 2005: 2). Although the 
majority of Thai society views the Moken as “impoverished, uneducated and 
backward people in the need of “development” (Arunotai 2006: 139), the Burmese, 
for example, respect for the Moken has increased as the “Moken spirits are now 
respected as real-life events [that] have proved their power” (Ivanoff 2005: 155). 
Being back home, the basic driving research question was how far the Moken case 
was a particular story, and how many similar cases have been recorded. At this point 
in the research process, my supervisor inspired me with the punan concept, which 
finally turned out, beside the concept of resilience, to be the central topic of this 
study.  
 
Due to the lack of empirical data, this study is based primarily on secondary literature 
reviews, and reflects mostly the selected view of the author. 
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1. Introduction 
 
“When civilized nations come into contact with barbarians the struggle is 
short, except where a deadly climate gives its aid to the native race. Of the 
causes, which lead to the victory of civilized nations, some are plain and 
some very obscure. We can see that the cultivation of the land will be fatal 
in many ways to savages, for they cannot, or will not, change their 
habits…” (Darwin 1871: 229-30). 
 
“Documenting and understanding what has enabled some hunter-
gatherers to remain resilient while many others have disappeared is of 
urgent academic value ... increasing industrialization, urban expansion, 
new governmental policies, wildlife conservation efforts, climate change 
and warfare are progressively undermining contemporary hunter-
gatherers’ ability to maintain their way of life” (Migliano 2011: 9). 
 
“Disasters and food insecurity are directly interconnected. Floods, 
hurricanes, tsunamis and other hazards can spoil food, destroy 
agricultural, livestock and fishing and food processing infrastructure .... 
resilient livelihoods are critical ... to help the world’s most vulnerable 
people achieve food security and the freedom from hunger — one of the 
most basic human rights” (Muller and Thomas 2013: v). 
 
“Aboriginal peoples are among the most food insecure groups“, but “their 
perspectives and knowledge are often sidelined in mainstream food 
security debates“ (Elliot et.al. 2012: 1, see Kuhnlein et.al. 2013).  

 
In contrast to Grabner (2001) who concentrated on an etic analysis of risk, this study 
concentrates on an emic understanding of resilience among the Orang Asli on the 
Malay Peninsula, because contemporary disaster studies claim that there is lack of 
local views and local belief and action systems, especially amongst the most 
vulnerable population. This introduction presents the research background and lack, 
how the central research questions and thesis evolved and how this study is 
structured. 
 

1.1. Research Background 
 
This study is situated in the field of disaster studies.  What constitutes a disaster is an 
issue of intensive debate (see Quarantelli 1998, 2005, Rodríguez et.al. 2007, Oliver-
Smith and Hoffman 1999, 2002) and current disaster research has “no unifying 
theoretical paradigm tying the field together” (Tierney 2010: 661) and also offer up “a 
fodder for almost every facet of anthropological inquiry” (Hoffman 2010: 4) because 
of the magnitude of what the discipline encompasses and the diversity of natural and 
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human made disasters (ibid.). The burning and agonizing question that evokes a 
seemingly endless debate in this field of study is:  
 

 “ … whether after a catastrophe a ... society change … or not … whether 
victims can return to former circumstances, again improved ones, or 
whether they are fated to linger in a sea of despair” (Hoffman 1999: 302-3, 
see Quarantelli and Dynes 1977).  

 
This field of study is marked by an interesting turn of research direction. From 
concepts of “risk” and “vulnerability” - which refers in broad terms to ideas about 
“potential loss or shortcomings” - to concepts of “adaptation”, “sustainability” and 
“resilience” (Rubow 2009: 94) that denote a more positive development. “Resilience”  
(Latin “resiliens”, derives from the verb “resilire”/“to rebound or to recoil - “re-“ “back” 
and “salire” / “to jump, leap” (Rival 2009: 296)) has in the last decade become “one of 
the key political categories of our time” (Neocleous 2013: 3) and is considered as the 
“sexiest new buzzword” in international development (Hussain 2013: 1, see Bahadur 
et.al. 2010, Hargreaves 2012, Mitchell 2012). The increasing number of research 
groups1, institutions2, and special editions in different journals3 as well as the 
establishment of journals4 that specifically deal with resilience indicate this.  
 
The discussion about resilience is gaining legitimate momentum and evolves from 
the premise that earthly inhabitants live in constant crisis situations and face the 
constant threat of extinction. For example, the contemporary study by Mothesharrei 
(et.al. 2014) aroused intense public attention by highlighting the prospect that “global 
industrial civilization could collapse during the coming decades due to unsustainable 
resource exploitation and increasingly unequal wealth distribution” (Mothesharrei 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 See: The Lifespan Resilience Research Group (Edith Cowan University, Australia), The Resilience 
Research Group of the IFZ (Salzburg, Austria)  
2 See: Resilience Research Center (RRC) (http: //resilienceresearch.org/), Institute for Security & 
Resilience Studies (ISRS) (http: //www.ucl.ac.uk/isrs), Stockholm Resilience Centre (http: 
//www.stockholmresilience.org), Community and Regional Research Institute (CARRI) (http: 
//www.resilientus.org), The University of Salford’s Centre for Disaster Resilience  (http: //www.disaster-
resilience.salford.ac.uk) 
3 See: Fraser (et.al. 1999), Christopherson (et.al. 2010), Davis (et.al. 2010), Krasny (et.al. 2010), Duit 
(et.al. 2010), Skovdal and Daniel (2012), Panter-Brick and Leckman (2013) 
4 The first “Ecology and Society: A journal of integrative science for resilience and sustainability”, was 
founded by Folke, Gunderson and Holling in 1997. In 2010, three journals were launched: 1) 
“International Journal of Disaster Resilience in the Built Environment” – Emerald, 2) “Resilience: 
Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Science and Humanitarianism“ – The Fletcher School – Tufts 
University, 3) “International Journal of Adaptive, Resilient and Autonomic Systems (IJARAS)” - 
University of Antwerp and Minds, Belgium. The publisher Taylor & Francis, owner of the Routledge 
brand recently announced a new journal to be launched in 2013: “Resilience: International Policies, 
Practices and Discourses”. In the same year the University of Nebraska Press initiated “Resilience: A 
Journal of the Environmental Humanities”.  
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et.al. 2014: 90, see Diamond 1997, 2005, McAnany and Yoffee 2010, Butzer and 
Endfield 2012, Bird 2013). Conversely, this catastrophe can be avoided, 
“if...depletion of nature is reduced…and if resources are distributed equitably” (ibid.).  
 
But not all earthly inhabitants are equally vulnerable:  
 

“Analysis of patterns of vulnerability shows the unequal distribution of risks 
for specific groups of people. The most vulnerable groups include the poor, 
indigenous populations, ... in both, developing and developed countries“ 
(Jäger and Kok 2007: 302-3) 
 
“There tends to be an imbalance between rural and urban communities with 
respect to their capacity to manage disasters. Most rural communities are 
burdened with significant liabilities which make them uniquely vulnerable” 
(Tierney 2013: xxvii).  

 
The 'primitive, poor, indigenous, social economical and political marginal segments of 
society, traditional or natural resource based communities, hunter-gatherers, and 
ethnic minorities' need to be taken into account and have to be given special 
attention because they are perceived to be in real danger.  
 
One of the biggest challenges to face is the danger of food insecurity. Although there 
is enough food available to feed the world population, the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) estimates that in 2011-2013 a total of 842 
million people were suffering from chronic hunger5. The 2007-08 world food price 
crisis, the worst food crisis since 1974, which pushed an additional 40 million people 
into hunger by an 83% increase in global food prices between 2005 and 2008, placed 
the fight against hunger and the importance of food security again on center stage of 
the international agenda (Mittal 2009, Golay 2010). Like poverty, food insecurity is 
still concentrated in rural areas6 and to “eradicate extreme poverty and hunger“ forms 
the first United Nations Millennium Development Goal7 (see McMicahel and 
Schneider 2011). The concept of resilience has been only recently introduced into 
food security literature, but forms now one of the most central analytical concepts 
(see Frankenberger and Nelson 2013a, b).  
 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 http: //www.fao.org/publications/sofi/2013/en/ 
6 http: //www.fao.org/post-2015-mdg/14-themes/food-security-and-the-right-to-food/en/ 
7 http: //www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/mdgoverview/mdg_goals/mdg1/ 
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1.2. Research Lack 
 
There are four areas of research lacks that this study aims to address. Firstly, maybe 
due to the “wheel of disasterology”, that refers to practitioner's neglect of existing 
work outside their own specialized fields of profession (Alexander 1997: 297), it is 
declared that there is:  

 
“…much research on vulnerability and resilience in urban communities, 
but much less about how rural communities and their populations are 
responding to natural and man-made hazards. What explains the 
resilience of these communities?” (Tierney 2013: xxvii).  

 
Secondly, every discipline is speaking about resilience, but “while discussions of 
resilience have long been pertinent in ecology, and in earlier decades in psychology, 
anthropology has abstained from an in-depth discussion of resilience” note Bollig and 
Greiner (2013: 129) in a comment to Leslie and McCabe`s (2013) article published in 
the Journal of “Current Anthropology”. In modern times, “resilience” gained popularity 
through the writings of Holling (1973) in system ecology and Werner and Smith 
(1982) in psychology. Resilience appeared in anthropology in the subfield of 
ecological anthropology, where Vayda and McCay (1975) drew from the work of 
Holling and Goldberg (1971) and Holling (1973). Despite this early engagement, 
“resilience” is not considered to be one of the key concepts in social and cultural 
anthropology (Rappaport and Overing 2000) and one cannot find a special entry in 
the main anthropological dictionaries (Barfield and Barfield 1997, Gaillard 2004, 
Morris 2012), or encyclopaedias (Birx 2005, Ingold 2007, Barnard and Spencer 2003, 
2010). But at the same time, as this study is going to show, the issue of “resilience” 
has been a controversial and much disputed subject within the field of anthropology, 
although with different terms and concepts.  
 
Thirdly, in the current debate about resilience in socio-ecological systems, there has 
been very “little discussion of the world views of indigenous communities” (Miller and 
Davidson-Hunt 2013: 7, see Davidson-Hunt 2003). Hence, local considerations and 
conceptualizations are missing. Today, it is widely accepted, that “religion is a cause, 
rather than a solution” for many crisis situations as they occur in the world (Little 
2007: 3) and a number of academics working in the disaster risk reduction and 
humanitarian field highlight that issues concerning local “belief systems” or “religion” 
attracts little attention and rarely feature in discussions about reducing risk (Schipper 
2010: 37, Schipper 2009: 2, Gaillard 2010: 82, Quarantelli et.al. 2007: 39, Oliver-
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Smith and Hoffman 1999: 8, Wisner et.al. 2004: 46, Ensor 2003: 31, Merli 2012, 
2010, Penuel 2011: 581, Reale 2010: 3, Chester 2005: 319). What the term “religion” 
denotes is widely disputed in international and regional rights instruments (Gunn 
2003: 190) and in contemporary anthropology and religious studies (Boyer 2008: 
111), but Tylor’s (1871) concept of “Animism“ is one of the earliest concepts in the 
anthropological field, if not the first (Bird-David 1999: 67, Bulkeley 1996: 3) and 
therefore Tylor's theory, while moderated, laid the basis for studying the world view of 
hunters, gatherers and fishermen (Barnard 2004: 95). The study of animism in 
Southeast Asia gains resurrecting attention (see Chambert-Loir and Reid 2002, 
Endres and Lauser 2011, Couderc and Sillander 2012, Ahrem and Sprenger 2015, 
as well as Willerslev 2007, 2012, Santos-Granero 2009, Brightman 2012, Harvey 
2005, Restall 2010, Rooney 2000, Joke 2010, Hornborg 2008, Westman 2011, 
Nehrbass 2012). 
 
Fourthly, every discussion about resilience relies on an underlying threat. In this 
study, the basic fear is “hunger” – a feeling that everybody knows. Godfray (et.al. 
2010) rightly conclude that, “there is no simple solution to sustainably feeding 9 
billion people“ (Godfray (et.al. 2010: 817). But the basic driving and burning question 
in light of a resilience approach is why humans cooperate and share their food? In 
order to understand the local “language of reproduction”, one has to investigate more 
thoroughly the “emotional theories” that shed light on “thought and moral value” 
(Rappaport and Overing 2000: 228), but the anthropological study of the gift and 
reciprocity is marked by “the absence of emotionality”, hence this issue “deserves 
some serious reflection“ (Yann 2005: 259, see Venkatesan et.al. 2011). Although 
emotions are a dominant theme in all areas of knowledge (see Wulff 2007, Greco 
and Stenner 2008) and are considered to be “a key resource of knowledge for the 
social actors and researchers involved in a disaster”, this issue gets limited attention 
and hence “should become a field for anthropological enquiry” (Ligi 2009: 60-61). 
 

1.3. Research Issue  
 

“…I have seen a mouse which had been killed divided up between a dozen 
or more Dusun coolies of mine (Tabatun people) so that everyone might eat 
a little of it, and thus not be exposed to danger on the journey that they 
were undertaking, which would have been the case with anyone who 
wished to taste the animal, but did not receive a portion of it” (Evans 1923: 
39).  
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Southeast Asia is marked by historical, political and ethnic diversity and complexity 
(see Osborne 1992, Suàrez 1999, Tarling 1999, Hall 2011, King and Wilder 2003, 
King 2008, Winzeler 2011)8. The study of Southeast Asia has boomed in the last 
decades and is marked by following features: Although contemporary scholars 
emphasise the importance of comparative regional studies, there is a domination of 
single-country studies (Sidel 2013: 242), as the regions diversity make large 
generalizations and comparison about the region less frequent (Bertrand 2013: 2, 
Kuhonta et.al. 2008: 4).  
 
Most research is about the “management of diversity” - how nation states face the 
challenges of ethnic, cultural, linguistic and religious pluralism (Sidel 2013: 242). One 
of the “uncontroversial findings” of quantitative research on conflicts is that in the 
decades following World War II, by international comparison Asia and South East 
Asia has been a region that has seen an “especially high number of violent cultural 
conflicts“ (Croissant and Trinn 2009: 17) and has “experienced a plethora of ethnic 
political movements and conflicts” (Ganguly 2003: 16). Both concepts, “ethnicity” and 
“identity”, have become increasing popular but remain problematic (see Chee-Beng 
2000, Singh 2001,Gomez and Tarling 2008, Loh Kok Wah 2009, Gomes 2013a).  
 
Another major and related theme of interest, that experiences a kind of revival in 
study, relates to the “agrarian question” (see Byres 1995) or “agrarian transition / 
change / transformation” that derives from Marxist theory (see Kautsky 1899) and 
classically “concerns agriculture, capitalist accumulation and the transition to 
capitalism” (Rigg 2001: 10) or refers to:  
 

“ … a broad range of intersecting processes that have profoundly 
altered rural and urban societies around the globe, often causing 
severe disruptions and evoking various reactions among affected 
populations” (Drahmoune 2013: 112, see ibid. 114-5).  

 
The focus of the agrarian change is on rural areas and this process is believed to 
lead to “de-peasantisation, and the transformation of social classes” (Rigg 2001: 10, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8!The scholarly usage of “Southeast Asia“ were pushed by the British anthropologist J.R. Logan in 
1847, although in the 1960s and as late as 1983, standard reference works included an entry on the 
“middle East“ but not on “Southeast Asia“ (see Emmerson 1984: 4-5). The Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) was established at Bangkok on 8 August 1967 with the aim of it`s five original 
members (Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore, Thailand, Philippines) to create a mechanism for conflict 
management and war prevention. Today this economic and political organisations includes too Brunei, 
Laos, Myanmar (Burma), Cambodia and Vietnam (Acharya 2014: 17-8). !
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see ibid. 12-6). Already Kautsky (1899) presumed that his transformations “will 
eliminate the peasantry” but also believed that “peasantry continue to persist even in 
the face of capitalist development” (ibid. 11). Today, agrarian transitions in Southeast 
Asia vary widely and should be understood “as a dialectic rather than linear process” 
and one has to emphasise the “multi-dimensionality, interconnectedness and 
complex nature of rural change” (Drahmoune 2013: 134). In order to improve the 
understanding local responses to rural change in Southeast Asia it is according to 
Drahmoune (2013), “…essential to recognise their agency and perceptions as 
interconnected across multiple scales within broader structural conditions” 
(Drahmoune 2013: 111). There is the call for “a conceptual integration of micro- and 
macro-level processes, in the context of collective action” or “a combination of actor-
oriented approaches that recognise agency with broader structural perspectives” 
(ibid. 134).  
 
The changing circumstances or the processes of externally induced crises are in this 
study the enduring identerest conflicts of development in Southeast Asia and 
especially in Malaysia. Ferguson (2001, 2003) elaborated the study of “identerest 
conflicts” in order show how identities and interests came together in conflict situation 
and to facilitate the study of both, ideological and material mechanism in this 
situation.  
 
In search of explanations what makes vulnerable populations resilient, one can 
discern between two tendencies. The first aims to counter the “Darwinian 
hypotheses” and claims or intends to show that “they”, or “we”, are not at high risk or 
especially vulnerable and in danger of extinction. The second, to which this study 
relates, does not aim to counter the argument that “they”, or “we” might be really an 
endangered population, but take the resilience approach as a research outlook in 
order to understand what factors may explain the resilience in such societies or 
communities.  
 
Contemporary research about resilience in socio-ecological systems maintains the 
urgent need to focus to on agency-based approaches and to consider individual 
responses to crisis and changing circumstances. Psychologists who traditionally 
relied on the individual as their point of analysis call to take broader structural and 
system-based factors into account.  
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In contrast to Leslie and McCabe (2013) who start with an observation that “is 
unsurprising, perhaps painfully obvious”, that “not everyone responds to changing 
circumstances in the same way” (Leslie and McCabe 2013: 114) and who theorize 
“response diversity among individuals within human groups” as “a key dimension 
shaping resilience” in socio-ecological systems (SES) (Homewood 2013: 131-2) this 
study starts with the observation that is also unsurprising that individuals within 
groups respond to changing circumstances in a similar way. Thereby this study 
theorizes response homogeneity, expressed by a cultural schemata (punan) found 
on the Malay Peninsula among the Orang Asli, as an additional key dimension 
shaping resilience. In this case, resilience means “the capacity of a system to 
experience shocks while retaining essentially the same functions, structure, 
feedbacks, and therefore identity” (Walker et.al. 2006: 2).  
 
What is punan? Punan is a) an ethnic category, b) a local description of a way of life, 
c) an emotional expression, which is connected with d) a complex local belief system. 
This study is mostly concerned about the last two points. Etymologically the word 
“punan/phunan” is cognate with the Malay “kĕmpunan” (Evans 1920: 70), or 
“ke(m)punan” (see Dentan 2000: 200) which specifically means “long for, yearn, 
disappointed, dissatisfied, nervous, be in a quandary” (Awang and Yusoff 1986: 476, 
s.v. “kempunan”, cited from Dentan 2000: 200). In this study punan is basically a 
“schemata” or “cultural model” that can be defined as “mental models, which 
organize our knowledge and our knowing in stereotypical and prototypical sequences 
of actions and thoughts” (Wassmann et.al 2011: 52).  
 
Various authors (Evans 1917, 1918, 1920, 1923, Lévy-Bruhl 1923, 1935, Dentan 
1968, 2000, Robarchek 1977, 1986, Benjamin 1967, Jennings 1995, Rosemann 
1991, Hood 1978, Gianno 1985, Howell 1984, 1989, Sluys 2000, Endicott 1979, 
1988, Karim 1981, Tsing 1988, 1993, Katsumi 2012) pronounced this concept, 
explained and interpreted it in similar but also slightly different ways. Beside the 
articles of Hickson (1997), Dentan (2000) and Gomes (2011) comparative research 
about this local concept is missing.  
 
The basic question is why does this cultural model persist? Robarchek (1987) in his 
discussion about thunder complex provides a basic approach regarding this question. 
Both Needham (1967) and Freeman (1968) ask: “Why any cultural complex exists at 
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a given time and place?” (Robarchek 1987: 292). This question contains two different 
questions: 1) what is its origin, 2) why does it persist? (Spiro 1966: 99, cited from 
Robarchek 1987: 292):  
 
1) The former is a problem of culture history which itself encompasses two separate 
questions: Where and when did it first begin? And what is its origin in the groups 
where it is currently found? To the first question, one can only conclude that, “at 
some point in the past, the blood/thunder complex was developed by some group of 
people; when and by whom, we cannot say for certain”. Secondly, in contrast to both 
Needham’s and Freeman’s ideas, this belief complex subsists as an outcome of 
cultural processes of lineal transmission and later diffusion (Blust 1981). This is 
clearly evident from the fact that the core elements of the complex (blood, thunder, 
and mockery of animals) are confined as “a complex” to contiguous areas in 
Southeast Asia. Blust (1981) therefore challenged both Needham’s (1967) and 
Freeman’s (1968) “psychological interpretation”, where “cross-cultural similarities are 
the result of universal symbolic associations rooted rotted in psychic unity” (Freeman 
1968: 383) and where “differences are dismissed as “vicissitudes”” (Robarchek 1987: 
295-6).  
 
2) Answering the second question - “why does the belief complex persist?” - will 
require according to Robarchek (1987: 293) an analysis of its “meanings and 
functions (social, cultural and psychological)” as even such a widely disseminated 
belief complex can be fully understood only “in the context of articulation with the 
larger system of signification of special social groups” (ibid. 293). Robarchek (1987) 
points to the differences between his account (1977) and that of Dentan (1968), 
showing that the practice of drawing blood has not the same meaning in these two 
contexts, even among these people who are closely related historically (ibid.). The 
same can be said for the punan concept.  
 

1.4. Research Thesis, Questions and Structure 
 
The two central concepts in this study are punan and resilience. The underlying aim 
of this study is to analyse the former through the latter. When I read through the 
different, but similar punan notions and interpretations, I come up with the argument, 
that punan enhances food security and can represent an internal normative resilience 
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process that in turn may partly explain, why those groups under study, when 
categorised as the most vulnerable population in Malaysia, still survive and have not 
become extinct, in enduring identerest conflicts, e.g. when faced with political 
pressure to assimilate to a dominant society and due to the increasing incorporation 
into the world system. Hence, this study aims to answer following general research 
question:  
  
Is punan a function of the resilience process and an adaptive subsistence 
mechanism to food security among the Orang Asli in ongoing identerest conflicts of 
development in Malaysia or in face of externally induced crisis? 
 
Several considerations have to be taken into account to answer the above-mentioned 
question. This is done in following five chapters.  
 
Chapter two provides a review of resilience thinking. This part first gives a brief 
overview of the historical influences on contemporary resilience discussions by 
examining the emergence of the extinction discourse. It will then go on to consider 
the major methodological and political points in ecological, psychological and 
anthropological resilience research.  
 
Chapter three aims to understand two indicators of cultural resilience as defined by 
Fortier (2009) and McWilliam (2011) more deeply. In short terms from their view, 
cultural resilience is expressed through the maintenance of traditional belief and 
action systems. Basically, this part searches for answers why humans cooperate as 
the maintenance of reciprocal relationships is one contributing factor to food security.  
 
Chapter four shows the methodological comparative framework for the punan 
concept, which is the matter of chapter five. Chapter five considers external 
influences on the Orang Asli and aims to answer the following question from a 
comparative perspective:  
 
1) What is the meaning and function of the punan concept as described by several 
authors?  
2) What causes disorder in the logic of this schemata or cultural model, what is the 
resulting effect, how is the state of vulnerability described?  
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3) How is internal order restored?  
4) How did this schemata change, when  
 
Finally, chapter six presents the main conclusions to be drawn from the analysis of 
the punan concept and its potential impact on the resilience of Orang Asli populations 
in Peninsular Malaysia. 
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2. Resilience   
 
 

“Resilience, ... describes much more than the mere capacities of species to 
persist. It describes the ways in which life learns from catastrophes so that it 
can become more responsive to further catastrophes on the horizon. It 
promotes adaptability so that life may go on living despite the fact that 
elements of it may be destroyed“ (Evans and Reid 2013: 84). 
 
“In fantasyland, life would be experienced as a perpetual state of bliss, free 
from stress and strife; living in such a paradise, where every need is met 
and every desire fulfilled, would make resilience superfluous. But in reality, 
life for most people is full of hardship and problems; people need resilience 
in order to manage stress and maintain an acceptable level of wellbeing. 
For vulnerable populations, those living in poverty or war-torn zones or 
suffering from chronic conditions, for example, resilience takes on an even 
greater importance” (Wong 2012: 27).  

 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature on resilience. The term 
“resilience” (Latin “resiliens”, derives from the verb “resilire”/“to rebound or to recoil - 
“re-“ “back” and “salire” / “to jump, leap” (Rival 2009: 296)), together with is various 
derivatives, has a long and diverse historical etymology (OED 2013, Alexander 2013, 
Kelman 2013, McAslan 2010) that shows that the word can be used with varied 
degrees of formality and meaning, stretching from a simple descriptor of a property to 
something that conveys a whole body of thought (Alexander 2013: 1271). As 
resilience is defined in so many different ways and is debated from different angels 
and disciplines, this chapter can be seen as highly restrictive. As mentioned, 
basically resilience is part of a “disaster” discourse”9 and often approached as the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Quarantelli (2005) summarizes that “it would be difficult to deny that there is a substantial lack of 
consensus about the meaning of the term disaster” (ibid. 338, see Quarantelli 1998). The same can be 
said about danger and threat (see Dombrowsky 1998: 90), hazard and risk (see Bernstein 1996: 8, 
Lupton 1999: 5, Luhman 1993: 5), and crisis (see Boin 2005: 160, Boin and Hard 2007: 54).  
A "disaster", etymologically speaking, is a calamity brought about by the evil influence of a star or 
planet. Disaster is ultimately derived from Latin dis- (a pejorative prefix), and Greek astron (star). 
Although astrology was very important in ancient and medieval times, the word disaster is not a Latin 
word, and it does not appear in either French or English until the 16th century. The meaning “evil 
celestial influence” did not survive the 17th century and the more general sense has been current 
since the introduction of disaster as an English word (Berube 2005: 329, see Mazzacano 2011). Next 
the subjective objective differentiation different steps in the evolution of disaster concepts have been 
presented. Summarized a disaster can be seen as a) a duplication of war, b) as socially constructed or 
an Act of God, c) a purely physical agent or act of nature d) an avoidable human creation and prism 
that highlights societal and injustices and growing vulnerability, or as e) an outcome of the mutual and 
complex interaction between nature and society (Gilbert 1998: 11, Tierney 2001: 2, Helbling 2007: 
424, Smith and Petley 2008: 4). Nowadays it is widely accepted that a disaster is complex, 
multifaceted and open to a range of different interpretations. In the humanitarian field the UN/ISDR 
(2012) definition is often cited: “A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society 
involving widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses and impacts, which exceeds 
the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its own resources”  (UN/ISDR 2012a: 2). 
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counterpart of vulnerability. Resilience and vulnerability represent two related yet 
different approaches to understanding the response of systems and actors to 
change, but the main problem is that even key references of these terms (e.g. Adger 
2006, 2005, Folke 2006, Jansen 2006) are based on numerous unscientific 
approaches and conceptual errors (Kelman 2008: 1).  
 
As shown firstly in this section, by presenting different diagrams, it seems that there 
is only a two-way strategy, between resilience and vulnerability. As the underlying 
ontology of resilience is vulnerability and ultimately death, this part moves on to 
explore the basic historical influences of contemporary resilience thinking by 
investigating basic historically relevant points in the emergence of the extinction and 
survivability discourse (Lisbon Earthquake 1755, Malthusian Catastrophe, 
Uniformitarianism, Catastrophism and Punctuated Equilibrium). The second major 
part focuses on resilience. It firstly shows different resilience definitions in table form 
and provides a brief overview how resilience is approached in system ecology, 
international development discourse, psychology and anthropology. Thereby a 
slightly methodological debate between methodological holistic and individualistic 
positions is discerned.  
 
 
 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
“Hazard” etymologically stems from Indian-Arabic roots of fortune telling (throwing bones, engraved 
stones, coins or dice). The religious form of prediction has been transformed into a secular money 
dice game – “az-har” (Bernstein 1996: 8). Gambling and the demand to find regularities in numbers 
has led in short terms to the emergence to the “theory of probability” which is the “mathematical heart 
of the concept of risk” (ibid. 3). The meanings of risk (latin “risicum”) should have developed in relation 
to maritime insurance and “used to designate the perils that could compromise a voyage (Luhman 
1993: 5, see Lupton 1999: 5). The meanings of the term have changed over the years and it became 
prominent during the 1960s and 1970s. As the understanding of the concept risk differs widely across 
different disciplines, leads several researchers to different categorization of research approaches (see 
Cashdan 1990, Althaus 2005, Renn et.al. 2014, 2008a),b), 1992a),b), Rohrman and Renn 2000). 
Epistemologists could easily show that all statements about risks are “reflections of the “reality” under 
consideration” (Rohrman and Renn 2000: 15) and that this word “is an ordered application of 
knowledge to the unknown” (Althaus 2005: 567). 
The Greek etymology of the word “crisis” (Greek “krisis”) means a “turning point in a disease”  (used 
as such by Hippocrates and Galen), hence suggest a decision, a turning point (Boin 2005: 160). While 
in everyday discourses both terms are used synonymously there is less theoretical development of 
connection (ibid.).  The elaboration of crisis dynamics is still going on and both disaster and crisis 
researchers agree that there is need for more systematic “identification of mechanisms that provide for 
resilient societies” (Boin and Hard 2007: 54).   
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2.1. A plastic two – way possibility? 
 
 

 
Figure 1: “Hypothetical trajectory of two communities” (Mayunga 2006: 4) 
 
Mayunga (2006) presents a hypothetical trajectory of two communities: 1) a more resilient community 
(solid line), and 2) a less resilient community (dotted line). “Resilient communities should be organized 
in such a way that the effects of a disaster are minimal and the recovery process is quick“ (Mayunga 
2006: 4).  
 
 

 

Figure 2: “Resilience and moving out of poverty“ (Pasteur 2011: 15) 
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Figure 3: “Growth with Resilience: Opportunist in African Agriculture” (EU 2012: 4). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: “Resilience Framework” (Frankenberger et.al. 2012: 3).  
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Figure 5: “Culture of Response Model” (Dyer 2009: 315) 

 

 

Figure 6: “Transitional corridors, resilience and community pathways” (Wilson 2012: 147) 
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2.2. Vulnerability, Death and the Emergence of the Extinction / 
Survivability Discourse 

 
 
Vulnerability 
 

“For billions of people, the nature of their vulnerability is changing and 
intensifying, while their ability to cope has diminished. The saddest part, 
perhaps, is the loss of hope for the future. Living with the poverty and 
uncertainty of their daily existence severely constraints their freedom of 
choice and leaves them prey to a creeping despair that the magnitude 
and frequency of natural and human-induced disasters only make worse” 
(Bankoff and Hilhorst 2004: 1).  

 
 
Evans and Reid (2013) express it in the following way: “The underlying ontology of 
resilience ... is actually vulnerability. To be able to become resilient, one must first 
accept that one is fundamentally vulnerable“ (Evans and Reid 2013: 84). 
“Vulnerability” means basically: “being prone to or susceptible to damage or injury” 
(Wisner et.al. 2004: 11, see Adger 2006: 268-81). According to Oliver-Smith (2004), 
the concept of vulnerability:  
 

 “…expresses the multidimensionality of disasters by focusing attention on 
the totality of relationships in a given social situation which constitute a 
condition that, in combination with environmental forces, produces a 
disaster” (Oliver-Smith 2004: 11).  

 
In the 1970s the concept of vulnerability gained increased legitimacy within the 
discourse on natural hazards and disasters. The notion of vulnerability was perceived 
as “the key” necessary to move away from “all-too-technocratic attitudes” that 
influenced human environmental understandings (Bankoff and Hilhorst 2004: 1). It 
was introduced in order to show or to understand “how social systems generate 
unequal exposure to risk by making some people more prone to disaster than others” 
(Wisner 1993: 131-133).  The “vulnerability or development paradigm” originated with 
social scientists with first-hand experience in the Third World who believed that 
disasters in the low developed countries arise more from the marginalisation of poor 
people and the workings of the global economy than from the effects of extreme 
geophysical events.  Environmental forces were seen as mere “triggers” of more 
deeply rooted and long-standing problems (Smith and Petley 2008: 6, see Hewitt 
1983). For example according to Bankoff and Hilhorst (2004) the question what 
makes people vulnerable today, is an everyday question that is on the one side 
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related with “poverty, resource depletion and marginalisation” and on the other side it 
is about “the diversity of risks generated by the interplay between local and global 
processes and coping with them on a daily basis” (ibid. 1).  
 
Today the analysis of vulnerability is a vital element in risk assessments and risk 
reduction, but “the paradox is that we aim to measure vulnerability, yet we cannot 
define it precisely” (Birkmann 2006: 27). For Wisner (2004) this is not necessarily a 
matter of ambiguity or semantic drift, but disciplinary focus (Wisner 2004: 181). Davis 
(2004) and Heijmans (2004) conclude that in short three closely interrelated views 
(physical, economic, social) and resulting strategies to address vulnerability are 
being distinguished. These views are not exclusive. In big aid agencies more than 
one view exists among policy-makers and implementers (Heijmans 2004: 116, Davis 
2004: 136).  The “social” is a very large domain. Wisner (2004) differentiates 
between “structuralist” (demographic, taxonomic, situational) and “contextual and 
proactive” approaches  (Wisner 2004: 184-7). The later constitutes a new approach 
as “the community defines its own vulnerabilities and capabilities, outsiders don’t” 
(ibid.). In general, the vulnerability approaches have been criticised for being 
deterministic and for ignoring the actions of people against or within those structures 
(Wisner et.al. 2004: 12, see Cannon 2008b).  
 
 
Death 
The ultimate ontology of “vulnerability” is death. Over the years, researchers have 
been wrestling with the right conceptualization of vulnerability and resilience while 
millions of people die. “Like the poor, the dead are always with us” note Gordon and 
Marshall (2000: 1). The definitions and meanings of death are contested, and give 
rise to endless philosophical reflections (see Stuart et.al, 1999, Lizza 2006, Benatar 
2010). In our post-modern world death has been perceived to a considerable extend 
less as “a biologically determined fact” (Gordon and Marshall 2000: 1) but rather as a 
“cultural construction” as there “is no such thing as a natural death” as death is 
connected to social and cultural traditions, norms and expectations (Kaufman 2004: 
244). 
 
“Death” not as a fact of reality, but as a “concept” that can be explored in a 
meaningful way, seems to get no or limited reflections in contemporary academic 
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literature about vulnerability and resilience. But there exists also the prominent 
observation, awareness and assumption, that death is a categorical taboo in 
capitalized societies:  
 

“Die kapitalistische Warengesellschaft tabuisiert den Tod. Er wird aus dem 
Blickfeld verbannt. Denn er widerspricht in seiner Radikalität dem 
ungebrochenen Fortschrittsglauben … Der Tod ist das nicht meisterbare … 
keine subtile Marktstrategie … vermögen ihn zu domestizieren. Weil nicht 
vorgesehen und nicht meisterbar, wird der Tod aus der sozialen Realität 
gestrichen. Mit … katastrophalen Folgen für die Lebenden“ (Ziegler 2011: 
12-13). 

 
But everybody, also the individual agencies in a capitalized and modern society, 
faces death on a daily basis and is condemned to feel it in private circles.  
 
Pre-Reformation Catholicism is perceived to have been in large measure “a cult of 
the living in the service of the dead“ (Galpern 1974: 149). Over the period from the 
Early Middle ages until the middle of the 19th century this attitude changed, very 
slowly, became forbidden and shameful, “an absolutely unheard-of-phenomenon” 
(Ariès 1974: 85) and as the dead were removed away from the living, we arrived at 
the stage were “…to be dead is an unthinkable anomaly” (Baudrillard 1993: 126). 
While in western societies less denial than lack of familiarity poses the challenge, 
“other societies have learned to cope better with the reality of death than we seem to 
have done” (Kübler-Ross 1975: 6). 
 
But practices, attitudes and perception of the status of the dead were often more 
complex, by no means univocal and even contradictory in early ages (see Gordon 
and Marshall 2000: 4) and the “…recognition of the reciprocal bonds” between the 
dead and the living was too popular to be effortless eliminated (ibid. 10). The 
anthropologist Malinowski (1925) acknowledges that “of all sources of religion” which 
is death and that is also “the supreme and final crisis of life” of major significance 
(Malinowski 1925: 19). He made it clear that even “amongst the other societies” the 
approach towards death is “infinitely more complex and more akin to our own”, than 
is commonly supposed (ibid.).  
 
Death is highly moralized. Judgements are formed about what is considered to be a 
good or bad death (Bloch and Parry 1982). Anthropology is always confronted in field 
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situations with a series of moral issues. Fassin (2008) highlights that anthropologists 
should not evade “the moral position” she or her embraces, as it is politically and 
epistemologically essential to “consider moral reflexivity as part of our research 
activity” (Fassin 2008: 342). Not everybody will share his opinion. Instead it is 
possible to highlight that a scientific work, can or should be value neutral, in order to 
inform the reader or the public with objective information. For example, Harris (1995) 
emphasises that science is the best system yet devised for reducing frauds and 
subjective bias (Harris 1995: 75). 
 
 
 
 
The Emergence of the Extinction / Survivability Discourse 
 
In contrast to Joseph (2013) who argues that the term resilience “lacks any proper 
philosophical meaning” (Joseph 2013: 40), one can also argue, that a historical and 
philosophical reflection on how the vulnerability and resilience discourse developed 
will help to understand the current debate.  Therefore, this part considers the basic 
points of the Lisbon earthquake (1755), of the Malthusian catastrophe, and of the 
divergence between Catastrophist`s and Uniformitarian’s that fused together in the 
theory of punctuated equilibrium.  
 
The Lisbon earthquake (1755) 
 
As shown the underling ontology of resilience and surviving is vulnerability and 
ultimately death. The discourse about resilience gains legitimacy because it its 
recognized that we - especially the socially, economically, politically marginal 
segments of society - live in a constant disequilibrium or crisis situation, full of risk 
and danger, emerging from the natural or social sphere. Although future disasters 
cannot be prevented, structures and peoples can be prepared and managed in a way 
so that human survival is not threatened. Along this way, it is possible to sense an 
overall new form of optimism.  
 
Also the first half of the eighteenth century was characterized by a generally 
optimistic view of the world (Marques 2005: 6) “marked by the belief in the “Great 
Chain of Being” (Lovejoy 1936) and expressed by the doctrines that a) “everything is 
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right” (Pope) and that b) “we live in the best of all possible worlds (Leibnitz) (Drees 
2003: 109). The 17th and 18th centuries presented a time of vibrant theological and 
philosophical reflections on the relations between the Evil and God. Leibnitz (1710) 
introduced the term “theodicy” (etym. from Latin “theo” / “God” and Greek “dike” / 
“judgement, right”) that is most commonly defined as the “defense of God’s goodness 
and omnipotence in view of the existence of evil”10.  
 
During this period, there existed no general agreement that any species had ever 
become and or would become extinct. Brantlinger (2003) forcefully shows how from 
the late 1700 on a vast amount of literature has been dedicated to “the “doom“ of 
“primitive races“ caused by “fatal impact“ with white, Western civilization” (Brantlinger 
2003: 1). “Extinction discourse” is for Brantlinger (2003) a “specific branch of the dual 
ideologies of imperialism and racism” that “does not respect the boundaries of 
disciplines” and it appeared “wherever and whenever Europeans and white 
Americans encountered indigenous peoples” (ibid.) or when indigenous peoples are 
faced with “a deadly climate” (Darwin 1871: 229-30). According to Drees (2003), it is 
still thought that this optimistic view was challenged by Darwin (1859) and according 
to Brantlinger (2003) before his publication three supposedly scientific discourses - 
natural history (Charles Lyell), economics (Robert Malthus), and anthropology – dealt 
with “the extinction of primitive race“ (Brantlinger 2003: 17). Today there exists 
however also an agreement that the Lisbon earthquake (1755), proposed the 
challenge to the optimistic philosophies.  
 
The Lisbon earthquake (1755) is perceived as a crucial impact with far reaching 
consequences on modern western development and thought style. This event is 
considered to be the “first modern disaster” (Dynes 1997: 2) as it initiated the modern 
debate on how to think and act in a world where disasters occur and it is argued that 
the central strategies of adaptive argumentation in evolutionary theory have their 
source in the discussion about catastrophes in the 18th century (see Endres 2008). 
 
This event took place on All Saint’s Day when believers were praying in churches 
and Lisbon was at this time one of the most important trading centres in the world 
(see Araújo 2006: 2, Marques 2005: 34). After this catastrophe the question of 
theodicy - how a divine Omni-benevolence can be reconciled with the manifestation 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 http: //www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/theodicy 
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of evil – was not merely discussed by theologians and philosophers, but all over the 
European continent in numerous publications. 
 
Basically, the Lisbon earthquake is perceived to be “birthday of the modern age” 
because “it was the last time that the ways of God to man were the subject of general 
public debate” (Shklar 1990: 51). According to Dynes (1997) the main reason in this 
shift to attribute the disaster to “natural” rather than “supernatural” causes stemmed 
from Pombal’s efforts, who ruled Portugal from 1750 to 1777, to “build a Portugal 
which was economically a politically more secure in the context of a competitive 
Europe” (Dynes 1997: 25). The prominent Jesuit Babiesel Malagrida (1689-1761) 
relied on the divine punishment thesis in order to explain the catastrophe and 
condemned hardly those who engaged in the reconstruction of the city instead of 
doing penitence. In contrast to him, Pombal’s prominent slogan was: “Bury the dead 
and feed the living!” (Araújo 2006: 2, see Dietzsch 2008). Dynes (1997) explanation 
for this shift from supernatural to natural explanation is basically a political economic 
one and was a) not related to the emerging geological explanation about natural 
eruptions or b) to the efforts of philosophers to challenge religious authority (Dynes 
1997: 25).  
 
Neiman (2005) reflects on the importance of suffering and death as issues and 
driving forces for the evolution of modern philosophical thought. Her central claim is 
that, “the problem of evil is the guiding force of modern thought” (Neiman 2005: 2-3). 
In her view the history of modern philosophy is not driven by epistemological riddles, 
but rather should be seen as a search for the meaning of ill and suffering, how to 
make sense of the world that is a place of suffering. According to her:  
 

“…the problem of evil can be expressed in theological or secular terms, 
but it is fundamentally a problem about the intelligibility of the world as a 
whole. Thus it belongs neither to ethics nor to metaphysics but forms a 
link between the two” (Neiman 2005: 7-8).  

 
In the discourse of this debate, evolved the differentiation between “natural and moral 
evil” (ibid.). Regardless of what kind of evil is the matter, two standpoints can be 
discerned in the discourse that developed after the Lisbon earthquake (1755). Both 
directions and viewpoints are “guided more by ethical than by epistemological 
concerns” (ibid).  
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The first group, from Rousseau to Arendt, holds that “morality demands that we make 
evil intelligible” and the second (Voltaire – Jean Améry) denies this (ibid). Neiman 
(2005) favours the former standpoint and defines evil not in an exact manner. 
According to her the first group (Leibnitz, Pope, Rousseau, Kant, Hegel and Marx) 
attempts to give evil meaning and sense, “…. who insisted on finding order in 
addition to the miserable presented by experience” (ibid. 11). It is possible and 
morally necessary to understand evil in order to fight it. Despite differences, they 
have something in common “some form of hope for a better order than the one we 
experience” (ibid. 12).  
 
The second group, the pessimists, (Bayle, Voltaire, Hume, de Sade and 
Schopenhauer) denies this project and “share a brilliant, cheerful bleakness” (ibid.). 
They “denied the reality of anything beyond brute appearance” (ibid.). They deny the 
idea that the justification of moral evil is possible or that it can be eliminated. It is not 
possible to understand evil and moreover it is morally dubitable even to try it. Those 
who attempt to try to explain evil, try to apologize it and thereby betray its victims. 
They content oneself with explaining the world like it is. This second group holds that 
there exists no sense in the world like the first aims to maintain.  
 
Other writers (Nietzsche and Freud) do not fit in either group. They negate that the 
problem of evil even presents a problem and the 20th century presents after 
Auschwitz a “fragmentation of tradition” (Camus, Arendt, Adorno, Horkheimer, Rawls) 
(ibid. 12). Neiman (2005) notes that the word Lisbon was used in the 18th century like 
the word Auschwitz today (ibid. 1) and both are “symbols for the breakdown of world 
views of their area” (ibid. 8). But Auschwitz did not lead to philosophical flourishing 
about evil as Lisbon did or as Arendt predicted because it was “conceptually 
devastating” as “it defies human capacities for understanding” (ibid. 2), and “revealed 
a possibility in human nature that we hoped not to see” (ibid. 254). “All” philosophical 
discussions insisted on the point that “the conditions in Germany should have led not 
to highly developed forms of barbarity but to genuine civilization” (ibid.).  
 
Popular is the debate between Voltaire and Rousseau (see Dynes 1999, Gourevitch 
1997, Redman 1949). Voltaire changed his mood of thought from optimism 
(Micromégas (1739/1752), Le monde comme il va (1746), Zadig (1747)) to 
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scepticism (Poème sur le désastre de Lisbonne (1756), Candide (1759) (Marques 
2005: 11). He (1756) profoundly rejected the moralizing punishment theses of the 
church and the two theses that everything is right (Pope) and that we live in the best 
of all possible worlds (Leibnitz) (Drees 2003: 109). His pessimistic outlook was 
harshly criticised (see Gisler 2008) most famously by Rousseau. Rousseau agreed 
with Voltaire that the disaster has not a supernatural but a natural cause, but was 
disturbed by his criticism of traditional faith and optimism. He defends a light form of 
optimism that is according to him important for the lower class because it provides 
hope and solace. Therefore, optimism is more human than pessimism. According to 
Voltaire, death cannot always be considered as a disaster, because the dead people 
buried in Lisbon’s ruins were maybe saved from other misfortune. For Rousseau 
Voltaire’s thoughts are reflections of rich intellectuals. Normal people in contrast are 
driven by an existential will to live (Gisler 2008: 239-40). According to Rousseau, not 
everything is good, but was good. Everything is good as long as it is not deformed by 
human action:  
 

“Without departing from your subject of Lisbon, admit, for example, that 
nature did not construct twenty thousand houses of six or seven stories 
there, and that if the inhabitants of this great city had been more equally 
spread out and more lightly lodged, the damage would have been much 
less and perhaps of no account” (Rousseau 1756/1964: 110, cited from 
Dynes 1999: 10). 

 
Rousseau is credited for having introduced a social scientific perspective, a 
“vulnerability” view of disasters by acknowledging that measures could have been 
taken to reduce the earthquake’s destructiveness. Understanding the meaning of 
Lisbon, and disasters in general, requires not only philosophical reflections but also 
the social structure in the community in which the catastrophe took place (Dynes 
1999: 13).  
 
Kant is next to Pombal another major master of the Lisbon disaster and he also 
rejects the church supernatural punishment thesis. His philosophical thinking was 
fundamentally altered through this event. According to him the traditional 
metaphysical reflections (theory of god and soul, cosmology) tends to be 
unnecessary for human orientation and self-preservation and he changed his focus 
from speculation to experience. Instead of theological reflections, he favoured 
scientific explanations (Dietsch 2008: 258-271, Larsen 2006: 359-64). In a time 
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where geology was not an established branch of enquiry, he started to collect 
empirical material details in relation to the disaster (e.g. small bubble in the hot spring 
of Tölitz in Bohemia) and aimed to understand the natural processes causing the 
eruption, in order to foresee and prevent future catastrophes (ibid.). While 
earthquakes have natural causes Kant does not dismiss the supernatural punishment 
thesis altogether and highlights the importance to differentiate between these two 
approaches (see Weber 2008: 155-161). He did not abandon the basic problems of 
divine final causes in favour of the structure of material processes alone:  
 

“A presentation of the history of mankind must recommend to Man in order 
to serve him as a lesson and an improvement: that he must not blame 
providence in any way for the troubles that harm him, that also his own 
destruction cannot be ascribed to an original sin committed by his primitive 
parents; …but that he recognizes every single event as if it in all respects 
were produced by himself, and that he therefore must accept himself the 
full responsibility for his own hardships, also those occasioned by abuse of 
reason” (Kant 1786: 101). 

 
Kant was convinced that the earthquake is a natural phenomenon and not a moral 
subject. While people are not responsible for natural forces themselves, they are 
accountable when natural processes are turned into a catastrophe when humans are 
involved. Hence, “people are not responsible for nature as such but for our practical 
and intellectual relation to it” (Larson 2006: 365, see Marques 2005, Kelly 1968: 347).   
 
 
The Malthusian Catastrophe 
 
The radical optimist of that time believed in the perfectibility of society, linear 
development, with a glory future based upon reason, mutual aid and world peace. 
Condorcet (1795) and Godwin (1793) followed Rousseau in explaining problems of 
the lower classes through social structures (government and economic institutions), 
which when reformed would lead to equality and justice for everyone (Elwell 2001: 3). 
The pessimistic side of Malthus (1798) refuted such optimistic claims. In his view the 
basic problem are not connected to any social structure but to an ever-existing 
“natural law of imbalance” that cannot be reformed (Elwell 2001: 11). This natural law 
of imbalance is based on the premise that due to the sexual drive of humans “a 
population will increase always at a geometric rate of growth, while the ability to 
increase the food supply can only grow at an arithmetic rate” (Hanks 2011: 213). The 
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consequence is widespread famine and numerous deaths, a “Malthusian 
catastrophe”, which is:  
 

“ … an episode that then triggers a return to equilibrium and the beginning 
of the cycle” where the rate of food production is for a short time 
equivalent to the rate of population increase, before the natural law of 
imbalance starts to work again” (ibid.).  

 
“Positive checks” (war and disease) as well as limiting factors (e.g. poverty, 
hazardous working condition) can reduce population growth temporarily (ibid. 214). 
Poor people cannot escape their misfortune and helping them would according to 
Malthus shorten the way to the next catastrophe because the population would 
increase too numerous (Jalsevac 2004: 2). Although the world was plagued by a 
constant struggle for food, Malthus believed that a benevolent divine purpose is at 
work behind the misery. He believed that “God, or the market, were working towards 
a benevolent telos for humankind” (Crook 2007: 7):  

 
“Unfettered competition between individuals pursing their self-interest 
would lead not to a bloody struggle of all against all, or to elimination 
of the unfit, but to a “natural equilibrium”, a harmony of social and 
economic interests in the body politic. Despite the pain and harsh 
natural laws, despite human irrationality and immorality, the system 
was ultimately productive of good” (ibid.).  

 
Malthus’s (1798) essay builds on the work of Townsend (1786), who is credited to 
have introduced, for the first time in the history of social thought, “a biological model 
as basis for the socioeconomic conduct of society”, a “Natural Law”, that drive the 
behaviour of the classes in relation to one another (Montagu 1970: 13). He based his 
thought on a story about goats and dogs on Robinson Crusoe’s Island:  
 

“On this island Juan Fernandez landed a few goats to provide meat in 
case of future visits. The goats had multiplied at a biblical rate and became 
a convenient store of food for the privateers, mostly English, who were 
molesting Spanish trade. In order to destroy them, the Spanish authorities 
landed a dog and a bitch, which also, in the course of time, greatly 
multiplied, and diminished the number of goats on which they fed. “Then a 
new kind of balance was restored” wrote Townsend: “The weakest of both 
species were among the first to pay the debt of nature; the most active and 
vigorous preserved their lives”, and “it is the quantity of food which 
regulates the number of the human species” (cited from Polanyi 1944: 
118). 
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Although this story is perceived to be more a myth than a true story (Polanyi 1944: 
117) Townsend (1786) used it for arguing that any form of “poor relief” (see Kelly 
1992) is unnatural and unnecessary:  

 
“Hunger will tame the fiercest animals, it will teach decency and civility, 
obedience and subjection, to the most perverse. In general it is only hunger 
which can spur and goad them on to labor; yet our laws have said they shall 
never hunger” (Townsend 1786: 23,27, cited from Boyer 1990: 52). 
 

He approached human sociality from the animal side, ignored the influences from the 
governmental side and laid in this way the foundation for political science (Polanyi 
1944: 118). The influence of Townsend’s (1786) approach upon later social, political, 
and biological thought, is impressive, as he provided the basis for three elementary 
discoveries: The idea that free market functions, Malthus population principle, and 
Darwin’s theory of natural selection (Lepenies 2011: xv). The influences of those 
arguments have penetrated many fields of thinking, decision-making and ongoing 
debates:  
 
1) The “rational choice theory” in which all people are perceived to be a kind of 
“homo oeconomicus” (heartless, selfish and egoistic human machine) gained 
importance outside the field of economics (Klein 2010: 102). The scientific value of 
such a construct of human beings as purely rational decision subjects is that it 
enables researchers to create a precise mathematical model of human behaviour 
and to model that social interaction of several rational agents through stable 
mathematical balances (ibid.). This line of thinking is today manifested in the rational 
actor paradigm that underpins many economic and social risk theories. Rational 
choice behaviour or “homo oeconomicus” assumptions have been criticized from 
many sides, on the basis of logical arguments but also on empirical grounds by 
cross-cultural comparison. While rational actor theories may be well suited to 
describe individual actions under uncertainties, they “fail to provide satisfactory 
explanations for collective risk actions or decisions” (Jaeger, Rosa and Renn 1999: 
3). 
 
2) Although Malthus was not the first to question the adequacy of the Earth’s 
resources to meet human demands, his classic formulation of the problem was the 
starting point of an ongoing controversy between two opposite points of view on the 
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meaning and consequence of global environmental change and on relations between 
nature and society more generally (David et.al. 2008: 103). The “catastrophists” (also 
labelled as “ecocentric”, “pessimist” “doomsday” “neo-Malthusian”, “Cassandra”) 
maintains that there are natural limits to human exploitation and transformation of the 
Earth that cannot be transgressed without disaster. From this view, the global 
“carrying capacity” - the maximum demand the earth can support without lessening 
the demand that it will be able to support in the future - is already transgressed. The 
“cornucopian” (also labelled as “techno centric”, “optimist”, “human exemptionalist”, 
“Pollyanna”), dismisses human carrying capacity as a meaningless concept. It holds 
that human ingenuity and adaptation through technological and social response to 
natural limits set the boundaries of human wealth and wellbeing. It envisions no 
resource shortage or pollution problem with which society cannot cope (ibid.).  
 
3) In evolutionary theory it is clear that Malthus was responsible for the concept of 
the “struggle for survival”, upon the theories of Lyell, Darwin, Spencer and Alfred 
Wallace depended. But Lyell alone in this group accepted Malthus’s negative 
conclusions concerning the perfectibility of man, namely, that a large portion of 
mankind was forever doomed to misery by the imbalance between productive and 
reproductive capacities (Harris 2001: 114).  
 
 
Uniformitarianism, Catastrophism and Punctuated Equilibrium 
 
The Lisbon event was a watershed in the study of geological events, and although 
the religious view continued to presuppose in many circles, the gathering of hard 
data meant that things would never be quite the same again. Inevitably, however new 
conflicts arose as geologists argued among themselves about how the natural 
changes to the face of the earth had occurred. At the onset, two schools of thought 
began to take shape – one led by the “uniformitarianist” and the other by the 
“catastrophist”. The two theories could therefore be defined as one of “gradual 
change” resulting from evolution, a view held by the uniformitarianist, versus one of 
“sudden change brought about by disaster”, a view supported by the catastrophists 
(Chester 2008: 38).  
 
Catastrophes play a major role in many cultural beliefs about the creation and 
development of the world (e.g. biblical account of the Great Flood). A forefather of 
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catastrophism, and the one who firstly used the term evolution in a biological sense, 
is the Swiss naturalist Charles Bonnet (1720-1793). But generally, this paradigm is 
associated with the French anatomist and palaeontologist Baron Georges Cuvier 
(1769-1832) (Brix 2009: 149-50), who established through his work on the fossils 
from the Cainozoic (also called Cenozoic) era deposits “the reality of ancient 
extinction” (Tylor 2004: 3). He believed that the species were “so well adapted that 
their gradual extinction was inconceivable” and can only be explained by major 
geological upheavals (ibid.)11.  
 
Catastrophism was the dominant paradigm of geology until Uniformitarianism 
became commonly accepted, pursued by James Hutton (1726-1797) and advanced 
by Charles Lyell (1797-1875), whose principles of geology in turn influenced Charles 
Darwin’s and Herbert Spencer’s theories of evolution. It seemed logical to view the 
problem of the decline and possible extinction of primitive races in the same light as 
the extinction of species. Lyell stresses the propagation and diffusion of new, rival 
species as a primary cause of the diminution and, at times, total destruction of older 
ones. Although he does not cite Malthus, he sees the biological realm in terms an 
unavoidable “struggle “ or “conflict” between competing organism for territory and 
scare resources. War and empire are two of Lyell’s most frequent metaphors, even 
for competition among plants (Brantlinger 2003: 23). His preferred example of how 
the struggle for existence leads to extinction of less-favoured types is no other than 
the conflict between European and savages:  
 

“…In this case the contest is merely between two different races…Yet few 
future events are more certain than the speedy extermination of the 
Indians of North America and the savages of New Holland in the course of 
a few centuries, when these tribes will be remembered only in poetry and 
tradition” (Lyell 1850: 678, cited from Harris 2001: 113).  

 
The gradualists won the debate, in the discourse whether change occurred gradually 
or as a result of massive catastrophes and until the 1980’s most geologists endorsed 
uniformitarianism (see Palmer 1999). 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Cuvier identified three primary varieties of the human species (Caucasian, Mongolian, Negro) and 
correlates three basic social conditions with them: progressive (civilized), stationary (semi-civilized), 
and non-progressive (savage or completely barbaric) (Brantlinger 2003: 20-1).  
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Eldredge and Gould (1972) published a ground-breaking article in which they defend 
the view that speciation occurred not only as a response to gradual process of 
incremental changes in response to incremental environmental challenges but also 
suddenly. They called this process “punctuated equilibrium", which denotes a 
combination of gradualism and catastrophism, and refers to sudden changes 
(punctuations) and the quiet interims (equilibria) (Wallace 2008: 2):  
 

“The common feature is in the observed pattern of change—periods of 
stasis (or in some versions, incremental change) punctuated by short 
periods of radical change in which a group attempts to improve its fitness 
with the demands of its embedding context” (Arrow et.al. 2004: 87).  

 
Their paper “Punctuated Equilibria: An Alternative to Phyletic Gradualism“ (1972) 
generated a vast amount of literature. Somit and Peterson (1992) investigate into the 
wider impact of punctuated equilibrium theory in suggesting similar modes of change 
in other disciplines and thereby suggest that, “the theory may assist us in better 
understanding human behaviour in all of its manifestations“ (Somit and Peterson 
1992: 12). Holling (1973) provided the ecosystem equivalent of the process of what is 
called “punctuated equilibrium” (Wallace 2008: 21), with modified versions.  
 
After having explored the underlying ontology of resilience by examining the basic 
meanings of vulnerability and how the general discourse about the threat of 
extinction have come into being and was modified, the following part provides a 
review about the notion of resilience.  
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2.3. Resilience Definitions 
 
The amount of literature on resilience is now so copious that it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to summarise. The following table gives a selected overview 
about different but similar definitions.  
 
 
Figure 7: Overview Resilience Definitions 
 
Dictionaries  
Oxford Dictionary12 1. the ability of a substance or object to spring back into 

shape; elasticity 
2. the capacity to recover quickly from difficulties; 
toughness 

Merriam-Webster online 
Dictionary13  

1. the capability of a strained body to recover its size and 
shape after deformation caused especially by compressive 
stress 
2. an ability to recover from or adjust easily to misfortune or 
change 

Free online dictionary14  1. the ability to recover quickly from illness, change, or 
misfortune; buoyancy 
2. the property of a material that enables it to resume its 
original shape or position after being bent, stretched, or 
compressed; elasticity 

Physics / Engineering  
McAslan (2010: 2) energy required to rupture a material as a result of a force 

being applied  
Titus (2006: 7) material’s capacity to return to its original form after being 

bent, compressed, or stretched  
Hollnagel (2011: xxxvi) the intrinsic ability of a system to adjust its functioning prior 

to, during, or following changes and disturbances, so that it 
can sustain required operations under both expected and 
unexpected conditions 

Ecological Resilience  
Holling (1973: 17) determines the persistence of relationships within a system 

and is a measure of the ability of these systems to absorb 
changes of state and variables, driving variables, and 
parameters and still persist. In this definition resilience is 
the property of the system and persistence or probability of 
extinction is the result 

Holling (et.al. 2002: 4) the magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed before 
the system changes its structure by changing the variables 
and processes that control behaviour 

Walker and Holling 
(2004: 3)  

the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and 
reorganize while undergoing change so as to sill retrains 
essentially the same function, structure, identity, and 
feedbacks  

Walker (et.al. 2006: 2) the capacity of a system to experience shocks while 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 http: //www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/resilience 
13 http: //www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/resilience 
14 http: //www.thefreedictionary.com/resilience 
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retaining essentially the same function, structure, 
feedbacks, and therefore identity 

Psychological 
Resilience 

 

Werner and Smith 
(1982: 4) 

capacity to cope effectively with the internal stresses of 
(their) vulnerabilities and external stresses 

Rutter (1987: 316) 
 

the positive pole of individual differences in people’s 
responses to stress and adversity  

Garmezy (1991: 459) the capacity for recovery and maintained adaptive 
behaviour that may follow initial retreat or incapacity upon 
initiating a stressful event  

Masten and Reed 
(2002: 75) 

a class of phenomena characterized by patterns of positive 
adaptations in the context of significant adversity or risk  

Tugade and 
Frederickson (2004: 
321) 

the ability to bounce back from negative emotional 
experiences and by flexible adaptation to the changing 
demands of stressful experiences  

Social Resilience  
Adger (2000: 347) the ability of groups or communities to cope with external 

stresses and disturbances as a result of social, political, 
and environmental change 

Carlson (et.al. 2012: vii) the ability of an entity — e.g., asset, organization, 
community, region — to anticipate, resist, absorb, respond 
to, adapt to, and recover from a disturbance 

Lederach (2009: 8) the intrinsic capacity of a system, community or society 
predisposed to a shock or stress to adapt and survive by 
changing its non-essential attributes and rebuilding itself 

Community 
Resilience 

 

World Vision 
International (2013)15  

can be understood as the capacity of a system, community 
or society to adapt in the face of hazards by taking action in 
order to reach and maintain an acceptable level of function 
and structure. In part, this is determined by how much a 
community is capable of self-organisation to maximise risk 
reduction measures and apply learning from past disasters 
to forward-looking disaster preparedness 

Wilson (2012: 25) being able to successfully weather the vicissitudes of 
endogenous and exogenous disturbances on the basis of 
well-developed economic, social (political/cultural) and 
environmental parameters 

Mayunga (2006: 442) 
 

the character of personhood and quality of community that 
faces, moves through, and bounces back from difficulty, 
damage, or destructive experience with a spirit that 
pursues and stays in touch with purposeful life and 
meaningful relationships 

Institutions   
Resilience Alliance16  -Ecosystem resilience is the capacity of an ecosystem to 

tolerate disturbance without collapsing into a qualitatively 
different state that is controlled by a different set of 
processes. A resilient ecosystem can withstand shocks and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15http://www.worldvision.org/resources.nsf/main/press-
resilience/$FILE/DRR%20and%20Resilience%20for%20dummies%20fact%20sheet%20V4.pdf 
16http: //www.resalliance.org/index.php/resilience 
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rebuild itself when necessary.  
-Resilience in social systems has the added capacity of 
humans to anticipate and plan for the future. Humans are 
part of the natural world. We depend on ecological systems 
for our survival and we continuously impact the 
ecosystems in which we live from the local to global scale. 
Resilience is a property of these linked social-ecological 
systems (SES) 
-Resilience as applied to ecosystems, or to integrated 
systems of people and the natural environment, has three 
defining characteristics:  

! The amount of change the system can 
undergo and still retain the same controls 
on function and structure 

! The degree to which the system is capable 
of self-organization 

! The ability to build and increase the 
capacity for learning and adaptation 

Stockholm Resilience 
Center17  

the capacity of a system to continually change and adapt 
yet remain within critical thresholds 

United Nations Office 
for Disaster Risk 
Reduction (UNISDR)18 

the ability of a system, community or society exposed to 
hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate to and recover 
from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient 
manner, including through the preservation and restoration 
of its essential basic structures and functions 

EU (2012: 5) is the ability of an individual, a household, a community, a 
country or a region to withstand, to adapt, and to quickly 
recover from stresses and shocks 

Resilience Research  
Center (RRC)19, (Ungar 
2011a: 10) 

in the context of exposure to significant adversity, 
resilience is both the capacity of individuals to navigate 
their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical 
resources that sustain their well-being, and their capacity 
individually and collectively to negotiate for these resources 
to be provided in culturally meaningful ways 
 

Institute for Security & 
Resilience Studies 
(ISRS)20  

 is the enduring power of a body or bodies for 
transformation, renewal and recovery through the flux of 
interactions and flow of events 

Community and 
Regional Research 
Institute  (CARRI)21  

the ability to anticipate risk, limit impact, and bounce back 
rapidly in the face of turbulent change 

The University of 
Salford’s Centre for 
Disaster Resilience22  

has been adopted in an attempt to describe the way in 
which it is possible to reduce a nation’s susceptibility to 
major incidents of all kinds. Resilience means trying to 
reduce the probability of these events occurring and their 
likely effects, and building institutions and structures in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 http: //www.stockholmresilience.org/21/research/what-is-resilience.html 
18 http: //www.unisdr.org/we/inform/terminology 
19 http: //www.resilienceproject.org/ 
20 http: //www.ucl.ac.uk/isrs 
21 http: //www.resilientus.org/ 
22 http: //www.disaster-resilience.salford.ac.uk/ 
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such a way as to minimise any possible effects of 
disruption upon them 

Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO)23 

-the ability to prevent disasters and crises as well as to 
anticipate, absorb, accommodate or recover from them in a 
timely, efficient and sustainable manner. This includes 
protecting, restoring and improving livelihoods systems in 
the face of threats that impact agriculture, nutrition, food 
security and food safety 
-the ability of people, communities or systems that are 
confronted by disasters or crises to withstand damage and 
to recover rapidly 

Food Security 
Information Network 
(FSIN)24 

-is the capacity that ensures adverse stressors and shocks 
do not have long-lasting adverse development 
consequences  

 
 
Anthropology  
environmental change  
Vayda and McCay 
(1975: 299) 
resilience for social 
systems 

remaining flexible enough to change in response to 
whatever hazards or perturbations come along 

Bodley (2012: 36) 
Resilience 

the ability of systems to avoid collapse and retain their 
shape and scale in the face of various stresses or shocks 

Bodley (2011: 71) 
Resilience 

avoiding collapse yet retaining overall system structure, or 
recovering quickly in the face of stress  

Bodley (2002: 163) 
cultural resilience 

- is a key feature of successful long-term human 
adaptability 
- it is the cultural ability to minimize human-caused 
detrimental impacts to the environment, while smoothing 
out the human impact of natural environmental fluctuations 
- also means minimizing destabilizing fluctuations in human 
population and human demands on the natural 
environment 

Gaillard (2007: 530)  
resilient societies 

are able to overcome the damages brought by the 
occurrence of natural hazards either through maintaining 
their pre-disaster social fabric, or through accepting 
marginal or larger change in order to survive 

Hastrup (2009a: 11) 
social resilience 

adheres not to systems but to human agency...points both 
to past experience and to future expectation 

Hastrup (2011: 2) 
resilience 

an emergent quality of all responsible social action; it is the 
rule and not the exception of social life, given that all 
societies must demonstrate a degree of flexibility to 
operate and ultimately to survive 

Obrist (et.al. 2010: 289) 
resilience 

the capacity of actors to access capitals in order to – not 
only cope with and adjust to adverse conditions (that is, 
reactive capacity) – but also search for and create options 
(that is, proactive capacity), and thus develop increased 
competence (that is, positive outcomes) in dealing with a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23!http: //www.fao.org/emergencies/how-we-work/resilience/en/!
24 http: //www.fsincop.net/topics/resilience-measurement/en/ 
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threat  
Rebecca (2007: 1) 
human resilience 

multi-dimensional, open, and fluid process of reaction and 
response, a process common to all cultures yet one that is 
also culturally specific 

Rebecca (2007: 1) 
social resilience 

is the social and cultural practice, a local and everyday 
experience directed toward human security and 
sustainability that emerges within and in relation to current 
and specific conditions 

Revet (2011: 40) designate persons who do manage to pull themselves up, 
rebound and act despite the hard circumstances the 
disaster has put them in 

war, violence,   
Masten (2006: 4) 
resilience 

good adaptation in a context of risk 

Zraly (2008: 18) 
resilience 

a cultural process, a socially constructed, culturally 
produced, collective phenomenon with subjective and inter 
subjective dimensions  

Scheper-Hughes (2007: 
25) 
human resilience 

the sources of strength, toughness, hardiness, and relative 
immunity from personal and psychological collapse 

economic change  
Stoffle (et.al. 2009: 75)   
resilience 

 - is a term used to describe the ability of a society and its 
natural environment to recover from social and natural 
distresses 
- recovery is defined as returning to a similar, but not 
necessarily identical, state which involves almost the 
original number of people and their physical distribution, 
but also their fundamental social structure, quality of life, 
and key components of their core culture that are central to 
well-being and identity 

McWilliam  
(2011: 746-7) 
cultural resilience  

speaks to the enduring importance of exchange as a 
medium of social engagement and the material 
expressions of social alliances that enable groups and 
communities to prosper 

hunter-gatherer 
studies 

 

Fortier (2009: 2) 
cultural resilience 

is the ability to hold on to traditional beliefs and practices in 
the face of constant pressures to assimilate exerted by a 
dominant society 

Fortier (2013)25 
resilience in the context 
of hunter-gatherer 
studies 

refers to the ability to defend and maintain traditional 
beliefs, and to create new cultural practices, that are 
concordant with the lifestyles of people who depend upon 
food procurement, rather than food production, as the 
economic foundation of their society. 

Migliano (2013)26 
resilience 

resilience ultimately lies in their capacity of adaptation to 
an ever changing environment 

Minter (2010: 7) 
resilience 

capacity to persist in the face of change 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 http: //www.liv.ac.uk/sace/CHAGS/session_summaries.htm 
26 http: //www.liv.ac.uk/sace/CHAGS/session_summaries.htm 



! 44!

2.4. Debate – resilient systems or people? 
 
The first and central hallmark of the contemporary resilience discussion is, as shown 
in the last graphic, that despite the consensus that the concept is very important, 
there exists no common agreement about how “resilience” should be defined and 
studied (Carlson et.al. 2012: vii, Reghezza-Zitt et.al. 2012: 1, Jütersonke and Kartas 
2012: 2, Klein 2003: 35, see Brand and Jax 2007, Leach 2008, Siembieda et.al. 
2010), therefore it is “analytically” maybe “less useful” (Pain and Levine 2012: 15). 
For example, fundamental considerations are whether resilience relates to a state, 
capacity, or process and whether resilience is expressed either in forms of stability 
and maintenance or through flexibility, change and adaptation. Those who do not 
reject the term because of its “relatively intuitive meaning” (Béné et.al. 2012b: 12, 
see Béné 2012a) point to the pragmatic benefit and value of setting a strategic 
research direction and “an agenda for what needs to be worked towards” (Pain and 
Levine 2012: 15), or express their “fear” that resilience becomes a beneficial 
“buzzword” behind which “blurry policies and programs could be implemented” 
(CARE 2011: 7, see Prieur 2012).  
 
This “fear” is also reflected in one of the most significant question in the 
contemporary resilience debate, which goes according to Levine (2012) “whether the 
notion of resilience pertains to systems or people” (Levine 2012: 2)? Whether one 
should prefer a universal definition of resilience or whether one, should look at 
specific particularities and urge a relative and intuitive understanding? This question 
can be framed with other others words: whether the notion of resilience pertains to 
“systems or agency”, or “structure or agency”, and thereby reflect an age-old 
“micro/macro” or “individualism/holism” debate. 
 
Traditionally ecologist relied in their studies about resilience on a system-based 
approach and psychologists were always more concerned with individual and mental 
matters. The system-agency question needs to be thought through the fact that there 
is firstly historically hardly any collaboration between these two research disciplines, 
and secondly that there exists an interesting cry for changes in contemporary 
research directions: in system ecology and international development discourse there 
exists the call to incorporate the concept of agency, and in contrast psychologists call 
to incorporate the notion of systems. In common, normative approaches are 
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questioned and the urgency to incorporate constructivist insights is highlighted. 
Before considering what the issue with the system-agency debate in contemporary 
resilience discourse is, the meaning of methodological holism and individualism - the 
terms under which study frame this discussion – will be explained.  
 
 

2.4.1. Methodological holism and individualism 
 
There is a longstanding debate between “holism” and “individualism” that circle 
around the issue of “how the properties and behaviour of individuals relate to the 
properties and behaviour of larger or more inclusive aggregates or units such as 
groups, societies, communities, and ecosystem” (Vayda 1986: 245). The intellectual 
heritage of holism runs back to Hegel, Hobbes, Comte, Marx, Spencer and 
Durkheim, whereas individualism is associated with classical market economists like 
Smith, Weber, Popper and Hayek (ibid).  It is striking how often scholars commenting 
on the debate seem to be dissatisfied about it and have called it a “notoriously 
unfruitful controversy” (Ylikoski 2012: 21), “confused” (Zahle 2007: 312, see Finn and 
Zahle 2013), or associating it with “despair” and “frustration” (Bhargava 1992: 5, cited 
from Bouwel 2013: 2) because there exists an often recognised confusion between 
methodological, ontological, epistemological, ethical and ideological claims from both 
sides (ibid.).  Methodological individualist and holist positions vary along at different 
dimensions. Since the 1980s, there is the tendency to neglect a one-sided approach 
and attention shifted towards the linkages between the two levels of analysis (Zahle 
2007: 334-5).  
 
First, to use the term “methodological individualism” was Joseph Schumpeter (1908: 
88–98, Udehn 2002: 485, see Udehn 2001: 105-7) and Max Weber brought 
methodological individualism from economics to sociology (see Roth 1976: 306, cited 
from Udehn 2002: 485, see Udehn 2001: 105). To privilege methodological 
individualism does not, mean for Weber to favour individualistic values or that the 
individual is an isolated atom (Swedberg 2005: 166). Important for him is to 
understand the acting individual:  
 

“Understanding is achieved when one knows the subjective meaning that 
individuals attach to their own actions and explanation. The aim is to 
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know the motives individuals have for acting in a certain way” (Weber 
1922/1978: 4, cited from Udehn 2002: 485).  

 
“Holism” (From Greek “olos” – whole) means that, “the whole exceeds the sum of its 
parts” and was coined by Jan Christian Smuts in 1926 (Heilbron 2003: 375). Instead 
of supporting the prevailing mechanistic view of the universe at the time, he 
supported an organic view of the universe. Ontological holist views were widespread 
(e.g. Bergson and Whitehead). What unified the diverse holistic positions was a 
common dissatisfaction with reductionism (ibid.).  
 
In general, methodological individualists argue that to study “society” is to analyse 
“the behaviour of individuals” (Barker 2008: 114) and that “the individual is the basic 
and irreducible unit of explanation in social analysis” (Barnard and Spencer 2004: 
87). Methodological holists maintains that individualism have restricted use in 
explaining the mechanisms of social holes (Barker 2008: 114) and that illuminating 
“social or symbolic structures” in that explanation would provide the best answer 
(Barnard and Spencer 2004: 87). This study follows Harris (1999), for whom 
methodological holists contends that “sociocultural life constitutes a level of 
phenomena that is outside and beyond that of the individuals who are subjected to 
the phenomena in question” and methodological individualism means that “social and 
cultural phenomena are to be explained solely in terms of facts about individuals” 
(Harris 1999: 49).  
 
Methodological individualism is sometimes associated with the endorsement of 
liberal values, whereas methodological holism is linked with the espousal of 
collectivist political ideals (e.g. Hayek and Popper) (Zahle 2007: 318). Methodological 
holism was especially criticised in a number of ways during the 1940s and 1950s 
through the writings of Hayek, Popper, and Watkins (ibid. 313). Not because this 
approach “promoted bad theory”, but habits of mind conductive to “totalitarianism” – 
such as “collectivism, rationalism, or historicism” (Joseph 2011: 4). Both Popper and 
Hayek claimed that the philosophies underwriting totalitarianism characteristically 
violated the canons of methodological individualism: “They repeatedly stressed that 
in one way or another, socialists, fascists, and anti-humanists fall into versions of 
“methodological collectivism” (Bird 1999: 11, see Hayek 1984: 135). “Collectivism” 
came to imply according to Bird (1999) two things:  
 



! 47!

“...first, a commitment to some version of social holism, and, second, a 
commitment to statist, interventionist political regimes in which individuals 
interests and liberty are ignored so that they may be enlisted in the 
achievement of the goals of the whole society” (Bird 1999: 12).  

 
Under the influence of Popper, Hayek and the other cold war liberals, then, liberalism 
came to be associated with a hybrid concept of “individualism” which is subtly 
different from the notion of individualism associated with an earlier generation of 
liberal writers. After their contributions, individualism became a doctrine about how 
both political theories and political institutions ought to be structured (Bird 1999: 13). 
As Buchanan (1975) summarises: “The dominant role of individual liberty is imposed 
by an acceptance of the methodology of individualism” (Buchanan 1975: 2). Popper 
himself only presented three passages that defined methodological individualism and 
there is a fair amount of ambiguity in these references (see Gorton 2012: 15-20).  
 
Contemporary methodological individualism and holism are typically discussed 
“without reference to political values of any form” (Zahle 2007: 318.). Hence, as 
argued by Bird (1999), “there is no necessary linkage between the choice of 
methodology and a certain political orientation” (Bird 1999: 55), but these issues can 
appear in the current resilience debate as the following part is going to show.  
 

 
 

2.4.2. Social-ecological systems & international development discourse 
 
 
Development of resilience theory 
 

 
“Individuals die, populations disappear, and species become extinct. That 
is one view of the world. But another view of the world concentrates not so 
much on presence or absence as upon the numbers of organisms and the 
degree of constancy of their numbers …. Attention shifts of existence or 
not” (Holling 1973: 1).  
 
“There have been drastic changes in global environmental 
systems…because of the intensity of human activities…Why has the world 
not collapsed?....natural ecological systems have the resilience to experience 
wide change and still maintain the integrity of their functions… The other … 
answer lies in human behaviour and creativity” (Holling et.al. 2002: 3, 15).  
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Resilience theory aims to explore and explain “surprising and nonlinear dynamics of 
complex adaptive systems” and “is the basis for adaptive management which 
embraces uncertainty of complex systems” (Gunderson and Allen 2010: xiv). In 
ecology “resilience” gained popularity through the writings of Holling (1973) and 
colleagues who have founded the Resilience Network that becomes the Resilience 
Alliance (RA) in 1999 (see Stokols 2013: 3-4, Hartmann 2007). The RA is a 
Stockholm-based research association that includes several important institutions 
who work together in order to find out the dynamics of “social-ecological systems” 
and to provide a “foundation for sustainable development policy and practice”27. 
Therefore, the central concept in the resilience framework of the RA is that of social-
ecological systems28. As Holling highlights (2001) scientists interested in “developing 
sustainability” stress the “inseparability of social and ecological worlds”, seen as 
forming “integrated, complex, and adaptive systems characterised by historical 
dependency…” (Holling 2001: 390, see Berkes et.al. 2003, Young et.al. 2006). The 
concept of a “complex system” emerged over the last 150 years and currently there 
exists no unified theory (see Hooker 2011: 9-20).  
 
A year before Holling (1973) published his ground-breaking paper a number of 
influential articles were published which can be connected with his writings (e.g. 
Eldredge and Gould 1972, Lorenz 1972). The most important is maybe Meadow’s 
“Limits of Growth” (1972, see 1992, 2004, Randers 2012) that nourishes perpetual 
debates as it predicted a dark picture of our planet and the survival of humankind, if 
the world for example, would not stop with resource depletion. This writing has, next 
to others, nourished perpetual debates about sustainability (etym. “sustain” – 
“maintain”, “endure”, see Redclift 2000, Muhutdinova 2006, McManus 2007). 
Amongst others, the sustainability path aims to procure an enduring, global, 
ecological and economic condition of equilibrium29. It can also perceived to be an 
action principle regarding utilization of resources with the aim to conserve the ability 
for natural resource regeneration and stability. Despite glorious conferences, books, 
debates and policies that aimed to foster sustainability, a look in popular media 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 http: //www.resalliance.org/index.php/about_ra 
28http://www.stockholmresilience.org/21/research/what-is-resilience/research-background/research-
framework/social-ecological-systems.html 
29 The idea of  “the balance of nature“, which usually implies that “...undisturbed nature is ordered and 
harmonious, and that ecological systems return to a previous equilibrium after disturbances“ (Wu 
1995: 439), This concept exists since antiquity, become a functional assumption within a theological 
context during the 17th century and Linnaeus (1707 – 1798) made it a foundation of ecological 
science  (Egerton 1973: 332, see Pimm 1991, Cuddington 2001).  
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reveals that the dangers of collapse are present as they were in the past. Therefore, 
so the argument goes, it is important now to work toward a politics of resilience. 
Some put forward the argument that “resilience may be beginning to replace 
sustainability” (Wilson 2012: 1). Crises and catastrophes cannot be prevented but 
take place at unexpected moments. This consideration should have to be included in 
new policies. There appears the normative question about how systems and people 
should be developed, shaped, handled and managed in order to secure survival. 
 
In his article, “Resilience and Stability of Ecological Systems”, Holling (1973) plead 
for a new theory as well as for a new management approach for ecological 
systems. He advocated that the traditional focus on stability should be replaced by 
resilience. A “stability view”, so Holling (1973) emphasizes “the equilibrium, the 
maintenance of a predictable world, and the harvesting of nature’s excess 
production with as little fluctuation as possible” (Holling 1973: 12):  
 

“An equilibrium-centered view is essentially static and provides little 
insight into the transient behaviour of systems that are not near the 
equilibrium. Natural, undisturbed systems are likely to be continually in a 
transient state; they will be equally so under the influence of man. As 
man’s numbers and economic demands increase, his use of resource 
shifts equilibrium states and moves populations away from equilibria. … 
effort to provide a maximum sustained yield … might paradoxically 
increase the chance for extinctions” (Holling 1973: 2).  

 
Early models focused on the stability of systems that is the processes that control 
or mediate the persistence of ecological structures. Parts of the construct of 
modelling systems were to create boundaries that identified the system. Thereby, 
processes were graded as internal or external to the system, with a sharp view on 
interactions between the external and internal. Disturbances, including human 
interventions, such as the harvest of natural resources, were viewed as external 
drivers or perturbations. A major assumption for the theory and practice was that 
ecological systems were stable, so that a) a system would generally persist in form 
and function, and b) that a system would recover to its former equilibrium after 
disturbances. When applied to renewable resources, these theories led to policies 
of “maximum sustained yield”, or harvest rates that assumed “whatever was being 
harvested would be replaced” (Gunderson and Allen 2010: xv). Holling (1973) 
criticised this management approach and favours one that would sustain 
productivity even under condition of extreme instability. A management approach 
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based on resilience would “kept options open”, perceive “events in a regional 
rather than a local context” and would emphasis “the need to emphasis 
heterogeneity [therefore requiring] a qualitative capacity to devise systems that 
can absorb and accommodate future events in whatever unexpected form they 
may take” (ibid.). 
 
Resilience theory sees systems moving between states of stability and 
transformation, as an “adaptive cycle” in which system dynamics can be presented 
in four distinct phases: 1) growth or exploitation (r), 2) conservation (K), 3) collapse 
or release (omega), 4) reorganisation (alpha)30. 
 

 
 
Figure 8: “Adaptive Circle” (Holling et.al. 2002: 41) 
 
Holling (et.al. 2002) aimed to develop an interdisciplinary “integrative theory” -  
“panarchy“ (the naming was inspired by the Greek God Pan) - that “draws on 
theories of adaptive change in biological and ecological systems, of self-
organization in complex systems, of rational actor models in economics, and of 
cultural evolution” (Holling et.al. 2002: 15), and which should “help to understand 
the changes occurring globally”  (ibid. 5) whereby he not intended:  

 
“…to evaluate the degradation and potential for collapse of human and 
natural systems…as…even raising the question triggers controversy 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 http: //www.resalliance.org/index.php/adaptive_cycle 
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that is not particularly well founded on objective fact or adequate theory”  
(ibid.).  

 

Panarchy, as a framework, combines the concept of “space/time hierarchies” with 
a concept of “adaptive cycles” (see Holling 2001: 392-5, Garmestani and Allen 
2013).  It is  

 
“…the structure in which systems, including those of nature (e.g., forests) 
and of humans (e.g., capitalism), as well as combined human-natural 
systems (e.g., institutions that govern natural resource …), are interlinked 
in continual adaptive cycles of growth, accumulation, restructuring, and 
renewal“ (From the cover text of Holling et.al. 2002) 

 
Contemporarily, three related attributes of SES determine their future trajectories: 
“resilience, adaptability, and transformability” (see Walker and Holling 2004: 1) and 
it is acknowledged that the problem in the empirical utilization of these concepts is 
that “by their nature, they are rather imprecise” (ibid., see Walker et.al. 2006).  
 
Critic of (political) universality and the missing agency 
 
One of the most fragile points in the resilience discussions is the “failure to address 
the issue of power and politics”  (Hornborg 2009: 255). Critical voices maintain that 
even seemingly objective and value-free management approaches based on 
resilience thinking are infused with cultural ideas and values, informed by a political 
context. What is claimed to be missing is a kind of reflexivity, because resilience 
theory is socio-politically situated and so necessarily reflects particular interests and 
political-economic configurations (Nadasdy 2010: 44, see Nadasdy 2007). Critical 
voices point out that through its publications and collaborations with international 
agencies (e.g. United Nations), the Resilience Alliance (RA) shows an aspiration “to 
furnish a general systems theory of socio-ecological governance of direct use to 
policymakers in the field of development economics” (Walker and Cooper 2011: 154). 
Walker and Cooper (2011) uncover the embroiled connections between ecological 
and economical modes of resilience thinking. They note:  

 
“If the Mont Pèlerin Society and the Resilience Alliance have anything in 
common, it is the attempt to forge a broad transdisciplinary philosophy 
capable of unifying Nature and Society under a single set of all-
encompassing concepts” (ibid. 151). 

 



! 52!

They propose that the reason why this ecological concept moved in different areas of 
governance is due to its “intuitive ideological fit with a neoliberal philosophy of 
complex adaptive systems” (ibid.).  
 
The delicate matter and difference of Hollings earlier and later writings is that that not 
some ecosystems, but all socio-ecological systems can be theorised and managed 
through the notion of an adaptive circle (ibid.). Critical voices are disturbed about the 
claimed universality (e.g. Kirchhoff 2010, 2007) and the connection to neoliberal 
policy (e.g. Joseph 2013, Evans and Reid 2013). Resilience from this perspective, “is 
not simply a call to ignite some base-level human instinct for survival” but “an 
ideological project”, which builds on economic and political rationalities (Evans and 
Reid 2013: 92, see UNDP 2008: ix).  
 
This ideological project is not only concerned with the operations of systems but in 
reality “emphasises individual responsibility” and aims to create “autonomous 
individuals” (Joseph 2013: 32, 52) or “resilient subjects” (see Reid 2012: 709). The 
new political strategy moves away from a centralized prevention in favour of local or 
community participation and responsibility. Along this line, so Reghezza-Zitt (et.al. 
2012), everyone is blamed who does not adhere the good practices or resilience 
process (Reghezza-Zitt et.al. 2012: 51). Some resilience discourses return in her 
view to the 18th century, and allow “the comeback of” a “moral interpretation of 
disasters as divine punishments transposed to an individual scale” (ibid. 55).  But 
according to Joseph (2013) the concern with individual people in the international 
development discourses (e.g. UNDP, World Bank) is at the same time only “an 
artificial construction” because the real targets are states and governments, “which 
should reform their institutions in the interests of global capital” (Joseph 2013: 52).  
 
The “resilient community” is “better able to weather its exposure to global financial 
markets through the adoption of localized, decentralized, post-carbon, ecosystems-
based models of growth” (Walker and Copper 2011: 155, see Twigg 2007). But 
finding a commonly or cross-culturally acceptable definition of a strongly resilient 
community is not possible as there are many different conceptual frameworks to 
measure this concept (Wilson 2012: 20, see Cumming 2005, Valency 2007, Gow and 
Paton 2008, Cannon 2008a).  In order to ensure it does not become so vague that it 
cannot be measured, it is considered to be necessary to break up the resilience 
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concepts into indicators (CARE 2011: 8, see Singh and Faleiro 2013). Thereby 
various commentators have suggested community resilience can best be 
conceptualized on the basis of how well different “capitals“ are developed in a 
community (see Mayunga 2006: 6, Wilson 2012: 20-22, Dynes 2005). But a central 
lesson learnt, for example as reported by SIDA (Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency) is that resilience has no fixed standard characteristics and 
cannot be effectively promoted by checklists (Christoplos et.al. 2012: 9). There exist 
next to the “overall agreement that there is a need, for a common, global definition of 
resilience” also the consensus that resilience “can and should be operationalized 
differently depending on the context” to which it applies (CARE 2011: 8):  
 

“…a resilient community is a community that is able to prepare for, adapt 
to and live through shocks while preserving its basic assets, but what 
makes communities resilient differs from place to place, “from Eskimos to 
Amazonians” Resilience in Indonesia is different from resilience in 
Ethiopia; a resilient pastoralist household is different from a resilient 
fishermen community. Based on a common understanding of the concept 
of resilience, its meaning has to be redefined for each community at local 
levels and translated into concrete, specific indicators for each 
community” (ibid.).  

 
 
While one dominant approach calls for the inclusion of all people in the world 
economy, as “poverty must be addressed in all countries if vulnerability to both 
environmental and socioeconomic changes is to be reduced” (Jäger and Kok 2007: 
302-3) another dominant stream is concerned about these tendencies:  
 

“… economic development … has brought important advances for coping 
with old social constraints … Thanks to development, humanity can be free 
from many limitations imposed by natural conditions…nevertheless, 
economic development is not an option for every society of the world, nor 
can it bring well-being for everybody…Indigenous peoples are among those 
who are not necessarily benefited by development … development, instead 
of improving the living conditions of these people, leaves them vulnerable 
and in danger of cultural or even physical extinction” (Real 2009: 1) 

 
Hornborg (2013) and Wilson (2012) also argue in that line, although in slightly 
alleviated form. For Hornborg (2013) the sprouting debates on socio-ecological 
resilience neglects power relations that are for the most part responsible how people 
use natural resources (Hornborg 2013: 116). He wants to challenge “such power 
structures” by realising “some of the basic assumptions of economics as the very 
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source of vulnerability, mismanagement, and crises” (ibid.). The most basic 
assumption of economics is arguably its faith in “general-purpose money and global 
markets” as signalling systems that promote the most efficient allocation of resources 
(ibid. 117, see Gregory 1982, 1997, Haugerud 2000). Contrary to this assumption, he 
argues that the logic of general-purpose money and global markets “reduce local 
socio-ecological resilience” (ibid.). In his view specialisation and dependency 
“increases vulnerability“, which is tantamount to “reducing resilience“ (ibid. 127). 
Wilson (2012) also adopted an argument critical of the capitalist world system and 
globalization. His main argument rests upon the assumption that “many local 
communities around the world have lost resilience based on both increased 
embeddedness into a global capitalist system”, but also due to “increasing global 
environmental challenges” (Wilson 2012: 78). He maintains that through this 
development, many local communities follow “transitional pathways that take them 
close to, or indeed beyond, resilience thresholds”, where social and environmental 
capital is lost and therefore “community-based adaptive capacity to recover may be 
insufficiently well-developed” (Wilson 2012: 78).  
 
Also, Fabinyi (2009) emphasises that greater attention could be paid to the political 
nature of resilience and of policies designed to promote resilience. He shows how 
policies designed to improve social-ecological resilience were transformed, and 
ultimately rejected, by fishing communities concerned with resisting these policies 
(Fabinyi 2009: 977, see Cannon and Mahn 2010, Coulthard 2012).  
 
What can be done with this misery? According to Walker and Cooper (2011):  
 

“…‘resilience thinking’ cannot be challenged from within the terms of 
complex systems theory but must be contested, if at all, on completely 
different terms, by a movement of thought that is truly counter-systemic“ 
(Walker and Cooper 2011: 157). 

 

 
In this vein, the argument goes that resilience should not only be understood “as a 
concrete and observable capacity that is in a normative sense desirable”, but also 
acknowledge, “how actors make sense of their capacity to deal with rapid and radical 
changes” (Kuhlicke 2010: 14). Goldstein’s (2011) volume encourages people “to 
come to their own understanding of resilience by drawing on their own knowledge 
and telling their own stories“ (Goldstein 2011: 13). Walker and Salt (2012, 2006), who 
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focus on the resilience of social-ecological system claim that “anyone can do it” 
(Walker and Salt 2012: 1), as “one don’t need a degree or to have spent half of his 
life learning about complex adaptive systems” (ibid. xiii).  
 
In the discussion on resilience and socio-ecological systems, most analyses and 
policy approaches focus on infrastructure, resources and the ability of system to 
recover from stress. In this literature the psychological, subjective and relational 
factors, the issue of “human agency”, the factor determining how “individuals, 
households, and communities” deal with change is claimed to be missing (Brown and 
Westway 2011: 322, Duit et.al. 2010: 365, Davidson 2010: 1142, Bohle and Etzold 
2009: 18). In broader terms, concepts of “agent and agency” are connected in the 
discussion between “individuals and social structure” to that of “power”, “ the nature 
of individual consciousness, its ability to constitute and reconstitute itself” and 
“ultimately, the extent of its freedom from exterior determination“ (Rappaport and 
Overing 2000: 1, see Barnard and Spencer 2010: 755). Hence, in ecological theories 
there is a missing emphasis on “the choices exercised by individuals within the 
system, who may, or may not, exert control over the processes by which resilience is 
shaped” (Homewood 2013: 131-2).  
 
This was traditionally the task of psychologists and there are numerous studies in the 
fields of human development, well-being, disaster and development studies that 
specifically deal with this subject. Despite ongoing efforts to integrate the social 
dimension (Folke 2006) and the recent development of a number of conceptual 
frameworks that integrate nature with human society, there has been limited 
theoretical and methodological progress on “how to quantitatively study such social–
ecological interdependencies” (Bodin and Tengö 2012: 430). For Bodin and Tengö 
(2012), this misery stems from the absence of shared methods between the social 
and natural sciences as well as of “the inherent limitations of many traditional 
research approaches in studying highly complex and dynamic systems such as 
socio-ecological systems” (ibid.).  
 
After having considered the ecological notion of resilience, how it developed and has 
been transformed the next part is going to investigate psychological approaches.  
 



! 56!

2.4.3. Psychology 
 
Promoting resilience in work with underprivileged people has become a central 
objective in social policy, practice and education (Bottrell 2009: 321). Research in 
psychology tends to tackle resilience as an individual phenomenon and this concept 
“has as its starting point the recognition that there is huge heterogeneity in people’s 
responses to all manner of environmental adversities” (Rutter 2012: 335). Resilience 
began to appear with frequency in the psychological sciences in the 1980s and was 
most frequently defined as “positive adaptation despite adversity“ (Fleming and 
Ledogar 2008: 7) or was “a metaphor for the ability of individuals to recover from 
exposure to chronic and acute stress“ (Ungar 2012: 13, see Van Breda 2001, 
Echterling and Stewart 2008). “Psychological resilience” has been captured “by the 
ability to bounce back from negative emotional experiences and by flexible 
adaptation to the changing demands of stressful experiences” (Tugade and 
Fredrickson 2004: 320).  
 
During the 2nd World War, research was interested in “emotional breakdown in 
response to the “stresses” of combat” (Lazarus 1993: 2). In the following decade the 
focus turned on how situations in ordinary live turns into stress and how they could 
lead to effects similar to those of combat (ibid.). Lazarus (1966) made an early 
differentiation between three kinds of stress: “harm, threat, and challenge” (ibid. 4). 
Instead of relying on “ego defences”, he developed the concept of “appraisal” as the 
“cognitive mediator of stress reactions” (ibid. 7). Appraisal is “a universal process in 
which people (and other animals) constantly evaluate the significance of what is 
happening for their personal well-being” (ibid.). From this view, psychological stress 
results from unfavourable from person-environment interactions (ibid.). In an early 
stage, Lazarus (1966) defined “coping” not as style or trait but as a process: 
“person’s ongoing efforts in thought and action to manage specific demands 
appraised as taxing or overwhelming” (ibid. 8). They differentiated between tow 
coping processes: 1) “problem-focused coping”: when a person change his 
relationship with the environment by action, for example when one convince his 
neighbour to make arrangements so that his tree does not any longer droop his 
leaves in one’s garden; 2) “emotion-focused coping”: in this coping process one just 
changes the manner of interpretation and attending of what is going on (ibid. 8).   
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Although stress is apparently related to the large category of emotions, both research 
areas have been treated separately. It is important to be aware that around seventy 
years ago “psychologists seemed ready to abandon the concept of emotion”  (ibid. 
10). Following statement underscores this tendency:  
 

“Why introduce into science an unneeded term, such as emotion, when 
there are already scientific items for everything we have to describe? … I 
predict: the “will” has virtually passed out of our scientific psychology today; 
the “emotion” is bound to the same. In 1950 American Psychologists will 
smile at both these terms as curiosities of the past” (Meyer 1933, ibid.).  
 

In contrast, Lazarus suggests that the concept of “emotion includes that of stress, 
and both are subject to appraisal and coping theory” (ibid. 12). In his view, 
emotions offer in contrast to stress more categories of reaction and he identified 
fifteen kinds: nine negative – “anger, fright, anxiety, guilt, shame, sadness, envy, 
jealousy, and disgust”, four positive – “happiness, pride, relief, and love” and 
three equivocal – “hope, compassion, and gratitude” (ibid.). To each emotion, he 
links a core relational theme (see ibid. 13). Despite ongoing comments that 
“emotions and reasons are separate and opposing functions and that people are 
inherently irrational”, Lazarus (1993) believes that “emotions have an implacable 
logic” and that theory should “determine that logic for each emotion” (ibid. 15)31.  
 
Drawing on general models of stress, Antonovsky (1979), a American-Israeli 
medical sociologists, introduced the “salutogenic” approach that ask for the 
“origin of health” instead of looking for the origins of disease (pathogenic 
approach) (see Lindström 2006: 283). He conducted an epidemiological study on 
problems in the menopause of woman in Israel who had survived the 
concentration camp of the 2nd World War. He found, to his surprise that in his 
study group there were woman that were able to lead a good life and maintain 
good health despite of the terror and horror that they had gone through (ibid.).  
He (1987) coined the three dimensional concept of “Sense of Coherence” (SOC) 
that refers to comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness (see 
Antonovsky 1993). Antonovsky, like Garmezy (1973, 1974, 1991) who is another 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 Dichotomous models of negative and positive emotions turned into more complex and 
interrelated approaches of study (see Zatura 2003, Reich et.al. 2010) and coping researchers 
started to understand “the utility of positive emotions in stressful contexts” as “recent evidence 
indicates that positive emotions help buffer against stress” (Tugadde and Fredrickson 2004: 322, 
see Frederickson 1998, Folkman & Moskowitz 2000). 
!
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pioneer in the conceptualisation of resilience through his study about 
schizophrenia (see Rutter 2012), did not use the term resilience in their early 
writings (Boss 2013: 288). But he saw connections between the salutogenic 
approach and the resilience construct and met personally Werner and Smith (see 
Eriksson and Lindström 2010: 342).  
 
Amongst others, Werner and Smith (1982) have adopted the salutogenic thinking 
(Lindström 2006: 243). The psychological roots of resilience research are mostly 
attributed to their studies. In 1955 they started to document, together with a team 
of social workers, psychologist, psychiatrists, paediatricians, and social workers, 
the development of all 698 children born that year on the island of Kauai (Hawaii) 
at ages 1, 2, 10, 18, 32, and 40 years (Werner and Smith 1971, 1977). Instead of 
focusing just on the subject of vulnerability, they (1982) began to study the 
protective factors, or the roots of resilience in those children who successfully 
managed to cope with biological and psychosocial risk factors (Bernard 2004: 8).  
The outcomes of their research revised the core belief that risk factors can 
predict negative outcomes. From the 1/3 of the study group that was exposed to 
multiple stressors (poverty, prenatal stress, parental psychopathology, disruption 
of the family unity), only 2/3 developed serious emotional disturbances or 
persistent behaviour problems (suffering from domestic violence serious mental 
health problems, substance abuse, low self-esteem, and chronic financial 
problems) at the age of 40  (Werner and Smith 2001: 167, see Werner and Smith 
1990, 1993).   
 
In the following years many resilience researchers have complied a list of protective 
factors - “specific attributes or situations that are necessary for the process of 
resilience to occur” – from their studies (Earvolino-Ramirez 2007: 75).  
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Figure 9: Protective Factors (Earvolino-Ramirez 2007: 75).  
 

During the last 40 researchers started to argue against a paradigm of individualism. 
There was the recognition that individual resilience is shaped by contextual factors. 
Studies moved their focus from the individual to the family, community, and recently 
to cultural levels. There exists not only a growing interest of how the community level 
influences individual resilience, but also in “resilience as a feature of entire…cultural 
groups” (Fleming and Ledogar 2008: 7). Resilience is contemporarily also 
understood rather as a process than an attribute as resilience factors vary in different 
risk contexts (ibid., see Reich et.al. 2010, Kent et.al. 2014).  
 
For example, Ungar (2011b) builds on this process-oriented argument and 
apprehends a position what he terms “ecological” and which “suggests complexity in 
reciprocal-environmental interactions”  (Ungar 2011b: 14, see Ungar 2011a, 2009, 
2013). He (2008) criticise that most common resilience studies are firstly “western – 
based with an emphasis on individual and relational factors typical of mainstream 
populations and their definitions of healthy functioning” and secondly, “lacking in 
sensitivity to community and cultural factors that contextualize how resilience is 
defined by different populations and manifested in everyday practices” (Ungar 2008: 
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218). This points to a research gap in what resilience means in the non-western 
world (ibid.). In order to provide a more ecological and culturally sensitive definition 
he, together with the “Resilience Research Center” suggest that resilience is better 
understood as a “social construct” that identifies both “processes and outcomes 
associated with what people themselves term 'well-being'”(Ungar 2011a: 10). 
Accordingly:  
 

"In the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the 
capacity of individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, 
cultural, and physical resources that sustain their well-being, and their 
capacity individually and collectively to negotiate for these resources to be 
provided in culturally meaningful ways" (Ungar 2011a: 10)32. 

 

2.5. Anthropological Approaches 
 

“The Resilience Alliance is very concerned with learning how to create 
resilience in the modern world. Perhaps its members have not examined 
the contribution of mandated reciprocal exchange or contingent tenure 
because of an assumption that rules such as the potlatch feast and 
trusteeship over land are politically infeasible“ (Trosper 2009: 168) 
 
“There is a willingness of theorists of the Resilience Alliance to explore 
the contributions of social anthropologists” (Redman 2005: 73) 

 
As shown previously, resilience in today’s anthropology is defined in multiple ways. 
This part examines the official origin of the resilience notion in anthropology in 
relation to general paradigm shifts in the discipline. It articulates difficulties in the 
study of resilience by taking the dynamic meanings of official counterparts 
(equilibrium and stability) into account and the similarity to adaptationism and other 
related concepts. Finally, this part provides contemporary uses and understandings 
of resilience in anthropological research. 
 

2.5.1. Official Origin 
 
The official origins can be found in the writings of Vayda and McCay (1975), who call 
to look upon how people respond to “environmental problems” – a category which 
also includes man-made disasters (e.g. warfare, religious persecution) and 
corresponds to Barton`s (1963, 1969) “collective stress situations” (Vayda and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32 http: //www.resilienceproject.org/ 
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McCay 1975: 294). Being inspired by critical voice from biological ecology (e.g. 
Holling 1973, Slobodkin 1968, 1974), Vayda and McCay (1975) accused ecological 
investigations in anthropology – although with the awareness that they may not be 
justified - for being “equilibrium centered”, that their focus has been:  
 

“…upon the discovery and elucidation of self-regulating, homeostatic, or 
"negative feedback" processes by which some kind of balance between 
human populations and their environments is maintained and that it has 
thereby ignored nonhomeostatic changes, system disruptions, and 
"unbalanced" relations between people and their environments” (ibid. 294) 

 
Rejection of such a view means not to quit the elaboration of the processes through 
which some properties of the systems remain the same even as other aspects are 
changing (ibid. 298). The maintenance of such properties has been described as 
"homeostasis" and Vayda and McCay (1975) regard this term as appropriate and 
continue to use it, although they recognize that there is a tendency among some 
anthropologists to confuse it with concepts of “static equilibria” and “unchanging 
systems-concepts”, which are contradicting with the new directions indicated by 
Holling (1973) and Slobodkin (1968, 1974). Resilience then describes the properties 
that change from time to time in order to maintain other properties of the system, 
which are important for survival or “for staying in the existential game” (ibid. 299). 
Holling labels such properties as resilience, and what might be denoted “as 
remaining flexible enough to change in response to whatever hazard come along” 
(ibid.). They maintain that in the study of resilience a focus on the “processes of 
response” and an “individual-oriented” approach would provide the best insights (ibid. 
300).  
 

2.5.2. Paradigm shifts 
 
When Vayda and McCay (1975) published their article, a general paradigm shift was 
going on. It was a move from the study of “equilibrium, harmony, order, regulation, 
maintenance and negative feedback” to the focus on “disturbance, disharmony, and 
chaos, limits, crises, and catastrophe” (Friedman 1979: 269, Worster 1990: 11, Dove 
2006). “Talk of crisis” in anthropology goes back to the late 19th where many were 
concerned about the extinction of “the last primitive peoples”, and therefore also 
about the disappearance of the discipline of anthropology as this scientific field 
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studies those endangered peoples (Comaroff and Kohl 2010: 522, see Hannerz 
2010: 539, Brantlinger 2003). 
 
In Europe, the trauma of World War I led to the break-up of social evolutionism. The 
two prominent theoretical reactions are in American Anthropology Boa’s historical 
particularism (Boas, Kroeber, Benedict), today known under the heading of “cultural 
relativism” and in Britain Radcliffe-Brown’s structural functionalism. Radcliffe-Brown 
(1951a,b, 1952) thereby introduced a distinction between two different moods of 
anthropological knowledge production - “idiographic” and “nomothetic” - a distinction, 
which Marcus and Fischer (1986) designate as an anthropological “crisis of 
representation” (see Vargas-Cetina 2013). An idiographic inquiry “aims to document 
the particular facts of past and present lives”, whereas a nomothetic approach wants 
“to arrive at general propositions or theoretical statements” (Ingold 2011: 229). 
Functionalism perceived societies as an integrated whole, it was the study of “holism 
and synchrony” (Strathern 1987: 258), a study about the aspects of a group that 
enables “its maintenance and stability” (Applebaum 1987: 3). But there have been 
two problems. Firstly, due to its encounter with colonialism it has been perceived 
morally inadequate to follow a functionalist inquiry. The turn in favour of idiographic, 
interpretive or relativistic approaches has been connected “to the expiation of colonial 
guilt, which included functionalist anthropology as an accessory to the crime” and so 
“anyone who has doubts about the wilder and irresponsible relativistic aims of 
interpretive anthropology has been turned into an ex post facto imperialist” (Gellner 
1995: x, see 18-20). Secondly, during the period after World War II, when the world 
was changing so rapidly, particularly in the former colonial territories, anthropologists 
found structural-functionalism inadequate for furnishing guides to understand the 
transformations that are taking place in societies and cultures throughout the world 
and was thereby accused for not addressing “those elements leading to instability 
and change” (Applebaum 1987: 3, see Ortner 1984).  
 
According to Dove (2006) the paradigm shift (from equilibrium to disequilibrium) has 
potential political implications, but there are differences of opinion about what these 
are: Many supporters of the postmodern turn argue, and often with good cause, that 
the result is a more engaged and thus more radical scholarship. On the other hand, 
activists and scholars argue that the dismissal of equilibrium models has meant “the 
loss of authority of their critiques” (Dove 2006: 53). Postmodern theorists are 
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accused to ignore the universal power of capitalism “in favour of fragmentary 
conceptions of the world as a text” (Zimmerman 1994: 8). According to Spencer 
(2007), the question of order was not replaced with those of disorder in a 
straightforward way but rather rests on “ethical sentiments” (Spencer 2007: 150). 
 
Influenced by world system theory and political economy anthropologists analysed 
how external factors lead to dependence, exploitation, impoverishment and “ethnic 
degradation” (Po 2002: 2, see Bodley 1999). In the late 1980s it was recognised that 
the vulnerable population, despite strong processes of “encapsulation” – a concept 
that describe in various ways “the general incorporation” of marginalised ethnic or 
indigenous groups “into structures of larger and more powerful entities such as the 
nation state and international institutions” (Tadesse 2005: 2, see Lee 2005, 
Woodburn 1988: 32-33) – not necessarily perishes but survives. In the 1980s, 
revisionists began also to criticise earlier studies for taking contemporary hunter-
gatherers as analogues for historical and prehistoric societies (e.g. Hoffman 1983, 
1984, 1986). They have argued that contact with neighbouring agriculturalist or 
pastoralist societies has shaped modern hunter-gatherers lifestyles significantly more 
than was previously acknowledged, but some also pointed out that the contemporary 
effects of nation states are so profoundly that “social anthropology may turn out to be 
only a study of acculturation” (Trigger 1998: 163, cited from Dallos 2011: 14, see 
Brower 1989, Spielmann and Eder 1994, Schrire 2009). But as Sahlins (1999) 
famously stated: “Reports of the death of indigenous cultures … have been 
exaggerated … The Eskimo are still there, and they are still Eskimo” (Sahlins 1999: 
i).  
 
Over the past thirty years, anthropological studies indicate that, “communities are 
never static in their capacities or membership”, rather they  
 

“…are collectivises that a) are in a constant state of emergence and 
transition over time, and b) are shaped by dynamic, politically and 
epistemically charged relationships among assisting governments, aid 
agencies and disaster-affected populations” (Barrios 2014: 330-1).  

 
Today the vulnerable populations live in constant crisis situations (Vigh 2008) 
“disorderly contexts” (Benda-Beckman 2007) and “systems tend toward 
disequilibrium” (Dove 2006: 45). The contemporary focus is on how societies cope 
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with systems tendencies toward disequilibrium and how they establish order in 
disorderly contexts. Many anthropological publications take “crises”, or “disasters” as 
a starting point for their investigations, and ask how the local population, who is 
considered to be at high risk, deal with interruptions and changes and uncertainties 
(e.g. economic, see Ellen 2007, environmental, see Casimir 2009, Weintritt 2009, 
Crate and Nuttall 2009, Strauss and Orlave 2003, Benda-Beckman 2007, Benadusi 
et.al. 2011, Miller et.al. 2011, Kronik and Verner 2010, war and violence Hinton 2002, 
2010), but not all these sources refer exclusively to the “resilience” concept. Maybe 
therefore it is possible to declare that up to date “still very little” knowledge exists 
about how hunter-gatherers “maintained their resilience” (Migliano 2011: 9) although 
anthropologists have studied for nearly forty years the “internal dynamics” (Bender 
and Morris 1988) of vulnerable communities. 
 

2.5.3. Related Concepts 
 
Although a focus on a dynamic perspective is important, there is no theoretical 
progress if “if one vague concept (resilience) replaces another (stability)”, like Vayda 
and McCay (1975) “equate resilience with homeostasis” (Winterhalder 1980: 160). 
The problem is that the term “homeostasis” (see Vassey 1992: 6, Heilbron 2003: 
375), like “equilibrium”, “stability” or “adaptation” has a history of intuitive and 
indefinite uses in ecological anthropology.  One has also to keep in mind that instead 
of using the notion of resilience anthropologists approached the resilience 
phenomenon by utilising a number of other related concepts: In light of technological 
development the notion of “(cultural) equilibration” needs to be mentioned, but the 
probably most prominent concepts that have strong similarities to the notion of 
resilience are in a political fashion “resistance”, “revitalisation movement” or 
“devolution” or contemporarily “indigeneity”. On the local level, the study of “coping 
practices” or “local knowledge” is prominent. Such concepts are briefly considered in 
the following part. 
 

2.5.3.1. The Challenge: The dynamic meanings of equilibrium and stability 
 
Equilibrium 
“Equilibrium“ means “a condition in which the variables in the system are in such a 
relationship to each other that all remain constant in value, not by assumption, but by 
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their interaction” (Hagen 1961: 146). But term equilibrium is used in so many different 
ways that there is considerable confusion (Backhaus 2010: 296). Leach (1954) 
worries about the difficulties of the equilibrium model, though he says it has “great 
power” in sociological analysis. These worries he sees as emerging from the fact that 
it has been already frequently stressed that, “real societies exist in time and space. . . 
Every real society is a process in time. . .” (Leach 1954: 4) and “the best the 
anthropologist can do is to erect “as if” fictional models – fictional, because real life is 
never static” (Barrett 2009: 151). For Gluckman (1968) criticism of the “equilibrium 
model” in the study of “allegedly stationary societies“ arise from a misunderstanding 
of what its exponents were doing, although undoubtedly those exponents themselves 
did not always make their intentions clear (Gluckman 1968: 219). He defines the 
equilibrium model as “one method for studying changing social systems” (ibid.). For 
example Carneiro (1973) highlights that it is widely believed that Spencer dealt only 
with the general nature and direction of social evolution, and did not concern himself 
with its mechanism and detailed working, which is not true. Through his various 
“equilibrium models”, Spencer makes it perfectly clear, that it “is the recurring 
necessity to readapt social structure to changing conditions” (Carneiro 1973: 73). 
According to Gluckman (1968) the use of equilibrium models was a:  
 

“…dynamic method, trying to deal with various types of disturbance and 
different types of change. Moreover, its exponents were very much 
concerned to analyze social process, and very deeply aware of the 
problem of time” (Gluckman 1968: 234).  

 
 
Stability 
The study of “stability” is “not a trivial, straightforward process” (Foin and Davis 1987: 
9), depending on the various definitions of stability. Human ecologists and ecological 
anthropologists have been interested in the measurement of stability for some years 
(Moore 1957, Sahlins and Service 1960, Piddocke 1965, Vayda 1961, 1969, 
Rappaport 1968, 1979) but have not given much attention to the details of 
measurement and definition. Foin and Davis (1987) highlights two problems: One 
problem is that field investigation of stability is very difficult, since it is often 
impossible to know, a priori, what the relevant measures are, irrespective of the 
length of investigation needed to develop precise estimates of stability properties. A 
second problem is that the term “stability” has a number of meanings, some of which 
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are mutually exclusive, thus the definition of stability used is clearly important (Foin 
and Davis 1987: 10). 
 
According to them stability can mean: 1) resistance to perturbation, such that the 
population remains at equilibrium unless the disturbance is severe. 2) The ability of a 
population to return to equilibrium from a disturbance, no matter how long it may 
take. 3) The rate of return of the population to equilibrium, following a disturbance, 
assuming that 2) is true. 4) Recovery of a disturbed population to some, not 
necessarily the same, equilibrium point. The first of these is commonly termed 
“constancy” and is marked by the minimization of population fluctuations. The second 
is one form of qualitative stability, and the third is quantitative stability. The last is 
another form of qualitative stability termed “persistence” or “resilience”: The 
opposition of constancy and resilience is one example of mutually exclusive definition 
of stability (ibid. 9-10).  
 
Also, a thorough analysis of the stability properties of any system must emphasise 
the effects of both stabilizing and destabilising processes (Foin and Davis 1987: 23). 
Harris (1968) has emphasized this requirement most emphatically. For him 
homeostatic functional paradigms should be kept distinct from statements of the 
conditions under which the system develops new functional or dysfunctional 
concatenations: in other words, the conditions under which cultural evolution takes 
place. When the system evolves, changes in the value of the elements in one sector 
accumulate and in doing so cause changes in other sectors. The cause and effect 
sequence may produce positive feedback with the consequence that the analytical 
separation of the dependent and independent variables is made extremely difficult. 
But the factors responsible for cultural evolution are both functionally and causally 
related. In this view, nothing could be more futile than to oppose functionalism to 
historical determinism. An understanding of cultural evolution requires the study of 
both “system-maintaining and system-changing phenomena, and in both cases we 
are concerned with probabilistic versions of causality” (Harris 1968: 424). 
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2.5.3.2. The similarity to adaptionism 
 

 
“In avoiding the stability trap of structural functionalism adaptation 
provided the conceptual framework for understanding how socio-cultural 
institutions participate in and influence the dynamic process of change” 
(Nelson and Finan 2009: 304).  

 
There are literally hundreds of definitions of adaptation in the literature. Rappaport 
(1977) is cautious in his account and notes, that like most central concepts, that of 
adaptation is not entirely clear, and perhaps it should not be: “In remaining vague it 
itself remains adaptive“ (Rappaport 1977: 49, see Alland 1975, Harris 1960). It is 
stated that:  
 

• “A trait is adaptive if it enhances the fitness (however defined) of an organism, 
that is, if the trait contributes to the survival and/or better reproductive success 
of an individual or social group” (Mayr 2001: 147, see Mayr 1983). 

• “Adaptation is a property of an organism, whether a structure, a physiological 
trait, a behaviour, or any other attribute, the possession of which favours the 
individual in the struggle of existence” (ibid.). 

• -“Adaptation describes the dynamic negotiation of human and ecological 
systems as they adjust to one another under conditions of external and 
internal pressures” (Nelson and Finan 2009: 304).  

• “Adaptation means the process of mutual adjustment between culture and 
environment, enhancing the survival and stability of social system” (Barnard 
and Spencer 2003: 6).  

 
The idea of adaptation is not only basic to Darwinian evolution, but at first glance 
seems quite straightforward: some organisms are more efficient at survival than 
others and so leave more offspring than their less efficient competitors, thus 
perpetuating their more efficient characteristics through their descendants, and 
causing the less efficient characteristics of their competitors to die out. For Darwinism 
the significance of adaptation cannot be understood unless the existence of rigorous 
competition between organisms is assumed (Hallpike 1986: 73). In the context of 
Anthropology, adaptation signifies that any culture is shaped by the interaction 
between environmental constraints and subsistence strategies, that is, the particular 
combinations of resources, technology, economy, and social structure which ensure 
survival within a habitat (Barnard and Spencer 2003: 6). While the adaptationist 
perspective includes a variety of theories, “all assign priority to material causes in 
explaining culture patterns” (ibid. 6):  
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 “… most approaches assume that a material or functional benefit must be 
the real explanation for the existence of the institution, and that the 
explanations given by the people themselves are irrelevant, if not actually 
false and deluded” (Hallpike 1986: 96).  

 
For Hallpike (1986) the proposition that ideas about the nature of things, whether 
natural, social, or supernatural, cannot affect behaviour and social institutions is 
manifestly ridiculous (ibid. 125) and the significance of thought for social evolution 
cannot be denied (see ibid. 136-8).  
 
Studies of human adaptive strategies have increasingly focused on decisions and 
choices made by individuals faced with new or changing circumstances. Moreover, 
researchers no longer are positing that it is “the group”, “population” or “culture” that 
is the basic adaptive unit. Many have abandoned the idea of cultural adaptation in 
favour of behavioural approaches to human adaptive responses, in which group or 
population characteristics are simply viewed as the outcome of individual action. In 
fact, there has been a wholesale shift away from approach in which the ecosystem is 
treated as a discrete level of integration and toward particularistic studies of response 
patterns of individual actors. This move is in keeping with the prevalent 
dissatisfaction in both biology and anthropology with the use of super organic 
concepts (Lees and Bates 1990: 253-4, see Orlave 1980, Moran 1990).  
 

2.5.3.3. (Cultural) Equilibration 
 
According to Torry (1979) external influences (political and economic) put a pressure 
on “traditional societies’ strategies to maintain stability” that leads in turn to 
environmental crisis (Torry 1979: 523). This practices “are likely to fade away and be 
replaced by technocratic solutions not locally devised” which makes recoveries after 
disasters more challenging and difficult (ibid.). Also, for Oliver-Smith (1999) it is clear 
that “the continued expansions of certain activities in the world are straining the limits 
of both human adaptive capabilities and the resilience of nature” (Oliver-Smith 1999: 
31). The violation of these limits is generating a wide variety of problems in our most 
basic natural resources, air, water, and land. While not promptly evident in the short 
run, these problems often slowly gather impulse until they arouse “rapid changes in 
local contexts” in ways that “negatively impact the health of populations, the renew 
ability of resources and the well-being of communities” (ibid. 31). Similarly Dyer 
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(2002) starts from the observation that as disaster events increase in frequency and 
severity, recovery from certain kinds, or combinations of, disasters becomes 
increasingly difficult, if not impossible. He acknowledges that this phenomenon is not 
new, as “throughout history, civilizations have faced ecological and cultural collapse 
resulting from drought, disease, or earthquake” (Dyer 2002: 160). But while most 
documented cases of “successful adaptation” are in response to natural disaster 
(which arise from the biophysical environment) adaptive responses to technological 
disasters (which arise from failures of technology resulting from either human error or 
system breakdown), are not integrated into the tool kits of most human cultures (ibid. 
165). The “particular social vulnerability of natural resource–dependent communities” 
gives rise to a special conceptual model: “the Natural Resource Community (NRC)” 
(Oliver-Smith 1996: 307, Dyer 1992a,b, 2002, 2009). For others like Flint and Luloff 
(2005) it is a problem that “natural resource-based communities” are routinely viewed 
as  

 
“…being particularly vulnerable to risks and disasters” as victims of 
destructive environmental and societal processes, as subjects to the 
vagaries of external control and global market demand for resources, in 
constant need of external assistance for development, risk mitigation, and 
disaster recovery. When viewed as a whole, this research exhibits an 
incomplete understanding of community life” (Flint and Luloff 2005: 399-
400).  

 
But there exists a possibility: “equilibration”, which means “adjustment to changed 
environmental conditions in the face of new socio technological exigencies” (Dyer 
2002: 164). For Torry (1978, 1979) “equilibration” or more specifically “cultural 
equilibration”, is the “retrenchment of social activity”, a process where  

 
“… social activity is scaled down but not restructured ... routines that bear 
on the food quest and on physical security are stressed while many 
others are retrenched, substituted, simplified or merged” (Torry 1978: 
180, see Torry 1979: 520).  

 
Both Dyer (see 2002: 164) and Torry (see 1979: 520) mention that this process is 
well documented in the ethnographic literature, and that is has been identified as a 
component of mass crisis situations.  
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2.5.3.4. Political: Resistance, revitalisation movement, devolution, indigeneity  
 
Instead of studying “resilience” anthropologists relied on the concept of “resistance”, 
which has been applied to a broad spectrum of activities investigated by cultural 
anthropologists. This concept arose out of the need to counter functionalism and look 
upon social change and transformation, where “members of subordinate groups had 
to be given the capacity to challenge – that is, resist – the power of dominant groups” 
(Seymour 2006: 23). The concept of resistance flourished through many studies (see 
Comaroff 1985, Fox 1985, Guha 1997, Mintz 1989, Stoler 1985, Taussig 1980, 
Foucault 1972, 1978, Scott 1979, 1985, 1990, Scott and Kerkvliet 1986, Munro 1993, 
cited from Seymour 2006). Long before Wallace (1956) provided a profound theory 
about “revitalisation movement”, which is defined “as a deliberate, organized, 
conscious effort by members of a society to construct a more satisfying culture” 
(Wallace 1956: 265) and Leach (1954) coined the notion of “devolution” which is the 
“structural transformation that occurs when a social formation reproduces itself in 
continually deteriorating conditions of production (Friedman 1975: 186, see Manners 
and Kaplan 2009: 209, Barrett 2009: 151).  
 
Today the term “indigeneity” and also increasingly the concept of “autochthony” are 
today hotly debated and used in contrary ways (see Kolig and Mückler 2002, see 
Wawrinec 2010, Friedman 2008, Merlan 2009, Pelican 2009, Trigger and Dalley 
2010, Venkateswar et.al. 2011, Byrd and Rothberg 2011, Gomes 2013b), but are 
often presented as synonymous with “indigenous” and have in common a reference 
to:  
 

“… a supposed primo-occupancy and cultural specificity as a basis for 
specific rights, the latter often linked either to controlling access to a 
resource or territory or to maintaining cultural specificity, leading in many 
cases to demands for self-determination” (Gausset et.al. 2011: 138).  

 
 

2.5.3.5. Local knowledge and coping practices 
 
The “strategies” adopted by communities to “reduce the impact of hazard or avoid the 
occurrence of disaster” are known as “local knowledge” or as “coping practices” 
(Bankoff 2004: 32) which include the specialized knowledge of skilled individuals, as 
well as the social knowledge held by communities at large. There are even ways of 
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defining coping practices in terms of “cognitive or behavioural responses”, designed 
to “reduce or eliminate psychological distress or stressful situations” (ibid.). They are 
variously referred to in the literature more generally as “informal security systems” or 
“local capacities”, and more specifically as “indigenous technical knowledge” or 
“appropriate technology” (ibid., see Wisner 2009, Jansen 1998, Hilhorst 2004)  
 
Chakrabarti’s (2009) call to “break the artificially created dichotomy between 
indigenous and scientific knowledge”, which has unnecessarily created a barrier in 
the creative use of indigenous knowledge for the understanding of the dynamic 
manner in which communities have interacted with nature and developed knowledge 
and practices based on experiences gained on the ground (Chakrabarti 2009: 119, 
see Berkes 2009). Since 2004, a web-based facility “Disaster Reduction Hyperbase – 
Asian Application” (DRH – Asia), is processing data in order to disseminate 
information on appropriate disaster reduction technology and knowledge to aid 
disaster reduction policy in Asian countries. It incorporates not only products from 
modern research and development but also time-tested indigenous knowledge 
(Kameda 2007: 1). Shaw (2009) classifies “Indigenous knowledge for Disaster Risk 
Reduction” in the following five categories: mountain ecosystems, coastal 
ecosystems, for water, for river basin management, and for housing: (Shaw 2009: 6). 
These five types are divided into two aspects: technology and belief system. Some of 
the indigenous knowledge bases can have physical features, which can be regarded 
as technology. However, some are invisible, and linked to local culture, tradition, and 
social system. These are considered as the belief system. This technology and belief 
system can be useful in pre-disaster preparedness, during disaster and post disaster 
recovery phases (ibid. 7) – whereby recently there are no entries under the category 
of “belief systems”33. Davidson-Hund and Peters (2010) gives an example of the 
situation 
 

“ … where did the people (manager of wild-life- parks) get their 
knowledge…our people had a process, go on a dream quest, to obtain 
certain knowledge …. How would people today accept those kinds of 
teachings?…. That is why we are very careful about speaking about these 
kinds of teachings publicly, some people would not take them seriously, 
they would think they are silly or some kind of joke” (Interview of Elder 
Oliver Hill by I. Davidson-Hunt and P. Peters in 2006) (Davidson-Hund and 
Peters 2010: 143).  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33http://drh.edm.bosai.go.jp/database?haz=All&cat=Transferable%20indigenous%20knowledge%20%
28TIK%29&theme=All&disp=detail&number=5&page=3&key=date&order=desc 
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2.5.6. Contemporary Investigations 
 
Today most anthropologist provide a nuanced view and show both, the structural 
disempowerment of marginalized peoples and peoples adaptable and creative 
engagement with economic, national, and international pressures and forces (Knauft 
2012: 255). Somehow it can be considered as a curiosity that until now there exists 
no collection or book with the title “The Anthropology of Resilience”. The notion of 
resilience appears in different research fields of investigations. For example in 
relation to environmental change (e.g. Hastrup 2009, 2011, Strauch and Muller 
2008), sustainable development (Obrist et.al. 2010) sudden impact of natural 
hazards (Gaillard 2007, Rebecca 2007), economic change (Stoffle et.al. 2009, 
McWilliam 2011), war and violence (Eggerman 2010, Zraly 2008, Fast and Collin-
Vézina 2010), hunter-gatherer studies (Fortier 2009, 2013, Migliano 2013, Minter 
2010, Broadbent 2010), and gender studies (Falke 2012, Nelson and Strathers 2009, 
Hadler 2008, Mullings 2001, 2009, McGinty 1999, Loyd 2011, Goldstein 2003). 
Contemporary papers that use the notion of resilience make no, as far as this study 
was able to find out, cross-references to other anthropological investigations where 
this term is also used. Further, there exists the tendency to appeal for agency or 
individually focused approaches (Vayda and McCay 1975, Hastrup 2009, 2011, 
Obrist et.al. 2010, Leslie and McCabe 2013) or to draw in their theoretical orientation 
on psychological research traditions (Eggerman 2010, Zraly 2008, McWilliam 2011, 
Scheper-Hughes 2007) rather than on ecological ones (Stoffle et.al. 2009). There are 
also different views whether resilience is expressed by a dynamic attitude like 
flexibility and change (Vayda and McCay 1975, Hastrup 2009, Gaillard 2007) or 
rather marked by maintenance and stability (Fortier 2009, McWilliam 2011). 
 

2.5.6.1. Ecological: away from system to individualist and agency focused 
approaches 
 
Vayda’s and McCay’s (1975) call to draw upon an individual oriented approach in the 
study of resilience is taken seriously. In the contemporary literature, I was just able to 
discern just one author (Bodley 2012, 2011, 2002) who approaches resilience from a 
systemic view. Unfortunately, he gives not a broader account of his view, just 
definitional. In contrast, Hastrup is disturbed about the leading role social-ecological 
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systems play in the research of resilience (see Hastrup 2008: 115, Gough and Olwig 
2011: 18). Hastrup (2009a), who is also one of the leaders of “Waterworlds” (a 
project founded by the European Research Council that started in 2009 (see Hastrup 
2011)), declares that:  
 

“…while until now “resilience” has been identified as a system property, 
when focussing on social resilience it adheres not to systems but to 
human agency. As such its points both to past experience and to future 
expectation” (Hastrup 2009a: 11). 

 
Like for Vayda and McCay (1975), also for Hastrup, although she makes no 
reference to them, resilience is expressed by practical and conceptual “flexibility”, 
which is required for any society to function and survive (Hastrup 2011: 2). More 
specifically, it is “a process of reorientation within local horizons of expectation and 
sense of being in the world” (Hastrup 2009a: 28). Her analytical category “flexibility”, 
meaning uncommitted potential for change, derives from Bateson (1972: 497) and 
she argues that externally induced changes lead to a loss of flexibility, hence 
resilience, of arctic hunters (ibid. 245-6): “While not starving, the hunters may not be 
able to recognize themselves for much longer” (ibid. 267). She (2009) concludes in 
her insights that anthropologist face the challenge that “we no longer know what to 
mean by resilience in the social world” which appeals to “conceptual creativity” 
(Hastrup 2009b: 267).  
 
Obrist (et.al. 2010, 2008a, b, 2006, 2003), Swiss project leader “From Social 
Vulnerability to Resilience” (2005-2009), is concerned about the fact that in the 
discussion of social resilience an “actor or practice theory” is missing (Obrist et.al. 
2010: 283). Like Rebecca (2007), who pleads for a multi-dimensional approach 
towards resilience, Obrist (et. al 2010) recommends to perceive social resilience as 
“multi-layered”: On each layer, but also across layers, actors are part of a social field 
that is defined with reference to the identified threat and the capabilities that should 
evolve in order to deal with the danger (ibid. 283):  
 

“…individual, social and societal actors can build resilience by 
strengthening reactive and proactive capacities to deal more competently 
with a threat. To strengthen their capacities, they can draw on and 
transform economic, social and cultural capitals and thus increase 
symbolic capital. The ability to mobilise capitals varies according to 
actors’ position in the social field” (ibid.).  
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2.5.6.2. Human suffering and transformation: psychological and interpretive  
 
Scheper-Hughes (2007) in her study in the slums of Brazil and in South Africa, Zraly 
(2008) in her study about genocide-rape survivors in Rwanda and Eggerman (2010) 
in his study in Afghanistan, follow in their research about resilience psychologically 
oriented approaches and favour more an interpretive than a structural study of 
resilience. Elsass (1992) tried on the basis of an examination of different examples of 
the “development and decline of isolated societies”, to attempt on a higher level of 
abstraction to gather general characteristics of “a psychology of survival” (Elsass 
1992: xi). This has not turned into a single, unified theory, simply because “it would 
be far too ambitious to believe this to be possible” and in an area as “emotionally 
charged as terror, oppression, and population decimation”, a one-dimensional 
understanding falls short (ibid. 9).  
 
Their studies are related to the broad field of the “anthropology of suffering” that aims 
to give voice to the vulnerable population. Davis (1992) argued that anthropology 
should not be merely the science of “social organizations” (when they are) working 
more or less, normally, but also a “solemn science of the breakdown and repair” of 
societies (ibid. 149). Notions of “social suffering” and how it is transformed are 
developed within medical anthropology, social history, and cross-cultural psychology 
(see Davis 1992, 2011, Farmer 2004, Kleinman 1985, 1988, 1991, 1997, Das 2001, 
Scheper-Hughes 1979, 1992, 2007). This research stream draws on closely related 
philosophical and analytic traditions committed to understanding culture in terms of 
“symbolic meanings and embodied experience“, and this was influenced by “cultural 
phenomenology“ and finally by the broad “narrative turn“ (Good 2010: 79-80).  
 
Scheper-Hughes (2007) point out that not all people who experience a psychological 
trauma will suffer. She finds in contrast to the theories of trauma and human 
vulnerability among the “oppressed and excluded communities” in Brazil and South 
Africa forms of “everyday resilience” (Scheper-Hughes 2007: 53). Features of human 
resilience are for her acceptance and normalisation of premature death, telling 
stories in order to illustrate a painful experience, developing certain personality types, 
socialization for toughness, and black humour (ibid. 43 – 50). Eggerman (2010) put 
forward that cultural values and “the ideology of hope” is an important factor of 
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individual and collective resilience in face of everyday stressors and social suffering 
(like poverty, homelessness, domestic violence, poor education system) in 
Afghanistan. Hope is expressed through cultural values like faith, family unity and 
harmony, service, perseverance and effort, morals, social prominence, respectability, 
and honour (Eggerman 2010: 71-80, see McDonald and Stephenson 2010, Miyazaki 
2004, Johnston 2012). Zraly (2008) aims to understand resilience among Rwandan 
genocide-rape survivors. In her work resilience was expressed as “bearing living”, 
that is “conceptualized as an intentional stance in the world that anticipates the 
transition from “bad life” to “good life”” (Zraly 2008: 11).  
 
 

2.5.6.3. From change to stability and maintenance 
 
According to Dove (2007) the dominant thesis in the field of disaster research holds 
not only that the “economically, socially, and politically marginal segments of society 
are more vulnerable to natural perturbations” but also that elites are consistently able 
to take advantage of such perturbations to further strengthen their position at the 
expense of the marginal groups (Dove 2007: 23). Like Dove (2007), also Gaillard 
(2006, 2007) stresses that according to the dominant perspective “traditional 
environment-dependent societies” are not able to deal with sudden impact natural 
hazards on their own. Destructions of their livelihoods foster that they have to rely on 
external help in order to survive. Hence, natural hazards are regarded as strong 
influencing factors producing socio-cultural change (Gaillard 2006: 9). For Gaillard 
(2007) “those changes in traditional society” in the aftermath of natural disasters 
“should not be seen as the mere consequence of high vulnerability”, but “ as part of 
the resilience process” (Gaillard 2007: 530).  
 
In contrast for Fortier (2009) cultural resilience is “the ability to hold on to traditional 
beliefs and practices in the face of constant pressures to assimilate exerted by a 
dominant society” (Fortier 2009: 2). She writes about the Raute society living in the 
monsoon rainforest of western Nepal, the last hunter-gatherers of the Himalayas. 
When they wish to resist being incorporated into the Nepali state, they call 
themselves “ban raja” (kings of the forest), adding that the King of Nepal rules all 
Nepali villagers while the Raute rule their chiefdom of the forest. They valorise their 
lifestyle as the “children of God”, a deity who wishes the Raute to be nomadic 
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monkey hunters (ibid. 5). When it is fortuitous for them to accommodate their 
neighbours, the Raute refer to themselves as “milaune manch” (people who get 
along well with others). For example, when trading with villagers, the Raute maintain 
that they are “a high social case” and they practice Hinduism “just like villagers but 
only in the forest” (Fortier 2009: 195). Both of these assertions are false, yet the 
apparent willingness of the Raute to accommodate to Hindu society is by Fortier 
(2009) itself a strategy to avoid assimilation. She suggests that by pretending to be 
part of Hindu society (by adopting Hindu cast mannerism, taking an interest in Hindu 
rituals, and committing themselves to a cast-lie craft specialty), the Raute “have 
paradoxically prevented their assimilation into the dominant society” (ibid. 196, see 
Fortier 2001). In a similar vein like Fortier, but without using the notion of resilience, 
Sager (2008) notes about the Orang Rimba, who are “unique for their traditional non-
Islamic religious beliefs” that they perceive their belief to be “crucial towards 
maintaining their way of life in the forest based on maintaining separation with the 
outside world” (Sager 2008: v).  
 
For both, McWilliam (2011) and Stoffle (et.al. 2009) resilience is roughly speaking 
explored through structural moments and expressed through the maintenance of 
economic aspects. But while McWilliam’s (2011) approach is influenced by theories 
of group psychology as well as the relationships between collective trauma and 
strategies for rebuilding solidarity and social health (ibid. 756), Stoffle (et.al. 2009) 
give a short reference to Hollings (1973) identification of resilience.  
 
According to McWilliam (2011), mutual exchange and obligation forms an active part 
in socio-economic and religious activity and are an “expression of human security 
from below” and “fundamental to the resilience of the community” (ibid. 745). He 
maintains that “the collapse of the market economy and most employment 
opportunities that accompanied the withdrawal of Indonesia from East Timor in 1999 
prompted the re-emergence of customary exchange practices” which were 
substantially weakened during Indonesian military occupation (1975-99) (McWilliam 
2011: 745, see McWilliam 2008).  
 
The oppressive regime contained opportunities for engaging in important exchanges 
that reproduce and inspire social relations between affine, kin, and ancestors. In his 
view the key component in the process of recovery after the occupation of was the 
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“rebuilding and renewal of exchange relationship” – in forms of demand sharing 
(Peterson 1993) - between individuals, households and residential communities (ibid. 
46). He points out that the shift among the communities “to intensified exchange 
relations” is a reversal to the effects of market modernisation, a response to military 
occupation, hence not to an “ordinary adversity”, but to an “extraordinary adversity” 
(ibid. 559).  
 
For Stoffle (et.al. 2009) resilience among the people of the Caribbean is expressed 
though local rotating savings and credit associations (ROSACS). He argues that 
people of the Caribbean have maintained social networks that provide security in the 
face of human and natural perturbations. Rotating savings and credit associations 
(ROSCAs) constitute one such system, which probably came to much of the 
Caribbean with African people and persisted through slavery. As a foundation of 
Creole economic systems throughout the Caribbean, ROSCAs are time-tested 
dimensions of traditional culture and a source of pride and identity (Stoffle et.al. 
2009: 71). According to her ROSCAs continue, much as they did in the past, and 
even increase  “to provide critical human services, social stability, and a source of 
African-ancestor identity in these two nations” (ibid.).  
 
 

2.6. Summary 
 
The purpose of this chapter was to review the basic literature on resilience. It 
indicates that the dominant theses in the disaster discourse, which appeared after 
the Lisbon earthquake in 1755, is that the poor, indigenous, natural resource based 
communities, the social, political and marginal parts of society are especially 
vulnerable, and even in danger of cultural and physical extinction in face of a natural 
and political changing environment. A resilience approach deals with considerations 
what is done and what needs to be done in face of these changes, in order to 
survive.  
 
A considerable amount of literature has been published on resilience. By looking 
through the different resilience definitions and approaches, it clearly appears that 
consensus regarding important issues, such as how resilience should be defined, 
assessed and measured is lacking. The polysemy of resilience nourishes debates on 
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its uses and operational relevance. While it indicates a strategic research direction 
and an outlook for what goals need to be achieved, analytically it may be less useful, 
leading some practitioners to reject the term.  
 
One of the most essential current discussions in the debate is whether the notion of 
resilience pertains to systems or people - framed in this study methodological holist 
and individualist positions – and whether universal or more relative understandings of 
resilience are necessary. Independent of the system-agency discussion there is often 
the question if resilience is to be associated more with notions of “flexibility and 
change” or “stability, maintenance and persistence”. 
 
From the methodological holist – individualist perspective it is interesting to discern a 
call for the movement away from system to agency based approaches in system 
ecological studies as well as the reverse direction in psychology: away from agency 
focused studies in favour of system based frameworks.  
 
The ecological based complex system approach that influences currently the 
international debate has the problem that it is unable to present a stable theory of 
complex systems and lacks critical reflections regarding the normative value in the 
understanding of resilience. Issues of power and politics are seldom addressed and 
hence regarded to be one of the weakest points of this approach. This research 
direction relies on a theory that aims to encompass society and nature in one 
universal concept (panarchy) that fits current neoliberal thinking of governance. 
Critical writers who look at the resilience debate from a governmental approach 
indicate that the aim is to create an individual autonomous self. Critics also maintain 
that in that approach the concept of agency is theoretically often missing when 
speaking about resilience in socio-ecological systems. There are two variants of this 
account, a methodological and political: From a theoretical viewpoint there exists the 
claim that it is hard to interlink nature and society interactions in a coherent 
framework together, although there is ongoing research. More or less politically 
oriented writers call for the presentation of very subjective and local accounts: In this 
view, resilience is nothing that can be approached scientifically, it’s an everyday 
experience of normal people.  
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In the field of psychology exists an interesting movement, from individualism to 
holism. While research started with the search for protective factors of individuals, 
during the last years there is growing agreement that in the research about 
resilience, and in the exploration of this phenomenon, one also has to include social 
and environmental contexts. Resilience can be approached as constructed. There 
has been the recognition what really constitutes resilience and this is often based on 
western notions and values, or in other words, that a culturally sensitive definition 
and understanding is often missing, and is currently apprehended in this field.  
 
In contrast to ecological and psychological writings, the notion of resilience has so far 
in anthropological studies not reached the worthwhile level of being integrated into 
the main dictionaries and encyclopaedias of this discipline. Despite this fact, it would 
be inaccurate to confirm Bollig`s and Greiner`s (2013) observation that 
anthropologists have abstained from a discussion of resilience. It seems more that 
anthropologists have overlooked the term resilience over the years and now it is 
gaining more momentum in this discipline.  
 
Contemporary research is interested in the issue of how order emerges out of 
disorderly context, and how societies cope with disturbances and crisis. While 
anthropologists need on one side a source of change and danger, which puts the 
objects under study of risk, and thereby reinforce a picture of victimisation in order 
that a resilience investigation is justified, the potential on the other side is at the same 
time to discharge the victimisation picture, in view of the social, economic and 
political marginal segments of society. 
 
Contemporary resilience approaches are marked by the tendency to focus on 
agency-based approaches. While it may be politically correct to look at the ways how 
people deal and adapt to changing circumstances, we and the objects under study 
are all part of and embedded in wider structures – which are also often the sources of 
change, hence this can theoretically not be excluded. 
 
Like in the general discourse, the major problem is the definitional aspect. Confusing 
is the fact that even the official counterparts of resilience, like stability and 
equilibrium, can mean and deal with the same points as resilience. Whether the 
notion of resilience or adaptation is used does not really matter. Furthermore 
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anthropologists operate with different concepts, e.g. cultural equilibration, devolution, 
revitalisation movement, resistance, indigeneity and local knowledge that are strongly 
connected with current resilience thinking and investigations.  
 
The next two chapters are going to (re-) investigate into two special approaches of 
cultural resilience. 
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3. The Survival of Homo Socialis 
 
 

 
“…to consider the resilience of groups…the most important…is the critical 
role of trust and cooperation – people`s ability to collaborate when it 
counts” (Zolli 2012: 15). 
 
“...reciprocity, reciprocal altruism, and cooperation are primary 
adaptations to the most important risks our ancestors faced...“ (Tucker 
and Ferson 2008: 111). 
 
“What now seems inexorably destructive is not the auto-genocide of 
savagery nor the biological (racially determined) demise of the unfit, but 
the juggernaut of economic development, which to peoples trying to 
maintain traditional ways of life can be just as destructive as armed 
massacres” (Brantlinger 2003: 190). 
 
“Sleeping is just as essential to your healthy existence as food or water 
….. Just as you can die from lack of food or water, you would not last 
long if you were completely prevented from sleeping. When laboratory 
animals are deprived of all sleep they perish in a matter of days” 
(Bulkeley 2008: 1). 

 
 
This section continues the previous chapter and aims to examine two definitions of 
cultural resilience, as presented in the foregoing chapter, more deeply and tries to 
connect them. For Fortier cultural resilience is “the ability to hold on to traditional 
beliefs and practices in the face of constant pressures to assimilate exerted by a 
dominant society” (Fortier 2009: 2). What are “traditional beliefs and practices”? Two 
concepts, Animism and Ritual are central in this regard. Both intervene with the 
second central definition of cultural resilience. For McWilliam (2011) “cultural 
resilience” expresses the “enduring importance of exchange as a medium of social 
engagement and the material expressions of social alliances that enable groups and 
communities to prosper” (McWilliam 2011: 746-7). Exchange and distribution are one 
factor fostering food security. The question whether people continue in cooperation 
and food exchange is debated as the first part shows and apprehending “the ultimate 
and proximate mechanisms that favour cooperation remains one of the greatest 
challenges in the biological and social sciences” (Burton-Chewell 2010: 104). Hence, 
the second part searches for answers why humans still cooperate. It provides basic 
understandings of cooperation, reciprocity and sharing and it is concerned about the 
different approaches that anthropologists provide in order to answer the question.  
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In the following section the general change of evolutionary observations about 
human nature is shortly considered, and then puts a special emphasis on local 
understandings that can be elaborated though traditional religious beliefs and action 
systems and how they relate to value. This issue is today often approached in 
anthropological writings through the broad concept of personhood that includes in 
this part the concepts and theories of the “soul”, “animism”, “emotions”, the “body” or 
“embodied rituals”. This section is further elaborated through case examples of 
emotional reasoning as it pertains to social events and the remerging concepts of 
“empathy” and “conviviality”. After having investigated into local understandings and 
approaches, this part moves on to other anthropological explanations of reciprocity in 
a stable environment. Finally, one will see how living in a changing environment 
(natural and political) forms primary source for explanations.  
 
 

3.1. The Problem and the Puzzle 
 

“One-seventh of the world’s population goes to bed hungry every night” 
(Sylvester 2012: 1). 
 
“Hunger and the threat of famine exist in a world of plenty. In the first 
decade of the 21st century, 2400 people died of starvation every day, and 
nearly 9 million each year. Between 1 billion and 4 billion people lived in 
grades of poverty so serve that they were unable to obtain enough food to 
meet their daily needs. Nearly 1 billion of the Earth’s inhabitants suffered 
from malnourishment and a lack of clean drinking water” (Dando 2012: xiii).  
 

 

3.1.1. Hunger and Food Security 
 
Hunger and food-security are two opposing extremes. Until the 1980s, empirical 
research about “famine” in anthropology was very limited (Torry 1984: 229, see 
Colson 1979, Watt 1983, Watts and Bohle 1993, Pottier 1999, Mintz and Bois 2002, 
Baro and Deubel 2006, Mishra 2010, Klein et.al. 2012, Dirks and Hunter 2013, 
Collinson and Macbeth 2014, Wutich and Brewis 2014). Hunger is a “global 
phenomenon”, yet still this issue only receives “marginal attention” in German 
Ethnology (Dauth 2010: 250). Even more surprising therefore, the interdisciplinary 
conference organised by the Ethnological Institute in Leipzig (Dauth 2010: 250, see 
Liedke 2012). After two days with intensive discussions Wolfgang Liedke, the initiator 
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of the conference, closed the conference with the insight that “Hunger …. könne kein 
absoluter, sondern nur ein relativer Begriff sein” (Dauth 2010: 255, see Devereux 
1993: 18-27, Dando 2012: 139-147, Edkins 2010: 18-27). There exists different 
understanding to which extent “something is necessary for life” in order to advert 
death, but also a “physical limit to relativism regarding material means of livelihood” 
(Narotzky 2001: 4069).  
 
Food insecurity is one of the most widespread challenges. Since 2000, there have 
been 50 and 65 food emergencies every year (FAO 2013: 5). The aim to achieve 
global food security has been on the international agenda since the establishment of 
the FAO in 1945. Since the world food crisis of the early 1970s and the 1974 World 
Food Conference (see Shaw 2007, Friedmann 1982, 1993, Rayfuse and Weisfelt 
2012), the concept of “food security“ has diversified and multiplied. Around two 
hundred definitions found Smith (et.al. 1992) and the literature today offers a lot more 
(see Carolan 2013: 11). The most common cited definition is from the UN`s Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO):  
 

“… a situation that exists when all people at all times have physical, social 
and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet dietary 
needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life“ (FAO 1996, 
2009: 8) 

 
Maxwell (1996) identified three overlapping and important paradigm shifts in the 
study of food security: a) from the global and the national to the household and the 
individual, b) from a food first perspective to a livelihood perspective, and c) from 
objective indicators to subjective perception (Maxwell 1996: 155).  
 
Traditionally research focused on prevention, on the definition and measurement of 
vulnerability to food insecurity and on predicting the likelihood of occurrence of a food 
crisis that lead to advanced early warning systems. The last decades brought a 
paradigm shift due to recognised uncertainties that affect production and food 
markets. Practitioners and scholars call to use the concept of resilience for the 
analysis of food security issues (Oshaug 1985, Davies 1996, Alinovi et.al. 2008, 
2010, FAO 2013, IFPRI 2013). The European Commission and USAID, FAO and 
WFP launched an Expert Consultation of Resilience Measurement for Food security 
in Rome in February 2013 (Frankenberger and Nelson 2013a, b). They highlight 
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eight measurement principles, the first two are: 1) Resilience as a Normatively 
Indexed Capacity, 2) Subjective States and Qualitative Data (Costas et.al. 2014: 6-
7).  
 
Food security and sustainability were tackled separately for several decades. The 
later was related to food safety and the environmental impacts of agriculture in the 
North, while the former, food security, was addressed by the challenge of handling 
the hunger in the Global South. Today the focus is on “sustainable food security” a 
concept that is  
 

“…based on the fundamental assumption that the long-term capacity of 
the food system to provide an adequate amount of nutritious food will 
depend on its ability to respond to the environmental and socio-economic 
challenges that threaten its resilience and to minimize its impact on human 
environmental health” (Sonnino et.al. 2014: 174).  

 
Food security is commonly perceived to build on the three pillars of food availability, 
access and use. The FAO (2013) assumes that the resilience of a given household 
depends primarily on the options available to that household for making a living. This 
includes “access to assets, income-generating activities, public services and social 
safety nets”34. One great deal of the debate about food security centers on the 
argument that “there is enough food in the world to feed everyone adequately; the 
problem is distribution“35.  
 
Food security is debated and researched through at least two different angles: The 
first, the agricultural focused, aimed on raising food production in order to fight 
hunger (Land and Barling 2012: 312). For decades, food security has been 
approached “through the lens of the calorie” that “effectively reduced the concept to a 
problem of production and insufficient technology utilization” (Carolan 2013: 2). The 
approach of “productivism”, originated in early FAO frameworks and put an emphasis 
on global governance through fostering large-scale-programmes in order to increase 
agricultural productivity and to incorporate small farmers into larger trading networks. 
Trade liberalisation and scientific as well as technological innovation is thereby 
regarded as an important factor for food security (Sonnino et.al. 2014: 175). 
Productivism is based on an economic-based interpretation of sustainability that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
34 http: //www.fao.org/docrep/013/al920e/al920e00.pdf 
35 http: //www.who.int/trade/glossary/story028/en/ 
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favours global food markets. It is based on the assumption that “once we manage to 
produce enough food, the global market itself will solve the distribution problem” (ibid. 
176).  
 
This paradigm have been questioned by the emerging “food system based” approach 
(Ericksen 2007) that focus not only on increased production but take a complex array 
of social, ecological and economic problems into account (Land and Barling 2012: 
312). This “demand-led approaches” regard food insecurity as cause of financial, 
physical and cultural access to food. It criticises productivism mostly for ignoring 
questions of ecological coasts and distribution. This approach basically aims to 
increase the “adaptive capacity” (i.e. “resilience”) of local and regional food systems, 
as they believe that the global food system will not cope with long-term stress arising 
from environmental change. Proponents of this view criticize the prevailing 
preferableness of scientific and technological approaches over more local knowledge 
systems and technologies: “some technologies may not address the needs of some 
users and may not necessarily enhance the human right to adequate food” (Sonnino 
et.al. 2014: 175). The emphasis on the economic dimension and neglect of social 
and environmental ones is criticised by access-based approaches. Sustainability 
should address the entire food system. The implicit argument behind is that once the 
distribution problem is managed, the industry and food producers will adjust to 
changes in demand (ibid. 176).  
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Figure 10: “Old” and “emerging” analyses of food security (Land and Barling 2012: 
317).  
 
Mainstream “policy debate about food security is still dominated by a productionist 
focus”, although most approaches now also try to include sustainability and to take 
the broader system into account (Land and Barling 2012: 320, see Carloan 2012, 
2013). Critical writers identify this change mere as a simulacrum:   
 

“Some critics detect here a mere modernising and softening of the image 
of productionism, suggesting tensions between these new versions of 
productionism and more radical analyses centred on ecological integration 
or food sovereignty“ (Land and Barling 2012: 320).  

 
“Food sovereignty” is today a “critical alternative to the concept of food security” 
(Wittman 2001: 879.  Like everybody, indigenous peoples have a “right to adequate 
food” and “a fundamental right to be free from hunger” (Article 11 of the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966)36. In 1996, members of Via 
Campesina coined the term “Food sovereignty” that asserts the right of people to 
define their own food system.  This emerging concept refers for example to “the right 
of communities, peoples, and states to independently determine their own food and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
36 http: //www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/Right_to_food.pdf 
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agricultural policies” (Beuchelt and Virchow 2012: 259). The introduction of this 
concept is a response to structural adjustment measures imposed by the World Bank 
and International Monetary Found that lead, according to the farmers, to the 
abandonment of smallholder agriculture and to poverty and hunger in rural areas 
(ibid.260, see Pimbert 2006, Schanbacher 2010, Beuchelt and Virchow 2012, Müller 
2013, Andrée et.al. 2014).  
 

 
Figure 11: “Food Sovereignty: An Emerging Alternative Food Regime?“ (Wittman 2011: 91).  

 
The 4th October 2013 posted a historical moment as during a meeting in Rome the 
FAO recognized La Via Campesina`s “crucial role as the major international small 
food producer`s organisation”37.  
 
 
 

3.1.2. Maintenance of reciprocal relationships as one factor for food security 
 
“Reciprocity and redistribution economies“ are important mechanism to “increase 
access to food, adequate diets, and food security“ and take place more often in low-
income rural households than in urban ones (Morton et.al. 2008: 107). But whether 
this mechanism is maintained is questioned as the following debate shows.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37 http: //viacampesina.org/en/index.php/main-issues-mainmenu-27/food-sovereignty-and-trade-
mainmenu-38/1497-fao-recognizes-la-via-campesina-s-crucial-role-as-the-major-international-small-
food-producer-s-organisation 
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What are the causes for hunger? Today it is widely accepted that the causes for 
hunger are multidimensional (see Clapp 2012, Thurow 2012, Kress 2012, Küsnast 
2012, Ziegler 2012, Wegelin 2011, Mayer-Tasch 2011, Lindsay 2012, McGovern 
2005, Kent 2011), but rather monocausal explanations have been popular:  
 

“The failure of the monsoons through the years from 1876 to 1879 
resulted in an unusually severe drought over much of Asia. The impact of 
the drought on the agricultural society of the time was immense. So far 
as is known, the famine that ravished the region is the worst ever to afflict 
the human species” (John Hidore, Global Environmental Change (Davis 
2001: 1). 
 
“Natural disasters are a leading cause of hunger and affect all 
dimensions of food security including access to food, availability and 
stability of supplies, and nutrition. Most food insecure people live in areas 
prone to natural hazards and they are the least able to cope with shocks. 
Due to their vulnerability and limited capacity to manage risks, poor 
households are often trapped in a downward spiral of food insecurity and 
poverty” (WFP 2012)38. 

 
To blame nature, or to hold it responsible, is the second out of the 12 core myths 
about hunger and death - the first is that the only true way to prevent famine and 
hunger is to increase food production39. Sen (1981) demonstrates, famines cannot be 
explained by food shortages. People die of starvation in front of food-filled shops. 
The causes are complex shifts in the legal entitlement, which determine individuals’ 
access to food. “Between 1875 – 1900 - a period that included the worst famines in 
Indian history - annual grain exports increased from 3 to 10 million tons” (Davis 2000: 
59). Davis (2001) argues, by taking up Karl Polanyi’s (1944) hypothesis that the “third 
world” was created by imperial strategies that deliberately turned drought into famine, 
that Millions died, “not outside the modern world system”, but by becoming part of it:  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38 http: //www.wfp.org/disaster-risk-reduction 
39 The 12 myths about World Hunger are: 1) There is simply not enough food around. 2) Nature is to 
blame. 3) There are too many mouths to feed. 4) Food vs. our environment: Pressure to feed the 
world’s hungry is destroying the very resources needed to grow food. To feed the hungry, we are 
pushing crop and livestock production onto marginal, erosion-prone lands, clearing age-old rain 
forests, and poisoning the environment with pesticides – Clearly we cannot both feed the hungry and 
protect the environment. 5) The Green Revolution is the answer. 6) Justice vs. Production – We need 
large farms: Unjust farming systems leave farmland in the hands of the most inefficient producers. By 
contrast, small farmers typically achieve at least four to five times greater output per acre and often 
use more sustainable production systems .7) The free market can end Hunger, and 8) free trade is the 
answer. 9) Too hungry to fight for their rights and 10) more U.S. aid will help the hungry: aid is often 
used to impose free trade and market polices, to promote exports at the expense of food production 
and to provide the arms that repressive governments use to stay in power. 11) We benefit from their 
hunger, and 12) curtail freedom can end hunger (Lappé et.al.1998). 
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 “Indian masses in the second half on the nineteenth century did not die of 
hunger because they were exploited; they perished in large numbers 
because the Indian village community had been demolished. 
Commodification of agriculture eliminates village-level reciprocities that 
traditionally provided welfare to the poor during crisis” (Davis 2001: 9). 

 
Sen (2001), in his review of Davis (2001) states that there is “some truth in this claim” 
as external forces may have undermined existing “sharing arrangements”, but also 
retorts that his argument is “an enormous exaggeration” (Sen 2001: 2). Did the 
commodification of agriculture really “eliminate village-level reciprocities” that 
traditionally provided welfare to the poor during crises? Yes, it does, there exists a 
tendency, but the answers may not be so easy to define. For example, Platteau 
(2006) argues that:  
 

“…process-regarding preferences or social norms are pervasive in 
traditional village communities, yet are subject to gradual erosion under 
the influence of new forces, particularly population growth and market 
penetration” (Plateau 2006: 820). 

 
But today it is widely acknowledged that, “sharing persists” long after the economic 
activity of hunting and gathering has been marginalised or dismissed (Peterson 2013: 
166). For Endicott (2007) one of the “most urgent needs” in anthropology is to 
document and understand the hunting and gathering way of life “before it disappears 
entirely”, despite major demonstrations that “values, attitudes, and practices … tends 
to persist even among those who have settled down and adopted some farming” 
(Endicott 2007: xi). One has to be also aware that persistence of traditional values 
and forms of sharing are often viewed and associated in public policy discourses with 
highly moralistic negative terms:  
 

“It is seen to slow integration into the mainstream individuated economy, 
to perpetuate poverty and disadvantage, and/or to aid and abet risky 
behaviour such as drinking and drug taking that results in costly social 
pathologies such as violence and child abuse” (Altman 2011: 196).  

 
This view calls for “an elimination” of traditional forms of sharing, so that indigenous 
people are empowered for advancement and modernity (ibid.). For example Sellato 
(2007), writing about the Kalimantan Punan, states that despite their promising 
outlook in relation to accessing resources and land control, “many Punan groups do 
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remain intrinsically poorly equipped – psychologically, socially, and politically – to 
fully benefit from their situations”, they “are virtually rich, but remain poor” (Sellato 
2007: 87-88). Although “all external conditions are met to create great economic 
opportunities for them,” they will only be able to fare well as they did by “adjusting 
their internal – psychological and ideological – conditions to modern social and 
economic circumstance” by “loosing some of the basic tenets of their Punan-nests” 
(ibid. 89).  
 
 
The emergence of inequality, “various patterns of asymmetrical relations” (Tilly 2001: 
300), in previously egalitarian societies is one of anthropology’s oldest and most 
enduring areas of study (Hayden 1995, McGuire 1983, Béteille 1983, 1986, 1996; 
Curtis 1986, Bern 1987, Lee 1990, Hastorf 1990; Paynter and McGuire 1991; 
Feinman 1995; Blanton 1995; Hayden 1995; Arnold 1995; Earle 1997; Salzmann 
1999; Tilly 2001; Rousseau 2006). But there is only limited progress in explaining the 
emergence of inequality (Béteille 1996: 304, see Solway 2006).  
 
One reason is that the process of social differentiation is exceedingly difficult to study 
empirically. Thus, although it is a topic of intense inquiry, “a satisfying explanation for 
the rise of social inequality remains elusive” (Dallas 2011: 13). Despite increased 
interest in modern hunter-gatherers and social evolution during the past four 
decades, there are according to Dallas (2011) “still insufficient data on how 
contemporary hunter-gatherers respond to change along the dimensions of equality 
versus inequality and individualism versus integration” (ibid.). Erdal and Whiten 
(1994) note that egalitarianism in hunter-gatherer societies continues to present an 
evolutionary puzzle. It is “not yet clear what social-psychological processes” are 
responsible for keeping egalitarianism in place” or how they evolved (Erdal and 
Whiten 1994: 175, ibid.). Although the position of universal inequality has been 
popular, many researchers remain dissatisfied with simply doing away with the notion 
of egalitarian society (ibid. 215). Instead, as Wiessner (2002) suggest, “we need to 
examine more critically the way equality is maintained” (Wiessner 2002: 233, see 
ibid. 252)40.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
40 He defines “egalitarianism” as the product of “complex institutions and ideologies created and 
maintained by cultural means which empower a coalition of the weaker to curb the strong” (ibid. 234). 
Egalitarian coalitions vary greatly in configuration, composition and scope (see Woodburn 1980, 
1982). 
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For Dallas (2011) the most important obstacles in the development of “social 
inequality” are “ideological and organizational resistance” (Dallas 2011: 16). 
Anthropological studies have attempted to explore many aspects of “food sharing”, 
including its origin, effects or functions, features and forms, and changes through 
time and/or across space (Kishigami 2004: 341) but “reciprocity poses thorny 
analytical problems” even though it has received a great deal of attention ever since 
first Malinowski (1922, 1926) and then Mauss (1925) became concerned about this 
subject (Narotzky 2002: 281-2). Mauss (1925) laid out the theoretical foundation for 
“the anthropology of the gift” when he notes that gift exchange is characterised by the 
obligations of “giving, receiving and returning” (Godelier 1999: 69):  
 

“Total prestation not only carries with it the obligation to repay gifts 
received, but it implies two others equally important: the obligation to 
give presents and the obligation to receive them“ (Mauss 1925: 13).  

 
He provides a conceptual foundation for framing social relations. In other words, it is 
a “social contract” in itself. The most important of the three obligations is that of 
returning the benefits, hence the basic question: “What force is there in the thing 
given which compels the recipient to make a return?” (ibid., see Osten 2002).  
Or expressed differently: “Why do humans so often act in ways that do not accord 
with the rules of Homo economicus”? (Rigg 2012: 1).  
 
Before considering the different explanations and forces that make the recipient to 
return a gift, the notions of cooperation, reciprocity and sharing are acknowledged. 
 
 

3.2. Cooperation, Reciprocity, Sharing 
 
Following Alfie (1992), “cooperation is the process of groups of organisms working or 
acting together for their common/mutual benefit, as opposed to working in 
competition for selfish benefit” (Alfie 1992: 19). Cronk and Leech (2013: 7) use it to 
refer to the “very broad and diverse phenomenon of people (and other organisms) 
working together”. Their usage contrasts with how cooperation is frequently defined 
by scholars working in the evolutionary tradition, where it is commonly equated with 
altruism, that is, “helping another at some cost to oneself” (ibid.). Unfortunately, as 



! 92!

Cronk and Leach (2013) point out, there exists confusion among evolutionary 
scientists regarding the difference between cooperation, altruism, and reciprocity 
(ibid.).  
 
The same can be said to exist in anthropological writings about the gift. In spite of the 
lengthy history of description and theorizing in anthropological accounts of “giving 
and reciprocity”, this remains a “contested field” (Hahn 2006: 221). A dominant issue 
is the “principle of reciprocity” that first emerged as a critique of the Maussian notion 
of the spirit of the gift (Yann 2005: 250). Prior to the appearance of Mauss’s classic, 
Malinowski (1922) had published his famous ethnographic account of kula exchange 
in Melanesian society and had described in detail the local system of transactions, 
ranging from the “pure gift” to “real barter”. Rejecting Mauss’s (1925) interpretation of 
the spirit of the gift, Malinowski retracted his category of the “pure gift” in a later book 
(1926) and articulated “the principle of reciprocity” to explain the local system of 
economic transactions (ibid.).  
 
The leaning toward considering ”all non-market exchange” as forms of “reciprocity” 
becomes famous through Sahlins writings and his model of modes of exchange 
(Widlock 2013: 15). For many it is disturbing and misleading that reciprocity tends to 
cover all transaction, especially outside of economic anthropology. The reason for 
the continuing popularity is that Sahlins proposes a correlation between modes of 
social organization and modes of economic transactions (ibid.). Sahlins (1965) 
identified three variables as critical to determining the general nature of gifts and 
exchange: kinship distance, sociability and generosity. To demonstrate the 
universality of reciprocity he produced a model for exchange and reciprocity and 
pictured it as a continuum from generalized reciprocity to negative reciprocity, with 
balanced reciprocity in the middle as an equilibrium point (Sahlins 1965: 145-149). 
“Generalised reciprocity” exists where one party to another gives goods and services 
without any demand for a return at a specified time or of a specified kind. The 
prototype of this is the nurturing relationship between mother and child. The second, 
“balanced reciprocity” exists where a return is made which both parties recognize as 
the equivalent of what is given, custom or moral principles define such equivalence 
and is unquestioned. The third, “negative reciprocity” exists where there is 
bargaining: no party is morally inhibited from seeking gain at the other’s expense, 
and in many cases, there is no restraint on the use of persuasion or even chicanery 
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in obtaining the most favourable terms of exchange. All three types are found in most 
societies, though the third is very rare in the simpler types of primitive society. He 
suggest that in all societies “generalized reciprocity” is the norm within the family, but 
that in modern industrial societies “negative reciprocity” might predominate in many 
relationships outside of the family. In primitive societies there’s is a movement 
towards “balanced” reciprocity in those relationships which lie outside of the closest 
ties of kinship and vicinity and the practice of “negative” reciprocity is found almost 
entirely outside of the moral community (Cohen 2004: 98). Although Sahlins 
suggests a correlation between social organisation, degree of social distance, and 
type of reciprocity, he is aware that this correlation occurs entirely in real cases, and 
mentioned a number of models in which the operations of other factors are 
introduced. He agreed with others that classical economic theory just applies to 
negative reciprocity and cannot explain forms of generalised reciprocity that needs 
other principles of analysis (ibid.).  
 
Investigators such as Service (1966) regarded food-sharing practices among hunter-
gatherers as a form of exchange based on “generalized reciprocity” as defined by 
Sahlins (1965). Since the mid-1960s, however, few researchers have seriously 
examined the validity of the concepts of “reciprocity” and “exchange” in this context 
(Kishigami 2004: 341, Narotzky 2002: 281-2). Sahlins (1965, 1972) explanations of 
reciprocity were refuted in alternative models. 
 
What Mauss (1925) and Sahlins (1965) models left out was precisely “sharing” and 
this notion was largely ignored by social scientists or rather its exact definition was 
not clearly understood (McDonald 2008: 4). Price (1975) argued in a pioneer paper 
that sharing is “the most universal form of human economic behaviour, distinct from 
and more fundamental than reciprocity” (Price 1975: 3-37). One often thinks of 
sharing as deriving from “generosity”, but Peterson (1993) and Woodburn (1998) 
stress that among foragers “much sharing is by demand rather than by unsolicited 
giving” (Peterson 1993: 860). Shares are demanded because people are convinced 
that they entitled to it (Woodburn 1998: 49). The donor has no choice over whether 
the meat is shared and little influence over who gets what. In this context to describe 
the act of the donor in providing whatever should be shared as an act of generosity 
seems inappropriate. In ordinary English uses, giving is described as generous when 
it is not obligatory or when more is given than is expected. Giving something, which 
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at first had been requested or demanded when the request or demand is locally seen 
as a reasonable entitlement, is hardly an act of generosity. Normally, the donor is not 
thanked. This is consistent with the notion that the donor is doing no more than he 
should do (ibid.). Altman (2011) provides a preliminary survey of academic and public 
policy uses of the concept of demand sharing and states that it may have been used 
as a “shorthand for ‘kin-based sharing’ in order to highlight apparent 
incommensurabilities between kin-based and market-based societies” and that 
academics began to simplify the complexity originally elaborated by Peterson 1993 
(Altman 2011: 188).  
 
The question - why people share what they value even though they cannot count on 
a return - also puzzles Widlock (2013). He aims to rapture the prevailing supposition 
that “practices of sharing” are “simply pre-stages” of commodity transactions or more 
complex reciprocal gift-exchange. By relying on numerous ethnographic examples, 
he advises to consider “sharing” rather “to be a complex social phenomenon that 
makes rather specific requirements in regard to bodily copresence, relatedness, and 
interaction” (Widlock 2013: 11). He also recommends to consider forms of “demand 
sharing” not to perceive as “aberrations since they conform particularly well to the 
values enshrined in sharing” (ibid.).  
 
After having considered the difficulties when speaking of cooperation, reciprocity and 
sharing, the following part is going to consider forms of explanations for these 
actions.  
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3.3. Explanations  
 

3.3.1. Human Nature  
 

“Time and again for more than two millennia the people we call ‘Western’ 
have been haunted by the spectre of their own inner being: An apparition 
of human nature so avaricious and contentious that, unless it is somehow 
governed, it will reduce society to anarchy….It’s all been a huge mistake. 
My modest conclusion is that Western civilization has been constructed on 
a perverse and mistaken idea of human nature” (Sahlins 2008: 1, 112) 

 
“We are motivated by self-interest alone. . . . Yet competition does not tell 
the whole story of biology. Something profound is missing. Creatures of 
every persuasion and level of complexity cooperate to live. . . . This is the 
bright side of biology” (Nowak 2011: xii–xiv) 
 

The dominant evolutionary perspective has long presumed that competition, often 
expressed through aggression, is the evolutionary norm. However, so Fry (2013a) we 
may be at the threshold of an evolutionary paradigm shift, which emphasizes that 
“cooperation, sharing, helping, reconciliation, and restraint against aggression”, as 
well as “peacemaking and empathy” also have solid evolutionary bases. This shift in 
focus is reflected across a variety of topics and research fields, both in the types of 
research questions now being asked and in the answers that are emerging (Fry 
2013a: 102-3). In sum, the traditional focus across many fields has been on 
competition, self-interest, and violence. Obviously, humans have the capacity to 
engage in war, but a growing body of data suggests that human nature is much less 
violent, competitive, and selfish than has been long assumed under the traditional 
evolutionary paradigm (ibid. 104-5, see Fry 2013b).  
 
 

3.3.2. Local Understandings: Reasoning though the ritualised Mindful Body 
 
Peterson argues that the basic reason for “the persistence of sharing” among the 
indigenous people in Australia is “that it underwrites a relational ontology in which 
sharing has a profound significance for the nature of personhood” (Peterson 2013: 
177). Anthropological uses of “personhood” are ambiguous (see Appell-Warren 
2007) and the concept is traced back to Mauss’s (1938) latest writings. The 
anthropological perspective on personhood is interested in how different cultures 
conceptualise being human (the self or identity) within a given society and all over 
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the world. Central thereby is the recognition that the idea of an autonomous 
individual, more or less prevalent in Western societies, does not necessarily apply to 
other cultures (see Wassmann and Funke 2013: 233-237). Rather than being an 
individual unit, the person can be seen as a snarl within a social network of relations. 
Basic categories intrinsic to the definition what constitutes humanity are amongst 
others concepts and theories of the body, soul41 and emotions42. Research is 
interested in how such basic concepts intervene with ideas of value and practice.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
41 “Soul” is the generally used English translation of the Greek psykhé and the Latin “anima” 
(Pyysiäinen 2009: 58), which comes from the earlier Greek word animus, meaning “wind” or “breath”. 
Around 1720 the German scientist Georg Ernst Stahl used “animismus” in order to refer to the 
“doctrine that animal life is produced by an immaterial soul” (ibid.). According to some writers, it was 
Socrates who gave Western culture the concept of soul in the form that we know it. Greek literature 
prior to Socrates associated soul with events that were part of unconscious life or semi-conscious 
experience, e.g. prescient dreams, apparitions of the dead, and trance-like states in which a god was 
thought to speak – experience which had, and still have religious connotations. Socrates innovation 
have consisted in implicating soul also in “ordinary” phenomena that are part of waking 
consciousness, by characterizing soul as that in virtue of which humans are wise or foolish, good or 
bad. Although subsequent discussion of soul increasingly focused on conscious experience, the 
concept did not lose its earlier associations with religious phenomena. The Platonic view that the soul 
was s immortal and would be judged in some post-mortem assize firmly linked the soul with religion, 
and Christianity’s endorsement of this concept of soul during its long hegemony over intellectual life in 
the West ensured the soul´s prominent role in understanding both religious experience and non-
religious conscious experience. Since an immortal soul is strikingly different from a mortal body, an 
ontological distinction between the two was maintained; Descartes is celebrated for having given this 
distinction its sharpest expression (Wiebe 2006: 504-5). The post-Cartesian developments of the 
concept of soul questioned the interactions, and “soul” was replaced with “mind” which does not carry 
the religious associations of “soul”, and eventually “mind” was replaced with “mental states” which 
does not suggest a questionable substance but only the properties of something. Conscious mental 
states and processes are now seen as properties of a person, and the religious experiences first 
featured in the Greek understanding of soul such as apparitions and altered states of consciousness, 
have virtually disappeared from view in philosophy of mind (Churchland 1990: 227, see Peschl 2005). 
For Reimers (2006) to ask about human nature is to ask about the soul (Reimers 2006: 3). Distinctions 
between types of soul occur often in folk conceptions all over the world. According to Wundt (1905), 
the concept of soul appeared in two very different forms: the body-soul (Körperseele) was a 
characteristic of the body, while the free-soul or psyche was identified with breathing (Hauchseele) 
and one´s shadow (Schattenseele) (Wundt 1905: 4). For Wundt, beliefs about the body-soul were the 
older ones. The body-soul was responsible for such properties of a living body as feeling, mental 
representations, and thinking was divided into several different “soul organs” (Organseele) (ibid. 2-40). 
The psyche manifested as the breath-soul or sprit and as shadow, was not constrained by the bounds 
of the physical body, which it could temporarily leave. In death, when the body stooped breathing, the 
soul left the body for good and flew away (ibid. 40-9). Wundt is not very explicit about these sources, 
but the material gathered and classified by Taylor is especially apparent in the background. The basic 
division Tylor and Wundt made between the body-soul and the psyche is known in comparative 
religion in various versions (Pyysiäinen 2009: 59). For Karjalainen (1918) the fact of death was the 
cornerstone of all soul concepts (Karjalainen 1918: 20). In many cultures one finds the “idea that sleep 
is a little death” as for example a traditional slogan among American Indians is “to die is to walk the 
path of the dream without returning” (ibid.). 
42 Dixon (2003, see 2012) has shown how the category of “emotions” is a “recent invention“ (Dixon 
2003: 3, see Lazarus 1993). The etymology of "emotion" is the Latin word “to move something” and 
the meaning of “sense” or “feeling” appeared only in the 18th century where it was contrasted with 
calculating and rational thought (Barbalet 1998: 29-61).  According to Dixon (2003) Descartes use of 
the “émotions“ as a broad umbrella term for “movements of the soul“ was quite possible the source of 
the term “emotions“ in the writings of Scottish philosophers from Hume onwards (Dixon 2003: 13).  
Between 1800 and 1850, authors no longer spoke of “the passions of affections of the soul, nor the 
sentiments“ but rather of “the emotions“ (ibid.). He links this shift with what he calls a “secularization of 
psychology“, as accounts of human nature shifted from theological and belief frameworks to a newer 
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The study of the body used tends to be polarized. This is reflected in the historically 
long lasting Cartesian dividing line between the body, the soul, and emotions - or 
thought/feeling, cognition/ emotion, reason/emotion, and mind/body - especially for 
analytic ends (Anderson 2011: 314, see Harris and Robb 2012) and the discussion 
whether universal emotions exist or not. In the 1970s and 1980s, anthropologists 
favoured a more holistic approach by integrating both, universal and biological 
explanations and more cultural relativistic ones. There was also a tendency to shift 
the attention away from symbolic or interpretative anthropology towards more 
practice-oriented and even phenomenological (in a sense of being in the world) 
approaches. The theoretical model of a “mindful body”, where thoughts and thinking 
operations are “embodied”, has been introduced - in the field of medical anthropology 
and from more or less relativist, constructivist and phenomenological oriented writers 
- in order to overcome these Cartesian oppositions. Cognition becomes alive when 
categories are filled with emotions and are linked to both experience and body: 
“Emotions are thoughts somehow felt in flushed, pulses, “movements” of our livers, 
minds, hearts, stomachs, skin. They are embodied thoughts” (Rosaldo 1984: 143, 
see Rosaldo 1980, Lutz 1988, Csordas 1990, Lock 1993, Scheper-Hughes 1994). 
Strathern in “Body Thoughts” (1996) provides a complete review of constructivist 
theories of the body, by starting from anthropology of the body and embodiment. 
Strathern (1996) engages less in the concept of “Animism”, which is considered to be 
one of anthropologist first concept. The following sections are going to investigate 
into this issue. 
 

3.3.2.1. “Hau” 
 
The idea that “gift exchange” is attached to considerations of relational definitions of 
personhood and ontology has been most famously introduced by Mauss (1925), a 
nephew of Durkheim, who puts forward the argument that “gift objects” themselves 
are “in some degree souls’ and gift exchange operates as “things” in these 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
and more psychologically informed vocabulary. To speak of “emotions” instead of “passions and 
affections of the soul” reflected a more secular attitude (ibid. 4): “ …passion has been defined in more 
morally and theologically engaged ways as a disobedient and morally dangerous movement of the 
soul (as well as often being used in a vague and a general way to refer to a variety of lively mental 
states)...emotion has tended to be defined in an amoral way as an autonomous physical or mental 
state characterised by vivid feeling and physical agitation” (ibid. 189).  
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interactions” (Harvey 2005: 12). He finds his answer, to the question what force is 
there in the thing given which compels the recipient to make a return, in the Maori 
concept of “hau”. It is the hau in the gift, Mauss asserts, that forces the recipient to 
make a return, and he calls this “the spirit of the gift” (Mauss 1925: 8–10):  
 

“The “hau” is not the wind that blows, not at all. Let us suppose that you 
possess a certain article (taonga) and that you give me this article. You give 
it to me without setting a price on it. We strike no bargain about it. Now, I 
give this article to a third person who, after a certain lapse of time, decides 
to give me something as payment in return (utu). He makes a present to me 
of something (taonga). Now, this taonga that he gives me is the spirit (hau) 
of the taonga that I had received from you and that I had given to him. The 
“taonga” that I received from these “taonga” (which comes? from you) must 
be returned to you. It would not be fair (tika) on my part to keep these 
“taonga” for myself, whether they were desirable (rawe) or undesirable 
(kino). It must give them to you because they are a “hau” of the taonga that 
you gave me. If I kept this other taonga for myself, serious harm might befall 
me, even death. This is the nature of the “hau” of the taonga, the “hau” of 
the forest. Kati ena.” (Mauss 1925: 27) 

 
Hence, the hau is a mystic power that lies in the forest and in the valuables (taonga) 
given by one person to another. The hau always wishes to return to its place of 
origin, but can only do so through the medium of an object given in exchange for the 
original gift. In this view, one gives away part of one’s soul substance, and receives a 
part from another person. This part should not be kept, because it is dangerous do to 
so, but it has to be returned to the original owner. Failure to return a gift can result in 
serious trouble, including the death of the recipient (Yann 2005: 250). His spiritual 
explanation and misinterpretation of the hau got many critics and inspired many 
discussions (e.g. Malinowski 1926, Levi-Strauss 1934, Firth 1959, Sahlins 1972), and 
has been reanimated during the 1980s (e.g. Damon 1982, 1983, Bird-David 1999, 
Weiner 1992, Godelier 1999, see Thompson 1987).  
 
 

3.3.2.2. Animism, the Universal Fear of Punishment and the Forensic Model of 
Danger 
 
Mauss (1925) did not only open up discussions about reciprocity in relation to the 
soul and the body, but also in relation to emotion (see Dumouchel 2001: 53). His 
explanation for the repayment of the gift due to the “fear” of punishment or 
supernatural sanction is a theme that receives contemporarily high prominence in 
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evolutionary theory (see Schloss and Murray 2009, Feierman 2009, Rossano 2010, 
Norenzayan 2013). The “fear hypotheses“ has a long and prominent stance in 
anthropological writings. It has, so one can argue, its roots in one of anthropology’s 
first concepts “animism“ and was mostly subverted by Douglas (1966).  
 
As evolutionary theorists have highlighted there is a universal belief in moralising, 
punishing, supernatural agents, but no agreement why this belief in supernatural 
punishment arises. Schloss and Murray (2011) explain that there are two different, 
but often related, accounts of supernatural punishment theories in evolutionary 
approaches. The first holds that the adaptive advantage of this belief is that it stands 
for an “increase cooperation”, whereas the second maintains that it signifies 
“decrease the cost of incurring punishment for norm violations” (Schloss and Murray 
2011: 46, see Johnson and Bering 2006, Fehr and Schmidt 2006). For example 
Johnson (2005) put forward the thesis that this belief is “a mechanism to promote 
cooperation” in order to counter egoistic behaviour (Johnson 2005: 433). But this 
argument is animadverted for being a “gross oversimplification” of complex 
relationships between society and religious world-views (Schlehe 2010: 118, see 
Sugden 2012). 
 
Already Spencer (1877) announced that, “while the fear of the living becomes the 
root of the political control, the fear of the dead becomes the root of religious control” 
(Spencer 1877: 426). As early observers emphasized, the animistic stage, because 
of the “uncontrolled imagination”, was an extraordinary “home and happy hunting 
ground of fear” because of “uncontrolled imagination” (Murphy 1987: 45). It was 
anything associated with the “fear of death” or the “fear of the dead” - in form as 
ghosts or spirits - that have driven those peoples (ibid., see Moore and Williamson 
2003). Tylor and (1871) and Spencer (1877) argued that primitive religion originated 
in the universal psychological facts of dreams and visions of dead ancestors and the 
fear that these produced. For Tylor (1871) animism was a “minimum definition” in 
order to answer the question, hotly debated at his time, if savages have a religion 
(Tylor 1871: 869-70, see Masuzawa 2005). He proposed, under this term to 
investigate “the deep lying doctrine of spiritual Beings, which embodies the very 
essence of spiritualistic as opposed to Materialistic philosophy” (ibid. 871) and it 
divides roughly into two great divisions: 1) souls, from which the general conception 
of, 2) other spirits evolved (ibid.). Hence,  
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“… the remarkably widespread experience of dreams of dead ancestors 
had led some anthropologist to theorize that dreams are the origin of the 
religious notion of the soul – a spiritual essence dwelling within human 
beings that is free to roam at night while the body sleeps and that is totally 
liberated when the physical bodies die” (Bulkeley 1996: 3).  

 
Dreaming is a “universal human capability” that has raised profound questions about 
reality, human nature, epistemology and experience since the beginning of history 
(Barnard and Spencer 2002: 165, see Moss 2009, Bulkeley 1994, 1999, 2001, 2002, 
2009, Morecroft 2005). Since the beginnings of anthropological inquiries, one basic 
question has been why some societies consider dreams “as a source for valuable 
personal and social knowledge”, and share their dream experiences with others, 
whereas others, mostly Western modern societies, “dismiss them as insignificant 
“froth” (Stewart 2004: 77)? 
 
Tedlock (1987) chronicles the source of western disvalue of dreaming back to 
Aristotelian scholasticism. Through Cartesian dualism in the 17th century dream 
imagery were banished into the realm of the unreal and hence mostly excluded from 
serious considerations until the 20th century in the Western World (Edgar 1994: 99). 
In colonial times the belief in the reality of dream experiences differentiated less 
evolved from more evolved societies. Moreover, for Tylor (1871) dreaming was an 
illusion and primitive people, like children lack a hard distinction between reality and 
illusion.  
 
The “new animism” (Harvey 2005) of today (e.g. Descola (1986), Bird-David (1999) 
Viveiros de Castro (1998), Ingold (2000a), Pedersen (2001,) Vilaça (2005, 2010), 
Fausto (2007)) rejects the idea that animism is either “metaphoric” or a form 
“imaginary delusion, a manifestation of “primitive” man’s inability to distinguish 
dreams from reality” (Willerslev 2012: 1). Various books and articles have been 
written which have attempted to rehabilitate the term of “animism” – each picking up 
certain elements of the concept without really engaging with the full complexity and 
ambiguity that have surrounded Tylor’s own thinking (see Stinger 1999: 551, see for 
a full discussion Stinger 1999). Clearly, several terms are conceptually related to 
animism including, “panpsychism, hylozoism, pantheism, panentheism, and 
panexperientialism” (Harvey 2005: 9, see Skrbina 2005: 19-22) who provided a 
useful explanation for each). Animism is now taken seriously as a “relational 
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ontology” (Hornborg 2006: 1) and as a “relational epistemology” that operates within 
the context of local constructions of relational personhood and social practices (Bird 
David 1999: 1). This turn provides the advantage to correct the thought that Western 
knowledge production is superior to local forms, enable the study of what people 
themselves think or believe in regard to the supernatural world and thereby it can be 
shown “that everyday practical life is the crucial foundation upon which so-called 
higher activities of thinking or cosmological abstraction are firmly premised” 
(Willerslev 2012: 2).  
 
The first who have criticised Tylor’s (1871) and Spencer’s (1882) approach was Lang 
(1898) who argued that instead of lacking the ability to distinguish between dreaming 
and waking experiences (such that dreamed ghosts seemed real), early humans 
might have had the ability to experience psychic phenomena, to “really” perceive 
ghosts, which “civilized” people have lost (Lang 1898: 49-60, cited from Lohmann 
2007: 35).  
 
In regard to this question, one may have to consider – as shown by Lincoln (1935) 
and as Durkheim (2001/1912: 47-8) notes, that not all dreams are treated in the 
same way. He did the first systematic and cross-cultural study, observed that the 
dreams and visions of “so-called primitive peoples” always fall into two distinct 
classes: a) the unsought or spontaneous dreams occurring in sleep, called by him 
“individual” drams, and the b) sought or induced “cultural pattern” dreams of special 
tribal significance, which are sometimes called “traditional dreams” (Lincoln 1935: 
22)4344. He thereby put forward the general thesis (one that was also apprehended by 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 Individual dreams, differ from the pattern dreams “in from”, and reflects besides the religious beliefs 
and personal psychology, those aspects of objective social culture which are not shown in the pattern 
dreams”, which in turn “deal only with the personal approach to the supernatural in a rigidly formalized 
manner“  (ibid. 324-6). For Lincoln (1935) pattern dreams are induced by the cultures in the following 
manner: 1) Induced by conscious auto-suggestion usually preceded by a period of fasting, isolation, or 
torture. The individual seeking a vision has his mind concentrated on a limited culturally determined 
field. 2) Induced by formal suggestion or instruction of medicine men. 3) Induced by formal parental 
suggestion with instruction to the child vision seeker to keep dreaming until he dreams right (ibid.326). 
Cultural pattern dreams and individual dreams occur in many culture areas with either type or both 
regarded by the natives as an important event of individual and cultural significance. Culture pattern 
dreams are sought or induced and rarely occur spontaneously, and only occur as individual dreams in 
areas where the induced dream is highly developed (see ibid. 327) (ibid.).  
 
44 Lincoln (1935) has been criticized for his definitions of “individual” and “cultural pattern” dream by 
Kilbourne (1981) as this "unsatisfactory" definition fails to distinguish between the dream in sleep and 
its telling, and overlooks the social setting of dream telling and dream interpretation. Furthermore, his 
definition classifies dreams, he recounts into one or the other of "his" categories, which "simply do not 
correspond with the classificatory schemes of the societies he examines", thus he does not address 
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Tylor that “dreams have been either a primary or secondary source of innovation” or 
“a venue for the creation of culture” - an argument that is difficult to prove or disprove 
(D’Andrade 1961: 299). For Lincoln (1935) most importantly the “cultural pattern 
dreams”, through which cultural items can arise, “exists only” while a “native culture 
is in full force, but disappears when the culture breaks down because of white or 
other influence” (Lincoln 1935: 23). When such a breakdown occurs, the “dream 
symbols of the old culture tend to disappear and individual dreams with little or no 
cultural symbolism take their place” (ibid.).  
 
Wallace (1947) reported that when the Mohave culture gradually deteriorated the 
power-giving dream tended to disappear. The pattern depended upon the normal 
functioning of the culture and, as this declined, the meaning of dreams also 
diminished in importance. Many of the older Mohave had a great dream, but scarcely 
any of the young people. Some deny that revelations do still occur (Wallace 1947: 
254). According to Harris (2009) the “epiphany” dream which consists of the 
“appearance to the dreamer of an authoritative personage who may be divine or 
represent a god”, and this “figure conveys instructions or information” (Harris 2009: 4) 
has been a widespread phenomenon in western antiquity but it occurs very seldom in 
“our experience” and even in “our literature” (ibid. 24). This dream-narrative gradually 
lost its credentials over a long time period, from the 14th to the 18th century. 
According to Harris (2009), Doods (1951) did not explain why this decline occurred, 
and “neither has anyone else” except “outside the modern west" the epiphany dream 
still survived into the twentieth century (ibid). Harris (2009) pronounces that the 
reason for the decline was a more secular attitude towards dreaming since it was 
generated and practiced by intellectuals and others, both during the Renaissance 
and even more afterwards. But this explanation implies many complications (ibid. 
81).  
 
It is not possible to say that “dream interpretation systems” are traditionally found in 
hunter-gatherer or non-industrial societies and only rarely in modern societies 
(Tedlock 1991: 13). In order to understand the issue of “dream sharing” one may 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
himself to matters of dream classification. Finally, just what he means by "of tribal significance" or by 
"culture pattern dream" is for Kilbourne (1981) not altogether clear (Kilbourne 1981: 170). Although 
Lincoln (1935) perhaps is given the credit for the development of a typology of dreaming based on 
ethnographic research (Parsifal-Charles 1986: 291), even his results are "now considered 
ethnocentric" (Tedlock 1987: 21). 
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have to proceed “contextually” to find out “the role of dreams in the lives of these 
peoples and so by what logic they jointly focus on a dream” (ibid.). The ethnographic 
record documents a range of cultural dream theories (see e.g. Lohmann 2007) that 
people variously enact and contradict: “It is common for people in any group to hold 
multiple theories simultaneously” (Tedlock 1987: 25). To date no consensus has 
been reached on how best to map the phenomenology of dreaming (Bulkeley 2008: 
19), hence there are different categorisation of types of dreams (see e.g. Krippner 
2002: 119, Stevens 1997: 12, Bulkeley 2005: 220). Further it is necessary to keep in 
mind that although in hunter–gatherer societies dream sharing is widespread (see 
D’Andrade 1961) and western societies have in general degraded the importance of 
dreams during the last century, even there the possible importance of dreaming was 
highlighted (Domhoff 1985: 2).  
 
Bulkeley (2005) emphasizes how evidence from both religious history and brain-mind 
science show that dreams serve a variety of functions: anticipating the future, 
warning of danger, heralding new birth, mourning death and other losses, environing 
sexual pleasure, healing illness, and stimulating creativity. Each of these functions 
can be understood (though not proven) in evolutionary terms as contribution to the 
adaptive fitness and reproductive success of Homo sapiens (Bulkeley 2005: 237). He 
put his theory in a phrase: “Dreaming provokes greater consciousness” (ibid., see for 
similar argument Brereton 2000: 394), but depending on “which cultural dream theory 
is active in dreamers minds, their experience is altered” (Lohmann 2006: 49). These 
influences of culture on dream experience would appear to be particularly strong in 
lucid dreaming, when awaking awareness enters a dream (see Green 1968, 1994, 
LaBerge 1985, Gackenbach 2010, Bulkeley 2008: 93). Dreams can influence how 
people interact with other elements in their ecosystems (see Lohmann 2007: 54, 
Moore 1957). Dreams can play an important issue during personal and cultural 
transition periods, during times of “cultural crisis, when a society is facing attack or 
disintegration” (Domhoff 1985: 9, Wallace 1956), at times of natural disasters and 
political chaos (Nakashima Degarrod 2004: 94, see 1989, 1996, 1998)45. Dreams 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
45 She observed that from 1985 to 1987 the last years of the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet, was a 
period of strong political repression when large public gatherings were often prohibited, and a new law 
had been passed that promoted individual ownership of land and that threatened to break the 
Mapuche communal land holdings. During this period the shamans of several communities defied 
authorities by calling for the performance of community rituals that brought together hundreds of 
people. They were able to ask for the performance of these traditional rituals by narrating dreams in 
which their gods and ancestors explained the miseries that the Mapuche people were experiencing as 
a result of the people’s deviation from the traditional norms. The shamans in their roles as “peumafe”, 
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have often triggered anti-colonial revolts (Wallace 1956, Adas 1979), and even “helps 
to survive Mayan Culture” (Tedlock 1992: 453, see Perera 2001). Conversion 
dreams, dreams promoting a profound transformation of religious belief and identity, 
have been reported in many different cultural and religious traditions (see Bulkeley 
1995, Lohmann 2001, 2007, Davis and Rambo 2009). Also the medical dimensions 
have been highlighted as dreams can be influential when a person becomes ill and 
shamans often use dreams in order to do a diagnose as well as in the healing 
process (Domhoff 1985: 9, see Hirst 2005). 
 
Another early critique of Tylor’s intellectualist approach was presented by Lévy-Bruhl 
(1910) who forcefully argues that dreams and dream interpretation were social and 
cultural phenomena, “facts” which provide authoritative knowledge and not illusions 
or misconceptions of reality (Lohmann 2007: 35). He initiates to study the social 
principles that confirm different thought systems and prefigured the way to cultural 
relativism. He stresses not the similarities but the differences between primitive and 
modern thinking. According to him only scientific theorizing is abstract enough to be 
free of emotion and therefore of mystical and pre-logical proclivities (Lévy-Bruhl 
1910: 382). Progress and evolution in cognition requires the filtering out of the 
emotional elements that influence primitive perceptions (ibid. 380-1, cited from Segal 
2012: 191).  
 
Malinowski (1925) challenges the widely held idea, especially propagated at that time 
by Wundt, that people are dominated by a fear of death by indicating there exists 
also a belief in immortality that speaks of a universal denial of death (Robben 2004: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
“special dreamers“, receive in their dreams explanations from catastrophes from their gods and 
ancestors and tend to view any form of catastrophe being caused by nature or society as a 
punishment for the Mapuche`s deviation from the traditional behaviour. The shamans receive specific 
instructions about the management and performance of rituals to appease the anger of the gods and 
ancestors. Because the Mapuche live in an area known for intense seismic activity and other natural 
disasters, the shamans’ activity in their role as special dreamers is rather often called for. Although 
Mapuche shamans do not have a permanent position in the political organization of their communities, 
their participation at times of stress is important because through their dreams they provide the divine 
rules according to which the leaders keep the tribal law functioning-rules that define traditional and 
ideal behaviour (Nakashima Degarrod 2004: 94).  
45 The narration and interpretation of dreams and visions has long validated Mayan traditional religion 
and worldview. Beginning in the 1950s, Protestant evangelicals and a sect within the Roman Catholic 
church made direct attacks on Mayan dreaming and dream interpretation as a form of pernicious 
paganism. This resulted in political factionalism within many Mayan communities as ambitious young 
men reported and acted upon radically new dream imagery. More recently, following a massive civil 
war and a counterinsurgency attack on Mayan communities by the Guatemalan military, the narration 
and interpretation of dreams and visions has facilitated an innovative reinterpretation of Mayan 
traditional religion and world view (Tedlock 1992: 453). 
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2). Malinowski (1926) argues that “…. the binding force of economic obligations lies 
in the sanction which either side may invoke to sever the bonds of reciprocity“ 
(Malinowski 1926: 46). It is the “threat“ that partners will break the giving chain and 
concludes that the principle of reciprocity “was the foundation of Melanesian social 
order” (Yann 2005: 250). In a similar vein, Fortes (1949) emphasises the “political 
function of exchange and reciprocity”, especially the formal exchange of gifts 
between affines, in maintaining social equilibrium between potentially conflicting 
sectors in Tallensi society in Africa (ibid). Inspired by Malinowski’s (1926) work, Firth 
(1959) argues that the concept of reciprocity (locally called utu) is a fundamental 
drive to action among the Maori who attach great importance to the notion of 
“compensation” or “equivalent return” (Firth 1959: 412.).  
 
Firth (1959) also offers the most detailed and influential criticism of Mauss’s (1925) 
treatment of the Maori notion of “hau”. According to Firth, Mauss misinterprets the 
“hau” by imputing active qualities to it, which Maori people do not recognise; he also 
confuses the “hau” of the gift with the “hau” of the giver; and finally, he neglects the 
third party in a given transaction, which is crucial to comprehend the original meaning 
of the “hau” (see Firth 1959: 419–20, cited from MacCormack 1982: 287). He prefers 
secular explanations of reciprocity. According to him “the fear of punishment sent 
though the hau of goods is indeed a supernatural sanction, and a valuable one, for 
enforcing repayment of a gift”, but the main reasons for the return lies for Firth (1959) 
as Mauss (1925) also mentioned, “in social sanctions” (Firth 1959: 421). People wish 
to maintain power, prestige and useful economic relations. This he reasons, “do[es] 
not require any hypothesis of recondite beliefs to explain” (Firth 1959: 421).  
 

“The nineteenth century saw in primitive religions two peculiarities, which 
separated them as a block from the great religions of the world. One was 
that they were inspired by fear, the other that they were inextricably 
confused with defilement and hygiene. Almost any missionary or 
traveller’s account of a primitive religion talks about the fear, terror or 
dread in which its adherents live. The source is traced to beliefs in 
horrible disasters, which overtake those who inadvertently cross some 
forbidden line or develop some impure condition. And as fear inhibits 
reason it can be held accountable for other peculiarities in primitive 
thought, notably the idea of defilement” (Douglas 1966: 1). 

 
Douglas (1966) major aim “to dismantle intellectual barriers assumed to distinguish 
“them” from “us” and take “on the task of vindicating the so-called primitives from the 
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charge of having a different logic or method of thinking” (Douglas 1992: 3). Moderns, 
the argument went, follow a line of reason from effects back to material cause, 
primitives follow a line from misfortune to spiritual beings. To uphold formally that 
their thought in itself is different is beset with difficulties. But informally a strong 
implicit bias holds us to that position, “unless we can show that the political use of 
natural dangers is with ourselves as well as with others” (Douglas 1992: 3-4). She 
(1966) showed that the famed primitive concepts of taboo and pollution were 
universal – “the universal cognitive block against matter out of place” as all societies 
try to avoid dirt and control disorder (Fardon 1999: 85). Mary Douglas is considered 
to be the “most interesting living Durkheimian“ (Bellah 2005b: 195) because she 
(1966) used Durkheim’s distinction between sacred and profane in order to show a 
universal cognitive principle:  
 

“Religious ideas depended on the active separation of antithetical 
domains, a separation that in turn implied a system of classification … 
classification underwrites all attempts to co-ordinate activities; anything 
that challenges the habitual classifications is rejected” (Fardon 1999: 91).  

 
Douglas (1966) notes that modern ethnographers do not portray members of 
primitive societies to be dominated by fear. This attitude does not distinguish “them” 
from “us”. Also, pollution beliefs are not specific to primitive societies. Why are 
pollution beliefs universal? Because they offer two ends: 1) they offer a strong 
language of mutual coercion that people may use to cajole one another into line, and 
2) some pollutions are used as analogies for expressing a general view of the social 
order (ibid. 3).  
 
The link between events and the varying processes by which blame is attached is 
also called “the forensic model of danger” (Douglas 1992: 7, see Douglas and 
Wildavsky 1982). In this view there is no difference between the modern concept of 
risk and traditional taboos, both can be labelled dangers but “ the slope is tilted in the 
reverse direction, away from protecting the community and in favour of protecting the 
individual” (Douglas 1992: 8). The selection of dangers is in both societies, traditional 
and modern, a political act because it is a “normal strategy for protecting a particular 
set of values belonging to a particular way of life … shared confidence and shared 
fears, are art of the dialogue on how best to organize social relations” (ibid.). The 
selection process corresponds to different cultural biases, values, world view, political 
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cultures and is functional in that they sustain one of these ways of lives and degrade 
the other (Wildavsky and Dake 1990: 43).  
 
All cultural classification systems have anomalies, things that do not fit, and 
ambiguities, things that may fit in more than one category, hence are considered with 
anxiety and are therefore handled as threatening or risky. Anomalies can negatively 
be just ignored and positively a new reality is created in which this anomaly has a 
place. Individuals can change their scheme of classification, but they are always 
influenced by the system which they are part. Hence, culture means for her in this 
context “the standardized values of a community, has to make provision for the 
elements that do not fit into shared classificatory schemes” (Douglas 1966: 38). 
Therefore, ambiguous and anomalous events are treated in various ways. They can 
be settled by definite reclassification (often confirmed by a ritual), controlled 
physically, labelled dangerous, or ambiguous symbols can be used “to call attention 
to other levels of existence “(ibid.)  
 
 

3.3.2.3. Embodied Rituals 
 
Besides animism, another central and defining feature of traditional belief and action 
systems have been ritual that at the same time may have been considered as a 
central act in the generation of solidarity and reciprocal obligations. This section goes 
on to follow Douglas’s (1966) reasoning, and considers also that her background 
refers to Durkheim, and how the concept was further elaborated by Rappaport’s 
writings.  
 
Douglas (1966) concludes “if uncleanness is matter out of place, one must approach 
it through order” (ibid. 40). She tries to show that “ rituals of purity and impurity serve 
to contain disorder, to support and bolster social ties, to create unity in experience” in 
particular cultural settings (Douglas 1966: 2). Purification and healing rituals have 
one thing in common: they are both body rituals. The human body, she suggests, is a 
“natural symbol” for the social group, a human whole made up of interlocking parts 
(Douglas 1970: 12). Once again, she addresses the condition of a common, human, 
“we”:  
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“Most symbolic behaviour must work through the human body…The 
human body is common to us all. Only our social condition varies. The 
symbols based on the human body are used to express different social 
experiences” (Douglas 1970: vii).  
 

Douglas placed particular emphasis on such rituals. In rituals concerning the body, 
she claims it will be used literally and figuratively to reflect the social body and its 
concerns. The body has internal and external boundaries and systems: it is a largely 
closed system that must nevertheless interact with its environment in order to 
survive. The social body is very similar. But “all margins are dangerous….Any 
structure of ideas is vulnerable at is margins” (Douglas 1966: 121). She (1966) gives 
the example of the Coorgs, a Hindu caste living in a mountainous region in India, 
who take great care in policing their body boundaries, treating the body as if it were a 
“beleaguered town, every ingress and exit guarded for spies and traitors” (ibid: 123). 
For the Coorgs the most dangerous pollution is anything that issues from body and 
hence do not allow to re-enter it. Their culture itself is isolated, having only 
occasional contact with the world around it. Their obsession with policing the 
boundaries of their own bodies is mirrored in their anxiety about the contact that their 
community has with the outside, and the necessity of protecting the integrity, unity 
and survival of their minority group (ibid. 124). Margins and boundaries are liminal 
and dangerous and therefore needs to be controlled. Internal or externally 
disturbances that threatened the boundaries or the order of the social body are lived 
out in “body rituals”:  
 

“Rituals recognise the potency of disorder. In the disorder of the mind, in 
dreams, faints and frenzies, ritual expects to find powers and truths, which 
cannot be reached by conscious effort. Energy to command special 
powers of healing come to those who can abandon rational control for a 
time … The man who comes back from these inaccessible regions brings 
with him a power not available to those who have stayed in the control of 
themselves and of society” (Douglas 1973: 94-95). 

 
 
As previously noted, Douglas is influenced by the Durkheimian tradition. For 
Durkheim ritual is prior to “collective representations”, beliefs, and gives rise to it 
(Bellah 2005a: 184). Durkheim’s view of religion has often been regarded as a 
welcome alternative to Tyler’s. When Durkheim (2001/ 1912) wrote his work he faces 
the problem that the theories of Tylor and Spencer “have been the only attempts to 
explain rationally the origins of religious thought … Once we have understood the 
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inadequate of these traditional ideas, it will be clear that a new approach must be 
found” (Durkheim 2001/1912: 47-8). Dreams were possible only when people already 
had the idea of spirits, souls, a land of the dead; that is, only when religious 
development was relatively advanced (ibid. 54-55). His main problem was not to 
explain religion but to explain conceptual thought. He maintained the particular 
application of the functional, context-stressing method to concept. Concepts, as 
opposed to sensations, are only possible in a social context and that important, 
categorical concepts, on which all others depend, require ritual, if they are to be 
sustained (Gellner 1973: 22).  
 
The distinction between sacred (all that is collective) and profane (all that is 
individual) was central for his approach to religion that has been defined as “a unified 
system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set 
apart and forbidden" (Durkheim 1912/2001: 45). Profane things are constructed “from 
our sense data and experience, the ideas we have about them have as their subject-
matter unadulterated, individual impressions” (ibid. 95). Sacred subjects are those 
whose:  
 

“…representation society itself has fashioned, it included all sorts of 
collective states, common traditions and emotions, feelings which have a 
relationship to objects of general interest, and all of those elements are 
combined according to the appropriate laws of social mentality” (ibid.).  

 
The source for his distinction between the profane and the sacred can be found in his 
understanding of taboo (Jeffrey 2005: 84, see Pickering 1984: 114, Fish 2005: 64). 
His basic argument is that taboo is not a kind of technique but a kind of law. It is a 
religious prohibition legitimated by a power, called by Durkheim “sacredness” 
inherent to what is prohibited. Certain rules are too fundamental to be enforced by 
human agency or by human agency alone. The unchallengeable and infallible forces, 
says Durkheim, derive from society itself and in fact symbolize it. Their force is 
ultimately the force of society legislating over itself, or rather, over its members 
(Valeri 2000: 49-50). In his view, moral force is a social effect, and the response to 
“moral force is emotion, not physical” (ibid.). Moral forces are created by the 
collective performance of rites associated with the distinction between the sacred and 
the profane (ibid.). Durkheim refers to this moral force as forms of “collective 
effervescence”, collective sentiments, and thereby established the body as a source 
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of the symbolism through which social life is expressed (Jeffrey 2005: 214). For him 
human society comes into being and is regenerated by the intense arousal that 
occurs in rituals. Societies are bound together by solidarity that is generated by 
rituals that provides individuals with a store of cognition (ibid.).  
 
The most important book on ritual in recent years is Roy Rappaport’s “Ritual and 
Religion in the Making of Humanity” (1999), a book immersed in the Durkheimian 
anthropological tradition. The concerns of Rappaport`s (1999) book are two: to 
consider the nature of religion and to explore the place of religion in nature. The 
second sentence declared that it is, therefore, concerned with the very nature of 
humanity (Rappaport 1999: 406). Humanity is for him “a species that lives, and can 
only live, in terms of meanings it must construct in a world devoid of intrinsic meaning 
but subject to physical law” (ibid. 1). Meanings are created through religious 
behaviour and are necessary in order to survive and to cope with the world. He is 
one of the leading theorists who treads religious behaviour as socially and ecological 
adaptive.  
 
Like, Durkheim, Rappaport (1999) put forward the position, though contestable, that 
ritual is “humanity’s basic social act” (Bellah 2005b: 208). Where Tylor, and Frazer 
view ritual as the “application” of belief, and where Douglas, like Turner, and Geertz 
view ritual as the “expression” of belief, Rappaport credits ritual with actually 
“creating” belief – where for the others ritual is at most the key part of religion, for him 
it is nearly the whole (Segal 2010: 391). Rappaport’s theory of religion is a theory of 
ritual: For him, ritual means religious ritual, and religion means ritual (Segal 2009: 
68). What changed over his career was not his equation of ritual with religious ritual 
and of religion with ritual but his analysis of ritual. His (1968) original, ecological 
approach, while never abandoned, was transformed into a formalist (1979), and then 
into almost metaphysical (1999) (ibid.).  
 
According to Rappaport (1968), the term “ritual” refers to the “performance of 
conventional acts explicitly directed toward the involvement of non-empirical or 
supernatural agencies in the affairs of the participants” (Rappaport 1968: 191). But 
the main functions (he explicitly confines himself to explaining the functions, not also 
the origin, see Segal 2009: 69) that he attributes to ritual are secular. They are its 
“social, demographic, nutritional, and ecological consequences” (ibid. 191-2). By 
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“consequences” he means unintended consequences, or effects. To use the terms 
made famous by Robert Merton, he, is concerned more with latent than with manifest 
functions (see Rappaport 1968: 323, cited from Segal 2009: 68). He focuses not on 
people’s beliefs but on the effect of their beliefs on their actions. The rituals have not 
merely ideological but physical effects. Contrary to Max, religious rituals improve 
lives materially (ibid.).  
 
Rappaport’s key conceptual and methodological insights, the ideas he used to 
explore the basic “contradiction between naturally constituted physical law and 
culturally constructed meanings” (Rappaport 1968: 241) by comparing and then 
contrasting the overlap and structure of “operational” and “cognized” environments 
were already well developed in his earliest writings (see Messer 2001: 6). The 
“operational model” is that which “the anthropologist constructs through observation 
and measurement of empirical entities, events, and material relationships”; the 
“cognized model” is the “model of the environment conceived by the people who act 
in it” (ibid. 238-242, see Rappaport 1979: 6). He highlights that the central problem 
for ecological anthropology is “…the relationship of these culturally constructed 
meanings and values to organic well-being and ecosystemic integrity” (cited from 
Messer 2001: 7). Although his (1968) study has been primarily concerned with the 
role ritual plays the material relations of the Tsembaga, it is nevertheless the case 
that they say that the reason why they perform their rituals to rearrange their relations 
with spirits, and for him it seems that in ecological studies of human groups these 
understandings must be taken into account (Rappaport 1968: 237).  
 
For him (1968) the function of ritual is ecological. The raising of pigs in abandoned 
gardens by the Tsembaga Maring farmers of New Guinea serves to clear the ground 
and make planting easier. The ritualistic killing of pigs keeps an increasing number 
from damaging the ground and making planting harder. The eating of pigs, which 
ordinarily happens only during rituals, provides protein to keep the people healthy: 
the ritual regulation of pork consumption by the Tsembaga makes an important 
contribution to a diet that maintains the population in adequate health at a high level 
of activity. In times of stress, such as war, pigs are killed and eaten to provide 
physiological reinforcement (Rappaport 1968: 87).  
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Beyond the rigour of the scientific analysis, the treatment of ritual as unifying human 
social and environmental relations set Rappaport (1968) apart from all the other 
ethnographic reports published up to that time. The identification of ritual as an 
important mechanism regulating peace and warfare, distribution of the regional 
population, and human’s sustainable use of domesticated and non-domesticated 
food resources was innovative. Another innovation was that the analysis did not try to 
specify whether local models of the natural world were “true” but only whether they 
were appropriate to maintain the ecosystem (Messer 2001: 8).  
 
In “Ecology, Meaning, and Religion” (1979) Rappaport at once continues the 
ecological analysis of his previous work (1968) and moves radically beyond it. The 
key essay in the collection is “The Obvious Aspects of Ritual”. Whereas previously he 
had concentrated on the function of ritual, he is now focusing on the form of the ritual. 
He tries to identify what turns ritual into a ritual by differentiating it from anything else. 
For example, ritual must be done in a precise manner, repeatedly, and at set times 
and locations (Segal 2010: 292). Rappaport (1979) considers adaptation to be the 
crucial function of all living, hence also of human socio-cultural systems. He wants 
this notion to be understood in the light of a “reformed” functionalism (Rappaport 
1979: 68) distinguished from older varieties by its attentiveness to cybernetic 
mechanism of systemic self-regulation, where “… wholeness, holiness, and 
adaptiveness are closely related if not, indeed, one and the same” (ibid. 234, cited 
from Fabian 1982: 205):  
 

“The definition of adaptation offered here implies, or even entails self-
regulation. Self-regulation depends upon a limited family of mechanisms. 
These include, first, “immutability”, in which some aspect or component 
of the system is held in what seems to be an absolutely invariant state. 
The clearest cases are probably religious propositions such as creeds, 
taken by those adhering to them to be eternally true. These have 
considerable importance in the self-regulation of human societies” 
(Rappaport 1979: 149). 
 
 

He insists that the concept of adaptation must take account of meaning, and he 
rejected the radical separation of objective causal explanation inspired by biology 
and the subjective interpretation of meaning inspired by the humanities (Rappaport 
1979: 157-8). Specifically, with respect to the interrelationship between the ideal and 
the material, he stated that:  
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 “The relationship, in fact, between information and meaning on the one 
hand, and matter and energy on the other, is so intimate and 
interdependent that it is an error to take either to be ultimate 
…“meaningfulness is experienced”, and experience has its locus in 
individuals” (ibid. 159).  
 

Although he placed great emphasis on the concept of adaptation drawn from biology, 
he vigorously opposed the biological determinism, of socio-biology and its intellectual 
offspring such as evolutionary biology, evolutionary psychology, behavioural ecology, 
and evolutionary ecology. He insisted on the distinctiveness of humanity based on 
language and the conceptions it makes possible, such as that of the sacred, and 
rejected a rationalistic emphasis on rationality with its economist logic focussing on 
natural selection necessarily conceived in cost-benefit terms (Csordas 2001: 228).  
 
Rappaport (1979: 169-70) follows Bateson (1972: 402-22) in suggesting,  
 

“that the linear structure of purposive, problem-solving consciousness is 
incapable of grasping the circular connectedness of living systems, and 
that explicit knowledge and rationality are insufficient tools for the 
sustainable management of ecological relations” (Hornborg 1996: 47).  

 
Both advocate a more holistic human involvement in the natural environment, which 
includes the engagement of unconscious aspects of the human mind, as in religion, 
ritual, and aesthetics. Both are explicitly concerned with discovering principles for 
providing human societies with greater capacities for self-regulation and for avoiding 
catastrophes (Hornborg 1996: 47).  
 
It was in the area of ritual as human vision and adaptive response that skip how 
Rappaport (1979) made contributions that weathered decades of debate (Bergman 
1975, Friedman 1974, Hallpike 1973, McArthur 1974, Peoples 1982) to become a 
fundamental in anthropology (Wiessner and Tumu 2001: 300). Friedman (1979) on 
the other hand seems to share no such hopes, and to distrust the regulatory 
significance of any cultural institutions that is not organised by conscious intention. 
For him their “religious solution” is “dangerous, to say the least” (Friedman 1979: 
266). Whereas Bateson (1972) and Rappaport (1979) consistently deal with human 
cognition and information processing as active aspects of evolutionary processes, 
Friedman’s (1979) objectivist approach to cycles of social transformation suggests 
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very little scope for human agency. Following Hornborg (1996) the paradox here is 
that in advocating social policies serving to realise local and/or cultural autonomy, 
Bateson (1972) and Rappaport (1979) emerge as the champions of conscious 
purpose, whereas it could be argued that Friedman’s (1979) fatalism at times 
assumes a religious dimension (Hornborg 1996: 48). Following Csordas (2001), it is 
clear that Rappaport was quite comfortable tacking back and forth between the 
theoretical poles of material and ideal. Despite the cybernetic nature of his thinking, 
there remained a dualism in his understanding of the relation between religion and 
material conditions. The dualism of mental and material is perhaps most readily 
evident in his distinction between cognized and operational models (Csordas 2001: 
228).  
 
His latest work, on the relationship between religion, society and ecology, has been 
judged a milestone in the anthropology of religion, and is a highly complex book (see 
Rosati 2009: 90). However, he suggests to perceives it as a treatise on ritual: on their 
internal logics, their truth and products and on its role in humanity’s evolution 
(Rappaport 1999: 3). In defining ritual, he developed an anthropological theory that 
he hopes will provide a better understanding of religion and the function of it in the 
evolution of humanity. For him (1999) from ritual comes the rest of religion: “religion’s 
major conceptual and experiential constituents, the sacred, the numinous, the occult 
and the divine, and their integration into the Holy, are creation of ritual” (Rappaport 
1999: 3). He defines ritual twice, first in a condensed form and then in its entirety. He 
begins with a terse definition of what he will take ritual to be: “the performance of 
more or less invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances not entirely encoded 
by the performers“ (Rappaport 1999: 24). He writes:  
 

“…. the performance of more or less invariant sequences of formal acts 
and utterances not entirely encoded by the performers logically entails 
the establishment of convention, the sealing of social contract, the 
construction of the integrated conventional orders we shall call Logoi …. 
the investment of whatever it encodes with morality, the construction of 
time and eternity; the representation of a paradigm of creation, the 
generation of the concept of the sacred and the sanctification of 
conventional order, the generation of theories of the occult, the evocation 
of numinous experience, the awareness of the divine, the grasp of the 
holy, and the construction of orders of meaning transcending the 
semantic“ (Rappaport 1999: 27).  
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His complex way of thinking is hard to summarise (see Segal 2009, 2010). He notes 
morality in ritualistic obligation and then concludes that ritual is the centre of social 
life, it “is the basic social act” (ibid. 138). Ritual not only ties human beings together 
but also the external world – a claim that harkens back to his earlier writings (1968). 
Above all, ritual, here only religious ritual, connects humans to the cosmos (Segal 
2009: 76). He embraces all of religious behaviour under the category of “The Holy”, 
that is composed of “the Sacred”, “the Numinous”, “the Occult” and “the Divine” that 
come together in Ritual (Rappaport 1999: 1). The Sacred is expressed in language, 
in (collective) discourse and it is logical. In contrast to the Sacred, the Numinous 
designates emotions and feelings. His treatment of the Numinous was described as 
the part where he defends in a “fiercely intellectual way” religious experience over 
and against pure reason (Lambek 2001: 250).  
 
Rappaport (1979) argues that with the loss of local self-sufficiency, there is also loss 
of homeostatic capacity (Rappaport 1979: 162). Thereby he identifies “all-purpose 
money” as one of the major causes of such maladaptive trends (ibid. 130-1, 167). 
The economic terms in which reference values are expressed “may be alien to an 
inappropriate for the systems being regulated” (ibid. 100). Another, but structurally 
related, source of maladaptation is the objectivism of modern science, a mode of 
knowledge construction which apotheosises facts and systematically destroy 
meanings (ibid. 128-30), and hence conclude that this decontextualized rationality of 
science or the world market is ill-suited to the task of deriving a sustainable livelihood 
from local ecosystems (Hornborg 1996: 50). Rappaport’s (1979) fear over the loss of 
local autonomy is shared by a growing number of anthropologists and development 
theorists.  
 
Both, Rappaport and Durkheim are aware that in modern times religion does not find 
a place in the leading institutions of society and “left instead as an irrational palliative 
for the growing mass of the world’s outsiders” (Hart 1997: xvi). Both, Rappaport 
(1999) in the last pages of his book and Durkheim (1912) in the Conclusion of “The 
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life”, refer to the difficulty yet necessity of ritual 
performance in the contemporary world. Rappaport refers to the “scepticism and 
cynicism” with regard to such matters today and Durkheim refers to the “moral cold” 
which he already experienced as current in his day. That seems to imply that 
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modernity entails a gradual erosion of the sacred as expressed in ritual (Bellah 
2005b: 195). He knows that:  
 

 “If the pattern of our own rotten century is repeated in the twenty-first, 
there will not be a twenty-second. This is because a pseudo-religion of 
money and commodity consumption is supervising the destruction of 
nature and society on a scale which is unsustainable in even the fairly 
short run” (Hart 1997: xvi). 

 
According to Durkheim the processes of modernization lead to the decline of 
traditional rituals and hence to the breakdown of traditional methods of social control 
and thereby to a weakening of social cohesion and solidarity (Pickering 2002: 100). 
This issue has famously been examined in his difference between mechanical and 
organic solidarity (1893,1897). As societies evolve from primitive to modern, the 
mechanical form of social solidarity shrinks and the organic from of social solidarity 
appears. Whereas in the former the society is internalized in the individual, in the 
latter, mainly through the forces of economic specialisation and the division of labour, 
the individual moves freely in society, acting in his or her self-interest and thereby 
becomes the most important element in the life of modern society. Whereas love 
provides the basis of mechanical solidarity, the division of labour leads to 
“competition in the struggle of power” (TenHouten 2007: 121-2), to stress, depression 
and anger that motivate suicide (see Fisher 1989). Also, Douglas is concerned about 
the declining value of ritual:  
 

“One of the gravest problems of our day is the lack of commitment to 
common symbols. If this were all, there would be little to say. If it were 
merely a matter of our fragmentation into small groups, each committed 
to its proper symbolic forms, the case would be simple to understand. 
More mysterious is a widespread, explicit rejection of rituals as such. 
Ritual is become a bad word signifying empty conformity” (Douglas 1970: 
1).  

 
Douglas (1970) identified what she called “anti-ritualism” with a specific ideology of 
modernity, and a certain version of the origins of modernity in the early modern, 
specifically in the Reformation. She notes three stages “in the move away from 
ritualism: First, there is the contempt of external ritual forms, second, there is the 
private internalizing of religious experience, third, there is the move to humanist 
philanthropy” (ibid. 7). With respect to the body, these embodied rituals no longer 
define modern existence. She claimed that the decline of ritual practices has robbed 
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modern individuals of a sense of belonging and purpose and it has the function of 
disconnecting the natural and the social body (Turner 2011b: 100).  
 
 

3.3.2.4. Emotional Reasoning as Pertaining to Social Action 
 
Since the 1970s anthropologists have explored the issue of emotions in different 
countries and societies (Barbalet 1998: 29-61, see Svasek 2005, Harding 2009, 
Davis and Spencer 2010, Gonz Lez 2012) and some scholars even proclaim “the 
birth of a new science of emotions” (Lindholm 2008: 34, see Knuuttila 2004) but 
many classical epistemological tensions - (materialism/idealism, 
positivism/interpretivism individual/culture, romanticism /rationalism) - may be 
spurned as “false or unproductive dichotomies”, but have helped to inspire 
anthropological debates about emotions (Lutz and White 1986: 406). The most 
prominent and central tension is that between “universalism” and “relativism” (ibid. 
408, see Russell 1991, Reddy 1997, Elfenbein and Ambady 2003). Universalists see 
emotions usually as invariant in its essence and distribution. Culturally variables of 
this universalistic feature, for example words used to express emotional states, are 
seen as a secondary phenomenon of basic emotions (e.g. Rosaldo 1984, Spiro 
1984). Relativists perceive emotions more as “a socially validated judgment” than as 
a pan-human ability. They try to translate emotional concepts and look upon the 
social context in which they find use (e.g. Lutz 1985, Quinn 1987, ibid.).  
 
Darwin (1872) argues that, “emotion expressions are evolved and adaptive” and 
“serve an important communicative function” (Hess and Hibault 2009: 120, see 
Ekman 2009). His book “The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals” (1872) 
is perceived to be one of the most important publications about emotions, as it has 
become the arena of the debate between social constructivists like Margaret Mead 
and Universalists like Paul Ekman. Both released an edition of this book, she in 1955 
and he in 1972/3. According to Ekman, Mead deformed his book beyond recognition 
by making the Universalist Darwin a confederate cultural relativist.  
 
Ekman put forward the argument that there are universal facial expressions or 
distinctive universal signals, but the numbers of basic emotions changed in his 
writings. In 1992, he announced six basic emotions (happiness, anger, disgust, fear, 
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sadness, surprise, see Plamper 2012: 195-206, 178). There is no agreement on what 
can be classified as basic emotions, for example Izard and Buechler (1980) lists ten: 
(1) interest, (2) joy, (3) surprise, (4) sadness, (5) anger, (6) disgust, (7) contempt, (8) 
fear, (9) shame/shyness, and (10) guilt (Izard and Buechler 1980: 168, cited from 
Wierzbicka 1986: 584).  
 
For Wierzbicka (1986) the possibility to identify a set of fundamental human emotions 
is “one of the most interesting and provocative ideas” that have been pronounced 
(Wierzbicka 1986: 584). If they are indeed universal, why are they expressed in 
English words? For example no single English word exists that can translate the 
Polish word “tesknot” (noun) and “tesknic” (verb). The potential translation in English 
is “homesick, miss, pine, nostalgia”, but all these words “differ from one another and 
from the Polish term as well” (ibid. 586-7). This does not mean that native English 
speakers cannot experience this feeling, but “the Anglo-Saxon culture as a whole has 
not found this feeling worthy of a special name” (ibid.). English terms of emotion 
constitute for her “a folk taxonomy, not an objective, culture-free analytical 
framework”(ibid.). She (1986) believes that the emotion terms available in a given 
lexicon provide an important clue to the speakers’ culture.  
 
A reasonable investigation by anthropologists would have been that they study how 
basic emotions are contracted or expanded by culture. Instead, “mostly for reasons 
of disciplinary ideology”, they argued against a universalistic approach in favour for a 
constructivist account (Lindholm 2008: 37). Prominent figures of the latter are 
Margret Mead and Ruth Benedict. In the 1960s a hermeneutic approach, 
spearheaded by Geertz (1965) supported constructivist investigations. In a serious 
fashion, he argued that “the Balinese have not emotions at all” (Geertz 1965: 399, 
see critic Wikan 1990, cited from Lindholm 2008: 37), and Briggs (1970) announced, 
“anger did not exist among the Alaskan Inuit” (ibid. 37). Briggs with “Never in Anger” 
provided the first monographic study about emotions and was not completely 
constructivist. The title of his book is misleading because in his writings he points out 
they Inuit definitely can feel anger, but they know how to suppress such feelings. To 
grow up means among them to acquire “ihuma”, which can be translated with 
“reason” and is expressed by emotional control (Plamper 2012: 106-112).  
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Another pioneer in anthropological research about emotions was Levy (1973, 1984) 
who worked in Tahiti and who concludes that, “the central tendencies named by 
various emotional terms are probably universal but that the borders of the categories 
may differ” (Levy 1973: 229). He made a distinction between social relevant 
(“hypercognized) and irrelevant (“hypocognized”) emotions. He started from the 
assumption that there are universal emotions but that the value of special emotions 
differs among societies. Like Brigs (1970), he was interested in the emotion of anger 
and both would agree that this is a social relevant one. But in contrast to the Inuit, 
among Tahitians the aim is not emotional control, but emotional release, as 
suppressed anger can lead to illness and ultimately to death (Plamper 2012: 113-6). 
Levy (1973) pointed out that in the description of emotions, the same set of 
metaphors is used. “Anger”, for example is without exception expressed in “terms of 
an increase in body heat, internal pressure”, and “people are “red hot” and “ready to 
burst” when they are “inflamed” with rage” (cited Lindholm 2008: 36). Cognitive 
anthropologists found that there is a noticeable cross-cultural correlation in the 
colours used to describe numerous basic emotions (ibid.).  
 
Both, Universalists and relativists defend weaker or stronger versions of their 
position. For example, many relativists acknowledge universal aspects in their study 
of emotions, like “in the types of situations associated with them” (Lutz and White 
1986: 406). A basic tenet of emotional theory during the 1970s was that there are 
some basic emotions but can be expressed differently in cultures and contexts 
(Plamper 2012: 116). Cognitive and ideological approaches differ in their focus on 
conceptual as opposed to social processes in the development of emotional 
meaning, but both analyse “emotional understanding as pertaining to social 
situations” (Lutz and White 1986: 420). Those cultural situations are either termed 
“prototypic event sequences” (e.g. Quinn 1987), or “cultural scenarios of situated 
action” (e.g. Rosaldo 1984, Schieffelin 1976, 1983) (ibid.). Both perceive emotions as 
guiding social action and are therefore not abstract or symbolic formulations, but 
“arise in social situations and carry implications for future thought and action” (ibid., 
see too Izquierdo and Johnson 2007, White 2010).  
 
 
Example 1: “song” - justified anger – for eating alone 
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Lutz (1988) is one of the most prominent constructivist theoretician in the 
anthropological field of emotions. She favoured to understand emotions as an 
ideological practice. She thereby focused also on the question of how “cultural 
understandings of an emotion related to “anger” are evident, realized in and shaped 
by … everyday social practices” (Lutz 1990: 204). According to her view the notion of 
“song” (“justifiable anger”) among the Ifaluk have “both moral and ideological forces 
in social live” (ibid.). In contrast to the prevalent western view, where anger is 
primarily an anti-social emotion, among the Ifaluk it serves to mobilise socialisation 
and is an agent for their reproduction: “to become justifiable angry” is to advance the 
possibilities for peace and wellbeing on the island, for it is to identify instances of 
behaviour that threaten the moral order” (ibid. 206).  
 
The event sequences behind “song” are: 1) there is a value default, 2) someone 
makes it public, 3) who simultaneously claims reprobation, 4) the offender feels fear 
or anxiety – “metagu” - to that anger. 5) The offender corrects his or her doing. When 
offenders experience “metagu” - which can be brought on also by other 
circumstances than song - it leads them to behave more calmly and appropriately 
and it also often leads them to take some corrective action like apologizing, paying a 
fine levied by the chiefs, or sending some object of value to the aggrieved parties or 
their families. This causes those experiencing “song” to “forget their justifiable anger” 
(Lutz 1988: 175, 1990: 207).  
 
The most striking features of Ifaluk values are their emphasis on cooperation, 
nonaggression and sharing (Lutz 1982: 114). While every person can declare song, 
the use of it is strongly associated with Ifaluk’s chiefs. The “most frequent contexts” in 
which song is declared is “when someone had failed to live up to their obligation to 
share with others” (e.g. cigarettes, food, labour children) (Lutz 1990: 209-10). 
According to her “the anticipation” of song “of others is the explicit motivation for 
sharing” (ibid.). Ifaluk’s values and their behavioural expressions are in her view 
connected to a disastrous environment that is shaped by periodic devastations by 
typhoons. They thereby “contribute to survival” (Lutz 1982: 114).  
 
She (1988) notices that “typhoon stories” are often told among the Ifaluk. These 
stories build around their central values and emotion, sharing and “song”:  
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“People tell of the entire village’s gathering together to eat whatever food 
can be caught or salvaged after the storm’s devastation. The stories draw 
an image of one coconut being split open by the chief and divided into 
minuscule but equal proportion for the survivors” (Lutz 1988: 161).  

 
Included in these stories are sequences of harsh punishments for those who were 
eating alone. For example, the offender had to sit for a fairly long time in the direct 
sunlight, in a circle drawn in the earth (ibid.).  
 
“Song” plays also an important factor in the socialisation process. From time to time 
parents have to announce their “song” so that children have the possibility to learn 
the difference between right and wrong behaviour. According to Lutz (1990), song 
will not have the same effect without experiencing “metagu” (fear/anxiety.). There 
exists no agreement on how the sudden influx of cash in the island transforms their 
mood of thinking, feeling and acting. As an example, Lutz (1990) makes notice about 
a young couple. He was working for the government hence earned a good amount of 
money. She became pregnant and wanted to give birth in a hospital on Yap. Her aunt 
and her uncle came along with her to Yap for a stay that lasted for several months. 
During their stay, the uncle requested for several times money from the younger men 
for cigarettes and foodstuff, who provided him in return with cash. After some time 
the younger men stopped giving the older one money. At this point, both parties 
declared their private song. The younger men appealed that the older couple had 
enough money hence should not ask for more. The older couple announced that they 
took care of the younger wife, hence can claim an equivalent. Both parties were 
appealing to proper behaviour principles to which Ifaluk traditionally describes:  
 

“On the one hand, this includes the idea that one should not ask for 
something which one already has in abundance, and, on the other, the 
expectation that there be reciprocity in relations with others such that one 
party to an exchange should not feel exploited or “tired” in their efforts” (Lutz 
1990: 212-3).  

 
If cash had not been involved, the issue would have been much clearer: The younger 
would have followed their duty to share any abundance with the older couple. The 
older couple would have been only in the position to declare their song, in case that 
the younger couple would have refused to share their affluence (ibid.).  
 



! 122!

Many ethno-psychological studies have relied on Lutz’s (1988) approach and 
perceived emotions among traditional societies not as a private feeling or inner 
sensation (Lakoff and Koveeses 1987) but as a consequence to special contexts and 
in terms of formal responsibilities: “a person will always feel x when another person 
does y” (Lindholm 2008: 39).  
 

3.3.2.5. Empathy – Another Way of Emotional Reasoning 
 
The concept of “empathy” (“feeling-into” from German “Einfühlung”; from Greek “en 
pathos” meaning “in suffering/passion” and “sympathy” see Titchener 1909, Wispé 
1986, 1990, 1991) has a long tradition in anthropology as a method for ethnographic 
research and becomes popular as a theoretical concept (Gieser 2008: 307-8, see 
Gronseth and Davis 2010). Hollan & Throop (2011) refers to empathy as a way of 
reasoning, defined as:  
 

“ … a type of reasoning in which a person emotionally resonates with the 
experience of another while simultaneously attempting to imaginatively view 
a situation from that other person’s perspective” (Halpern 2001: 85, Hollan 
& Throop 2011: 3).  

 
Since the discovery of so-called “mirror neurons”, scholars in a variety of disciplines 
(including philosophy, medicine, psychotherapy, evolutionary science, and 
neuroscience) have aimed to explore and explain “empathy”. Despite these 
increasing interests, the cross-cultural study of “empathy in context, as part of 
ongoing, naturally occurring behaviour” received little attention, especially in 
anthropology (Hollan & Throop 2011: 3).  
 
In Halpern’s (2001) view empathy is a type of understanding that is cognitive and 
emotional (Halpern 2001: 91-2). Although empathy usually entails an emotional 
resonance between the empathizer and the object of empathy, it also is 
characterized by the maintenance of a clear cognitive and experiential boundary 
between the two, such that the empathizer can always distinguish between his/her 
own thoughts and feelings and those of the other. For some, this is what 
distinguishes empathy from sympathy, compassion, or some form of emotional 
contagion. Further, many formal definitions of empathy emphasize its “moral 
neutrality,” that is, “the fact that it can be used to hurt others as well as to help them” 
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(Hollan 2012: 71), but a few, such as De Waal (2009), imply that it is an essentially 
altruistic impulse or response, unless or until it is suppressed or inhibited in some 
way (De Waal 2009: 115–117).  
 
De Waal (2009) conceives of empathy as an evolved response of approach and 
concern for others. The response begins with an emotional resonance between the 
potential empathizer and a fellow, followed by the empathizer’s perspective taking on 
the other’s situation. It is the perspective taking that enables the empathizer, under 
certain circumstances, to provide a helping or care-taking gesture. Although De Waal 
(2009) emphasizes how fast and automatic this response is, he at the same time 
argues, sometimes in a somewhat contradictory way, that it is also easily shaped and 
moulded by social cues, such that it is generally targeted towards the welfare of 
“family, friends, and partners” (ibid. 115). According to him we can learn to inhibit or 
override the automatic nature of the empathic response, in the same way that we can 
learn to control the otherwise automatic nature of our respiration (ibid. 79), and we 
can also learn to “regulate it at its very source by means of selective attention and 
identification”:  
 

“… even though we identify easily with others, we don’t do so 
automatically. For example, we have a hard time identifying with people 
whom we see as different or belonging to another group. We find it easier 
to identify with those like us—with the same cultural background, ethnic 
features, age, gender, job, and so on—and even more so with those close 
to us, such as spouses, children, and friends” (ibid.).  

 
He then suggests that just as “identification” can release the empathic process, “the 
absence of identification closes that door” and turns off or inhibits the response 
(ibid.). This illustrates nicely for Hollan (2012) not only how complex the empathic 
process is thought to be - involving responses that ostensibly are both highly 
automatic and sensitive to social context - but also demonstrates the conceptual 
slippage that can occur between what he have referred to as “basic” and “complex” 
empathy (Hollan 2012: 72). He follows Stueber (2006), for whom, “basic empathy” 
entails all those sensory and perceptual mechanisms that allow us to determine “that” 
another person is angry, sad, elated, or in some other emotional or intentional state. 
“Reenactive empathy” what is termed by Hollan (2012) as “complex empathy” refers 
to:  
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 “...all other cognitive, emotional, and imaginative capacities that allow us to 
use our own first-person, folk psychological knowledge and experience as 
actors to model and understand the experience of others” (Hollan 2012: 71).  

 
Importantly this concept points to the historically and culturally influenced nature of 
empathic knowledge and awareness. For Hollan (2012) this distinction between basic 
and complex empathy is important because it shits light on the intricate empathic 
process and on how basic empathic capabilities are influenced by specific moral and 
social contexts. Further empathy is perceived to be not an issue of “mind-reading“ as 
understood in Western notions, but can be also “expressed by an action-
performance“ (see Wassmann and Funke 2013: 237-40):  
 

“… in more socially oriented locales, attachment leads to empathy as 
enacted: giving of service … to one’s own group and though ceremonies, 
feast and festivals to other groups. Indeed, enacted empathy is the 
constitutive practice of what Mauss calls “gift economics“ (Mageo 2011: 
76).  

 
 
Example 2: “ramkandiar“ – watching others and being watched 
 
Posser (2011) investigates the realm of empathy or “emotional reasoning” among the 
Bosmun of northeast Papua New Guinea. The discussions of empathy often assume 
a primary condition of separateness that is to be overcome. According to Posser 
(2011) in Bosmun understandings of intersubjectivity, emotional permeability is 
thought to be possible between people who belong to the same food-sharing realm. 
She argues that, “long-term sharing of food amongst the members of kin groups 
creates mutual trust, which in turn opens people’s hearts and minds” (Posser 2011: 
169). People who share food feel justified in inquiring into their ‘consociated’ lives 
and hence should not hide their feelings from one another. One’s emotional 
consociates are usually people related by kinship ties. However, trust is not 
something that automatically exists between kin members. Kin relations are severed 
if they are not maintained by proper food ways (ibid.). She refers to “ramkandiar” 
which is at the core of Bosmun empathy and a particular code of conduct and the 
most essential and compulsory skill in regulating interpersonal relationships. She 
refers to “ramkandiar” as “watching others and being watched” (ibid. 177). “Nadiar” is 
a term used to describe any positive behaviour quality. “Ramkandiar” is on one level 
connected to the ability of “sight”, since “ramak” means “eye” and hence refers to 
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visual perception. Blind people, however, might also have “ramkandiar” as long as 
they are capable of sensing others physical and emotional dispositions (ibid.). 
According to her, it deals directly with food and emotion. Bosmun men and women 
are deeply concerned with the idea of helping others. The major “tool “ for 
externalizing this idea is the sharing of food (ibid: 169). Bosmun social, emotional 
and bodily well-being is inextricably connected to whether a person has enough food 
to consume, share and distribute amongst others (ibid. 175). She argues that food is 
indeed “the key symbol in the Bosmun cultural logic” (ibid. 176).  
 
 

3.3.2.6. Conviviality 
 

“A focus upon conviviality and “aesthetics of community” sheds 
considerable light upon indigenous social, economic and political life, 
especially as the ethnographic gaze converges increasingly on the ethical, 
the aesthetic, emotion talk, and styles of relating and speaking” (Overing 
2000: xi).  

 
Overing (2000) proposes that Amazonian society can be best explained as organized 
around a principle of “conviviality”, which is for Amazonian peoples an intrinsic ethical 
and aesthetic value. She relies in her understand of “conviviality” on Ivan Illich (1973) 
and on an ancient Greek understanding: “friendship and playfulness in personal 
relations” (Overing 2000: xiii). The contributors of this book look at more negative, 
community-threatening situations like fighting, illness, death, antisocial affective 
states – anger-jealousy, loneliness and at the ways and strategies that entail the 
avoidance of negative emotions. Both are considered to be integral to the creation 
and maintenance of conviviality (ibid. xiv). 
 
 
Example 3: Never be in “ni preai“ – in social and physical pain 
 
Alès (2000) explores how the Yanomami, achieve conviviality, in order to unfold an 
important facet of their sociality other than the fighting and bellicosity for which they 
have for so long been famously caricatured. Yanomami people pay considerable 
attention to each other’s feelings and psychological states (Alès 2000: 134). Each 
person strives systematically to make his or her relatives “feel well and happy“ (“pufi 
toprao“ – vital principle glad). The states they contrast with “being happy“ are those 
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of “sadness“, and “anger“, both expressed by the single formula, “pufi hushuo“ (vital 
principle sad-angry), a serious condition to be in. The “pufi“ as a vital principle, or 
“soul“, is the centre simultaneously of one’s motoric system, physiology, senses, 
emotions and thought (ibid. see too Kidd 2000, Rivière 2000, Rosengren 2000). 
Thus, “when someone feels sad or angry, the whole community is affected and as a 
result mobilises on the unhappy individual’s behalf” (ibid.). Each co-resident feels 
obliged to behave in such a manner as to calm the affected person, in order to 
enable him or her to become reintegrated with a “balanced state of tranquillity” 
(“ononwe”). The aim is that he or she regains the “beautiful soul” (“pufi riyehewe” vital 
principle beautiful) that they have lost. The members of the community must help the 
person return to their state of health, happiness and propriety. He or she must 
emerge from the affective state of “bad soul” which is a state of sickness, anxiety and 
hostility. An enraged person has to regain a “quit soul” that is neutral and free of 
anger, a “pufi okewe” (soul neutral – neutral contextually taking the sense of safe, 
inefficient, insipid, non-aggressive). The main idea is that one should not be suffering 
and in pain, “ni preai”, nor should one allow a co-resident to remain in such a state 
(ibid. 135). Since the term “ni preai” designates both emotional and physical pain, it 
applies to a wide semantic domain (see ibid. 135-149), but the general rule of thumb 
is to prevent a person from becoming “ni preai”, and this concern underlies “most of 
the economic activities” (ibid.). There is a strong desire to prevent suffering, and they 
make judgments about the validity of actions in terms of the predictability of suffering 
(ibid.). According to Alès (2000), solidarity is largely constructed in such a way as to 
defend the group against the transgressions and attacks of neighbours. It is 
euphemistic to describe the Yanomami as very affectionate and sensitive. The 
“excess of love”, is inseparable from the diametrically opposite excess of “anger” and 
the violence which ensues when something bad happens to one’s kin people and 
friends (ibid. 148). Therein lies, so Alès (2000), the explanation for their resource to 
the retaliation system:  
 

“In such a formal complex of strong passions and emotions, to manifest 
their amity to those closest to them, they have of necessity to manifest 
hate towards their enemies so as to demonstrate their willingness to fight 
and kill for a kinsperson or ally” (ibid.).  

 
 
Example 4: “waxok“ 



! 127!

Kidd (2000) illustrates how the Enxet make salient use of “emotion words” to explain 
their own behaviour and social relation. Key on their thinking is the dichotomy 
between “love” and “hate” (Kidd 2000: 129). Besides the fact that these words 
express affective states, they also reflect an “aesthetic of practise and appropriate 
behaviour” which is learnt in childhood through a process of constructing a 
knowledgeable “waxok”, the organ of the body that is the social centre of the person 
– but meaning is dependent on factors such as context and the perspective and 
motives of the speaker (Kidd 2000: 129). For example, the “voluntary sharing of food 
with others is a clear expression of love” and is, in fact, said to be a thought in other 
words, “a mentioning of one’s waxok” (ibid. 118, see also Kidd 1999: 192). He 
highlights, “their understanding of why they act as they do” and this is connected to 
their idea of the “waxok” that forms part of one’s being and that is both “intensely 
private and inherently social” (ibid.). They maintain that both appropriate and 
inappropriate social behaviour can be declared by the (meta-) physical condition of 
the “waxok”:  
 

“…this waxok-centred combination of thinking and feeling … enables the 
Enxet to act appropriately and which, ultimately, guides them as they 
strive to generate sociality and engender tranquillity” (Rappaport and 
Overing 2000: 226).  

 
 

3.3.3. Explanations in a stable environment 
 

3.3.3.1. Chronic Underproduction 
 
Until the 1960s, anthropologists generally considered that hunter-gatherers live a 
precarious life, barely escaping starvation by foraging widely for scarce resources. 
The lack of political hierarchy characterised in most hunter-gatherer societies was 
therefore seen to be a natural consequence due to their lack of material wealth and 
the need to be constantly on the move. In the 1960s however, some startling data 
were obtained which turned this view upside-down, leading to the conclusion that 
egalitarianism among hunter-gatherers was politically contrived. Observation of three 
weeks foraging at two aboriginal camps in northern Australia revealed that the 
average length of time each person devoted per day to the acquisition and 
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preparation of food was only four to five hours. People stopped foraging when they 
had obtained enough for the time being (Layton 1977: 33). 
 
Sahlins (1972) states that, “there may be two possible courses to affluence. Wants 
may be “easily satisfied” either by producing much or desire little“ (Sahlins 1972: 2). 
Hunter-gathers follow the latter route, and sacrifice the accumulation of wealth for the 
accumulation of free time and the enjoyment of sufficient material plenty to meet their 
meagre wants. In this view, hunter-gatherers are not in a constant struggle for 
existence. As he points out, hunter-gathers often succeed in finding enough food 
when in bad times others around them are starving. More generally:  
 

“The world’s most primitive people have few possessions, but they are not 
poor. Poverty is not a certain small amount of goods, nor is it just a relation 
between means and ends; above all it is a relation between people. 
Poverty is a social status. As such, it is the intention of civilization. It has 
grown with civilization, at once as an invidious distinction between classes 
and more importantly as a tributary relation – that can render agrarian 
peasants more susceptible to natural catastrophes than any winter camp 
of Alaskan Eskimo“ (Sahlins 1972: 37-8).  
 

He proposed the “domestic mode of production“ as characteristic of hunter-gatherer 
and other societies that he claimed were organized by a “production for use“ strategy 
that resulted in “chronic underproduction“ (Sahlins 1972: 86). He argued that the 
family was the unit that produced food for use and that when needs were met 
production ceased:  
 

“The DMP (domestic mode of production) harbours an anti-surplus 
principle. Geared to the production of livelihood, it is endowed with the 
tendency to come to a halt at that point. Hence if “surplus“ is defined as 
output above the producer’s requirements, the household system is not 
organized for it. Nothing within the structure of production for use pushes it 
to transcend itself. The entire society is constructed on an obstinate 
economic base, there on a contradiction, because unless the domestic 
economy is forced beyond itself the entire society does not survive“ 
(Sahlins 1972: 86).  

 
In our consumer society, affluence in considered in terms of the possession of things, 
the endless accumulation of material products. In contrast, one streaking feature of 
the “original affluent societies” is their structure of underproduction, or production of 
livelihood. By this, he means that domestic mode of production societies used their 
own labour, their technological means, and their natural resources very 
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conservatively. They simply did not exploit their labour, technology, or natural 
resources to the extent that they were capable of doing. Our global economy is 
synonymous with an era of mass starvation, associated with failing to meet most 
people’s basic needs. In hunter-gatherer societies the material needs of peoples 
within a domestic mood production were usually met (Carr 2000: 84). As he has put 
it, there is a Zen road to affluence: “Adopting the Zen strategy, a people can enjoy an 
unparalleled material plenty – with a low standard of living“ (Sahlins 1972: 1-2).  
 
In difficult seasonal circumstances, some households did not always meet their own 
modest “Zen” consumption requirements. If this was so, how can Sahlins defend the 
system as affluent? The answer lies in the system of “generalized reciprocity” that 
pertained at the level of the domestic group, especially with respect to the sharing of 
food. In the domestic mode of production, food sharing between haves and have-
nots was the key to the success of generalized reciprocity (ibid. 210-9). 
 
Also Sahlins (1972) challenged Mauss’s (1925) concept of the hau. He criticised his 
preoccupation with the spiritual significance of the “hau” and his neglect of its 
economic significance. According to him “hau“ is better understood as meaning 
“return on“, and Mauss notion of “spirit“ should be translated by the term “profit“, even 
when the term is economically and historically inappropriate to the Maori (Sahlins 
1972: 161): ”The meaning of hau one disengages from the exchange of taonga is as 
secular as the exchange itself. If the second gift is the hau of the first, then the hau of 
a good is its yield, just as the hau of a forest is its productiveness” (Sahlins 1972: 
160, cited from Yann 2005: 250). He refers to a religious ceremony “whinge haul” - “ 
a sacrificial repayment to the forest for the game bird taken” (ibid. 156) that has been 
overlooked by Mauss. In this ceremony, he finds a basic principle of everyday 
exchange. Priests bring an altar into the forest that inhibits the hau of the forest. This 
action aims to ensure that there remain enough birds in the forest for hunting (ibid.). 
In such an (profane moral) economy, the main obligation is the handling over the 
yield (productiveness) on any gift to the original donor: “… one man’s gift should not 
be another man’s capital …” (ibid. 160). In his view “the hau of the forest is its 
fecundity”, like “the hau of a gift is its material yield” and the benefits taken ought to 
be returned to their source, that it may be maintained as a source (ibid. 168). Shilliam 
(2013) summarises that in Sahlins (1972) view, “…the “hau” functions at a higher 
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level of understanding as an imperative to exploit the natural and social world in a 
sustainable fashion” (Shilliam 2013: 172).  

3.3.3.2. Cosmic System of Sharing 
 
Bird-David (1992) made a prominent critique by pointing out that Sahlins conflated 
two models: one ecological (covering labour time) and the other culturalist (covering 
needs and wants). She attacks his latent materialism in the emphasis he gave to 
work effort and favoured instead a more culturally aware approach that emphasizes 
emic understandings of the environment. In this view the environment “give” or 
“share” their resources with those who inhabit them. There is “a cosmic system of 
sharing which embraces both human-to human and nature-to-human sharing” and 
“the two kinds of sharing are constituents of a cosmic economy of sharing” (Bird-
David 1992: 30, see Bird-David 1998, 1990). While people may indeed draw an 
analogy between the relations with animals and plants activated in hunting and 
gathering, and the relations among human activated in sharing, it seems to Ingold 
(2000b) that these two sets of relations are, at a more fundamental level of principle, 
not just analogous but identical. This principle, which Ingold (2000b) maintains, 
inheres equally in the activities of sharing and in those of hunting and gathering, is 
that of “trust” which combines the principle of “dependency” and “autonomy” (Ingold 
2000b: 70-1).  
 
 

3.3.3.3. The Principle of keeping-while giving and inalienable possessions 

 
For Weiner (1992) it is more “the principle of keeping-while-giving”, as the “norm of 
reciprocity” that can explain the obligation to return a gift (Weiner 1992: 43.). She 
maintains:  
 

“What motivates reciprocity is its reverse - the desire to keep something 
back from the pressures of give and take. This something is a possession 
that speaks to and for an individual’s or a group’s social identity and, in so 
doing, affirms the difference between one person or group and another. 
Because the ownership of inalienable possessions establishes 
differences, ownership attracts other kinds of wealth” (Weiner 1992: 43). 

 
In a number of Essays (see 1980, 1992) she points to the need to turn away from 
analytical approaches that focuses on reciprocity, which is a Western concept of 
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receiving and giving. According to her norms of reciprocity should be analyzed as 
part of “a reproductive system” as “any society must reproduce and regenerate 
certain elements of value in order for the society to continue” (Weiner 1980: 71). 
These elements of value, inalienable possession, include material and immaterial 
dimensions (ibid.). They are according to her at the same time both, one of the most 
forceful factors in undermining change while at the same time they “stand as the 
corpus of change” (ibid. 11). For example, local cosmologies (e.g. dreaming) provide 
an efficient source for inalienable possessions (ibid. 101).  
 
Godelier (1999) further advanced the insights of Weiner. The reproduction of society 
requires things that are given, sold, bartered, and those that “must be kept for good” 
(ibid. 34). Godelier’s (1999) problem is to understand why there are some things one 
sells, others one gives, and yet others that can be neither sold nor given, but that 
must be kept and transmitted. For him, it is clear that the reasons do not reside in the 
things themselves. The same object may successively be bought as a commodity, 
circulated in gift exchange, and ultimately hoarded in a clan treasure as a sacred 
object, and as such, withheld for a time from any form of circulation, market or non-
market (Godelier 1999: 19). For him “sacred objects” are “they are an ultimate 
testimonial to the opacity necessary for the production and reproduction of 
societies”(ibid. 33). Such an object is 
 

“…a material object that represents the unrepresentable, which refers men 
back to the origin of things and attests to the legitimacy of the comic and 
social order that replaced the primal time and its events… a ”material” 
synthesis of the imaginary and symbolic components present in the 
relations that organize real societies” (ibid. 32-3)46. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
46 The Baruya provided him with the example of a society that still practiced gift exchange (e.g. 
women) but that did not have potlatch. They produced also a sort of “currency-commodity” salt, which 
they bartered with neighbouring tribes for tools (e.g. weapons, feathers, etc.) that they did not produce 
themselves. But salt was never used as money within Baruya society – there it circulated in the form 
of gifts. Lastly there were sacred objects, which the Baruya treated with the utmost respect, the 
“kwaimatnie” – which are bundles containing objects that are never seen and that are wrapped in 
strips of red-colored bark, the color of the sun, owned by a certain number of clans, are used in the 
boys imitation ceremonies and presented as gifts from the gods to their ancestors, gifts they might not 
give to other human beings (ibid. 31). Inside the kwaimatnie are a black stone and a pointed bone 
from an eagle, the sun’s bird. The stone contained something of the powers of the “star” Venus, which 
is the metamorphosis of a woman given by their dream-time ancestors to propitiate the serpent 
Python, god of rain and master of thunder. The bull roarers are said to be objects that the Yimaka, 
forest spirits, formerly gave an ancestors of the Baryua and that are supposed to contain powers of 
death: the power to kill game or enemy warriors (ibid.). Thus in the sacred objects, which only a few 
men may touch or handle and which are the exclusive property of certain clans, are conjoined two 
types of powers: women’s powers, powers of life that men are supposed (imaginarily) to have 
expropriated; and men’s powers, those of death and war received directly from the forest sprites. But 
in the eyes of the Baruya, women still own the powers of which they were dispossessed by men, even 
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Godelier (1999) suggests, like Weiner (1992) that modern Western societies also 
have their “sacra”, e.g. in the form of a Constitution, which cannot be sold or gifted, 
but have to be transmitted to future generations (Hahn 2006: 221).  
 

3.3.3.4. Mortuary exchanges  
 
Weiner (1992, 1980) emphasizes the neglected role of women’s wealth objects in 
mortuary exchanges. Inspired by her breakthrough in the Trobriands a topic of the 
Second Kula Conference in 1981 was exactly mortuary rites. Damon and Wagner 
(1989) argue “no description of any single Massim society, and no understanding of 
the region as a whole, can approach completeness until these rituals are understood” 
(Damon and Wagner 1989: 3). And in fact, in most Massim societies the mortuary 
complex is the central cultural focus, which occupies a considerable part of people’s 
energy and resources. Damon touched in passing on a significant fact. He noted that 
secondary interment was formerly practiced throughout the region, but no longer is 
and “many of us learned little about it” (ibid. 10). (It was prohibited early in the 20th 
century by the colonial government). The very aspect that was at the front of the 
interest of Hertz and Malinowski has thus been obliterated. It seems also that the 
adoption of Christian beliefs about death, the soul and resurrection have confused or 
eroded many former indigenous conceptions (MacIntyre 1989). But still mortuary 
exchanges flourish. This means that mortuary rites carry out a number of other 
functions that are still pertinent to Massim populations (Liep 2007: 93).  
 
The contributions in Damon and Wagner (1989) relate the death rites of each of 
several islands to the kula cycle connecting them all. MacIntyre (1989) goes so far as 
to suggest that mortuary exchanges were the pattern and focus of all exchanges, 
both with the islands that she studies and beyond (MacIntyre 1989: 151). This 
perspective puts venerable institution of the kula, subject to so much controversy, in 
a new light, because it raises the possibility that the prominence that Malinowski saw 
in it may have been an artefact of the post contact situation. Throughout Melanesia, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
if they are no longer able to sue them. This is why men must resort to violence to separate the boys 
from the women’s world, and initiate them into the secrets of these powers they have appropriated 
from women. Baruya men justify this expropriation by telling how the first women did not use their 
powers for the good of society. They killed too much game, for instance, and caused many kinds of 
disorder. The men had to intervene and dispossess them of their powers to that society and the 
cosmos might be restored to order (ibid. 32). 
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colonial officers suppressed death rites, often involving secondary burial and 
exposure of corpses, because they found them repulsive, and condemned them as 
unhygienic. In the Trobriands, this suppression had already occurred by the time 
Malinowski arrived. Busy pioneering new techniques of direct observation, and 
perhaps already disposed to spurn “projective history”, Malinowski was in no mood to 
attempt reconstructions of what he could no longer see for himself. No doubt, this is 
the reason, so MacIntyre (1989), why he in the opening paragraphs of his early 
essay “Baloma: The Spirits of the Dead” (1916), causally dismiss the rituals of death 
as irrelevant to the study of Trobriand eschatology (Metcalf 1991: 113). Damon and 
Wagner (1989) do not take the same position, but they worry that it is now too late to 
assess the full significance of the rite (Damon and Wagner 1989: 15). Recent 
ethnography from Asia and Melanesia has described mortuary exchanges as 
elements in a much wider system of presentation. As Howell (1990) notes for the Lio 
of Flores, reciprocal relations may extend beyond the living to include ancestral 
spirits. “The exchanges take on cosmological significance, as more is involved than 
things, it is life itself that flows through them” (Metcalf 1991: 13).  
 
 

3.3.4. Despite of and due to a changing natural environment 
 
When in the late 1950’s the anthropologist Firth wrote his study about the impact of 
two cyclones on Tikopia, he noted that, “there are hardly any investigations by 
anthropologists of the sociology of such critical situations” (Firth 1959: 202, see 
Spillius 1957, Schneider 1957). Firth (1959) begins his account of the hurricanes by 
writing that whereas his prior research in Tikopia had concentrated on the “normal 
workings” of Tikopia society, in 1952-53 he was concerned with its “abnormal 
workings” (Firth 1959: 203). Thus, one of his central research questions during his 
research was: “How far did the conventions about things normally used as food 
continue to operate, or cease to be observed” (ibid. 78). With this question, Firth 
(1959) presents a pioneering analysis of the social dimensions of food and eating, a 
subject that has only really come into its own in anthropology within the past decade 
(Dove 2008: 24). While recognizing a demographic component in Tikopia’s 
population/food supply balance, he is sceptical of simple Malthusian interpretations 
e.g., of famine as “check“ on population (Firth 1959: 203-4). He is interested in 
strains on the social system “that are not simply nutritional“ and in the social 
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response that are “dictated by social rather than economic considerations“ (ibid. 77). 
He breaks new ground in his analysis of intra-community boundary and the function it 
plays in the response to disaster. He finds that whereas under duress the people of 
Tikopia did curtail the “sphere“ or scope of their food exchange obligations, they did 
not alter the formal “structure” of the obligations and the basic corporate structure of 
the society was maintained. Acknowledging that “there is variation among individuals 
in their response to pressures on their food supply”, he says that his interest lies in 
studying the persistence under these conditions of “characteristic Tikopia attitudes in 
the use of food“ (ibid.). He believes that his findings allow him to examine “the 
reactions of Tikopia as a social system“ (ibid.). Firth fails to find any serious 
disruption of conventions or norms:  
 

“It is evident that Tikopia social reactions to the famine involved elaborate 
adjustment. As a community they did not lose their identity and dissolve into 
a set of fiercely competing individuals struggling for food; they retained their 
corporate character, including elaborate interconnected series of 
ceremonial transactions. Conceding a great deal to the force of 
circumstances, they nevertheless managed to keep the great part of the 
structure of their institutions unimpaired; they made many organizational but 
few structural adaptations” (Firth 1959: 105). 

 
Also, Raymond Firth announced prominent critique against the structural-
functionalist approach. He called for a dynamic theory, and in order to 
understand change one should look upon individual choices and decisions. 
According to him in studying “social structure” (long-standing institutions such as 
kinship systems, land tenure rules, and political organizations) can find the 
principle of “continuity” and by studying “social organisations”, individual choices, 
those of “variation and change” (Firth 1954: 17, 1951: 40, 31). As new 
opportunities arise, individuals make choices (social organization) and by a study 
of their variations he wanted to discover the processes by which fundamental 
institutional changes (social structure) occurred (Harris 2001: 541, Chibnik 2011: 
24). Firths (1955) distinction between social structure and social organization had 
a major influence on the development of Actor Based Model (Wiessner 1977, 
Cashdan 1980, 1985, 1990, Halstead & O’Shea 1989), or a so-called 
Optimisation theory.  
 
Like Firth (1959), Waddell (1972, 1975, 1989) was a pioneer in arguing for the 
normalcy of disaster, in arguing that for most Enga people during the draught crisis in 
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1972, the disaster is, as he put is, “a fact of life” (Waddell 1975: 252). His aim was 
not to understand “sociological equilibrium” (Waddell 1972: 225, 1975: 251). Rather 
the draught crisis helped him in an influential way to understand “their adaptive 
strategy, agricultural mounding“ (Waddell 1975: 252) and thereby provided an early 
critique of the standard premise of government post-disaster relief efforts, that the 
disaster is without precedent and its victims lack the capacity to cope with it (Dove 
2008: 22-23).  
 
 
Like Wadell (1972, 1975), also Wiessner (1977, 1982) and Cashdan (1980, 1985) 
draw on a slow or fast changing environment in order to explain special cultural 
features. Hunter and gatherer societies have been analysed within an ecological 
framework based on the underlying hypothesis that, because hunter-gatherers live 
directly off the land and are not food producers, their economy and social 
organisation can be seen as the direct product of their interaction with the 
environment. But, although ecological studies provide many important insights into 
the hunting-gathering way of life, it has become increasingly evident that the yield 
only a partial understanding of hunter-gatherer economics and social organisation:  
 

“The literature of anthropology is rich in theories and discussions on the 
causes of stratification, while egalitarianism has largely been considered to 
be simply the baseline upon which stratification develops. Material from 
!Kung ethnographers, however, indicates that the egalitarianism found 
among most Bushman groups is a phenomenon resulting from stringent 
constraints, not simply a natural condition that represents the absence of 
stratification. These constraints arise from high spatial and temporal 
variability in food supply, together with a paucity of means to buffer this 
variability“ (Cashdan 1980: 116). 

 
Wiessner (1977,1982) and Cashdan (1980, 1985) argue that the emphasis on 
“sharing and recirculation” is a kind of "insurance" against local scarcity and 
environmental variability among a people who have no other means of buffering the 
variability. Halstead & O’Shea (1989) acknowledge that buffering may be realised 
through very different kinds of activity, for them such responses can conveniently be 
grouped into four basic categories: 1) Mobility - the common hunter gatherer system 
of flexible territorial boundaries and extensive kin networks permits bands to move 
great distances in years of drought for example; 2) Diversification - the underlying 
principle of diversification is that broadening the base of the subsistence system, 
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either by exploiting a wider range of plant and animal species or by exploiting 
broader and more varied areas; 3) Physical storage – a range of activities that is 
directed toward stabilising available food so that it may be consumed at some later 
time; 4) Exchange – “the concepts of sharing and of reciprocity are virtually universal 
as social values” and have been suggested by some as to be at “the very core of the 
origins of human culture” (Halstead & O’Shea 1989: 4).  
  
Sharing is widespread among hunter-gatherers and swidden horticulturalists, and 
sharing has been shown to reduce variance in income. “But whether reduction in 
variance is the cause of food sharing or a fortuitous effect is an issue of concern” 
(see Cashdan 1990: 1). Cashdan (1980) refers to the !Kung where social sanctions 
and pressure were implemented to ensure that sharing occurred at the group level. 
She contrasted her observation among the !Kung with her experiences among the 
Gana, who live south and slightly to the east of the !Kung, which have ways of 
buffering environmental variability that are not available to most other Bushman 
groups, and it appears that “these buffers allow a relaxing of the constraints that 
make strict egalitarianism a necessity“ (ibid.). Inequality among the Gana can in her 
view be explained best not as the development of any formal organization of 
“ranking” or “stratification” but, rather, as the inevitable result of the “lifting” of the 
constraints that produce strict egalitarianism among the other Kalahari hunter-
gatherers. Such constraints arise from a lack of means to buffer environmental 
variability, and are a form of social insurance for hunter-gatherers living in 
unpredictable environments (ibid. 119-120).  
 
Two points are important for Wiessner (1977, 1982). Firstly, the apparent “flexibility of 
organization” among the !Kung is not true flexibility in itself, but the “product of a 
structured system of social relations” that work according to special principles and 
that provide different possibilities “to every family when it is confronted with the 
multitude of risks inherent in the hunting and gathering way of life” (Wiessner 1982: 
61). Secondly, such a social system for reducing risk, and its accompanying 
ideology, permeate many areas of life, and have their own effects on the economy of 
hunter-gatherers, “effects that can not be predicted from environmental variables 
alone” (ibid. 62).  
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The Kalahari environment is very variable from year to year. Hence the “most 
efficient method of risk reduction is a social method of pooling risk through storage of 
social obligations” which “is distributed over as many and as independent units as 
possible” (ibid. 65). Wiessner (1982) explored in detail “hxaro” relationships with 
people in different areas that allow individuals and their families to make extended 
visits to a partner’s camp lasting from two weeks to two years. While living there, they 
will have access to the resources of the area and the partner will integrate them into 
the reciprocal relations within the camp (ibid. 68). A person who has established a 
new hxaro relationship ties it into existing networks and gifts frequently pass through 
two or three sets of hands in a camp before going on to another camp. After 
receiving an item via an hxaro path, a person often alters it in some way before 
passing it on. In choosing hxaro relationship, a !Kung is more concerned with 
obtaining a well-rounded set of partners than a few particularly promising ones, as 
the set of partners as a whole should be sufficient to cover all critical risks (ibid. 72).  
 
An especially important point is that the hxaro system it flexible: As some !Kung 
begin to engage in agriculture, storage is beginning to play role in reducing risk and 
more items moved in the realm of private property. A person can own several cows if 
milk is shared, can own donkey if they are lent to others, and they are not met with 
social disapproval if they do not share their harvest, as long as they maintain their 
reciprocal obligation in other ways (ibid. 82). Thus, those new strategies exist side by 
side with hxaro as a means of reducing risk (ibid.) 
 
Wiessner (1977, 1982) and Cashdan (1985, 1990) use actor-based models. They 
rely on a clear hypotheses related to a broader theoretical framework, quantify the 
variation of basic resources and finally single out special risk reduction strategies and 
explore why some are more essential than others to deal with unreliable food 
supplies (Bollig 2006: 5). While such an approach is important, their models of risk 
minimisation are mostly only applicable to forager populations, being constrained just 
by a changing natural environment and not by a suppressing political environment 
that influences their way of living. Finally, emic perspectives on hazards were lacking 
(ibid.).  
 
Bankoff (2004) argues that among the Filipinos the common experience of disasters 
(e.g. frequently occurring typhoons, earthquakes) leads to “a normalisation of threat”, 
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which have profoundly influenced their cultures (Bankoff 2004: 101). This is 
expressed for example in the way their houses are constructed and build and “in the 
agricultural system that emphasises minimising risk rather than maximising surplus” 
(ibid. 102). He perceives these cultural features itself as coping mechanisms. He 
refers to Jocano (1999) who identifies among the Filipinos various “cultural coping 
practices” that developed by being exposed to a constant hazardous environment 
(Bankoff 2004: 103). She thereby noticed central core values, which act as central 
coping practices. The first is expressed in the phrase “bahala na” – usually translated 
as fatalistic passiveness or a “Leave it up to God” attitude. It means to live “without 
worry, have a low locus of control, and accept things as they are” (Nadal 2011: 40-1). 
But that does not imply that Filipinos are only passive, they also believe for sure that 
they can produce change and empower themselves (ibid.).  
 
Another core value that also acts as a “culturally specific coping practice” is 
according to Jacano (1999) ”pakikipagkapwa”, which means, “being one with the 
other or with others” or “being part of the group” (Bankoff 2004: 104). “Kapwa” (fellow 
being) was identified as a core value or construct amongst the Filipino, next to “utag 
ng loob” (debt of reciprocity), “hiya” (shame), and “pakikasama” (social acceptance) 
(Nadal 2011: 38-9). “Kapwa” expresses the idea that “all individuals feel a sense of 
togetherness or connectedness to each other” while simultaneously stressing human 
interdependence (ibid.). The special point is that this construct implies the meaning to 
Filipinos that there is an emotional and spiritual bond particularly between them, 
regardless of previous relationships. Importantly to note is that many “values 
survived” despite colonising pressures (ibid.) Even today they foster up local 
capacities to deal with adversities: “Only together do people have a better chance of 
facing the perils of everyday life in the islands - there are dangers to going it alone in 
the Philippines“ (Bankoff 2007: 346, see Bankoff 2003).  
 
 
 
3.3.5. Despite of and due to natural, human and economic induced crises 
Like for Stoffle (et.al. 2009), who maintains that among the people of the Caribbean 
local rotating savings and credit associations endure since the last two centuries, 
Walsh-Dilley (2012) also highlights that the norms and practices of reciprocity in 
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Bolivia remains, despite transformations a vibrant tradition. This tradition has been 
renegotiated in face of new challenges and opportunities.  
 
As mentioned, McWilliam (2011) argues that in East Timor the “re-emergence of 
customary exchange practices” happens due to the “collapse of the market economy 
and most employment opportunities” (McWilliam 2011: 745). Also, the period 1966-
2004 in Island Southeast Asia has witnessed multiple socioeconomic and ecological 
crises situations caused mostly by modernisation and economic development. These 
factors also form the baseline for the assumed decline of traditional knowledge. 
Contrary to this presumption Ellen (2007) brings forward the argument that 
“ecological knowledge remains a valuable resource in the modern era” - to cope with 
ecological, economic, political and social stress (Gould 2009: 235). Specifically “not 
in spite of recent changes but often because of them”, and the nine case studies from 
island Southeast Asia during the years 1996 to 2004 underscore this point (ibid.).  
 
According to this view cooperation and exchange remains a valuable cultural feature 
not only despite of externally induced change, moreover it can (re) emerge due to 
external political induced change and pressure. At this point one can draw also on 
the concepts and notions exampled in the second chapter that cooperation and 
exchange remain and re-emerge because of “resistance movements” and forms of 
indigeneity.  

3.4. Summary 
 

This chapter aims to understand two anthropological definitions of cultural resilience, 
in short the maintenance of traditional belief and action systems with focus on 
reciprocal relationships, and how they contribute to food security in detail. While the 
cause of hunger are considered to be multidimensional, it is a popular one-sided view 
that changes induced by the natural environment lead to hunger, and that through 
the integration into the market economy the local communities dissolve into rational 
agents. In view of the resilience approach, the questions today are how cooperation 
and the value of food sharing are maintained. The challenge and difficulty is that 
there are some undifferentiated uses of the terms cooperation, reciprocity, and 
sharing. Anthropological writers provide different answers, and this part of the study 
was able to catch only some of them. The point of interest was their argument of 
reasoning. Therefore, this chapter was divided into four main sections. The first 
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section investigated, after a consideration of Western and changing ideas about 
human nature, local understandings and moods of reasoning. Thereby this part relied 
on theories of the ritualised body and includes the concepts of animism, emotion, 
empathy, and conviviality. Most of the approaches that tried to explain the issue of 
cooperation and exchange through concepts of personhood do not consider and take 
into account the (changing) external environment into their way of reasoning. The 
second part showed general economic and symbolic explanations in a stable 
environment. As shown in the third section, another group of authors just take these 
changes from the external natural environment as their primary explanation in 
cultural features, and a fourth group argues that local cooperation remerges because 
of socio-economic crises. The problem is that it is difficult to find a theoretical 
approach, which puts the different explanations into perspective. Therefore, the 
following chapter tries to find a way, which makes it theoretically possible to compare 
the Mindful Body in socio-ecological systems, or more specifically in ongoing 
identerest conflicts. 
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4. Comparing the Mindful Body in Identerest Conflicts  
 
 
This part is concerned with the theoretical framework used for this study. As shown in 
the first chapter there exists a basic divergence between system and agency focused 
approaches when it comes to the study of resilience. In contrast to Hastrup (2009) 
who calls for an agency based approach in the study of resilience, as a system 
based approach one would not be able to capture the (different) voices and 
psychologies of local people, this part aims to show that it is also possible to 
compare agency, or local understandings of resilience, in systems. In order to 
overcome the ongoing debate between nomothetic and ideographic approaches this 
study follows the call for a New Realism in anthropological writings. It therefore draws 
on some philosophical thoughts of Henri Bergson and aims to compare local 
epistemologies, which are captured in the Mindful Body as outlined in the previous 
chapter and apprehended through the concept of proportional holism as presented in 
this part, in socio-ecological systems, or more specifically in ongoing identerest 
conflicts in Southeast Asia. Hence, this study relies on a modified paradigm of 
cultural materialism and privilege in the explanations of similarities and differences of 
adaptive features, not primarily etic, but emic viewpoints and thereby aims to avoid a 
confirmation bias.  

 
 

4.1. The Call for a New Realism 
 
“In contrast to the relative political naiveté and the positivist belief in ”pure 
science” as represented by a few schools of thought of the early 20th 
century, today’s anthropology by and large has learned from some of its 
major disasters” (Gingrich 2010: 156) 

 
In order to answer the driving research question this study follows Gingrich’s (2009) 
call for a “new realism” in anthropology. As shown in the foregoing chapters the 
contemporary debate about resilience, interdisciplinary dialogues are limited (e.g. 
between ecologists, psychologists, and anthropologists) and anthropological 
research who uses the notion of resilience tends to rely more on agency, individual, 
interpretative and subjectively focused approaches. According to Gingrich (2009) 
“amongitis” – a nickname for implicit particularism - is one of socio-cultural 
anthropology’s “major problems” that complicate interdisciplinary dialogues on 
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evidence-based epistemological topics (Gingrich 2009: 178). Although the 
anthropological enterprise is due to its broad field of investigation marked by a 
coexistence of a far greater array of theoretical and methodological approaches than 
exists in any other social science, the basic tensions between humanistic 
(interpretative)/scientific (positive) or particularistic/universalistic approaches has 
enlivened the discipline since its inspection (Lett 1997: 5, 32, Donahoe 2009: 2, see 
Brereton 2004a,b, 2005, 2011a,b, Feinberg 2007, 2011). Because anthropologists 
tend to vacillate between the humanistic and scientific forms of thought they "are 
likely to misunderstand one another when addressing an issue or, frequently, to not 
even be interested in the same kind of issue" (Service 1985: 287). Sadly, in recent 
years, given the increasingly arrogant and intolerant rhetoric of postmodernist and 
interpretive anthropologists, who reject the scientific approach on both moral and 
epistemological grounds, and the equally dismissive attitude some positivist 
anthropologists have towards hermeneutics, a “wide chasm” seems to have emerged 
between these various traditions (Borofsky 1994: 3). For example, in a daily 
newspaper article titled “Mit Geisterforschung zum Doktortitel: Esoterik an der Wiener 
Universität” – “Getting your PhD through ghost-research: Esotericism at the 
University of Vienna” – some members of the Department of Social and Cultural 
Anthropology have been accused of using esoteric and mystic methods in research 
and teaching (see Bernard 2013, Berger 2013, Hadolt et.al. 2013, Kincaid 1996).  
 
In order to overcome this difficulty Gingrich (2009) proposes a new realism, which  
 

“…moves beyond the documentation of fragments and combines 
anthropology’s original question about human diversities and 
commonalities with those about human life and human subjectivities in 
the present and in the future…” (ibid. 183). 

 
This approach addresses, without returning to the old forms of objectivism, the 
broader, “sometimes universal dimensions of the human conditions”, the problems of 
a globalising world in which more and more people are connected by processes 
beyond local contexts, but simultaneously relies on qualitative research and 
reflexivity (ibid., see Tsing 2005). The “universal dimensions” of Orang Asli living 
conditions and the source for externally induced change is captured in this study by 
the concept of “identerests conflicts” (Ferguson 2003). Thereby this study follows the 
basic but slightly modified premises of cultural materialism.  
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Gingrich (2009) suggests two non-exclusive and mutually supportive modes of 
reinvigorating anthropologist's epistemological basis for enhancing interdisciplinary 
dialogues based on the premises of a new realism:  
1) To relate anthropological knowledge production to “the broader context of social 
theory and philosophy” (ibid. 184). Out of the three significant trajectories – language 
philosophy (see Wittgenstein, Csordas 2004) pragmatism (Hastrup 2004, 2005), he 
favours to strengthen phenomenological elements in socio-cultural anthropology’s 
epistemological reorientation, because it is open to empirical record, and considers 
temporality as well as intersubjectivity (ibid. 187). Therefore, this study includes some 
thoughts of Henri Bergson.  
But, so Gingrich (2009), phenomenology remains part of Western European and 
Eastern Mediterranean cultural heritage and was not able to overcome the basic 
distinction between subject and object.  
2) Therefore socio-cultural anthropologists should connect their epistemology in new 
ways to the native epistemologies - where the dichotomy between subject and object 
is not as central as in most Western traditions. According to him, it is perhaps now 
“also the right time to envision a comparative anthropology of epistemologies” (ibid.). 
This study aims to compare the punan concept among the Orang Asli. Punan, a 
schemata or cultural model, represents a local way of reasoning and is theoretically 
captured in this study by the idea of a Mindful Body as presented in the last chapter. 
In order to understand this way of reasoning this study relies on the “concept of 
proportional holism” that was introduced by Willerslev and Pederson (2010). 
 
The following sections will explain this approach in more detail.  
 
 

4.2. Henri Bergson – The Process Philosopher  
 
 
Live and Work 
Between 1907 and 1914 Henri Bergson (1859 - 1941) was the central figure in “live 
philosophy”, not only debated with passion in France but also worldwide (Crogin 
1988: ix). His influence is marked by the fact that he opened up the philosophical 
discourse into other areas like politics and literature (Gunter 1987: 1). Being 
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particularly famous with his early writing, as “the greatest thinker in the world“ and 
“the most dangerous man in the world“,  in 1914 all of his writings were placed upon 
the list of books devout Catholics were forbidden to read (Mullarkey 1999: 1). The 
first phase of his career is not too “political” – however one wishes to take the term 
(Lefebvre and White 2012: 1): “Time and Free Will” (1889) develops a notion of time 
(“duration” – la durée) from lived experience and extends it to mathematics, “Matter 
and Memory” (1896) addresses the age-old problem of the relationship between 
consciousness and matter through a new concept of memory (he provides a 
philosophically coherent way to overcome the mind/body divide), and “Creative 
Evolution” (1907) elaborates the idea of duration into a theory of evolution (“the élan 
vital”). Whereas his early work addresses the nature of time, memory, and evolution, 
his last book – “The Two Sources of Morality and Religion” (1932) – frames a series 
of political problems in terms of a treatise on morality and religion (ibid. 3), which is 
also a classic of contemporary political theory (Germino 1979: 1), and reflected the 
treats of nationalist-racist politics and hinted at the coming of mechanized warfare 
(Lefebvre 2008: 4). Although the Bergsonian influence on contemporary human 
rights has been almost entirely neglected, key players in the emergence of human 
rights at the UN frequently used the language of Henri Bergson (1859-1941) to 
articulate the meaning of human rights (Curle 2010: 2, see Lefebvre 2013).  Although 
he influenced a wide range of thinkers (e.g. William James, Whitehead, Heidegger, 
Merleau-Ponty), he becomes a curiosity in the history of philosophy (McLachlan 
2005: 361, for reasons for this dismissal see Barnard 2011: xxi, Lefebvre and White 
2012: 11). Today there is renewed interest in his work as the increasing publications 
indicate (e.g. Pilkington 1976, Gilles 1996, Pearson and Mullarkey 2002, Lawlor 
2003, Barnard 2011, Lefebvre and White 2010, 2012, Lefebvre 2008, 2013) and also 
anthropologists reference his work (e.g. Jackson 2005, Hodges 2008, Throop 2010, 
Ingold 2011).  
 
 
Intersubjectivity 
According to Guerlac (2006) one could say, “Bergson and chaos theory are in a 
sense contemporaries“ (Guerlac 2006: 202). Bergson was one of the great 
destroyers of, “the Cartesian myth of a stable, coherent, disembodied and atomistic 
self” (Fullbrook 2004: 412). His philosophical interest was in Becoming rather than 
Being, in concrete particulars rather than in abstract and universal forms and he 
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emphasized the openness of the human subject (ibid). He also escaped from the 
traditional mind/body dualism, and did so without resorting to reductive materialism:  
 

“. . . thus perceptions are born and actions made ready.  My body is 
that which stands out as the center of the perceptions; my personality 
is the being to which these actions must be referred” (Bergson 1896: 
47).   
 

Rather than regarding his body as something distinct from his self or “personality”, 
his body “is” him in so far as he is an active person. His body is the “center“ of the 
perceptions on the basis of which he chooses his bodily actions, which in turn refer 
back to his self. His body, far from belonging to a distinct realm of being, is central to 
and inseparable from how he experiences himself and how he chooses himself. In 
short, his self is embodied. This placement of the subject visibly and vulnerably in-
the-world, when coupled with the intentionality principle, gave rise to the notion of 
intersubjectivity (Fullbrook 2004: 412). Edmund Husserl brought together these 
advances by Brentano (1874) and Bergson and made intersubjectivity part of the 
philosopher’s lexicon. He recognized that for each of us the phenomenological status 
of the world is a reality shared with other human subjects (ibid).  
 
 
The two sources of Morality and Religion 
Following Lefebvre and White (2012) war is the practical problem that unites the 
myriad themes of Bergson’s (1932) writing and the question of the origins of morality 
and religion is the philosophical problem that is at its core (Lefebvre and White 2012: 
7). He declares that his search for the origins of morality and religion is to counteract 
the natural tendency to war. A popular view common to liberalism at the turn of the 
century as well as today is influenced by two basic tenets: firstly that peace is normal 
and secondly that moral obligations embrace everybody, extend to all human beings. 
Bergson (1932) aims is to show that this view is imprecise and unrealistic (ibid.). 
Bergson is not just saying that we have a long way to go before achieving a peaceful 
world. He has already left this attitude behind, after his unsuccessful efforts in 
connection with the League of Nations and the International Commission for 
Intellectual Cooperation (Guerlac 2012: 43).  
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He claims, “the origin of morality and religion is life” (Bergson 1932: 101). But life, for 
him is not a single source, there are the “closed” and the “open” tendencies of life, 
which form the origin of morality and religion. The closed society is based on a 
closed morality and static religion that are concerned with social cohesion. Bergson 
(1932) acknowledges Durkheim as his principal adversary (Lefebvre and White 2010: 
458). But in contrast to him for Bergson “… the primary basis of obligation is ... 
biological, and not sociological (in Durkheim’s sense)” (ibid). In order to substantiate 
his argument he refers to bees. Bodily needs, which must be satisfied, are the origin 
of the closed morality, because in certain species individuals need the support of a 
community, as they cannot exist independently. Therefore, obligations are allotted to 
(a group of) people. Each individual has to fulfil certain duties within a particular 
group to which that person belongs and these obligations do not extend to all other 
persons outside of this group (Leonhard and Valentine 2013: 3, Bergson 1932: 8).  
 
In contrast to a closed society an open society is, “a society that would be humanity 
(qui serait alors l’humanité)” (Bergson 1932: 212) and the open morality is truly 
universal and aims at peace. The open society neutralizes the opposition between 
“us” and “them“ not because it reaches beyond this distinction to all of humanity but 
because it reaches beyond humanity altogether to embrace all living beings (Guerlac 
2012: 45). Open morality develops out of what Bergson calls “creative emotions” 
(love), which are not static and he compares this to mystical experience and unstable 
mental states (see Bergson 1935: 45, Hunt 2012: 10, Leonhard and Valentine 2013: 
3). The open society is based on love for mankind.  
 
The key features of Bergson’s analysis and the one that most radically challenges 
the Durkheimian (modern) position, is that he aims to achieve a distinct view of each 
tendency and that he warns against collapsing them. The two types of society - the 
closed and the open - do not just differ simply in degree (i.e., in degree of 
inclusiveness, of civilized culture, or of approximation to the ethical ideal) but in kind: 
“there is no continuous passage from one to the other and hence no rational access 
to the latter” (Guerlac 2012: 44). By placing the two tendencies in opposition to one 
another, he does not aim to avert war as such, as he acknowledges this natural 
tendency is ineradicable, but to mitigate its effects and frequency (Lefebvre and 
White 2012: 7). 
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In his view, it is an intellectualist error to think that obligations progressively widen, 
from family to nation, in order to embrace all humanity, as Kant did. Kant’s 
categorical imperative is based on that idea, and pretended it to be universal. But 
according to Bergson, it is not, rather limited and particular as the closed society 
always excluded other societies (Leonhard and Valentine 2013: 3). The principle of 
obligation does not change with history - it is the same everywhere. There is no 
distinction to be drawn between “primitive” and “civilized”, they are alike, equivalent – 
they are closed societies (Worms 2012: 29). Bergson holds it is an illusion to 
introduce an ethical system (or a political one) based on the hope of a progressive 
realization of a rational ideal, since there is no rational way to transcend the closed 
society into an open one.  
 
According to Guerlac (2012), “it is because his theory of the difference in kind 
between the closed and the open societies implies a rejection of both Kant and 
Durkheim that Bergson can strike us as barely modern” (Guerlac 2012: 44). Through 
his formal distinction between the closed and the open society, he “essentially shuts 
down the narrative of civilisation” (ibid.).  For example, Durkheim outlined two 
different national characters. The first mostly found in primitive societies is egotistical, 
materialistic, predatory and egotistical. The second found in civilized societies is 
spiritual, generous, and symbolizes the ideal of humanity (and of human rights) as 
their guiding principle. An evolutionary progress leads from the former to the latter 
and the more civilized a nation becomes, the more it shows a tendency toward the 
realization of the universal ideal of humanity. The implication is clear: European 
nations (and they alone) are spiritual states on their way to realizing, to one degree 
or another, the ideal of humanity. The First World War provides the definitive 
counterexample to his assumptions about the civilized societies of Europe and 
confirmed for Bergson that, “the evolutionary story of development from the primitive, 
or barbaric, to the modern – the story of civilization as a narrative of moral 
advancement – was but a fable” (ibid. 43).  
 
There are different opinions about the relevance of Bergson philosophical and 
political thoughts (Kennedy 1980: 76). Some perceive his writings as a form of 
irrationalism (Russell 1912, Shklar 1958) and others raise him to an “extraordinary 
political philosopher” (Lefebvre and White 2012: 10, Hatzenberger 2010).  
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For Germino (1979) Bergson’s philosophy constitutes a perennially important 
corrective to a so-called political realism, which leaves out or ignores the reality of the 
spiritual domain. His emphasis upon the reality of the non-metric dimension of 
experience and on the creative potentiality of human beings open to that dimension 
marked a significant contribution to the theory of the open society that became 
popular through the writings of Popper (1945) (Germino 1979: 35).  
 
According to Popper (1945), the similarity between his and Bergson’s writings is that 
Bergson characterised the closed society, as a “human society fresh from the hands 
of nature” (Popper 1945/2013: 512). But there are more differences to be found in 
their philosophical approaches than similarities. In Popper’s view, his distinction is a 
“rationalist” one, while that of Bergson is a “religious” one. For Popper the closed 
society is marked by “the belief in magical taboos”, whereas the open society bases 
decisions “on the authority of their own intelligence after discussion”, and hence have 
learned to be to some extent critical of taboos (ibid.). While for Bergson mystical 
intuition leads to the production of the open society, for Popper “mysticism may be 
interpreted as an expression of the longing for the lost unity of the closed society, 
and therefore as a reaction against the rationalism of the open society” (ibid.).  
 
Germino (1979) worries that Popper’s “un-philosophical treatment” of the "open 
society" has achieved wider recognition than Bergson’s “critical and theoretical 
treatment” (Germino 1979: 35). Although Bergson`s work is riddled with errors, he 
analyses the open society because he wants to find the reasons of moral obligation. 
By contrast, Popper’s study, notes Germino (1979), which uses a deformed concept 
of the open society, was engendered by the author’s self-confessed polemical intent 
of discovering an “enemies list” of thinkers in the past that allegedly spawned fascist 
and communist totalitarianism (ibid.). In his view, Bergson’s dismissal is “a measure 
of our time’s decadence of the mind and spirit” (Germino 1979: 35).  
 

4.3. Cultural Materialism 
 
Marvin Harris championed cultural materialism as a research paradigm, which “is a 
practical, rather straightforward functionalist approach to anthropology, with a focus 
on the specific hows and whys of culture” (Harris 2001: ix, see Moore 2013: 185-96). 
Although his approach never won acceptance among the majority of anthropologists, 



! 149!

his clear expository writing and cogent arguments could not be ignored (Kunzar and 
Sanderson 2007: 13). His major aim was to develop a coherent research strategy 
that would allow anthropologists and other comparative social scientists to explain 
and not merely to describe the broadest array of cultural similarities and differences 
in the most parsimonious ways (ibid: 19, see Margolis 2001: xi).  
In the most elemental terms, Harris suggests that cultural materialism is based on the 
simple premise “that human social life is a response to practical problems of earthly 
existence” (Harris 1979: ix). This statement highlights the central tenet of cultural 
materialism: infrastructural determinisms.  
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Figure 11.: “Principles of Infrastructural Determinism” (Kunzar and Sanderson 2007: 7). 

 

The Potentials and Challenges of Cultural Materialism 7

largely replaced functionalist with rational choice and methodologically individualist 
imagery. He had begun to explain cultural patterns largely in terms of their adaptive 
value for individuals rather than their adaptive value for societies. Harris said that 
(1979:60–61)

the selection processes responsible for the divergent and convergent evolutionary tra-
jectories of sociocultural systems operate mainly on the individual level; individuals 

Figure I.1 The Principle of Infrastructural Determinism
Source: Sidky (2004), p. 362, Figure 14.5

Kuznar book.indb   7 8/28/2006   6:14:56 PM
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The principle of infrastructural determinism begins with a simple premise: the 
physical world conforms to physical laws that must be accommodated by a society’s 
infrastructural organization. The interface with nature is what gives the infrastructure 
causal priority within socio-cultural systems. For a cultural materialist, the 
infrastructure has two basic elements, the mode of production (technology) and the 
mode of reproduction (population). A society’s infrastructure, in turn, shapes its 
structure and superstructure. A society’s structure is comprised of its domestic 
economy (social organization, kinship, division of labour) and its political economy 
(political institutions, social hierarchies), while its superstructure consists of the 
ideological and symbolic sectors of culture; the religious symbolic intellectual and 
artistic endeavours. Infrastructural determinism assumes that explanations for 
cultural similarities and differences ultimately lie in the material conditions of human 
life (Harris 2001: x-xi). Harris later renames the “principle of infrastructural 
determinism”, to the “primacy of infrastructure”, at it seemed to him as a more 
appropriate phrase in view of the widespread misunderstanding of the relationship 
between human agency and the determinism that prevails in socio-cultural evolution 
(Harris 1999: 142), whereby the determinism embraced by cultural materialism has 
little to do with the determinism of nineteenth-century mechanical systems, and can 
best be described as “probabilistic” (Harris 1999: 151). The materialism of cultural 
materialism “is concerned with the locus of causality in socio-cultural systems, and 
not with the ontological question of whether the essence of being is idea (spirit) or 
matter”, whereby the central issue is “whether the main force of socio-cultural 
selection emanates from infrastructure or from some other sector or the system” 
(ibid.).  
 
Harris engaged with the most troubling issue in anthropology: the ambivalence 
between scientific and humanitarian approaches to understanding the human 
condition. One of his enduring contributions is his distinction between “emic” and 
“etic” approaches to anthropological knowledge. Recognition of the emic/etic options 
can help according to him to resolve the methodological individualist and holistic 
dilemma (Harris 1999: 49). The emic perspective highlights the participant’s point of 
view, whereas the etic is oriented to the observer’s point of view (ibid.). Emic 
approaches “have as their hallmark the elevation of the native informant to the status 
of ultimate judge of the adequacy of the observer’s descriptions and analyses” 
(Harris 1979: 32). In contrast, etic approaches “have as their hallmark the elevation 
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of observers to the status of ultimate judges of the categories and concepts used in 
descriptions and analyses” (ibid.). The test of the adequacy of etic accounts is simply 
their “ability to generate scientifically productive theories about the causes of 
sociocultural differences and similarities” (ibid.). Harris explicitly argued that both 
emic and etic approaches should be used in anthropology, but in practice, he usually 
refers to privileged etics. 
 
For Harris (1999) the ontological relationship between culture and its individual, 
seems to him that the answer lies in accepting and combining both viewpoints, 
working up from the individual to the higher-order abstractions and then back down to 
the individual again (Harris 1999: 56), and this “basic feedback circularity” is a 
fundamental quandary of science-oriented anthropology (ibid.) “Clearly, behaviour 
and ideas must be seen as elements in a feedback relationship. In the short run, 
ideas do guide behaviour; but in the long run, behaviour guides and shapes ideas” 
(ibid. 28).  
 
 

4.3.1. The Limitation of the principle of Limited Possibilities 
 
In 1896, Franz Boa’s brief paper “The Limitations of the Comparative Method of 
Anthropology” marked a watershed in the history of anthropological theory – and a 
disaster for comparative studies (Chrisomalis 2006: 378). Franz Boas was a social 
activist who campaigned against racism and nationalism throughout his life. His work 
“The Mind of Primitive Man“ (1938) is an extended argument against the nineteenth 
century conception of higher and lower races. In his argument against the great 
evolutionary hypotheses, Boas (1896) faced the problem of separation between 
examples of “convergent” evolution and examples of “parallel” evolution (Harris 1986: 
384)47. Boas (1896) had no doubt that many extraordinary similarities exist between 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
47The distinction between parallel and convergent evolution, like the distinction between unilinear- 
multilinar and the independent invention-diffusion dichotomies, should be seen according to Harris 
(2001) as a “misleading distinction” (Harris 2001: 176). In parallel evolution, “cultures evolve from and 
to similar conditions step by step in tandem” whereas in convergent evolution “cultures evolve toward 
a similar condition through dissimilar steps” (ibid.). The Boasians made much of this distinction 
because they were obliged to accept convergent evolution as a common phenomenon. The reason for 
this is that every case of diffusion is a case of convergence. Parallel evolution, however, was regarded 
as extremely rare and exclusively identified with the alleged unilinear evolutions of Tylor, Morgan, and 
Spencer. The demonstration of convergent evolution brought about by diffusion or by another series of 
different steps was regarded by the Boasians as constituting a disproof of the entire evolutionist 
position (ibid. 177).  
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cultural traits in different cultures, similarities that could not be explained by diffusion. 
But the fact that certain phenomena, such as shamanism for example are vastly 
disturbed everywhere is not sufficient to establish, once and for all, the uniformity of 
history. By “supposing that similarities occurred simply because there was no other 
way to do certain things”, Boas (1911), Lowie (1948), Murdock (1945, 1959) and 
Goldenweiser (1913) vainly sought to eliminate large classes of cross-cultural 
similarities as evidence for either diffusion or independent invention, summarised 
under the "principle of limited opportunities", which “explained how and why cultures 
develop a structural resistance to change” (Harris 1986: 384). 
 
The anthropologist who first introduced and elaborated the principle of limited 
possibilities was Alexander Goldenweiser in his article “The Principle of Limited 
Possibilities in the Development of Culture“ (1913). For him the possibilities of culture 
development and expression are limited, and limited possibilities make similarities 
inevitable:  
 

“This limitation in number and character of cultural traits, when compared to 
the multiplicity of possible historical and psychological sources, constitutes 
a limitation in the possibilities of development, and necessitates 
convergence” (Goldenweiser 1913: 290) 

 
Murdock`s (1945, 1959) defends the view that cultural evolution is unpredictable and 
multilinear. But that from a sample of 477 societies, only five major kinship systems 
emerges can only be explained, not through the operation of natural law in history, 
but rather through “an inherent limitation in practical possibilities” (Murdock 1959: 
134-5, cited from Harris 1966: 122). Harris (1966b) in “The Limitations of the 
Principle of Limited Possibilities“ argues that Goldenweiser`s doctrine fails to study 
the “inorganic, organic, and super-organic” conditions that are accountable for the 
invention, differential spread and survival of culture features (Harris 1966b: 126-7). 
According to him, the great success of Boas and his followers was “their rejection of 
Darwinian - Spencerian principles as a means of explaining the evolution of socio-
cultural differences and similarities” (Harris 1999: 106). They were not opposed to the 
Darwinian understanding of descent with modification, natural selection, and the 
origin of species. Rather they were simply opposed to the application of these bio-
evolutionary principles to culture (Harris 1999: 106):  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“They saw more clearly than any before them that the separation of social 
learning from close genetic control constituted an event that was as 
momentous as the appearance of life out of matter. Henceforth, to this day, 
every attempt to construct cultural selection as a form of natural selection is 
a step backward. In the construction of theoretical models, anthropologists 
can anticipate a far more greater degree of convergence and parallelism in 
socio-cultural evolution than in biological evolution” (ibid. 107). 

 
For Harris (1999) this is not to say that differential reproductive success has played 
no role in shaping cultural traditions. Nevertheless, new species (even under 
punctuated equilibrium scenarios) take on the order of hundreds of thousands or 
more years to evolve, whereas new societies and cultures appear and disappear 
over the order of, at most, a very long period of time. The reason for the relatively 
slow tempo of biological evolution is that behavioural and ideational innovations must 
be encoded in the genes if they are to be preserved and propagated, and many 
reproductive episodes are required for this encoding to take place. Cultural evolution 
is not subject to any such restriction; cultural innovations are encoded not in the 
genes but in the brains and other sensory organs (ibid. 108). The specific features of 
biological reproduction – the mechanics of meiosis, fertilisation, and gestation – 
impose additional restriction on biological evolution not encountered in the cultural 
realm. When organisms undergo bio-evolutionary change, a point is reached beyond 
which they can no longer exchange genes. By contrast, no matter how culturally 
divergent any two human societies may become, they can always exchange cultural 
features (ibid.). 
 

4.3.2. The Thesis of Cultural Lag and Ahimsa  
 
Though in no sense an ethnographer, Ogburn was part of the Boasian circle at 
Columbia both intellectually and socially. He (1922) referred to ethnographies done 
by anthropologists, criticized evolutionary thinking as hierarchical and racist, 
suggested that culture shape its members from childhood on, and called for 
combining cultural and psychological interactions into a new syntheses. In other 
words, the anticipated number of Benedict`s and Mead`s later ideas. Mead asserted 
that she had learned from him “not to accept a biological explanation for a social 
phenomenon before analyzing it in cultural terms” (Banner 2003: 173-4). Making a 
distinction between material and non-material culture (influenced by Kroeber 1917), 
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and what he has called, adaptive cultures (e.g. tradition, values, norms, attitudes and 
social institutions) he formulated his theory of “cultural lag” in the following way:  

 
“A cultural lag occurs when one of two parts of culture which are correlated 
changes before or in greater degree than the other part does, thereby 
causing less adjustment between the two parts that existed previously” 
(Ogburn 1922: 96, cited from Ritzer and Ryan 2011: 109, see Pot 1985).  

 
A basic statement of Ogburn’s cultural lag thesis is:  
 

“When the material conditions change, changes are occasioned in the 
adaptive culture. But these changes in the adaptive culture do not 
synchronize exactly with the change in the material culture. There is a lag 
which may last for varying lengths of time, sometimes indeed, for many 
years” (Ogburn 1922: 203).  
 

 
According to him, material culture is the field that changes first, specifically to 
changes in technology and the rest of socio-cultural environments – organizational, 
axiological, juridical, ideological, etc. – have to adapt to in order to avoid the 
temporary maladjustment or the lack of harmony between technology and cultural 
ambience (Ritzer and Ryan 2011: 109). He uses his “hypothesis of cultural lag” to 
explain and propose the amelioration of various forms of social “maladjustment” or 
“disorganisation” in modern society, e.g. to account for such phenomena as 
deforestation, industrial accidents, loss of family functions, unemployment, 
depression, and poverty (Hinkle 1992: 132). Equally important, he holds that such 
problems can be solved by the elimination of the lag. In effect, he argues that all 
parts of culture must finally become adjusted to material culture, especially 
technology, because the latter represents an instrumentally effective adaptation to 
the natural condition of existence (ibid.). 
 
The problem with his theory, as he sensed, was how to gauge the correlation of 
material and non-material culture, and what could count as an adjustment. He gives 
a detailed analysis of cultural lag, the change in industrial machinery and work 
conditions that led at the turn of the century to so many workers injuries and deaths. 
The adjustment was workmen’s compensation laws (Ross 1991: 444). What counted 
as adjustments were described by such terms as better, harmonious, just and 
scientific. Until the end of his life, he argued that there were objective standards by 
which adjustments could be measured and that adjustment was necessary 
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improvement. For Ross (1991) his theory was a “refinement of the most pervasive 
historical idea of his era; namely that American society was lagging in its response to 
increasingly rapid economic change (ibid.). The wide currency of his theory hardly 
reflected its analytical power. It gave a name and shape to the widespread sense of 
historical malaise and it expressed in seemingly scientific form the new liberal hope 
for progress by incremental change (ibid).  
 
Cultural lag arises when village folks, for instance, cannot accept innovations in 
scientific farming because they cannot give up the antiquated methods they learned 
from their forefathers, even if their system of farming can no longer meet the 
demands of the present time; the resistance to the new methods despite saturated 
soil, lack of irrigation facilities, need for insecticides, just because they have practiced 
the traditional system for years (Palispis 2007: 60).  
 
In addition to the difference in the rate of change of the various elements of culture, 
one major cause of cultural lag is man’s psychological dogmatism. Many commonly 
respect old concepts, dogmas and mores. He finds it convenient to follow the path of 
his ancestors. In such spheres as religion, novelty is not only objected to, but also 
regarded as a sing of depravity (Sharma 2001: 296) 
 
Assumptions about the mental inflexibility of adults continued to reverberate through 
the cultural sciences, as in Ogburn`s theory of cultural lag and many Boasians’ 
emphasis on the shaping power of culture (Jewett 2012: 215). Ogburn`s cultural lag 
had widespread appeal in different disciplines. The cultural lag approach has been 
considered as “one of the master concepts of modern science….to account for both 
social change and social problems” (Davis 1968: 304-5). For Kroeber (1923) 
Ogburn`s theory of social change “is to the anthropologist like meeting a fellow 
countryman in a strange land” who is “thought critical in spirit” and promises to mark 
a milestone in the progress of sociology in a genuine science (Kroeber 1923: 265-6). 
Many sociologists have indulged in bitter criticism of Ogburn's theory of cultural lag. 
According to some, cultural lag is artificial and imaginary. Some other scholars 
regard it as a very simple background for the understanding of social change (see 
Sharma 2001: 296). Critics maintained that he did not question the cause of 
technological development, criticised his distinction between material and non-
material culture and pointed to the difficulty to compare temporality of change and 
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adaptation in different cultures. Another trouble is that the expression “cultural lag” 
has been applied to all kinds of disequilibrium or maladjustments arising within the 
process of social change (see Pot 1985: 791-3)  

 
“Ahimsa” is the principled practice of non-killing, non-destruction of any living thing. 
An ideal taught by Gandhi but acknowledged by him as not always possible in 
practice. It means, altruism, concern for the welfare of others even at the expense of 
one’s own well-being (Fink 2010: 809). 
 

“News photographs that came out of India during the famine of the late 
1960s showed starving people stretching out bony hands to beg for food 
while cattle strolled behind them undisturbed. The Hindu, it seems, would 
rather starve to death than eat his cow or even deprive it of food. 
Western specialists in food habits around the world consider Hinduism an 
irrational ideology that compels people to overlook abundant, nutritious 
foods for scarcer, less healthful foods. Many Western observers believe 
that an absurd devotion to the mother cow pervades. Hindus regard the 
animals as sacred and will not kill or eat them. In India a large population 
of cows wanders freely through both rural areas and city streets, 
undisturbed by the millions of hungry and malnourished people. Why?” 
(Harris 1978: 23) 

 
Marvin Harris (1966a) proposed a famous answer: “India's sacred cow is in fact quite 
a rational cultural adaptation -- because the cow is so extraordinarily useful” (Harris 
1966a: 51). In contrast to those who sees in the cattle complex as a “prime example 
of how men will diminish their material welfare to obtain spiritual satisfaction in 
obedience to non-rational or frankly irrational beliefs” and thereby emphasises the 
irrational and non-economic aspects of this complex (ibid.). He aims to explain the 
taboos, customs, and rituals associated with it as “positive-functioned and probably 
adaptive processes of the ecological system of which they are part” (ibid.). For him 
the principal positive-functioned or useful contributions of India’s sacred cattle to 
human survival and well-being are: e.g. 46, 7 % of India’s dairy products come from 
cow milk, their traction contributes to production of grain crops, cattle dung is the 
main sources of domestic cooking fuel, the hides of dead cattle contributes to India’s 
huge leather industry (ibid.). His hypothesis is that:  
 

“…the taboos against bovine slaughter and beef eating reflect the power 
of these ecological pressures rather than “ahimsa”, in other words, 
“ahimsa” itself derives power” from the “material rewards it confers upon 
both men and animals” (ibid).  
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4.3.3. Danger of Confirmation Bias 
 
Vayda (2009, see Bradley 2010) accuses Harris with his notion of “infrastructural 
determinism” to rely on consequence explanations. According to Vayda (2009) there 
is “confirmation bias“ when researchers take it too lightly what he has referred to as 
“the need to deal with the by-product possibility” in certain cases of explaining 
behaviour by highlighting one or another – or some combination – of its beneficial 
consequences (Vayda 2009: 37). For Vayda (2009) the problem is “the failure to 
judge the evidence for any one explanation in relation to the support that either the 
same or other evidence provides for alternative explanations” (Vayda 2009: 29). 
According to Turner (2011a) this bias also includes uncritical belief that the 
explanation obtained could only be revealed from the approach used (Turner 2011a: 
283).  
 
Such explanations, called “consequence explanations”, are questionable for Vayda 
(2009) insofar as a “designated beneficial consequence may be a chance effect or a 
by-product of behaviour that occurs because of other actual or intended 
consequences it has” (ibid. 37). Those who resort to “consequence explanations” but 
are “cavalier about the by-product possibility” open themselves to confirmation bias 
by assuming that whatever beneficial consequences they have used in their theories 
and/or methods to identify, “must be the consequences that the behaviour was 
selected for” (ibid.). The problem is for him that other alternative causal possibilities 
are mostly ignored (ibid. 39).  
 
Harris explained a number of food taboos and preferences by “virtue of his having 
found some material benefits that accrued from the practices in questions” (ibid.). 
Characteristic of the explanations was for Vayda (2009) Harris’s lack of serious and 
sustained concern with showing the causal chains or mechanisms whereby particular 
benefits of so-called food customs and other practices affect their adoption, spread, 
or persistence and thus make those benefits other than mere by-products or chance 
effects (see the critiques in Vayda 1987a, b, ibid.).  
 
Vayda (1987a) suggests that Harris’s approach could be improved by replacing the 
principle of cultural materialism with those of methodological individualism, by adding 
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“an element of intentionality” (Harris 1987: 515). He puts forward the argument that 
the net benefit “cannot be regarded as the cause of the activity unless there is 
evidence that the actors intend or desire the activity” (ibid.).  
 
Harris was often criticized and read as a type of functionalist. While his early work 
was strongly functionalist, he made a significant if largely unacknowledged shift by 
replacing functionalist with methodologically individualist imagery and rational choice 
theory (Kunzar and Sanderson 2007: 6). He maintains:  
 

“…the selection processes responsible for the divergent and convergent 
evolutionary trajectories of sociocultural systems operate mainly on the 
individual level; individuals follow one rather than another course of action, 
and as a result the aggregate pattern changes. But I don’t mean to dismiss 
the possibility that many socio-cultural traits are selected for by the 
differential survival of whole socio-cultural systems – that is, by group 
selection. … group selection is merely a … consequence of selection 
operating on or through individuals” (Harris 1979: 60-1).  

 
Kunzar and Sanderson (2007) notice that Harris nevertheless “never disavowed his 
earlier functionalist explanations” (Kunzar and Sanderson 2007: 8).  
 
Harris (1987a), as Vayda (1987a) also acknowledges, incorporates the emotional 
motives for cow love. The pragmatic difference between Vayda and Harris is that, 
according to the paradigm of cultural materialism cow love “cannot be regarded as an 
independent variable in the selection process” (ibid. 201). Harris (1987b) put forward 
that Vayda rejects or misunderstands his principles of socio-cultural selections as 
pronounced in the paradigm of cultural materialism. According to these principles:  
 

 “innovations are selected for or against in conformity with their net 
contribution on the etic behavioural satisfaction of a small number of 
human bio-psychological drives and needs, measured in terms of 
currencies appropriate to these drives and needs” (Harris 1987b: 511).  

 
For Harris reason or human values are not the foundation of society. The mind, 
thoughts and behaviour are influenced by challenges presented by the environment. 
Following the Malthusian principles he maintains that there is a basic imbalance 
between the ability to have children and the ability to obtain energy for survival. 
Individual cost/benefit decisions guide human behaviour in a socio-cultural system. 
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The socio-cultural system rests on the way a society exploits its environment to meet 
the bio-psychological needs of its population (Ewell 2013: 2).  
 
There are four basic “bio-psychological selective principles”: Firstly, people have to 
eat and will choose food that provide sufficient rather than fewer calories. Secondly, 
when people have to handle a special activity, they favour to complete it by using 
less rather than more human energy. Thirdly, humans are sexually driven beings. 
Fourthly, people will act in a way that augments affection and love of others towards 
them, because humans need this appreciation from others for feeling happy and 
secure (Harris 1979: 63). Harris perceives the needs as universal and acknowledges 
that the manners through which societies achieve these needs are highly variable. 
Those actions are learned through the socialization process as humans are relatively 
released from biological drives and pre-dispositions (Ewell 2013: 2).  
 
Several times Harris emphasises that “emic and mental components of the 
superstructure” are as important: “as infrastructure in maintaining the system of 
which they are a necessary part” (Harris 1987b: 515). Nevertheless, “this is not to 
say that the emic mental superstructure is as powerful as the etic behavioral 
infrastructure in selecting for or against innovations” (ibid.).  
 
In Harris’s view, not all cultural features can be explained through infrastructural cost-
benefit calculations. Cultural materialism holds that there are dysfunctional, neutral 
and functional traits. In regard to “groups with conflicting interests”, the selection 
process is regulated by “the relative power that each group can exert on behalf of its 
own interests” and in hierarchical societies changes in any sector occur most often 
just when the more powerful groups gain and profit from such changes (Harris 1999: 
143; 146). Dysfunctional, neutral and functional traits “cannot be identified a priori“ 
and “must be subjected to rigorous scrutiny accompanied by the testing of alternative 
theories“ (ibid. 147).  
 
 

4.4. The Study of Proportional Holism 
 
In order to study the emic and mental components of the superstructure this study 
relies on the “concept of proportional holism”, introduced by Willerslev and Pederson 
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(2010), and that describes, “the ongoing apportioning of different assemblages of 
humans and non-humans into the right shape” (ibid. 262). They thereby follow the 
work of Marilyn Strathern`s (1992)48 and rely on Alberto Corsin-Jimenez's (2007) 
concept of “proportional sociality” that applies to “the work people need to do to 
ensure that things do not get out of proportion” (Corsin-Jimenez 2007: 186, cited 
from Willerslev and Petersen 2010: 264). The underlying idea is to study “holism” as 
“an empirical phenomenon” (ibid. 264), as “a particular social practice” (ibid. 300) and 
to analyse what people do “for their cosmos to retain its proportions” (ibid.). There 
are different ideas what constitutes a whole as well as different social practices 
through which such wholes can be hold together. These activities and social 
practices can be identified and compared in different places and societies (ibid.).  
Willerslev`s (2009) criticism and approaches are situated in the subfield of ecological 
anthropology and maintain that “ecological pressure … never determines symbolic 
structures, meanings, and values” and can therefore not be perceived as the 
principal forces in the formation of culture (Willerslev 2009: 273). But as so often 
emphasised by cultural ecologist, the truth in their findings is that “religion and 
symbolism greatly inform human uses of the environment“ (Sutton and Anderson 
2009: 321).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
48Strathern`s (1987, 1988, 1992, 2004a, 2004b) is seen as a prominent attempt to rain the notion of 
holism while breaking with some of the basic tenet of the Durkheimian heritage within social 
anthropology. Strathern (1992) argues that a contemporary holistic anthropology is hindered not by 
“the notion of the individual”, but by “the notion of society” that has been used as a “totalizing concept 
through which modern people could think the holism of others” (Strathern 1992: 77, cited from 
Bubandt and Otto 2010: 256). In order to analyse other peoples life worlds, one should try to 
understand how “people employ holistic devices themselves to understand and construct their own life 
worlds” (ibid.). According to her holistic practices in Melanesian societies and Western societies are 
different. In Melanesian societies there is no “holistic perspective from society on the person (or vice 
versa)” but “only a holistic perspective from the center (ego) on the relationship that constitutes the 
center” (ibid.). Also, Melanesian personhood is marked by the idea that the individual “is composed of 
parts that derive from other persons in ongoing exchange relationships” ibid.). When a Melanesian 
person dies a hole in the fabric of sociality emerges that has to be repaired so that the society can 
endure. Therefore, relatives perform important ceremonies “in which the relations centered in the dead 
person are served and rearranged” (ibid.). In contrast from a Western logic the society will live on 
without an rearrangement of relationships (ibid.).  
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4.5. Identerest Conflicts of development in Southeast Asia 
 

“Throughout Southeast Asia ethnic minorities have been victimised by 
government policies or have suffered as a result of policies biased towards 
a dominant ethnic group. In large part, this discrimination has resulted 
from the quest for national unity by post- independence governments…” 
(Clarke 2001: 420) 

 
This section aims to explain the meaning and mechanism of identerest conflicts of 
development in Southeast Asia.  
 

4.5.1. Theoretical Background 
 
Anthropological conflict analysis tends to be divided between those who try to explain 
the driving conflict mechanism on a material base and those who uphold ideological 
and symbolic ones (see Ferguson 2001). Ferguson argues in the spirit of holism for a 
synthesis of both research streams  (Ferguson 2003: 40-1). He elaborated the 
concept of “identerest conflicts” with the aim to provide a framework for 
understanding internal political struggles (Ferguson 2003: 4). According to him, the 
expression “ethnic conflicts” implies terminological confusion (Ferguson 2003, 2006).  
 

Ethnicity 
Ethnicity “implies the existence of social markers recognized as a means of differentiating groups co-
existing within a wider field of social interaction” (Winthrop 1991: 94). Differentiations are based on 
multiple sources and are both, social and cultural. For example based on geographic origins, 
economic activity, physical appearance, language, religion, diet and clothing (ibid.). Keyes (2002) 
points out “that ethnic classification has been deployed as a technology of power only by modern 
states” (Keyes 2002: 1175). Since the late 19th century researchers from Europe, especially 
anthropologists have undertaken linguistic fieldwork. The results of their studies were used from 
colonial regimes “to construct census of the peoples living within the borders of their domains” 
(Keyes 2002: 1175). In pre-colonial times their social status was more important than any ethnic or 
cultural status, in sense which modern ‘ethicising’ discourse have largely themselves created 
(Osborne 1992: 56). Erikson  (1980) notes, despite “the remarkable congruence between theories of 
nationalism and anthropological theory of ethnicity... most bodies of theory have largely developed 
independently of each other” (Erikson 1980: 100). Although during the past thirty years a widely 
accepted syntheses of three basic views of ethnicity has emerged: (1) ethnic identities are socially 
constructed, their defining characteristics and boundaries are a product of dialectical interactions 
with others (‘constructionist’); (2) ethnic identity is used instrumentally, to obtain political and material 
advances in competitive or conflicted situations (‘instrumentalist’); and (3) ethnic identity can be a 
powerful psychological factor strongly affecting perceptions and actions in political struggles, beyond 
instrumental advantage (‘primordialist’) (Ferguson 2003: 19). For Ferguson, the “impermanent, 
contingent, relational character of ethnicity” in no way diminishes the significance of local culture, 
although local culture is continually transformed by connection to a larger global process (and by 
violence) (Ferguson 2003: 20). 
 

His point is “that ethnic or other identities are not separable from more tangible, 
material concerns. Identity and interest are commonly fused into one” (Ferguson 
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2006: 53). For him cultural difference or ethnicity, which are not fixed but socially and 
historically constructed, is only one of several important aspects of identity. The 
location where the people are situated has a strong influence on identity and broader 
social divisions. Location situates people in relation to ecology, resources, production 
regimes and markets, as well as places them in the hierarchy of controls that flows 
from cities to the countryside (Ferguson 2003: 26). Identity (see Sökefeld 1999) and 
interest are often fused, or can be made that way in conflict situations. He suggests 
that the groups and conflicts which involve them are to be described by the 
neologism “identerest” (identity and interest), rather than labelling them all as “ethnic” 
(ibid.):  
 

“To speak of identerest groups and identerest conflicts does not 
presuppose any one universal basis of antagonism or mobilization. Rather it 
calls for those bases to be specified. And it calls attention to how material 
situation and a variety of symbolic understanding come together in groups 
heading toward lethal struggle, thus joining materialist and cultural/symbolic 
approaches” (Ferguson 2006: 53) 

 
Basically, he disagrees with many of Harris’s hypotheses, and has argued against 
ecological functionalism. Although he sees ecological relationships as crucial for 
understanding culture, he thinks of them in historical rather than equilateral terms 
(Ferguson 2003: 35). He argues that the source of cultural change must not 
necessarily be restricted to the infrastructure: “The principle of infrastructural 
determinism alone, in its strict sense, is too limited to deal with the range of 
deterministic relations that demonstrably exist” (ibid. 24). He proposes a modification, 
to a broad interpretation of the principle. Rather than requiring that every effort to 
explain any cultural phenomenon starts with the infrastructure, he proposes instead 
to begin with identifying causal regularities throughout the socio-cultural system 
(ibid.). The structure is the primary determinant of most processes and changes 
outside of periods of major socio-cultural transformations. Superstructure variables 
operate within the possibilities and are established by the structure and infrastructure, 
but with substantial autonomy. In addition, super structural factors have a large effect 
on the perceptions and actions of individualist in a given context (ibid. 25). In his 
view, infrastructural, structural, and super-structural constraints will produce a range 
of possible outcomes that can be very specific (ibid. 36).  
 



! 164!

Identerest conflicts have four distinguishable opening phases, although these will 
overlap in practice: (1) formation of a core identerest group, (2) creation of mutual 
fears or a security dilemma, (3) polarization and projection of negative attributes, (4) 
calculated violence (Ferguson 2003: 30). In order to fully understand causes of 
conflict, global connections and concepts such as that of the “state” and “nation” 
need to be included (ibid).  
 

4.5.2. Identerest Conflicts of Development in Southeast Asia 
 
This part attempts to link this “identerest conflict” together with government 
development programmes, imposed on “ethnic minorities” or “indigenous people” in 
Southeast Asia, which are thereby seen as source of change and as a form of 
“calculated violence“ (see Leitner 2007).  

Despite numerous differences it is possible to highlight that Southeast Asian 
governments have some intentions and special emphasis in common regarding 
ethnic minorities: “… development aimed at them is a cultural as well as an economic 
project” (Duncan 2004: 3). According to Ferguson (2006), identerest entrepreneurs 
forge and widely disseminate a charged political ideology, thoroughly immersed in 
local cultural understandings, which identifies “our common enemy”, and usually 
believe in this ideology themselves (Ferguson 2006: 55). Important for Ferguson 
(2006) is the point that “self-serving material interests are couched and discussed in 
terms of cultural values” (ibid.). Too often political rulers “identify their culture with 
national culture” (Van den Berghe 1990: 8) seek to enlarge their own wealth and 
pursue their own interests (David 1998: 33, 87-90).  
 
The common aim of Southeast Asian governments is to involve their ethnic minorities 
into the cash economy, to pursue the expression in the national language and the 
conversion to a recognized religion (Duncan 2004: 3).  Another common trend of 
many development programs is the (often forced) resettlement of indigenous minority 
groups. These policies have several justifications, including: (1) national security, (2) 
environmental protection, and (3) national development (ibid. 12, see Gosh 2009). 
Local responses to these policies are different, but even there it is possible to find out 
common tendencies.  
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4.5.2.1. Creation of Core Identerest groups 
 

“It is easy to forget that minorities came into existence in tandem with majorities 
– and, in Southeast Asia, very recently. No indigenous language of the region 
has a traditional word for either concept. They were born of the political and 
cultural revolution brought about by the maturing of the colonial state and by the 
rise against it of popular nationalism. The former fundamentally changed the 
structures and aims of governance, the latter its legitimacy” (Anderson 1998: 
318)  

 
The creation of a core identerest group, in this case governments and politics, was 
mostly happening during and after the colonial time through the ‘divide and rule’ 
technique. This technique exploited existing cleaves and played off one ethnic group 
against another.  Groups allied with colonialists were given different privileges while 
others where neglected or disadvantaged (see Ziltener and Künzler 2013: 298). One 
ethnic group had the most power when the state or nation was finally established.  
 
Many scholars have tried to examine the history of nationalism in Southeast Asia: it’s 
origins, forms, development, victims and opponents (e.g. Anderson 1983, 1998, 
Tonnesson and Antlöv 1996, Tarling 2004, Reid 2010, see Chong 2009). In general 
the process began with the collapse of traditional kingdoms that where replaced with 
colonial states. Historians identified a sheer diversity of pre-colonial state systems in 
Southeast Asia. The most serious attempts to identify a regional pattern of statehood 
are Wolter`s (1999) construct of the “mandala” and Tambiah`s  (1985) concept of 
“galactic polity”. What both have in common and their key feature is the observation 
that states were structured by a loose central political authority and existed next to 
each other without clearly defined territorial boundaries. Authority was based “on 
supernatural sanction rather legal sanctions” and “ritual rather than military 
predominance” (Reid 2010: 20). 
 
Historians agree that waterways and especially the Strait of Melaka have been very 
important for and had a directly influenced on state formation. There exists also an 
agreement that in the Strait of Melaka naval and maritime strategies were linked to 
ethnicity and society that differentiated them from the primary land based patriots 
(Heng 2013: 380-1, see Lieberman 2009, Duara 2012). In Southeast Asia there has 
been for a long time, and still is (despite increased infrastructure) a geographic or as 
Ferguson labels it a “location” difference between those who live in the hills and 
those who live in the valleys. This division was not so much based on ethnic division, 



! 166!

as the concept of “ethnicity” had been introduced, as noted above, by colonial rulers 
in order to mark their terrain, but more on the nearly absolute “social division” 
(Osborne 1992: 54-6). This social division was also marked by different agricultural 
systems. Hill people engage in shifting cultivation and valley people practise irrigated 
rice cultivation. The lowland cultivators nearly always were part of the dominant 
society. The people who lived in the upland regions were a group for whom the 
administrative apparatus of the lowland state did not apply and who did not share the 
values of lowland society. But the separation was not absolute, as the people who 
lived in the hills played for example an important role by providing the valley people 
with certain goods such as forest products and the lowland army with knowledge 
about the hills (ibid). This system was transformed firstly by commerce and secondly 
by colonialism (Acharya 2012: 75).  
 
In the 16th century, Europeans (Portuguese, Dutch, British, French and Spanish) 
shipped into the archipelago, began to establish trading posts and introduced new 
infrastructural and structural systems. The effects of colonialism are well documented 
(see Hack and Retting 2006, Raben 2014, Owen 2014). Artificial boundaries were 
drawn on the landscape in order to prevent disputes between colonial powers. But 
these lines did not reflect, social, ethnic economic or political realities.  They were 
drawn in a region where the concept of territoriality had not been well established 
and their basis formed the geographical location of particular peoples rather than 
their ethnic spread or loyalties (Acharya 2012: 81). The results were “plural societies” 
where one state contained a diversity of ethnic groups or a single ethnic group were 
dispersed across different states (ibid.).  
 
One also has to keep in mind that the influence of colonial rule on ethnic-formation 
varied widely. While the different motivations and styles of colonisers was one factor, 
a far more important factor is for Reid (2010) the type of Southeast Asian society with 
which each interacted. He differs between at least four types of interaction: 1) 
expanding an ethnie core, 2) protecting fragile monarchies, 3) from trade empires to 
revolutionary unities, and 4) ethnicising the stateless (Reid 2010: 37-48). He also 
provides a tripartite typology of nationalism: 1) Ethnie nationalism, 2) State 
nationalism, and 3) Anti-Imperial Nationalism (ibid. 6-10). Most Asian languages 
make no difference between “race or nation” (e.g. Chinese “minzu”, Thai “chat”, 
Malay/Indonesian “bangsa”, Korean “min-jok”). Basically “ethnie nationalism” consists 



! 167!

of most or all following features: a) a collective name, a common myth of descent, 
some shared history or set of traditions, a distinctive shared culture (including 
language and religion), an association with a territory (either present or past) and a 
sense of solidarity (ibid. 7).  
 

4.5.2.2. Polarisation of negative attributes 
 
Governments often justify development interventions by claiming that indigenous 
peoples and ethnic minorities are “backwards” or “primitive” (Duncan 2004: 1). This 
classification helps to divest them of political identity. Pejorative labels are used “to 
exclude and deny autonomy to indigenous minorities at the same time that they can 
claim to be developing these populations” (ibid). The polarization of negative 
attributes has a long history in Southeast Asia. Scott (1999) points to the fact that not 
permanently settled people and hill societies live in a space where state control has 
always been limited:  
 

“Consequently, the kingdoms of the past as well as the modern nation-
states see these peripheral people not only as peoples who are just out 
of reach. They see them instead as examples of all that is uncivilized, 
barbaric, and crude. Even when they are looked at with some sympathy, 
as they are by current “developmental regimes” they are seen as 
benighted primitives, “our living ancestors” who need to be developed, 
brought into modern life. They are thought of as what we were like before 
we discovered Islam or Buddhism, rice cultivation, sedentary life, and 
civilization” (Scott 1999: 45).  

 
This social division between the lowland majorities and upland minorities was 
summed up in the words chosen by the former to describe the people of the hills, 
often with a pejorative connotation. This words were “without exception” pejorative, 
laden with disrespect and emphasised the cultural and social gap between these two 
groups. For example, hill people were called in Vietnam “moï”, in Cambodia “phnong” 
and “kha” in Laos. All the words can be translated as barbarian or savage (Osborne 
1992: 56). Koninck (et.al. 2012) stress that not only throughout much of the colonial 
literature, but also in more recent writings, “references to the “backwardness” of the 
ethnic minorities in the hills have remained frequent…” (Koninck et.al. 2012: 27).  
 
 



! 168!

4.5.2.3. Security Dilemmas 
 
Leaders actively cultivate fears that draw strength by their plausible correspondence 
to local histories and current circumstances (Ferguson 2006: 55). The creation of 
mutual fears or a security dilemma, but again the polarization of negative attributes 
can be shown in four points: 1) poverty and hunger, 2) environmental destruction and 
scarcity, 3) threat of communism insurgency and 4) the dangerous maintenance of 
local belief and action systems. 

 

1. Poverty and hunger 
 
 

“The 2008–09 global recession is already over. However, at the time this 
message is being prepared in August 2011, the global economic situation 
does not look bright. People, including those in Southeast Asia, are 
worried that another recession may hit the world. As in all crises, the poor 
will again suffer the most, if another global crisis occurs” (Kesavapany 
2012: xvii) 
 

“Fifty years ago when the colonial empires ended, most of the globe, 
including the Asian as well as the African tropics, was inhabited by rural 
peasantries facing very low living standards....Since then the tropical 
world, the South, has unexpectedly bifurcated into two sets of countries: 
one set with export-oriented manufacturing industries and productive, 
commercialized agricultural sectors, and another set in which the old 
agrarian economic structure has still hardly changed While the former 
have experienced vast improvements in living standards, many of the 
latter are still as poor as they were fifty years ago...“  (Henley and Van 
Donge 2013: 27) 
 

 
 
The priority areas of ASEAN are firstly “sustainable rural development and rural 
economic growth” and secondly “food security and food sovereignty amidst climate 
change” (see ASEAN 2012: 15-16). Poverty reduction forms the centre of 
development notions (see Leitner 2007) and a primary goal of the ASEAN49. It poses 
a long-standing threat to ASEAN`S external and internal economic integration and 
therefore all member states aim to achieve the UN MDGs development goal to 
promote equitable development by alleviating poverty by 2015 (Hsieh 2013: 107). 
The region experienced fast economic growth and a raise in income inequality as the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
49 http: //www.asean.org/resources/publications/asean-publications/item/asean-framework-action-plan-
on-rural-development-and-poverty-eradication-2011-2015 
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gains of economic development are “unevenly distributed toward the high-income 
groups” (Chongvilaivan 2013: 1). It is reported that 53 % of the total population (569 
million) in Southeast Asia lives in poverty (less than US Dollar 2 / day) and around 
18% in extreme poverty (less than US Dollar 1, 25 /day). The majority of the poor 
lives in rural areas (62 %) and according to population statistics, the “number of 
impoverished people is actually higher than Africa’s” (ASEAN 2012: 5, but see 
Henley and Van Donge 2013).  
 
In the 1930`s Great Depression, the 1997-98 Asian crisis and the recent 2008-9 
global crisis, “the poor will and have suffered most, with food as the most important 
item in the expenditure…” (Ananta and Barichello 2012: 1). In some regions of 
Southeast Asia, “poverty is still linked to hunger” (Winzeler 2011: 262). In 1999, this 
region was home to “about one-third of the world’s malnourished” as about every fifth 
person was chronically undernourished (FAO 1999)50.  Today, Southeast Asia is “the 
only developing region that reached the hunger reduction target ahead of the 2015 
deadline”, as in total the number of undernourished people has decreased from 29,6 
% (1990-1992) to 10,9 % (2010-12)51. At the 21st ASEAN summit in 2012, the 
leaders announced that at a time of economic uncertainty and high commodity prices 
“food security remains a major challenge for ASEAN and the world as a whole” 
(Desker et.al. 2014: 2). Therefore, the goals of food security and open economic 
growth have high priority of ASEAN and its member countries.  
 
Already in colonial times many were pessimistic about Southeast Asia’s agricultural 
and peasant development (Dumont 1935, Gourou 1936, Dobby 1960, Geertz 1963). 
All were concerned that the lowlands are already overpopulated and that population 
was growing faster than food production. Therefore, many called for population 
redistribution through agricultural expansion from the lowlands towards the less 
densely populated uplands and policy makers emphasised “the need to increase the 
productivity of agricultural activity” (yields of food crops, especially rice) (Koninck 
2012: 27).  
 
A number of scholars have investigated into the dynamics and consequences of 
globalisation (Palmujoki 2001, Yamashita and Eades 2002, Murfett 2012) and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50 http: //www.fao.org/docrep/004/ab981e/ab981e03.htm#bm03 
51 http: //www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/report-2013/mdg-report2013_pr_asia.pdf 



! 170!

development directions in Southeast Asia (Caroll 2010, Tsokhas 2011, Nevins and 
Peluso 2008, Rigg 1995/2003, 2001, 2012, Turner and Caouette 2009, Vandergeest 
and Rigg 2012, Bunell et.al. 2013, Koninck and Rousseau 2012, Kano 2014). 
Koninck and Rousseau (2012) describe in great detail the changing items of 
Southeast Asian agriculture since the 1960s. Like many observers have expected 
and as statistics shows, there is a broad move away from agrarian livelihood. 
Although agrarian production remains very important in highly diverse ways, the role 
of agriculture declined as a source of employment and in its contribution to gross 
domestic production and national exports (Koninck 2012: 33, Vandergeest and Rigg 
2012: 4-7).  
 
The major concern is that although state agrarian policies of expansion and 
intensification were implemented unevenly in the region, it has been achieved at the 
expense of Southeast Asia`s forest cover that decrease rapidly (see Kanon 2014: 
123, Koninck 2012: 28-30). About 1,6 billion people depend heavily on forest 
resources for their livelihoods and “deforestation” happens at “an alarming high rate, 
mainly though the conversion of forest into agricultural land” (FAO 2006: 3). The FAO 
(2006) survey in South and Southeast Asia about forest tenure (type of ownership 
and level of control of and access to resources) confirms that, “tenure system in 
forestry remains largely dominated by State control” (ibid. 4). Of a total of about 365 
million ha of forest, the majority (65 - 67%) is directly owned and controlled by central 
governments (ibid.).  
 
Concerns about land use, conflicts over access to and the distribution of natural 
resources “have arisen almost everywhere in Southeast Asia” (Drahmoune 2012: 
134, see Clearly and Eaton 1996, Eaton 2005). The 2012 report of the Minority 
Rights Group International highlights that “struggle for control of resources in South 
East Asia” endangers livelihoods of minorities and indigenous peoples52.  
 

2. Environmental destruction and scarcity 
 
Southeast Asia is one of the most hazard and disasters prone areas of the world and 
the issue of climate change and natural disasters (especially hydro-meteorological) 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
52 http: //www.minorityrights.org/11372/press-releases/struggle-for-control-of-resources-in-south-east-
asia-feeds-ethnic-conflict-displacement-and-threatens-livelihoods-of-minorities-and-indigenous-
peoples-new-global-report.html 
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poses a major security threat to the region and a considerable challenge to poverty 
reduction and development (see UNISDR 2012b, Haque 2003, Wang and Bean 
2010, Elliot 2012). Policies favouring internal displacements in order to protect 
people from impending natural disasters have raised numerous problems and 
conflicts (see Riwanto 2006)53.  
 
“Ecological scarcity”, poses also a serious challenge to ASEAN as the impact of 
environmental degradation affects potentially the dynamics of trading and financial 
systems (see Paul 2010: 159-60, see Nguitragpool 2011, Litta 2012). Southeast Asia 
is “the most biodiverse region on Earth” (Gower et.al. 2012: 7) and has the highest 
rate of habitat loss as by 2004 only less than the half of the original forest of 
Southeast Asia remained. Driving forces of this destruction are deforestation, 
logging, agricultural conversion and overexploitation of wildlife  (Sodhi et.al. 2004, 
et.al. 2009). Therefore, there is an urgent call for protection and conversation. 
Unfortunately, existing local management practices “are still routinely ignored” (Dove 
et.al. 2011: 13).  
 
Environmental protection also often justifies the resettlement of ethnic minorities. 
Some Southeast Asian states have eagerly embraced the idea of establishing large 
national parks to protect biodiversity. These areas usually also conveniently forbid 
human habitation, requiring the resettlement of populations out of protected areas 
(see West et.al. 2007).  The presence of hunter-gatherers in and around national 
parks has been sometimes accepted, but that of shifting cultivators usually not 
(Winzeler 2011: 271). In 1957 a FAO staff announced and appealed:  
 

“to governments, research centers, associations and private person who 
are in a position to hep” to overcome “…the greatest obstacle not only to 
the immediate increase of agricultural production, but also the production 
potential for the future…(N)ot only a backward type of agricultural 
practice…(but) also a backward state of cultural in general” (Mertz et.al. 
2009: 259).  

 
The greatest obstacle in mind and practice was shifting, or swidden cultivation (ibid.). 
For years, Southeast Asian governments decried swidden agriculture as destructive 
and unsustainable. As the environmental movement has grown in strength in the 
West, the case against swidden agriculture has shifted. At first they were seen as 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
53 http: //www.nanseninitiative.org/disasters-and-displacement-south-east-asia 
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unproductive farmers, currently this agricultural system is considered as a threat to 
biodiversity conservation. The accusation of the supposedly environmentally 
destructive consequences of ethnic minorities and hill people's agricultural practices 
have remained frequent in recent writings. Despite numerous refutations (Pelzer 
1945, Spencer 1966, Dove 1983, Crumb 2007) this argument are still in use 
(especially in Malaysia, Indonesia, Laos and Vietnam) as “a political argument” to 
legitimatise “the sedentarization of the minorities” and progressively “land-grabbling”  
(expansion of agriculture and commercial tree plantations, population redistributions 
from the lowlands) of former swidden lands (Koninck et.al. 2012: 27). Without 
surprise Duncan stresses that, “governments that often decry swiddeners as 
destroyers of the environment themselves frequently cancel conservation projects in 
an effort to provide land for large-scale agricultural schemes or timber concessions” 
(Duncan 2004: 14). Contreras (1992) has pointed out that “in a society in which 
political and economic elites often overlap, it is almost always the case that state 
actions favour their own interests” (Contreras 1992: 78-80). Thus, timber companies, 
mining companies and other extractive industries are often able to circumvent the 
laws through their connections to powerful elites (Duncan 2004: 14). 
 
 

3. Threat in the forest 
 
Since the end of the Second World War the states in Southeast Asia has 
experienced a number of internal conflicts. One of “the most serious domestic 
challenges” for Southeast Asian rulers has been “the twin threats of communism and 
ethnic separatism” (Acharya 2012: 122, see Miller 2012, Ganguly 2003, Croissant 
and Trinn 2009). Living in the mountainous borderlands the hill people have been 
viewed as being easily convinced to become communist insurgents and therefore a 
threat to national security. This threat has often authorised controlling efforts, poor 
treatment and resettlement policies of minority groups. Still governments use this 
threat as a legitimation for current development policies (Duncan 2004: 7-8, see 
Dove 1988: 21). Better forms of surveillance of these borderlands provide an 
important zone to guard against outside aggression (ibid. 14).  
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Figure 12: Selected Communist and Separatist Movements in Southeast Asia (1946-
76) (Acharya 2012: 123).  
 

4. Dangerous maintenance of local belief and action systems 
 
Governments in Southeast Asia perceive indigenous cosmologies and ritual belief 
systems as impediments to development and encourage the conversion of 
indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities to Christianity, Buddhism or Islam (Duncan 



! 174!

2004: 3, see Winzeler 2008).  Since Western Colonialism the marginalization of 
indigenous religious belief systems was an elementary factor in the modernization 
projects: “Local spirit cults … came to be look upon as epitomizing irrationality and 
backwardness and obsolete remnants of pre-modern thinking by the enlightened 
subjects of the postcolonial area” (Endres and Lauser 2011: 3, see Stylers 2004: 14).  
 
States attempted to use religion in order to forge national identity. They pursued 
conversion because they feared that local religious mobilization could lead political 
threats to the state (Hamayotusu 2008: 174, see Ahmed 2011). According to Riaz 
(2011) “religion has become the most potent ideology and has a mass appeal” in 
Southeast Asia because in combination with international development states failed 
to deliver services and developmental goods, which in turn created a context within 
which religion has appeared as both, “an ideology of the ruling class and as a 
counter – hegemonic project” (Riaz 2011: 13, 15). Religion is now often perceived to 
be “the single most important political-ideological default mechanism in global 
conflict” (Otis 2004: 11). Religion is an element in a number of the main “ethnic 
conflicts” of the twenty and early twenty-first centuries and in all these cases, the 
belligerents are distinguished by religion (Eller 2007: 241). However it would be more 
accurate and useful, as Eller (2007) among many others highlights, to view these 
conflicts as “clashes of communities” and “identity and interest groups” rather than 
religions: “People’s statements, in terms of theological reflections and cultural 
products, are not only discourses on the universal implication of an event but also 
strictly context dependent” (ibid., see Tan 2007). 
 
 

4.5.2.4. Local impacts and responses 
 

“Around the edges of even the most controlling regimes in Southeast 
Asia can be found often-beleaguered pockets of activism, their content 
and form always in flux amidst changing international norms, new 
patterns of development, demographic shifts, new technologies for 
engagement, and sometimes, changes in political leaders and regimes” 
(Weiss 2013: 544) 

 
The local impacts of development interventions and indigenous people’s reactions to 
government attempts at incorporation and agrarian transformation have taken many 
shapes and stands in the middle of interests in recent publications (see Heryanto and 
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Mandal 2003, Ford 2013, Rigg 1995/2003, 2001, 2012, Turner and Caouette 2009, 
Scott 2009, 2012, Vandergeest and Rigg 2012, Bunell et.al. 2013). Rigg (2012) 
shows the limits of grand development planning schemes and provide insights into 
the “capacity of people and their ordinary life in generating their own version of 
development” (Kusno 2014: 179). Turner and Caouette (2009) highlight that in 
Southeast Asia the kinds of “resistance” to rural transformations are “numerous, 
rapidly diversifying, and never static” (Tuner and Caouette 2009: 4). There is the 
warning not to fall into “a resistance mentality” that refers in broad terms to a 
 

 “ … oversimplification that would ensue from interpreting the cultural 
significance and the underlying intentions of the research subjects` attitudes 
and actions merely through a resistance lens” as “even when forms of 
resistance are present, people’s relationship to the state or other powerful 
actors might not necessarily be defined by them” (Drahmoune 2013: 135).  

 
Although the issue is complex and should not be simplified, the following scenarios 
frequently happen:  
 
(1) Some groups actively seek to avoid incorporation and put up “armed resistance” 
(Duncan 2005: 16).  
(2) On the other side, local populations, “suffer at the hands of the incorporation and 
do not reap the benefits that they are promised” or that they anticipated, but “still 
welcome development” to a certain extent for the material and political benefits these 
types of programs sometimes bring (ibid. ). 
(3) One option still available to some groups is “simply avoidance, to ignore the 
government” and its initiates by moving away from the government’s grasp. For 
example, the Chewong in Malaysia returned, after several years in a government- 
sponsored settlement, to the forest to follow their previous shifting settlement pattern 
and a foraging subsistence (ibid. 17). 
(4) These programs can also “empower” the groups that the government is trying to 
assimilate. For example, in northern Thailand have some young educated “hill tribe” 
people formed the “Inter-Mountain Peoples Education and Culture in Thailand 
Association” (IMPECT). This group was initially founded as a development 
organization but has increasingly become an active political group. Their self-
identification as a unitary group of upland people is a “consequence of lowland 
categorization imposed on them” (ibid.). This categorisation disregards profound 
social, cultural, and economic difference between the upland minority groups. 



! 176!

(5) Finally, another frequently mentioned outcome of state development programs 
and policies that try to incorporate local people into the state concept is the “creation 
of an enforced ethnic identity” among the target population. The government 
sponsored stereotypes of groups as “primitive and backward” can often lead to a) the 
creation of ethnic pride in response to this disdain, or b) total wider recognition of 
ethnic similarities (Harell 1995: 27). 
 
 

4.6. Summary 
 
This chapter was concerned with the methodology used for this study. As shown in 
the second chapter of this study, there exists a general divergence of system or 
agency based approaches in the study of resilience. But it is also possible to 
compare agencies (the Mindful body that is apprehended through the study of 
proportional holism) in systems or ongoing identerest conflicts in South East Asia, by 
following the call for a New Realism in anthropological writings.  
 
We are human beings that live in a world. The concept of the Mindful body became 
prominent in constructivist studies of emotions during the 1970s in order to overcome 
Cartesian dichotomies. Bergson, the process and life philosopher, overcomes at an 
early stage the mind / body dualism and showed how the individual lives in a body 
that lives with others in a reality that is shaken by constant conflicts. In regard to the 
ongoing resilience discussion, he has provided an argument against a normative and 
universal understanding of resilience. Even though members of the dominant part 
society, some academics, the government or some politician would claim that their 
understanding of resilience and the way to create it would enhance the survival of all 
human beings on the earth, Bergson would argue that this view is a mistaken one. 
The idea of, or the development to a state of humanity that includes a world full of 
harmony and peace as well as openness, love and justice for everyone is an 
idealistic illusion. The reason is, as he points out, that moral obligation is rather 
biological than sociological, as human beings tend to need others, the group, for 
survival.  
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Marvin Harris, through his paradigm of cultural materialism, made it possible to study 
people in their interaction with the environment. Like Vayda, he called for both, to 
study systems maintaining and changing phenomena.  
Boas and followers, who argued against racist and evolutionary theorising and who 
lay out the basis for ideographic inquiries explained similarities of adaptive features 
through a limited possibility of development. According to Ogburn culture, religion, 
the peoples working mind, lag behind technological development, because of the 
resistance to change. This principle was perceived to be cause of crises and 
maladjustments. In short, what is perceived in the foregoing chapter as a feature of 
cultural resilience - the maintenance of traditional belief and action systems in face of 
constant pressure to assimilate to a dominant group – was valued in negative terms. 
This issue, as shown also in the foregoing chapter, is still present.  
 
Harris argues it is the mode of production and reproduction that informs primarily the 
function and similarities of social systems or adaptive traits. The infrastructure it also 
the primary source for change. He would explain the existence and the continuing 
use of cultural schemata, punan, in positive and functioned ways. They exist because 
they enhance the general function of the social system in interaction with the 
environment. He tried to overcome the individualism/holism distinctions by relying on 
etic and emic approaches. Although he argued that both viewpoints are necessary in 
order to understand society, he favoured etic and infrastructural explanations. In 
order to avoid a confirmation bias and in order to study the emic view through the 
Mindful Body this study employs the concept of proportional holism that studies the 
ways and understandings how local people themselves apprehend things in order to 
keep their cosmos in portion.  
 
Finally, this part shows the general source for encapsulation and external induced 
change through the basic mechanisms, which slightly corresponds with Bergson’s 
concerns of moral obligation, of identerest conflicts in Southeast Asia as well as 
possible local responses. Those issues are examined with focus on Malaysia and the 
punan concept among Orang Asli in the following chapter.  
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5. The Punan Concept among the Orang Asli in Malaysia 
 
 
This part shows the historical and contemporary relationships between the Orang 
Asli and the Malaysian government, and finally presents contemporary 
anthropological studies of them. The second part investigates into the punan 
concept.  
 
 

Figure 13: Modern Malaysia (Hooker 2000: xix).  
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5.1. The Orang Asli in Malaysia 
 

 
Figure 14: Orang Asli (JEKOA Ministry)54 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
54http: //jekoa.faithweb.com/favorite_links.html 
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5.1.1. Creating national identity and ethnic composition 
 
Many scholars start out with the observation that Malaysia is characterized by social, 
cultural and political pluralism (Subramaniam 2011: 42) or that it is a “plural society“ 
(Loh Kok Wah 2009: xii). According to the “Official Portal of the Department of 
Statistics” the total population in Malaysia was 28.3 million of which 91.8 per cent 
were Malaysian citizens - Bumiputeras (“sun of the soil”, indigenous people) (67,4%), 
Chinese (24,6%), Indians (7,3%), Others (0,7%) and 8,2% were non-citizens55. 
Among the Malaysian citizens, the “Malays” were the predominant ethnic group in 
Peninsular Malaysia (63.1%, the Iban in Sarawak (30,3%) and the Kadazan/Dusun in 
(Sabah 24,5%) (ibid.). 
 

 
Figure 15: “Percentage distribution of the population by ethnic group” Malaysia, 201056 

 
Achieving a cohesive national identity has been a core goal for Malaysia since it 
attained independence from Britain on the 31st August 1957. Before the colonies and 
protectorates were occupied by Japan from 1942 to 1945. In 1948, the British-ruled 
territories (except Singapore) formed the Federation of Malaya. “Malaysia” came into 
existence after the first Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, convinced Sabah, 
Sarawak and Singapore to join Malaya in a federal union. The first independent years 
were marked by a communist insurgency, Indonesian confrontation with Malaysia, 
and Philippine claims to Sabah. In 1965, Tunku decided upon the exclusion of 
Singapore from the federation (Yong Tan 2008: 1-7, Gin 2009: iix-ixxi).  
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
55http: //www.statistics.gov.my/portal/index.php?option=com_content&id=1215 
56 http: //www.statistics.gov.my/portal/index.php?option=com_content&id=1215 
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Today there is the agreement that the “three pillars of Malayness” – “bahasa, raja 
dan agama” (language, ruler and religion) and the modern ideas of the “Malay race” 
and the “Malay nation’” (bangsa) were introduced during the British colonial period 
(Shamsul 2001: 362-3, see also Roff 1967, Omar 1993, Milner 1996: 51, 68-9, see 
Harper 1999, Milner 2008). The term “Melayu” is originally related to a geographical 
area in Sumatra or the Straits of Melaka (Reid 2004: 3, see Andaya 2001). By the 
16th/17th century, “Malay” and “Malayness” were associated with a line of kingship, 
with representatives and close associates of the dynasty who ruled the polity of 
Melaka (Malacca) before the Portuguese conquest of 1511 and whose political 
culture was based on medieval Islam. Europeans and Chinese increasingly used the 
terms with reference to people and their culture (language, trade practices, customs), 
which lived in the commercial diasporas outside the Straits of Melaka (Gin 2004: 841, 
Reid 2004: 7-8, Shamsul 2001: 362-3). In an important article Raffle (1816) noticed:  
 

“I cannot but consider the Malayu nation as one people, speaking one 
language, though spread over so wide a space, preserving their character 
and customs, in all the maritime states lying between Sulu Seas and the 
Southern Oceans” (Raffle 1816: 103).  
 

Shamsul (2001) notes how his concept of “Malay nation” becomes “Malay race”. This 
idea was accepted by both, British colonial powers and by the inhabitants 
themselves: Around 1840 Abdullah Munshi, a writer, used the term “bangsa Melayu” 
(Malay race / nation), the 1891 colonial census acknowledged the “Malay” - besides 
“Chinese” and “Tamil” - as a racial category and in 1913 the Malay Reservation 
Enactment included a legal definition of “Malay”. These procedures “supported and 
sanctioned by the colonial government, gave life to the term and concept of “Malay“” 
(Shamsul 2001: 263, see Holst 2012, Gomes et.al. 2009).  
 
One of the “most significant features” of Malaysia’s political system “is the “special 
rights” of the Malays” (Subramaniam 2011: 43) that originated in British colonial 
politics:  
 

“The British accorded a special status to the Malays. They were regarded 
as the original inhabitants, although, as their name suggests, the fifty 
thousand or so orang asli (“aborigines”) had been there longer. The 
British believed that they should offer “protection” to the Malays, thus 
supplementing the protective role of the [Malay] rulers” (Milne and Mauzy 
1999: 10).  
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With independence (1957), this “historical legacy” was institutionalized 
(Subramaniam 2011: 43). Many scholars regard the Malaysian state in substance as 
“”a Malay-based” polity” where the dominant “Malay political power” hinders the 
development “of liberal democratic governance” (ibid.).  
 
In 1991, Mahathir Moham, the Prime Minster of Malaysia, outlined in his “Wawasan 
2020“ (Vision 2020) the idea of a “Bangsa Malaysia“, a “Malaysian race“ instead of 
“Bangsa Melayu/China/India” to be achieved by the year 2020. In 2010, Prime 
Minister Najib Razak introduced the “1Malaysia” concept that seems pretty much 
identical to his mentor’s vision, with the purpose of creating a Malaysian race and 
developing national integration (Segawa 2013: 210, see Bin Ishak 1999). Using this 
concept, Najib argued that Malaysians of all races and religions must think and act 
beyond the boundaries of ethnicity and race. He also stated that efforts to achieve 
national unity must be prioritized and encourage people to understand his viewpoint 
that: 

“without national unity, it would be difficult to overcome the challenges of 
globalization and to allow Malaysia to flourish into a fully developed 
country“ (Segawa 2013: 210, see Ali 2008)57.  

 
 
Orang Asli 
 
In government forms there is no Orang Asli ethnic category, they appear “only as 
Malay and bumiputera” and do not receive the same rights as them (Dentan 1997: 
142, see Nah 2008). In 1999 they presented 0,5% of the total population (Nicolas 
2002: 119). Before 1960, the Orang Asli – as an ethnic and political category – did 
not exist. The Malaysian label “Orang Asli” (“original people”) was initially intended as 
an etymologically responsible translation for “aborigine” during Emergency Period in 
the late 1950`s (ibid.). Today, Orang Asli comprise at least nineteen distinct groups, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
57The Malaysian government has comprised a coalition, the Alliance (1955–74) and the BN (1974–
present), which consists of several ethnic-based parties, including the United Malays National 
Organization (UMNO, Malay party), the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA, Chinese party), and the 
Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC, Indian party), each ostensibly representing their own ethnic interests 
and identity. The BN coalition government has maintained its legitimacy by balancing the communal 
demands of the component parties, despite the coalition being dominated by the UMNO. Similar to the 
BN, opposition political parties have been largely ethnic based and tend to focus on communal-related 
issues, although their communal character has appeared to have been moderated under the 
opposition coalition, the PR, which consists of the Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR, multiethnic party), the 
Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS, Malay party), and the Democratic Action Party (DAP, Chinese party). 
This political structure based on ethnicity (ethnic politics) has led to the rise of ethnic identity as a 
political and sociocultural issue and has thus hindered national integration (ibid. 212).  
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varying in size from about 100 to 20,000 and differing in language, social 
organization, economy, religion and physical characteristics (Dentan 1997: 9). 
 
Skeat and Blagden (1906) adumbrated a simplifying system of classification, which 
was given its modern from by Schebesta (1926), who proposed an evolutionary 
scheme, encompassing racial, linguistic, and cultural attributes where the aboriginal 
peoples of the Malay Peninsula could be classified into three distinct ethnic groups: 
Semang (Negritos), Senoi (Sakai), Proto-Malay (Jakun) (see Schebesta 1926: 276). 
This classification refers broadly to three modes of subsistence, hunting and 
gathering, upland swidden farming of dry rice or millet, and low land farming and 
forest collection for trade (Dentan 1997: 2). According to Dentan (1997) the nomadic 
hunters and gathers collectively called Semang include the Kensiu, Jahai, Lanoh, 
Mendriq, Temoq, Bateq (Batek), Kintaq, Pangan, and Semoq Beri. The agricultural 
Senoi includes the Semai, Temiar, Jah Hut, Siwang (Chewong), Mah Meri, and 
Semelai. And the Proto-Malay consists of the Belanda, Temuan, Jakun, and Kanaq 
(ibid.).  
 
Although Schebesta (1952: 69) says there was no name to refer to all three of them 
as a single entity in his times, the aborigines of the Malay Peninsula were known in 
Malay as “Sakai”. The term “Sakai” may derive from Sanskrit “sakhi” meaning “friend, 
companion, comrade” (Couillard 1984: 85). By the 1st millennium A.D., Indian traders 
were going to the Malay Peninsula, followed by Indian-influenced traders from the 
Sumatran kingdom of Srivijaya between the 7th and 13th centuries. They were 
seeking forest products like resins, and rattan from the ancestors of the Orang Asli. 
They stopped at coastal or riverine villages or collection points and dealt with local 
middlemen or the collectors themselves. Probably these Hinduized traders called 
their treading partners “Sakai” (ibid. 86). In “Malay epics about Malacca”, the term 
“Sakai” refers to commoners summoned to perform a job, for example, as 
crewmembers on a royal voyage (ibid. 89). Thus, it meant something like “subjects 
liable to corvée labor” (ibid.). The ruler’s incorporated Orang Asli leaders – called 
“batin” – as low-level functionaries responsible for managing trade in forest products. 
Commoners owed the ruler military service and corvée labor. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, the term meant “subordinate, slave, savage, aboriginal person” 
(Dentan 1997: 52) and includes some of the same connotations of racial difference, 
inferiority, and powerlessness. The changing connotations of the term reflect the 
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changing relations between Orang Asli and “outsiders” from the first millennium A.D. 
to the mid-twentieth century (ibid.). Although Sakai is no longer used to refer to the 
aborigines of Malaysia, it is according to Nagata (2006) used for the “aboriginal 
populations” in southern Thailand provinces (Nagata 2006: 46). The term Sakai 
gained legitimacy in Southern Thailand administrations through the publications of 
the linguist Duangchand Phaiboon. But it has to be mentioned that the term Sakai 
has been replaced with the endonym “Maniq”, thanks to indefatigable awareness 
training by Boonserm Rittapirom, a retired officer (personal communication Prof. Dr. 
Helmut Lukas).  
 
 

5.1.2. Historical interrelationships 
 
Pre-colonial Period 
 
What the Orang Asli have in common is according to Dentan (1997) that they are 
“non-Malay indigenous peoples, descendants of peoples who occupied the Malay 
Peninsula before the establishment of Malay Kingdoms during the second millennium 
A.D.” (Dentan 1997: 9, see Jumper 1997, 1999). The majority of Malaysians find it 
difficult to acknowledge that they occupied the Malay Peninsula long before other 
peoples (Hooker 2000: 243). The chronology of human habitation in the region is still 
a matter for conjecture and hypothesis (Andaya and Andaya 1982: 9). Among the 
Orang Asli, the Negrito and Senoi speak Mon-Khmer related languages of the 
Austro-Asiatic family can be found all over the whole of the southern Indochinese 
mainland. The other indigenous languages in modern Malaysia, including Malay, 
belong to the Austronesian family. Several scholars have suggested that the remote 
origin of Austronesian-speaking peoples was somewhere in the region of south 
China, possibly Taiwan. From then, it has been argued, they gradually dispersed 
through maritime Southeast Asia and Oceania via the Philippines and eastern 
Indonesia, reaching the Malay Peninsula from western Borneo and more recently 
Sumatra (ibid.).  
 
In the folklore and earlier literature of the Malayu in both Sumatra and the Malay 
Peninsula, the “Orang Asli / Suku Terasing” communities were regarded with respect 
and even awe. They were associated with the forest, a place that was feared from 
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most Malayu, and regarded as the owner of spiritual potency and it was thought that 
have the ability to wield supernatural powers against their enemies. The relationship 
was also characterized by economic interdependency. The downriver Malayu 
kingdoms provided the essential iron, salt, and cloth for the interior communities. In 
exchange, “Orang Asli / Suku Terasing” delivered forest resins, aromatic woods, and 
rattans, which were highly valued in the international trade conducted in the Malayu 
port cities. In addition to collecting forest products, they provided a useful function in 
safeguarding the trade routes. All these factors contributed to the positive portrayal of 
them in early Malayu tales and legends. The recognition of the necessary link 
between the two groups is also evident in early “Orang Asli/Suku Terasing” portrayals 
of the Malayu (Andaya 2008: 226)58. E.g. in Semai tales, the marriage of the prince 
from Sumatra and the Orang Asli princess living on Gunung Ledang results in the 
assistance of the Orang Asli communities in the establishment of Melaka. The Orang 
Asli then become the prince`s palace workers, guards, and army, tasks they continue 
to perform for the descendants of the first Melakan ruler (ibid.). In another example of 
the “Hikayat Hang Tuah”, a text incorporating many Malay oral traditions, mentions a 
mythical queen of Melaka who flees into the jungle to escape from the Portuguese. 
She then joined one of the Orang Asli groups, the Batek (Andaya and Andaya 1982: 
49).  
 
In another episode, the hero of the story, Hang Tuah, retreats upriver to Perak where 
he is accepted as ruler by another Orang Asli People (ibid.). He was living with the 
Batak (see Lukas 2011: 175, Hadidjaja 1951). When it is written, like for example as 
Karow (1976) notes that the old Malay hero Hang Tuah became “der Fürst aller 
Bataks und Waldbewohner” (Karow 1976: 343), the ruler of all Bataks and forest 
dwellers, one has to keep in mind that he did not become the ruler of the Batak of 
Sumatra, who reached in their movement Perak, as Sidjabat (1983: 36, 63) 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
58In the 1970s the Suharto government introduced the pejorative term “Suku Terasing“ / “Masyarakat 
Terasing“ (“isolated tribe“ / “isolated community“) in order to designate those who have not been fully 
integrated in the process of national development (e.g. Orang Rimbo/Anak Dalam/Kubu, 
Mentawaianer, Papuas). After 1998, this term was replaced by the more respectable denotation 
“masyarakat adat“ (“adat society“): “In sharp contrast to the past the peripheral minorities are now 
more and more described as very just and democratic societies and as native ecologists who are 
protecting the ecological environment, if necessary also against the pressure of profit-oriented timber-
hungry groups …” (Lukas 2004: 3). Hence, the term “Suku Terasing” was only in force from the 1970s 
until 1998. President Wahid (1999 – 2001) was responsible for many terminological and administrative 
changes with regard to the “adat society”. In contrast to Lukas (2004), Andaya (2008) has not yet 
recognised this change, as in his view the term “Suku Terasing” is still officially and widely used (see 
Andaya 2008: 204).  
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presumes, but of the Semang who inhabited the mountainous forests of the island 
(see Lukas 2011: 175-6). The denotation “Batak” appears to be related with the 
contemporarily common ethnonym “Batek” that is used for certain Semang groups. 
Andaya (2002: 368) draws despite lexical resemblance no connection between the 
ethnonym “Batak” and the denotation “Batek”, as the latter has its origin in 
Austroasiatic language and the former derives from Austronesian language. Lukas 
(2011) notes that “Batek” originally has been an Austronesian exonym that has later 
been adopted as autonym from the so designated group. The homophony is no 
accident but is the result (as in the case of the Batak of Sumatra and the Batak of 
Palawan) of the same pejorative foreign appellation. There are two evidences for this 
claim: Firstly, the most southern Batek in Kelantan, Pahang and Terengganu live 
relatively isolated from other groups like the Semang. Secondly, the Maniq (the most 
northern Semang (South Thailand), imagine the “Batak” to be dangerous cannibals 
who have to be treated with respect (Lukas 2011: 175-6).  
 
Colonial Period 
 
Like others the Orang Asli were victims of slave raiding by Malays during the 19th and 
early 20th centuries (Endicott 1983, Dentan 2008). Groups of well-armed slave 
raiders would usually attack Orang Asli camps or settlements while the inhabitants 
were sleeping. After having killed the adults, they took away the children who were 
then raised as household servants or sold on the market. This period is still 
remembered in oral traditions and is one reason why the Malays are considered as 
perilous and untrustworthy. It is also one reason why encounters with strangers are 
still feared (Endicott 1983: 237). In 1883, the colonial government propitiated slavery 
but it continued until the mid-1920s (Endicott 1983: 217-18, Leary 1995: 19). Harpern 
(1997) provides an analysis of the Orang Asli during the period of colonial rule and 
documents how changing political circumstances transformed their relationship with 
their environment. Colonial regulations of land uses, cultivation practices (growing 
intensity of colonial forestry) negatively affected Orang Asli traditional land rights. 
Through modern land administration, they got in contact with state administration and 
suffered from “paternalist officialdom” (see Harpern 1997: 9-10). The British 
negotiated for territory only with the Malay sultans, which were perceived as the sole 
source of authority over the land (Hooker 2000: 141-2).  
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Japanese Military Occupation and the Emergency 
 
During the Japanese military occupation (1941/2 – 1945) and the Emergency period 
(1948 – 60) (Leary 1995), the Orang Asli strategically collaborated and fled from 
different parties.  
In order to fight the Japanese army the Malayan Peoples Anti-Japanese Army 
(MPAJA) was established. This party was formed after the war as Malayan 
Communist Party (MCP). The Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA) or Malayan 
Race Liberation Army (MRLA) were a part of this movement. They revolted against 
the British administration for liberation. Both, the MPAJA and the MCP hid in the 
forest and “interacted on friendly terms with the Orang Asli” who (more than 50% of 
total Orang Asli population) provided them “with food”, “sometimes shelter” and 
“information about the Security forces” (Idrus 2011:61). During this emergency 
period, the federation army tried several measures to win and gain control over the 
Orang Asli (e.g. by the implementation of resettlement schemes) in order to win the 
battle with the communist fighters (see Carey 1976:305-20, Toshihiro 2009: 25-6):  
 

“The governments interest in the Orang Asli at this time was no longer a 
scientific or romantic interest but one of critical national security…From 
1947 to 1949 under British Military Administration the welfare of the 
Orang Asli came under the jurisdiction of the Department of Social 
Welfare” (Idrus 2011:61-2).  

 

In 1950, the “Department of Aborigines” was established, which was named after 
independence “Department of Orang Asli Affairs” – “Jabatan Hal Ehwal Orang Asli” 
(JHEOA) and which controls since 1961 nearly all matters concerning the Orang Asli 
(Hooker 2000: 243-4). In 1961 over 60% of Orang Asli still lived in remote areas and 
the King announced that even though the emergency was over the nation would not 
forget the Orang Asli:  

“His government…was creating a long-term policy for the administration 
and advancement of the aborigines in order to absorb these people into 
the stream of national life in a way, and at a pace, which will adopt and 
not destroy their traditional way of living and culture” (cited from Denton 
and Endicott 2005: 2). 
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5.1.3. Development policies and responses 
 

“…Orang Asli are trapped between a protectionist law, which positions 
them as wards of the state with limited autonomy, rights and control over 
their resources, on the one hand, and the post-independence policy of 
hyper-development, under which they are deemed to be failed subjects 
on the other hand“ (Idrus 2011: 53).  

 
Noone was engaged to establish the “Aboriginal Peoples Ordinance” (1954) that 
became the “Aboriginal Peoples Act” (1974), which is the most influencing law 
governing all aspects of the Orang Asli`s lives, e.g. definition of Orang Asli, land 
rights, education (Idrus 2011:63, 53, see Nah 2008). With the introduction of this law, 
the federal government officially declared its responsibility towards the Orang Asli. 
The main principles and aims of the Aboriginal Peoples Act, also known as “Act 134” 
were outlined in 1954 in the following way:  
 

“…to ensure that the aborigines were protected from unscrupulous 
exploitation, to  safeguard their tribal organization and way of life from the 
too rapid advance of  civilization and to remove any obstacles which might 
hinder their gradual advancement along the lines best suited to them in 
accordance with their changing  environment“ (Nah 2008: 224).  

 
This law grants the government enormous control over Orang Asli affairs “in the 
name of protection, well-being and advancement” (Subramaniam 2011a: 31).  
 
The Malaysian government’s basic view of development largely corresponds to the 
“modernization” theories that arose after World War II. The goal is to make Malaysia 
a fully industrialized country with a standard of living similar to the nations of Europe 
by the year 2020 (Dentan 1997: 89). Gomez (2007) argues that the two dominating 
Malay political parties, the United Malay’s National Organisation (UMNO, since 1946) 
and the Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS, since 1951) are marked in practice by a 
“resistance to change” since their foundation as they “…continue to mobilise support 
along racial and religious lines“ despite of demands from society for major reforms 
(Gomez 2007: 3). State structures limit the realisation of a democratic-party system 
(see Gomez et.al. 2010).  
 
In contrast, Loh Kok Wah (2009) argues that in Malaysia “there occurs Old vs New 
Politics today” (Loh Kok Wah 2009: xx): 
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“Contrary to the assumptions of those who utilize crude plural society 
theories, primordialism, or consociational models to analyse Malaysian 
politics, I argue that Malaysia’s politics, just like its economy and society, 
has also undergone transformation. While ethnicism remains a salient 
aspect of Malaysian politics, it no longer correct to argue that ethnicism is 
the be-all and the end- all of Malaysian politics. Rather, due to the rapid 
transformation of Malaysia’s economy and society, a new discourse and 
practice of participatory politics has gained ground, especially among the 
urban middle-class. It follows that the various ethnic groups in Malaysia 
are nowadays very fragmented“ (ibid. xv-xvi).  

 
Although “a discourse of ethnicism (which stresses our differences)“ still influences 
politics, it does so according to him less than before as there emerged “a new 
discourse of developmentalism” that is: 
 

“... the cultural corollary to the dirigiste developmental state when 
citizens, especially the middle classes, begin to enjoy improved living 
conditions as a result of economic growth that the state has brought 
about. To the extent that developmentalism captured the imagination of 
both the bumiputera as well as non-bumiputera, it was an important 
veneer over ethno-religious differences ...“ (ibid. xix).   

 
From his point of view, “developmentalism“ partly explains why they “seem to [be] 
transiting to new politics relatively peacefully“ and without it “the “ghost of May 13, 
1969“ might not have been buried“ (ibid.). However, the discourse on 
developmentalism seems to mask “some fundamental structural and institutional 
inequalities underlying Malaysia’s political economy and society” (Subramaniam 
2011: 44).  
 
Different factors coerced and influenced Malaysia’s “affirmative action”, which is “a 
form of justice that seeks to establish equality by using compensatory benefits to 
rectify past discrimination” (Gomez and Premadas 2013: 5). Colonial processes and 
capitalism led to the ethnic division of labour (see Drabble 2000) or to “the cultural 
division of labor” that is “essentially an articulation between ethnicity and the 
economic division of labor in the colonial order” (Ibrahim 2004: 122). In the aftermath 
of colonial rule, the Bumiputera was economically disadvantaged (Lee et.al. 2013: 
67). Of total equity, they just owned 2.4%, while non-Bumiputera Malaysians had 
28.3% and foreigner 63.4% (ibid. 69). The New Economic Policy was a broad 
national development framework with specific affirmative action provisions for the 
Bumiputera in order to tackle “ethnic –based economic inequality” after the 1969 riots 
(Rauya 2013: 195). This policy was part of the Second Malaysian Plan (1971- 1975) 
and aimed at:  
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“a) the reduction and eventual eradication of poverty, by raising income 
levels and increasing employment opportunities for all Malaysians, 
irrespective of race and b) the acceleration of the process of restructuring 
Malaysian society to correct economic imbalance, so as to reduce and 
eventually eliminate the identification of race with economic function” (ibid.).  
 

 
This policy and its successor programs have shaped Malaysia’s socio-economic 
development for more than 40 years (see Jomo 2013, Khoo 2012, Hill 2012). While 
the aims have been partly fulfilled, the general trend indicates clearly that “intra-
communal inequality” has grown and that specific individuals have benefited through 
state patronage (Rauya 2013: 217-18, see Gomez 1999). The implementation of 
racially-target policies should have reinforced “the ethnicised political, economic and 
societal system” (Holst 2013: 218) and  “the final objectives of an equal and a 
balanced share of wealth of the country for all ethnic groups have still a long way to 
go“ (Bakar 2013: 52, see Gomez and Saravanamuttu 2012, Lee et.al. 2013).  

In Malaysian development planes, there is, according to Dentan (1997) “not much 
room” for “the rural lifestyle of most Orang Asli” (Dentan 1997: 89, see Endicott 2004, 
Dentan and Endicott 2005). According to Dentan (1997), the Orang Asli presents a 
two-fold problem for the Malaysian government: they are a hindrance to development 
and a political embarrassment. Its proposed solution to the problem combines 
“regroupment” – settling Orang Asli in concentrated settlements – and “Islamization” 
– converting them to Islam, so they can be absorbed into the Malay population (ibid. 
117).  

 

Regroupment 

One advantage of regroupment in the eyes of officials is that it settles Orang Asli 
down in one place. The goal is to bring the Orang Asli under government control. 
This aim also facilitates the goal to “modernize” Orang Asli economies (Dentan 1997: 
120-3). In practice, regroupment means a) the resettlement of the groups in 
wasteland which is always much smaller than the area the regrouped people 
originally inhabited and used, b) the fostering of cash-crop arboriculture, c) providing 
a standard house, which is a small version of a type of rural Malay house, d) 
providing national education and school buildings, as well as e) medical care. Finally, 
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f) the JHEOA provides each regroupment scheme with an access road, a 
multipurpose hall including a Muslim chapel, an administrative office, housing for 
staff, and a simple provisions shop offering food, tobacco, tools, cloth, trinkets, and 
so on (ibid. 123-30). According to Dentan (1997) the regroupment policies leads to 
following results:  
 
1) “Poverty and Insecurity” – On the whole the government’s economic programs 

both inside and outside of regroupment schemes have failed to benefit Orang 
Asli. Most are actually worse off now than they were before the government 
began its effort to “develop” their economies. Besides “being poor”, regrouped 
Orang Asli are vulnerable to fluctuations in commodity prices. Neither they nor 
the JHEOA can anticipate what crops will command good prices five years 
down the line, when trees start to produce. The shift toward dependence on 
the market economy also makes Orang Asli vulnerable to being exploited by 
middlemen. The JHEOA does not adequately protect them from exploitation, 
in some cases the exploiters are Department employees (Dentan 1997: 136-
7).  

2) “Dependency” – one unintended consequence of regroupment and 
displacement has been Orang Asli “dependence on the government for 
survival” (ibid. 137). Referring to Nicolas (1990) who notes that in the Semai 
case, “…their ability to be self-subsistent and self-relating being drastically 
impaired, the Semai have been forced to seek government aid in almost every 
sphere of the development…” (Nicolas 1990: 78). Dentan (1997) explains that 
the patron-client relationship which the JHEOA maintains with the Orang Asli 
also contributes to the Orang Asli`s “imitative dependence” mentality (Dentan 
1997: 137).  

3) “Social Problems” - relocation and “the breakdown of traditional social 
organization and norms” have had a number of unfortunate consequences 
(see Mohd Tap 1990: 1). The loss of traditional knowledge, where people now 
turn for advice to educated teachers and paramedics rather than to traditional 
leaders and shamans. 2) Alcohol abuse has become a problem in a number of 
rural settlements, which also can be a significant drain on a family’s budget. 
Further alcohol consumption is usually involved in the still rare – but 
increasingly frequent – incidents of violence in Orang Asli communities. 
Dentan found in a survey (1991-1992) that acts of violence almost always 
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arose from all-night drinking parties (ibid. 140). 3) Prostitution became 
common at some settlements and regroupment schemes where substantial 
numbers of male outsiders are present. While nowadays some Orang Asli 
women do make a business of prostitution, male outsiders, especially those in 
position of authority, molest and sexually harass Orang Asli women with 
impunity (ibid.).  

 

Orang Asli`s customary land rights are not protected or recognised in a legislative or 
executive form although Malaysia unequivocally voted for the “United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples” (UNDRIP):  
 

“ … the federal and state governments use their extensive legal powers 
over Orang Asli peoples and Orang Asli lands to determine state 
priorities for land and resource ownership, management and use. The 
exercise of these powers adversely affects Orang Asli land rights“ 
(Subramaniam 2013:103, see Subramaniam 2012, 2001a,b, Nicolas 
et.al. 2010).  

 

Islamization 

Until the mid-1970s, the JHEOA concentrated on “mainstreaming” Orang Asli by 
raising their living standard. In the early 1980s, JHEOA officials developed an 
ambitious master plan for converting all Orang Asli to Islam (Dentan 1997: 144). This 
plan included the provision of religious instructors and facilities. Another part of the 
plan aimed at creating a visible distinction in prosperity between converts and non-
coverts – a process called “positive discrimination” – in order to give them a material 
incentive to convert (ibid.). The department tried to provide converts with better 
housing, income-earning opportunities, schooling, health, and transportation facilities 
than it supplied to non-Muslims. But the results of the government’s twenty-five-year 
long Islamisation program are not impressive, as only 10% converted (ibid.).  
 
What accounts for the slow progress of the Islamisation program? Orang Asli voice a 
number of objections to becoming Muslims, centering mostly on ritual requirements 
rather than spiritual ones: 1) the requirement that Muslims be circumcised, 2) food 
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restrictions, 3) Islam seems alien and incomprehensible, 4) many Muslim 
missionaries show little respect for the Orang Asli and present their own religion in a 
dogmatic and self-righteous manner. 5) Some, just “do not want to become Malays” 
(ibid. 149, see Toshihiro 2009, 2007, Endicott 1970, Winzeler 1983, Hood 1993). 
 
 
The politics of survival  

Some Orang Asli united in their criticism of the JHEOA and established the 
“Peninsular Malaysia Orang Asli Association” – “Persatuan Orang Asli Semenanjung 
Malaysia” (POASM) in 1976 (Hooker 2000: 244). Many of POASM`s founding 
members were veterans of the “Senoi Praaq” (from Semai “war people“), a special 
forces unit established by the British colonial authorities to fight communism during 
the Malayan Emergency (see Jumper 2001: 24). The Association is concerned about 
assimilation policies and land rights issues (Hooker 2000: 244). According to Hooker 
(2000) some Orang Asli want to participate fully in Malaysian modern life, which is 
not possible while they are administered by the JHEOA. The aim is that the privileges 
given to the Malays and native peoples of Sabah and Arawak (easier recognition of 
traditional land rights and inclusion of their traditional custom in national culture) are 
also given to the Orang Asli. But the government fear that this recognition 

“…would impede the development of some of Malaysia’s natural resources 
and curtail the economic benefits which have flowed to private hands from 
plantation, logging, mining and building on traditional lands” (ibid. 247).  

 

5.1.4. Contemporary anthropological studies 
 
Po (2011) provides a useful review of the history of Orang Asli studies from colonial-
era reports right up to the present, and concludes that “even specialists” find it hard 
to keep up with the latest work on Orang Asli research, which is now coming from all 
directions (Po 2011: 39). The social-political-environmental effects of development 
interventions are well documented and critiqued, but “most studies were written 
victims of progress and impact studies approaches” (see ibid. 43). In anthropological 
research, it is fashionable today to label the Orang Asli as anarchists. Set against the 
overwhelming literature on state-making, Scott (2009) may be the first extended 
study, not merely for Southeast Asia but for any world region, of a special 
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phenomenon: “deliberate and reactive statelessness” (Scott 2009: x, cited from 
Lieberman 2010: 333, see Scott 2012, High 2012). His thesis is that highland 
societies, far from living in isolation, have been profoundly and continuously moulded 
by their relation to plains-based kingdoms. Anything but innocent or unfamiliar with 
state projects of control and extraction, hill people experienced those projects in the 
most brutal and direct fashion – and, “in response, self-consciously pursued 
defensive strategies of avoidance, dispersion, economic minimalism, and political 
decentralization” (ibid.).  
 
The volume of Gibson and Sillander (2011) brings together a number of societies that 
are normally placed in distinct analytical frameworks according to their traditional 
modes of subsistence: nomadic hunter-gatherers, shifting cultivators, sea nomads, 
and peasants embedded in a market economy. The authors established this because 
they think that these societies have something more essential in common: “a mode of 
sociality that maximizes personal autonomy, political egalitarianism, and inclusive 
forms of social solidarity” (Gibson and Sillander 2011: 1). They explain:  
 
1. “Political autonomy” is sustained by living in areas that are difficult for states to 

administer (e.g. mountains, swamps, and the open sea). 
2. “Economic equality” is sustained through the proper use of subsistence 

techniques that require little in the way of accumulated physical capital. 
3. “Social solidarity or fellowship” is produced through the investment of intensive 

effort and material resources into voluntary social relations in the absence of 
coercion and structural constrains.  

 
In short, the members of these societies are characterized by a strong commitment 
to solidarity while simultaneously defining an extensive degree of personal autonomy. 
They have practiced for generations “forms of political anarchy and social solidarity 
that appear in many other kinds of societies only in evanescent millenarian 
movements or as utopian ideals” (ibid. 1-2). MacDonald (2011) explains that the 
indigenous and local communities (Chewong, Bateq, Temiar, East Semai, Palawan, 
Sama Dilaut, Buid, Bentian, Punan) analysed in Gibson and Sillander (2011) can be 
compared using the simple grid of five basic traits, whereby ethnographic studies 
reveal conformity of habits and manners along four dimensions:  
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1) A general absence of corporate groups outside the domestic family, together with 
free association, frequent shifts in group membership, and an inclusive policy, is a 
situation indicated with the phrase “open aggregation”. Groups are weakly 
delineated, and overlapping; individuals or domestic families can join or leave 
them at will.  

2) Strictly ascribed egalitarianism and no ranking 
3) Sharing (as opposed to debt/reciprocity) as an important but not sole mode of 

transaction 
4) A great deal of personal autonomy and the acknowledged right for individuals to 

decide for themselves, irrespective of what other people tell them to do, but with 
an obligation to respect other people’s rights.  

5) “Peaceable ethos” shows a more nuanced response and a departure to the norm 
of nonviolence, which is asserted with extreme force in at least seven cases. An 
unquestionable peace ability (rather than dogmatic pacifism) and strictly nonviolent 
manners coupled with a taste for tranquillity characterize the Semai, The Buid, the 
Chewong, and four others almost to the same degree. The Punan, or what least 
some section of the Punan population, are a noted exception (ibid. 18-9).  

 
The argument of Gibson and Sillander (eds. 2011) is that “social anarchism is rooted 
not in the people’s struggle to escape from the state“, as Scott (2009) argues, but in 
subjective factors “in the values, norms, and practices inherent in their culture“ (e.g. 
kinship, sharing). These factors lead in these communities to the development of 
weak relationships, which allow the holder to leave quite easily to make another 
weak tie with another person. In contrast, a strong relationship carries with it a deep 
social or personal commitment. Therefore, under the dominance of weak 
interpersonal commitments, the small societies under study were able “to ensure 
personal autonomy while at the same time maintaining social solidarity among their 
members” (Arif 2012: 225). In short, all these accounts argue for the significance of 
culture inherent in the people’s way of life in maintaining anarchic solidarity. But one 
cannot be sure of the extent to which cultural features are independent from external 
pressures when one does not pay sufficient recognition of the political and historical 
process that might have shaped the construction of their culture (ibid).  
 
Dallos (2011) in “From equality to inequality: social change among newly sedentary 
Lanoh hunter-gatherer traders of Peninsular Malaysia“ shows that people do not 
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want to give up their beliefs completely, although they are ready to integrate Malay 
beliefs into their own system. In spite of the pressure to assimilate, the people still 
“believe that their values are superior to other traditions and, consequently, they 
resist acculturation” (Dallos 2011: 139). The core value of the Lanoh world-view is 
the “ethic of non-violence”, and Malays are often seen as violating this core principle. 
Accordingly, the Lanoh especially want to maintain a distance from the Malays, 
whom they perceive to be the embodiment of violence. Furthermore, Lanoh today 
often extend this judgement to other Orang Asli, whom they see as becoming more 
and more like Malays in their displays of aggressive behaviour. Lanoh in Air Bah 
posit a relationship between the decline of non-violence among Orang Asli, and their 
assimilation to Malay values (ibid. 138). Thus, in terms of their continuing adherence 
to non-violence, Lanoh in Air Bah believe that they are apart not only from members 
of dominant ethnic groups, but from other Orang Asli as well (ibid.139). She 
maintains that, “as long as Lanoh continue to observe these non-violent norms, they 
remain unlikely candidates for assimilation into Malay culture and society” (Dallos 
2011: 130). They distance themselves from those who they perceive to be violence-
prone, and they often attribute violent acts to members of other ethnic groups (ibid. 
137).  
 
Gomes (2007) book provides a reminder the social effects of modernity extend way 
beyond the high profile, high-rise and high-tech urban landmarks of national 
“progress” (Bunnell 2008: 313). In April 1993, members from the Orang Asli 
community killed three Malay men, in a village near the town of Jeli in the state of 
Kelantan. How could, what became known as the “Jeli Incident”, this occur, given the 
characterization of Orang Asli by many anthropologists as a “non-violent and non-
intimidating” people? Some critical scholars might be tempted to respond to such 
question by noting a tendency in anthropological and other social scientific accounts 
to over-generalize “community” characteristics. However, for Gomes (2007) in 
“Modernity and Malaysia: Settling the Menraq Forest Nomads“, the “deviant” 
homicidal behaviour of the Orang Asli in Jeli is attributable to social transformation, 
marginalization and displacement associated with modernity in Malaysia (Bunnell 
2008: 311, see too Gomes 2004, 2010). He (2012) also presents “an indigenous form 
of social ecology” based on Orang Asli normative model that includes different 
practices and ideas and which enclose the linked conditions of “equality, 
sustainability and peace” (Gomes 2012: 1059). This local model should serve as “an 
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alternative development model” as it produces “a better life for all within the 
community” (ibid.).  

5.2. Punan Ethnographic Records 
 
 
This section investigates and delves into the available ethnographic records 
concerning the punan concept among the Orang Asli. The aim is to answer in a 
comparative manner the following important questions: 1) What is the meaning and 
function of the punan concept as described by several authors? 2) What causes 
disorder in the logic of this schemata or cultural model, what is the resulting effect, 
how is the state of vulnerability described? 3) How is internal order restored? 4) How 
did this schemata change, when the people have been incorporated in the market 
economy, or does it persist?  
 
 

5.2.1. Evans (1917, 1918, 1920, 1923) – Malay, Dusun, various Sakai tribes 
 

“..I have seen a mouse which had been killed divided up between a 
dozen or more Dusun coolies of mine (Tabatun people) so that everyone 
might eat a little of it, and thus not be exposed to danger on the journey 
that they were undertaking, which would have been the case with anyone 
who wished to taste the animal, but did not receive a portion of it” (Evans 
1923: 39).  

 
“A peculiar belief …is… that it is particularly unlucky for anybody to go 
out into the jungle or start on a journey with an unsatisfied craving of any 
kind … should a man hurt his food, fall ill, be stung by a scorpion, or 
meet with any other misfortune, and then remember that he had wished 
to chew sireh before leaving the house, but had omitted to do so, he 
would immediately put down his ill luck to his not having satisfied his 
want” (Evans 1917: 158).  
 

 
According to Evans (1917), the Malay word used in connexion with this belief is 
“kempunan” (“kopohunan” of the Dusun). He notes that it is difficult to translate it 
properly, and the dictionary is not very helpful, but “kena kempunan” in Malay seems 
to mean, “to get into trouble through going out with an unsatisfied craving” (Evans 
1917: 158, 1923: 39). In his next article Evans (1918) explains that the northern 
Sakai (Semang-Sakai) of the Temengoh and Kinta Valleys use the word “shalantap” 
or “shalentap” in connexion with this belief (Evans 1918: 192). This interesting word 
would appear for him almost certainly to be an extended form of Malay “santap” – 



! 198!

high Malay for eat or “partake” (of food). Evans got again no exact translation of the 
word, but a demonstration:  
 

“A Sakai of the Ulu Kinta, with whom I had been talking about this matter, 
having been given a couple of biscuits shortly afterwards, went round 
among his companions, who were squatting near my tent, and, chiefly, I 
think, with the idea of giving me a practical demonstration, broke off a bit 
for each man, saying as he gave it to him shalantap. Apart from 
greediness, I am inclined to believe that some idea of this kind may be the 
reason why, if one Sakai is given something to eat, all the others expect to 
receive a little too, even if they see that your stock of that particular article 
is almost exhausted” (ibid.).  

 
When he first encountered this belief, he was inclined to think that “punan” was the 
name of an evil spirit, or at any rate the personification of all the evil that might befall 
people in the jungle, since the aborigines of Pertang in Negeri Sembilan, by whom he 
got acquainted with these beliefs, told him that incense was burnt before starting on a 
journey, and that it was customary for the man who cooked for the rest in the jungle 
to burn a little incense each time that he prepared food; moreover, if a stranger 
passed when a meal was prepared, he must take a little bit of it and call “punan!”. If 
punan was not appeased, some calamity would be sure to happen: the person or 
persons who had failed to make the customary offerings would suffer from fever, or 
swellings in the groin, or would be bitten by snakes or centipedes (ibid.). But he 
notes, that he “absolutely failed”, though he had questioned natives from several 
parts of the country, to obtain evidence if there are any definite spirits involved – or 
indeed just one spirit – which causes the misfortune to happen (ibid. 194). He notes 
that with regard to the actual meaning of the word “kempunan”, he has not yet been 
able to get an exact translation from any Malay (ibid.). In a subsequent article that 
was devoted especially to this “belief”, he notes that one Malay, “the only man from 
whom he has been able to get a 'reasonable' explanation” of these beliefs, told him 
that:  
 

“…the misfortune happened because “the soul was lacking strength”, 
due to the craving, and of course, any one whose soul-substance is not 
in an active and healthy condition easily falls a victim to the attacks of 
evil spirits” (Evans 1920: 69). 

 
The Editor of Evans' (1918) article added a footnote where he derives “kempunan” 
from “ka-ampunan”, signifying to ”ask pardon” (for leaving the table), as one has to 
do if one leaves in the middle of a meal. It would therefore easily come to mean, “to 
go craving”” (see Evans 1918: 193). In Wilkinson`s Malay Dictionary “kempunan” 
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means “a dilemma”, but this does not reflect, so Evans (1918, 1920), the whole 
meaning which the word conveys to the majority of Malays. If a country Malay is 
asked what “kĕmpunan” means, he will generally reply, “to get bitten by a snake or 
centipede through going out into the jungle with a craving for food, or tobacco, or 
sireh unsatisfied” (Evans 1920: 69).  
 
As Evans was unsatisfied with the editor’s explanations, and because he knew that 
certain Jakun tribesmen talk of “punan”, like the Sea Dayak (i.e. Iban) of “puni”, in the 
same sense as the Malay of “kĕmpunan”, he looked into the “Maori Comparative 
Dictionary” to get further information. There he found under the heading of “punipuni” 
some interesting information, and Evans (1920) repeats the most important items:  
 

“Punipuni (Maori.) Samoan – puni, a place enclosed to catch fish; puni-
puni, to shut, to close. Tahitian – puni, to be enclosed; pupuni, to 
hide….Tongan – buni, closed, shut; tapbuni, to close up, to shut, tabu, 
prohibition….” (ibid. 69-70) 

 
For him the meanings of the Polynesian word forms, are very similar to those given 
by Wilkinson for “kempunan”, which “in extenso”, are as follows: “a dilemma; a 
difficulty caused by every course open to one having its disastrous features…to 
escape from an awkward fix” (ibid.).  
 

5.2.2. Lévy-Bruhl (1923, 1935) 
 
The next account about this belief can be found in “Primitives and the Supernatural” 
written by Lévy-Bruhl (1935: 79) who refers to Evans (1923). According to him, 
“anger” is the “parent of misfortunes” (Lévy-Bruhl 1935: 76):  
 

“That quarrels and contentions may cause enterprises to fail and, in a 
general way, act to the detriment of the social group, is a fairly 
widespread belief. … it is a fact that with these peoples everybody avoids 
acquiring a reputation for being quarrelsome, for fear of being regarded 
as unsocial, dangerous to the community, and responsible for any failure 
or misfortune that the group may encounter“ (Lévy-Bruhl 1935: 66-7) 

 
As it is “highly important”, to say and do nothing that could ignite anger, “primitives 
will take pains, too, to abstain from words or deeds which may merely vex others” or 
to put them into a “bad humor” (ibid. 74). To avoid anger, so notes Lévy-Bruhl (1935), 
there are “many customs” dictated by consideration of prudence, and these are very 
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widespread (Lévy-Bruhl 1935: 74). He refers to Hardeland`s (1859) dictionary and to 
Schadee (1903). .In Hardeland`s (1859) dictionary “pahuni” means:  
 

“…to make oneself responsible, if, entering as someone is about to take 
a meal, one does not taste of his dish, or at any rate touch it. This is what 
should be done, for otherwise the gana or spirit of the food becomes 
angry, and misfortune follows. For example: my leg is swollen, because I 
was guilty of wrongdoing to the rice they were eating. ... I forgot to touch 
their cakes, and went back quickly (to do it), so that I might not offend 
and become liable to misfortune” (Hardeland 1859: 410, cited from Lévy-
Bruhl 1923: 75-6) 
 

Schadee (1903) notes on the Dayak on Borneo that:  
 

“…it is “pantang“ (forbidden) to refuse food or drink that is offered you. 
The person from whom you do not accept it is endangered by the refusal. 
This the Malays call “kempoenan“, and the Dayaks of Menjoek 
“soempanan“. By merely tasting what is offered, or even simply touching 
it, the danger is obviated. For example, a careful observer, with the 
Malays and the Dayaks alike, may often see the guest, to whom betel-
nut is offered, merely touch it with his hand while declining it" (Schadee 
1903: 324-5, cited from Lévy-Bruhl 1935: 74). 

 

According to Lévy-Bruhl (1935), missionaries have frequently found that a general 
rule is not to contradict (ibid. 75), not to refuse what is asked (ibid. 78), and it is 
considered to be dangerous not accepting what is offered (ibid. 76). Generally 
speaking, “an unsatisfied desire, whatever it may be, creates danger” (ibid. 79).  
 
Lévy-Bruhl instanced this belief, as illustrated by Steller (1744) and the Jesuit 
missionaries of New France, in “Primitive Mentality” (1923), where he “especially laid 
stress upon the necessity, as the primitives consider it, to carry on out what they 
have seen in dreams” (Lévy-Bruhl 1923: 114). Many times the Jesuits fathers got the 
question, why is it so absolutely necessary that the Indian should obey the orders 
given to him in a dream, or, to put it more precisely, why, when once awake, must he 
carry out what he has seen and done in a dream? According to Lévy-Bruhl, they 
always give the same answer:  
 

“It is a question of life or death to the Indian“. If what he has seen in a dream is 
not realized, he will die; not only when the dream has suggested some action of 
his own, but also if he has been merely a spectator, and others have done the 
deed, for then these must carry it through. However extraordinary or exacting 
the demand of the dream may be, they “have no choice but to submit to it“ 
(ibid.) 

 



! 201!

Dreams “must be fulfilled“ at all costs, because “according to the Iroquois, every 
illness is a desire of the soul, and people only die when their desire is not fulfilled" 
(ibid. 116). The Jesuits of the seventeenth century gave a precise definition on this 
point:  

 
"Now they believe that the soul makes known these natural desires by 
dreams as well as by words, so that when these desires are satisfied it is 
pleased, but if its desires are not granted it grows angry, not only 
because its body has not obtained the benefit and prosperity it desired to 
procure for it, but often because it actually revolts against it, causing it to 
suffer from diverse maladies, and even death. ... In consequence of 
these erroneous opinions, most Hurons take great pains to note their 
dreams and to provide their souls with what they have revealed to them 
during sleep" (ibid.)  

 
While the Jesuit father's further remarks leads Lévy-Bruhl to infer that those dreams 
which must inevitably be "fulfilled " were, as a rule, the dreams of sick people or 
dreams which caused illness to be dreaded, there are many instances where a 
dream must be "fulfilled " without there being any question of illness involved (Lévy-
Bruhl 1923: 116). By placing these facts side by side with those, we see according to 
him their significance more clearly. What prevents the primitive from refusing some 
kind of favour he is asked for is primarily “the fear of setting an evil influence to work, 
that is, of attracting to themselves or to their social group some misfortune or other” 
(Lévy-Bruhl 1935: 75):  
 

“They believe and feel that an angry disposition, from the mere fact of its 
existence, exercises some harmful influence, and this will bring 
misfortune upon the individual who has sustained a refusal. For this 
misfortune and all its consequences the author of the refusal is 
responsible. Thus he not only exposes himself to the ill-will or the 
vengeance of the other that is a risk he may be able to estimate, and 
even defy, especially if he be the stronger of the two —but there is 
something else, quite apart from that. By refusing, by preventing the 
desire expressed from being satisfied, by arousing ill-will, he lets loose a 
maleficent force whose effects will be attributed to him, and none knows 
how far they may extend” (ibid. 79) 

 
 
 
 
 

5.2.3. Dentan (1968, 2000), Robarchek (1977, 1986) – Semai  
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The punan concept seems to be discussed mostly among the Semai (Dentan 1968, 
2000, Robarchek 1977, 1986). The Semai together with the Temiar, have been 
grouped together under “Senoi” by the dream work movement (Domhoff 2003: 3).  
 
 The Senoi Dream Theory  
 
Stewart (1938, 1948, 1954) formalized, in collaboration with Noone (1939, 1955), the 
“Senoi Dream Theory” that become especially popular and a key element in the 
“dream work movement” in America during the 1960s. According to his theory the 
Senoi share, interpret and moreover learn to shape and control their dreams in order 
to reduce fear and increase (sexual) enjoyment. Their engagement with dreaming 
was in a way also perceived to be a source for their peaceful way of life (Domhoff 
2003: 6, see Noone 1972a)b) ).  

Stewart (1954) maintains that among the Senoi dreaming is not only central and very 
important but even contributed to “have solved the problem of violent crime and 
destructive economic conflict, and largely eliminated insanity, neurosis, and 
psychogenic illness” (Stewart 1954: 28). During breakfast, children learn three basic 
principles: Firstly, always counter dangers and secondly always move toward 
comfortable experiences in dreams. Finally, dreams should always have a positive 
outcome and should lead to the creation of a poem, painting, dance, or song 
(Garfield 1974: 26-7).  

But the theory, as well as the dream work movement have been criticised on various 
grounds and the issue is still being debated (see Domhoff 1985, 2003, 2005, Dentan 
1983a, b, c, 1984, 1988). Domhoff (2003) summarises his conclusions as follows: a) 
the theory has little relation to reality. Despite the fact that Senoi put a special value 
on dreams and thereby developed their own theory, not all but just a few can control 
dreams (Dentan 1984: 3, Dentan 1988: 40). They do not actively perform the theory 
as described by Americans. b) Stewart misunderstood Senoi dream theory and 
practice and falsely put more emphasis on his own ideas to them. c) Many 
Americans believed in this theory because “it combined a new application of 
traditional American ideas about the malleability of human nature with a story about a 
lost authenticity” (Domhoff 2003: 6). d) Although there exists evidence that dream 
sharing is useful, the reasons for this tendency lays in the fact that any kind of close 
sharing is valued positively by group members. e) There is limited evidence available 
that dream control through the techniques proposed by Stewart is possible. f) Yes, 
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people can learn to control their dream as they do by reducing the frequency of 
nightmares, but not by using the techniques described by Stewart (ibid.).  
 
 
 
The ceremonies of innocence 
 
For Dentan (2000) the avoidance of violence among the Semai has less to do with 
dreaming, it is more “connected with its beliefs” (Dentan 2000: 193, see Robarchek 
and Dentan 1987). He calls the ritual system connected with these beliefs 
“ceremonies of innocence (Latin root: “do not harm”)”. To describe the complex and 
sophisticated Semai conceptual scheme for the prevention of violence he had to use 
a lot of Semai words, as the following paragraph indicates (ibid. 194).  
 
 

 
Figure 16: “Cosmos” (Dentan 2000: 197) 
 
The taboo categories expressed by the terms ”punan/phunan, srngloo, tnghaank, 
t(r)laac, pnali`, tolah” are according to Dentan (2000) not mutually exclusive and 
exchangeable to a degree. The interchange ability shows up most clearly between 
groups and in reports by different ethnographers (Dentan 2000: 198).  
For example the lapse to follow dietary rules is among the Jah hut expressed by the 
term “pehunan”, whereas the Senoi would use the term “pnali`” (Dentan 2000: 198). 
The similarities of the words reveal not some confusion in Semai thinking, rather that 
the fundamental underlying idea of these concepts is the same. Dentan (2000) also 
points out that the terms for these taboos derive from Hindu-Buddhist or Islamic 
sources. The ceremonies of innocence developed out of the long lasting contact of 
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Semai with societies that are more powerful. But the Semai have not just borrowed 
alien ideas, but re-conceptualised it and thereby changed their meanings (ibid. 199).  
 
Among the Senoi the word “punan” or “phunan” means, “frustrating someone’s 
desires” (Dentan 2000: 198). He (1968) translates “punan” as a sort of “taboo” that 
keeps people from breaking the rules of food distribution, however, it is more 
complex than the word “taboo” indicates, because it interfaces all Semai 
relationships:  
 

"Implicit in Semai thinking about punan is the idea that to make someone 
unhappy, especially by frustrating his desires, will increase the probability 
of his having an accident that will injure him physically" (Dentan 1968: 
55).  

 
The word punan refers to both the offending act and the resulting accident 
proneness. The Semai say that punan accidents result somehow from the fact that 
the punan victim’s heart is “unhappy” (ibid.). A Semai who has had an accident will 
often blame the accident on punan, due, for example, to his wanting something he 
could not get. Punan means both, a sanction and a set of rules, which amplify 
appropriate behaviour in Semai society. This idea enforces the value of non-violence 
and sharing (ibid.)  
 
Dentan (1968) refers to several “punan rules” in relation to economic transfers:  
1) Never calculate the amount of a gift - this is punan (taboo). It is also punan to 
thank for something as this denotes firstly that someone has calculated the amount 
of a gift, and secondly that one did not suppose the giver to be generous.  
 
2) The second rule is to share whatever one can afford. If one has only a little surplus 
over one’s immediate needs, one shares with one’s nuclear families, if more, with 
people in one’s house or neighbouring house; if a large amount, with all the people in 
one’s settlement. One must also share with guest and with anyone who asks. So one 
should share whatever one can afford: "Not to share is punan" (ibid. 49).  
 
3) The final rule is that it is punan either to refuse a request or to ask for more than 
the donor can afford. Because of this last rule, people seldom ask forthright for 
something for fear of placing the giver in punan (ibid.)  
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4) Punan rules relates not only to the economic sphere. Actually, it is punan to 
pressure anybody to do anything that will hurt feelings or leads to frustration. In this 
vein, agreements should be honoured and prolonged nagging has to be avoided 
(ibid. 51, 61-3).  
 
Clayton Robarchek (1977, 1986) followed much of what Dentan suggests. According 
to Robarchek (1977) the concept of “pehunan“ related to “a state of being unfulfilled, 
unsatisfied, or frustrated in regard to some specific and strongly felt want“ 
(Robarchek 1977: 767). The frustration may derive from “any unfulfilled want” (e.g. 
sex, tobacco), but commonly this term is connected with hunger. A person in this 
situation has "incurred pehunan" and is in danger of attack by supernatural forces or 
animals, accidental injury, illness and, ultimately, death. Although, most often 
pehunan is the result of wrong actions of others, it can be also self-imposed by losing 
the tobacco while being alone in the forest. Not anyone can demand anything. Semai 
take care not to express a desire for anything that may not be forthcoming, as this 
state would increase one’s vulnerability to pehunan (see ibid. 767-9). People ask, "is 
there any ... (salt, sugar, tobacco)?" This allows the other to reply, "there is none" 
without placing the asker in danger, since the wanted object is supposedly not 
available. However:  
 

“…since even an unvoiced desire can, if unfulfilled, result in pehunan, 
Semai are extremely sensitive to such oblique requests and any reference 
to an item, especially food, is likely to be interpreted as a request for it” 
(ibid.) 

 
He (1997) examines the “pehunan” concept in relation to “hoin”, “srnglook“, and 
“sasoo“. “Hoin” (“to be sated”) is the most general of these concepts concerning the 
Semai view of the satisfaction of wants in general. “Srnglook” concerns the dangers 
inherent in the failure to keep appointments. The concept of “sasoo“ concerns 
frustrations arising from sexual interactions. Ordinarily, the consequences of not 
being “hoin” are relatively minor illnesses and injuries. With “pehunan“, the “danger is 
more immediate, explicit, and serious than in the general case of simply not being 
“hoin” (ibid).  
 
Frustration-aggression hypotheses and learning to fear your own aggressive 
impulse 
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Robarchek (1977) discuss “pehunan” in relation to the frustration – aggression 
hypotheses. In general, the history of psychology has witnessed three main theories 
about the origin of aggression59: 1) instinct theory, claiming that aggression is an 
innate drive, 2) the frustration–aggression hypotheses, and 3) the social learning 
theory of aggression (see Björkqvist 1997: 28). The “Semai case” has become of 
some importance in the argument between Euro-American conservatives, who 
contend that people are “innately aggressive” and liberals, who disagree (see Dentan 
1968: 133). Alland (1972) used Dentan's (1968) research as counter arguments that 
humans are innately aggressive. For Dentan (1968) the discussion seems foolish, 
since people define “aggression” whatever way suits their argument, and since no 
ethnographer except a Semai can crawl into a Semai`s head to see if there are any 
“aggressive impulses” there (ibid). 
 
Robarchek (1977) investigates into the frustration-aggression, which held as 
originally proposed that “the occurrence of aggression always presupposes the 
existence of frustration and, contrariwise, that the existence of frustration always 
leads to some form of aggression” (Dollard et al. 1939: 1, see Berkowitz 1962, 1969). 
For Robarchek (1977), this hypothesis is oversimplified. In contrast, he views 
emotional behaviour as “the product of the complex interaction of hierarchically 
organized systems and emphasizes circular rather than linear causality” (Robarchek 
1977: 777). The significance of pehunan for the discussion of the frustration-
aggression hypothesis is for Robarchek (1977) that:  
 

“..in those instances where frustration does occur, the resultant emotion 
in the frustrated party is not anger but is rather fear of the danger to 
which he has become vulnerable. … The Semai behavioral response, is 
not aggression but is rather directed toward dealing with the danger by 
securing a spell or charm that the victim hopes will protect him from the 
consequences of pehunan“ (ibid. 769) 

In his view a frustration leads not to anger, but to a state of arousal that is itself 
perceived as dangerous because the individuals has “learned to fear the state of 
arousal” (ibid. 775). In a similar Dentan (1968) notes that, “Semai children apparently 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
59Violence and aggression are related concepts, often used synonymously in everyday language. For 
Björkqvist (1997) they are not, identical but rather partly overlapping concepts, violence being only one 
from of aggression. The emotion of anger also is often mistakenly used as a synonym of aggression. 
Aggression is an act, not an inner state. The emotion of anger is often (but not always) a precursor of 
aggression (ibid. 27). 
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learn to fear their own aggressive impulses" (Dentan 1968: 60). This conditioning 
starts in early childhood.  
Whenever children's play becomes too boisterous, during thunderstorms and at the 
appearance of a stranger the Semai cry “terlaid”, which means “afraid” (Robarchek 
1979: 559-63), to "behave in a way that will provoke disaster", or to “act in a way that 
might bring on a natural calamity” (Dentan 1968: 23). Children are blamed for 
causing thunderstorms, which are perceived as the response of supernatural beings 
to human misbehaviour. The fear of a punitive thunder squall keeps people from 
breaking social rules: “a violation of the social order results in an upheaval in the 
natural order” (Dentan 1968: 22, see 21, 1997: 20). Conversely, the prospect of a 
punitive thunder squall tends to keep people from breaking social rules (ibid.).  
Semai children also “learn to fear strangers”, because of past experiences of slavery 
and contemporary crude government forces (Dentan 1968: 60, Robarchek 1979: 
559).  
 
Those outside forces are according to Dentan (2008) responsible for Semai 
nonviolent and peaceful way of living. The “theory of negative peaceability” 
pronounce that “the peaceful way of life” arise from “a fear of violence” and promote 
“positive peaceability” that is “a peaceful way of life based on live and mutual 
respect” (Dentan 2008: 6). They did not fight violence with violence because 
resistance would have been suicidal (ibid. 14). External forces are responsible for “a 
system of taboos which prevented people already under stress from causing further 
stress to each other” (Dentan 2010: 213).  
 
Evidence of this fear of strangers - and reverse, the feeling that safety is given only in 
the local group - is also expressed in the fundamental division of humanity into two 
groups: “mai“ (meaning they, outsiders, everybody else) and “hii'“ (meaning we, 
kinsmen and co-villagers, people whom one can depend upon and trust) (Robarchek 
1979: 560). The plans of mai are never obvious and relations with them are handled 
with care (see Dentan 1968: 71). This dichotomy also exists in the realm of the 
supernatural: “mara'“ (that causes a variety of illnesses, disease syndromes, 
accidents and other misfortunes) and “gunik“ (benevolent beings, spirit familiars who 
may be called upon to aid humans in times of trouble, especially in cases of illness) 
(ibid. 561). A “mara'” becomes a “gunik” by “coming to a person in a dream and 
stating his desire to make friends“ (ibid.). Whether the relationships with “hii'“ and 
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“gunik” endure is uncertain, hence the must consciously stabilised though “the 
fulfilment of reciprocal obligations” (ibid. 561). Sharing is also a marker of their 
identity, as a lowland Perak man said in 1963:  

 
“You go to big cities like Kuala Lumpur, you'll see Chinese beggars, Indian 
beggars, Malay beggars, but you won't see any Semai beggars. We look 
after our people, even though we are the poorest people in the country” 
(Dentan 2000: 201). 

 
Despite their nonviolent image, Semai can put another person into punan. The victim 
can a) preserve punan, b) ask the wrongdoer for compensation (Dentan 1968: 55-6), 
or c) find charms and secure spells (Robarchek 1977: 775). d) Furthermore this 
situation may lead, when quarrel begins to escalate, a community to hold a “bicaraa”, 
which is a community meeting in order to restore peace (Dentan 2000: 201, see Edo 
et.al.  2009: 230).  
 
Gomes (2011) did field research (2004, 2007) among the Menraq and the Semai in 
order to find out whether the rule of sharing has declined. Due to his lack of precise 
data, no definitive answer is possible. Some people claimed that villagers do not 
share their food as much as formerly and Gomes (2011) argues that processes of 
commoditisation leads to “demand sharing” among the Menraq, which is normatively 
improper (Gomes 2011: 154-6). He observed in both groups how food (wild and 
purchased) was regularly shared, that the sharing ethic is strongly advocated and 
that children learn to share their food (ibid. 150). In both groups people explained the 
reason for it in following phrases: “we must help each other”, “it’s adat menraq [our 
custom]”, “we’ve always done this; it’s a custom from our ancestors”, and “‘it’s punan 
[taboo] not to do so” (ibid. 151).  
 

5.2.4. Benjamin (1967), Jennings (1995), Roseman (1991) - Temiar 
 
Benjamin (1967) suggested that one central principle of “social control” in Temiar 
society is that “if one is requested to give something to someone else then he must 
give” (Benjamin 1967: 336) or a supernatural sanction “selantab” follows from which 
the victim suffers (ibid.337). Jennings (1995) confirms the obligation to give and to 
receive. If this rule is not respected the victim will suffer from major illness, 
snakebites or death, from which the victim suffers (Jennings 1995: 43). According to 
her "selantab is a form of ritual generosity" (ibid. 54).  
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Roseman (1991: 129-50), who also studied the Temiar, discusses several illness 
concepts and their treatment, like Evans (1958) and Endicott (1978). According to 
her “pǝrɛnhǫǫd”” (“hood”/ want, desire) - which is similar to the Malay “kempunan” 
means “that if someone refuses a request or refuses to receive will be in a state of 
vulnerability … to deny someone’s request causes illness or misfortune for the 
person denied” (Roseman 1991: 47).  
 
For Roseman (1991) this concept highlights the “correlation between Temiar 
concepts of self and their economic system of generalized reciprocity” (ibid.). 
According to her:  
 

“Temiar concern for the interrelation of self and other is phrased in terms of 
illness and health, for halting the flow of goods and selves puts the person 
whose desires remain unanswered, whose social interconnectedness has 
been denied, in the state of 'pǝrɛnhǫǫd', an unfulfilled wanting that leaves 
the person vulnerable to illness or other misfortunes such as snakebites, 
tigers, or accidents” (ibid. 48).  

 
Like Dentan (1968) and Robarchek (1977), she notes that “pǝrɛnhǫǫd”, as she 
names it, pertains not only to things but also to words. A promise broken leaves the 
person left in the lurch in state of “pǝrɛnhǫǫd” (ibid. 48). If two men make plans to go 
hunting, and when the designated time arrives and one of them is unable to go, the 
other is left in a ritual state of danger. He will either cancel his trip entirely or go at a 
slightly different time to a different place, thereby avoiding misfortune. To further 
protect himself, he chants: “Pǝrɛnhǫǫd, pǝrɛnhǫǫd, return it to itself, that there be no 
accidents, no tigers, no headaches, return it to itself” - so in her view “good 
exchange, then, is good health” (ibid.). Roseman (1991) further notes that 
“pǝrɛnhǫǫd” has its correlate in “genial” which effects an “erring host” who fails to 
offer foot to a guest (ibid.) “Genial” covers a complex stet of actions pertaining to a 
variety of objects and it is the potential of disease inherent in proscribed objects, 
which is released when prohibition pertaining to those objects is not observed (ibid. 
132-6). According to her “pǝrɛnhǫǫd” is also referred to by the Temiar terms as 
“steenbok” and “slanted” (ibid. 195). 
 
In her survey, Roseman refers to the sources of illness. She (1991) shows that many 
of the entities are startled into their animated state of “illness agent” by a human act 
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that transgresses the rules upholding the state of order and normality (ibid. 147). A 
medium can determine the source of the illness agent during dreams or the trance of 
curing rituals, and can move, with the help of his spirit guides, the chaotic situation of 
illness back into the realm of order (ibid.).  
 
When a Temiar sleeps and dreams, his or her head soul temporarily leaves the body. 
In its travels it meets with similarly detached head or heart souls of other entities 
such as trees, flowers, tigers, deceased humans and living humans (Roseman 1991: 
56). During curative treatments, singing, and trance-dancing ceremonies, the head 
souls and spirit guides manifest as “kahyek” (a cool spiritual liquid), which can be 
transferred and infused “into humans through dreams and the songs imparted in 
dreams enable selected humans to evoke and transmit this healing “kahyek” (ibid. 
30). Dreamed encounters and the songs received consolidate the Temiars' 
relationship to their environment, situating them within a known universe. She noticed 
that the Temiar ”locate themselves in social relations of kinship both with human and, 
through dream encounters, with the interactive spirits of their environment” (ibid. 
177).  
 
Singing makes the primary technique of healing by promoting transformations and 
communication across domains otherwise distinct in daily life. Whenever, Roseman 
(1991) recorded Temiar singing, she would subsequently elicit a narrative recounting 
the dream in which the song was initially received. The majority of these narratives 
indicate that relationships with entities that later merged and sang in dreams began 
during everyday encounters (see ibid. 58). Temiar do not call this sonic gift received 
in dreams and re-enacted in ceremonies a “sound” but rather as a “way” or “path” 
describing the vision of the travelling spirit guide (ibid. 66). She also refers to 
comments from to the neighbouring Semai (Dentan 1983: 31,36) that suggest that 
dream accounts may substitute for traveller’s tales (Roseman 1991: 59).  
 
Informal discussion of one’s dreams in the morning with members of one’s hearth 
group or household who happen to be present is, in one sense, the correlate of the 
standard Temiar greeting “Ma-lɔɔ?” – “where have you been to, where are you 
going? “ (ibid.). Most importantly is for Roseman (1991) that she “never found an 
instance where a Temiar requested a song or any other gift” because this is 
“unacceptable” (ibid. 58-9). When questioned about the possibility, the Temiar 
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explicitly stated that such a request would be “unacceptable”. Seasoned mediums 
sometimes “order” their long-term familiars, during dreams to go in search of a 
patient’s lost head soul, otherwise, the spirit-guides sets the agenda, not the dreamer 
(ibid.). Requests are a delicate matter and “demands are nearly nonexistent”, as 
discussed, a request denied leaves the unfulfilled requestor in a state of ritual danger 
“pǝrɛnhǫǫd, selentab” (ibid. 57). Roseman (1991) emphasizes this point because 
reports of Temiar dream theories dating from the British colonial period (Noone 1972: 
51-9, Stewart 1948, 1954) and popularized in American psychotherapeutic circles 
(Garfield 1974, Faraday 1972) “transformed this gracious “receipt” of dream songs 
into a “demand” by the dreamer for a gift or a song” (Roseman 1991: 57). 
 
For Roseman (1991) in addition to providing a format of expressing mutuality with the 
rainforest environment, the theory of dream revelation “provides a space for Temiars 
to incorporate new experiences with technological devices of the developing 
Malaysian world” (Roseman 1991: 68):  
 

“The ever-changing environment of the Temiar has increasingly included 
airplanes, perfume oils, wristwatches, Malays, Chinese, the British, 
Japanese and anthropologists, all of which have emerged in dreams and 
gave songs to Temiar mediums. The theory of dream revealing also 
offered strategies for adjusting to changes in social organization as the 
Temiars interacted historically with traditional Malay headmen and courts, 
and as they interact with the contemporary Malaysian government 
bureaucracy … The Temiar theory of dreaming thus becomes a dynamic 
resource for interpreting and formulating new response to the natural and 
social world” (ibid. 68-70). 

 
Roseman (2002a, b) documents how the Temiar of Malaysia harness the power of 
commodities and other icons of transnational modernity in their healing ceremonies. 
Temiar people are faced with the destruction of their natural environment by the 
encroachment of logging companies. Spirit guides provide shamans with new dream 
songs: from airplanes (that have historically brought food drops as well as bombs); 
dried fish (a new staple that replaces dwindling forest foods); and a foreign woman 
from the marketplace of the downstream town where Temiars now trade on 
disadvantageous terms with the transnational economy. Strips of plastic bags replace 
shredded forest leaves (now in short supply) in the shimmering moments that 
“disassemble the visual field” during healing ceremonies. The particular genres in 
which each new song is received enable Temiars to map their experience of 
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modernity at the site of the sensory and the embodied (Connor 2004: 15-6). Such 
innovations bear potent testimony to the engagement of the Temiar with global 
processes in ways that are continuous with past experiences of the new and the 
strange. Rather than interpreting these improvisations as a capitulation to the 
overwhelming forces of change, Roseman (2002b) argues that they are part of a 
local politics of survival that provides the Temiar with “a technology for maintaining 
personal and social integrity in the face of nearly overwhelming odds” (2002b: 186). 
Rather than commodities being an expropriation of power from local knowledge 
systems, the Temiar appropriate the power of commodities into local knowledge 
systems in order to fortify themselves against their emergence as part of the 
underclass in Malaysia’s capitalist economy (ibid.).  
 

5.2.5. Hood (1978), Gianno (1985) – Semelai  
 
Hood (1978) studied the Semelai, who use the term “penon” to describe “injunction 
on the consumption of certain types of food” as well as “to describe a certain state of 
psychological vulnerability which someone is put into if he or she fails to consume 
certain categories of food at certain times” (Hood 1978: 110, cited from Howell 1984: 
184). Also Gianno (1985) found among the Semai a lot of prohibitions in order to 
avoid misfortune. She suggests that two actions can lead to “ma' pnon”, that is similar 
to “kempunan”: 1) “neglect of the rule that any food that is witnessed being eaten or 
is in the process of being prepared for eating, should be shared by the witness, if not 
in full, then at least ritually”, 2) “to say the real name of a variety of foods while in 
vulnerable circumstances, i.e., in the wild” (Gianno 1985: 108). Failure to perform this 
act leaves one open to a “subsequent mishap” (ibid.). According to Gianno (1985) 
among the Semelai vulnerable states can be resolved by adults “who know the right 
incantation or spell" or in serious crisis by a shaman (ibid. 112). 
 

5.2.6. Howell (1984, 1989) - Chewong 
 
What Dentan (1968, 2000) and Robarchek (1977) call “frustration” is termed an 
“unfulfilled desire” in the writings of Howell (1989: 56). Among the Chewong there are 
according to Howell (1984) several kinds of “punén”, most of which are concerned 
“directly with the suppression of emotions” (Howell 1984: 184).  
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The first type of punén has social ramifications, since it prescribes the sharing of food 
and other objects, and prohibits the nursing of ungratified desires. In the Chewong 
world, desires are most like to occur in connection with food. If someone is not 
immediately invited to partake of a meal which he observes, or if someone is not 
given her share of any foodstuff seen to be brought back from the jungle, that person 
is placed in a state of punén because it is assumed one would always wish to be 
given a share and hence experience an unfulfilled desire. To eat alone is the ultimate 
bad behaviour in Chewong eyes and there are several myths that testify to this 
(ibid.). Not to share food would be punén to those people. Whereas all food must be 
shared out under penalty of punén, only certain non-foodstuffs are subject to the 
same injunctions (ibid. 185). For example bamboo that grows close to the settlement, 
one may collect enough for oneself only, but if the gather had to go very far to obtain 
it, it must be shared equally among all households (ibid.), the same accounts for the 
daily water need in case that the nearby river dries out. Howell (1984) suggest that a 
possible explanation for this is that daily requirements which are easily fulfilled are 
not thought to provoke any desires in others whenever these are observed to be 
satisfied, but if special efforts are necessary to meet ordinary needs, then desire for 
such objects might easily arise in those who had not bothered to provide for 
themselves, and hence punén is invoked on such occasions (ibid. 186).  
 
Punén can also be self-imposed by not fulfilling a desire which is within one’s power 
to satisfy. For instance, if one wants to smoke, one must stop whatever one is doing 
in order to gratify this wish. In these two aspect of punén the emphasis is upon not 
only the suppression of the expression of the emotion, but more importantly, upon 
the suppression of the emotion itself. In one case the rule is directed towards social 
behaviour and responsibilities, in the other the responsibility is only towards oneself. 
In both cases the repercussion is attack by a tiger, snake, or millipede, whether the 
actual animal or its ruwai (“soul”) (ibid. 187). The term “ruwai” or “ruway” refers to a 
“soul” principle among several Orang Asli groups (see Roseman 1991: 191). It is also 
translated as “vital principle, consciousness, or spirit guide” (Howell 1984: 184).  
 
The next two varieties of punén have the same consequences of being attacked by 
the animals mentioned, but the causes are quite different. Furthermore, in both cases 
it is the actual animals, never their ruwai, that attack. These punén are both invoked 
by “speaking badly” (ibid).  
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So the second type of punén, one form of speaking badly, is to cry out in the event of 
personal misfortune, or to show emotions in the face of accidents. If one discovers 
that one has lost an article, or left it behind in the forest, not only is it punén to cry out 
at the discovery, it is also punén to state what is one has lost or forgotten. Similarly, 
many other objects, when gathered or collected from afar (those that have to be 
shared out), cannot be referred to by their real name, but euphemisms must be 
employed, what Howell (1984) call “punén names” (see ibid. 188-9). For instance, if a 
person is going to gather some tobacco leaves from plants some distance away, she 
must use the punén name. If she is cutting leaves from tobacco plant in the field, the 
world for tobacco may be used (ibid. 187). Punén names are only applied to non-
meat foodstuffs and to inedible objects and all the punén names start with the word 
“ai” (meaning meat, or sometimes animal), so there is a conceptual resemblance 
between the object symbolized and the symbol itself. When for example the punén 
name for knife is tiger claws, one can readily understand the perceived resemblance 
between knife and claws (ibid. 190). It is not just the oral expression of a things real 
name which is prohibited, one may not even think of it, so the important point to note 
is that thinking and the expression of thought are not distinguished, both have to be 
suppressed in specific circumstances – just as the punén on unfulfilled desire can be 
both: the expression of a wish, or the actual feeling itself (ibid.).  
 
A different punén is yet another form of “speaking badly”, is in case it concerns the 
anticipation of a pleasurable event (Howell 1984: 190). Again, it is not just the 
expression of the anticipation, which is to be suppressed, but the actual emotion 
itself.  
 
The last type of “speaking badly” is for a husband or a wife to command their spouse 
to do something. An example would be for a husband to tell his wife, “Go and fetch 
some fruit!” or for a wife to tell her husband, “Go and shoot some monkeys!” To order 
something that is really an obligation is to step outside the proper role of a spouse. 
Conversely, by not fulfilling one's duties one is provoking an unfulfilled desire in one’s 
spouse (ibid. 191). There is yet another type of punén which bears no resemblance 
to the others, and to the outsider it would appear more suitably as a type of 
“pantang“, which means in Malay “forbidden or prohibited“ (ibid. 191). It refers to 
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pregnant women, who must under no circumstance look upon a dead body. Were 
they do so, the foetus would be damaged, either physically, mentally, or both (ibid.). 
 
Transgressions of the punén rules are:  

 
“…in all cases punished in an attack by a tiger, snake or poisonous 
millipede. The actual animal may bite, or its ruwai, may do so, and in 
either case the result will be an actual wound on one’s body or some 
form of disease” (Howell 1984: 184).  

 
To the Chewong, “disease is always explained in terms of being upset in some way” 
and linked to personhood ideas, which do not divide along gender lines (Howell 
1989: 46). In order to understand interpersonal behaviours and connected values, it 
is according to her necessary to understand local words and how they are connected 
to their perception of personhood. Among the Chewong those words are limited and 
in general emotionality is not positively valued, but five are culturally elaborated. Two 
inner states that are attributed to the liver - “lidya” (shy, timid, ashamed) and 
“höntugen” (frightened, fearful) - are highly valued, perceived to be fundamental 
aspects of the person and are encouraged in children (Howell 1989: 49-50). The 
other three “chan” (angry), “oklahi” (quarrelsome), and “berani” (brave, daring), are 
condemned and not perceived to be an integral part of the person but rather 
characteristics of the Chinese and Malays (ibid. 55).  
 
She argues, in contrast to theories that perceive aggression as a biological feature, 
which is not allowed to exist and must be released through special processes (e.g. 
ritual) (Robarchek 1977, Scheff 1979; Gluckman 1963; Heelas 1983 Briggs 1970), 
that “moral values must be directly related to ideas of human nature” (ibid. 45, 57, 
see Howell 1996). Howell (1989) agrees with Robarchek (1979) that children learn to 
fear arousals, which leads to “a general ethos of low-key emotionality”, but among 
the Chewong “fear is positive emotion” because it is part of being human (ibid. 56).  
 
When an illness occurs specialists try to find out which kind of being may be 
responsible through the victims recent actions, which includes incorrect experiencing 
and/or expressing of emotionality. Healing is attained by:  

 
“…spells directed at the harmful being, hoping to negate its influence, or 
by the performance of a large-scale shamanistic séance in which those 
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who have spirit guides send their 'souls' (ruwai) out into the worlds of the 
various nonhuman beings looking for the one responsible” (ibid. 47). 

 
During a séance, humans request their spirit guides, preferably the timid “leaf-
people”, to come and to help them (ibid.). 
 
Howell (2012) shows that despite “the increase of a money economy, Chewong 
sociality is still embedded in punén moral exchange” (Knauft 2012: 256). Findings 
based on multi-temporal fieldwork over a period of more than thirty-five years, 
enabled Howell and Lillegraven (2013) to follow Chewong throughout a period of 
many upheavals in their way that are caused by external intervention. Despite new 
opportunities for wealth, their overall argument remains that:  
 

“…the Chewong cultural value of egalitarian social organization, manifest 
inter-alia through the sharing of all jungle produce, coupled to an 
established practice of immediate consumption carried over to the 
immediate spending of cash and a lack of interest in planning for the 
future, still constitute their sociality. These are contributing factors to the 
fact that entrepreneurship and an ideology of individual maximizing of 
profit are not, at any rate, emerging” (Howell and Lillegraven 2013: 276-7).  

 
 

5.2.7. Sluys (2000) - Jahai 
 
Jahai attach great importance to caring for each other’s well-being, which they define 
as “the emotionally quit, non aroused, “cool” (but not cold) state of ones ruway (life-
soul)”, expressed with the word “bud`ed”, which is also used to express “good” in 
general (Sluys 2000: 431). Although well-being is thought to be present in the whole 
body, its main concentration is supposed to be in the heart area, the centre of 
emotions and thoughts (ibid.). The “contradiction of relatedness”, that is the 
detachment from other society members, is negatively valued by the Jahai. Such 
separation is in their view caused mainly by the arousal of “hot emotions”, 
symbolized by the concept of “hot blood” (ibid. 445). The Jahai take great care to 
avoid arousing “hot” emotions (“mamun”) in others, as these are thought to push the 
cool, healthy souls-substance out of the body. Whenever there is a likelihood of “hot” 
emotions occurring, the Jahai will utter the warning “mamun!” (ibid. 431).  
 
This word refers according to Sluys (2000) to “different states of aroused emotion” 
that, in Western languages, are rendered by different terms, depending on the 
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context: “anger, resentment, jealousy, mourning, rejection, and especially, the 
frustration of strong desires” (ibid. 432). If “hot” emotions happen to occur, the 
afflicted person is believed to become weak and prone to sickness or even death, 
unless a sprit-medium (“hala”) restores the relay’s coolness by blowing a healing 
liquid into the patient. The hala receives this liquid, which is only visible to him, from 
his sprit guides, who are primordial immortal ancestors or their emanations (ibid). 

This concern for the emotional quietness of each other’s relay can be encountered in 
different domains of the Jahai social life, but especially with regarding to sharing. 
Jahai believe that it is dangerous to leave someone out of sharing, because this 
would arouse “hot emotions, which would endanger that person’s soul balance” (ibid. 
445). This, in turn, would make him or her prone to accidents, such as being crusted 
by a falling tree, devoured by a tiger, bitten by a snake or centipede, or stung by a 
scorpion. This “accident proneness” is called “pehunen” (ibid. 445).  

Such concern is also encountered in the idea that to coerce a person into doing 
something that he or she does not want to do is considered to arouse hot emotions 
and thus be bad for the ruway. If someone says: “I don’t want to”, others will usually 
respect his or her wish. In the Jahai society individuals enjoy a high degree of 
autonomy in decision making regarding their own daily activities, as long as these do 
not endanger other people’s soul-balance. This focus on avoiding hot emotions is 
also prevalent in the idea that ego should fulfil others peoples wishes to the extent 
possible (ibid. 432).  

The victim of “pehunen” has to undergo a curing ritual, performed by a hala, to 
restore the emotional quietness of his or her soul. After this the victim has to stay in 
the settlement for about a week, as all of the accidents are expected to occur in the 
forest. Through the concept of “pehunen”, the idea of the Jahai social environment as 
safe and nurturing is reinforced, even in a rare case of the sharing rules having been 
violated. For him it is interesting to note that not the offending party but rather the 
victim is believed to become accident-prone, which to the Western mind would seem 
unfair. However, if one understands “pehunen” in relation to the Jahai 
conceptualisation of social attachment as a mixing of soul-substances, it makes 
sense:  

“Losing a community member is considered as the loss of a “part of 
themselves” and thus the concept of pehunen can be seen to reinforce 
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their mutual care, especially in their everyday face-to-face contacts” (ibid. 
446).  

 
These ideas promote peacefulness and from an important factor for inhibiting the 
emergence of stratification (ibid. 445). However, their cultural focus on maintaining 
peacefulness does not imply that the Jahai cannot be provoked into anger (ibid. 446). 
 
Sluys (2000) discusses the concept of “pehunen” in relation to psychological theories 
about human aggression because of their relevance in understanding the Jahai value 
of peacefulness, which is to be understood as interrelated with the core value of 
“maintaining affect relatedness as equal kin” (ibid.). According to the “frustration –
aggression hypothesis” (Dollard et.al. 1939) frustration leads to the feeling of anger 
and aggressive acts. However, because in the Jahai world-view accident-proneness 
or “pehunen” is a consequence of such anger, a victim will feel fear of possible 
misery instead of anger. Berkowitz (1962) in his revision of the “frustration-
aggression hypothesis” postulates that feelings of anger and fear cannot arise 
simultaneously. Thus, for the Jahai, fear instead of anger is the culturally determined 
emotion that a frustrated individual experiences:  
 

“This “cultural choice” for fear instead of anger inhibits the emergence of 
anger and aggression, both of which would interfere with the Jahai core 
value of “maintaining affective relatedness as equal kin by displaying 
prosocial autonomy”, and might ultimately lead to a disruption of the 
present social organization” (ibid.).  

 

According to his view the Jahai way of sharing is to be understood from the 
prevalence, in their world-view, of a specific configuration of cultural core premises 
and embedded values. It is essential that the Jahai believe that their well-being is 
safeguarded by their hierarchically structures “two-layered” society, of which the 
“higher layer” comprises primordial immortal ancestors who take care of the “lower 
layer”, the present-day Jahai (ibid. 450).  
 
Sluys (2000) postulates that the Jahai will tend to reproduce their culture for as long 
as their ecological circumstances allow. She does not think that a sedentary lifestyle 
alone can be considered as the critical factor or “prime mover” that would inevitably 
cause profound changes in the Jahai world-view and, more precisely, in the 
configuration of their core cultural premises and values, but rather that the way they 
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perceive the source of their subsidence and their concept of equality are crucial. 
During a short comparative study among those Jahai who became sedentary since 
the late 1980s due to the expansion of logging activities in the area and the 
construction of the Temenggor Reservoir, she could not find profound differences in 
their world-view compared to that of the nomadic Jahai. Although the youngsters 
increasingly engage in wage labour and claim ownership of their earnings, the 
majority of them would exchange these for items from the shops and would share 
these items with others in the traditional way (Sluys 2000: 447-8). Most of the settled 
Jahai still retreat to the forest for lengthy periods, where they stay in makeshift 
camps, not only to collect forest products such as rattan and gaharu wood for trade, 
but also to enjoy their stay in the forest while subsisting on its products. An in–depth 
follow-up study is necessary to reveal the further developments and eventual 
changes in the Jahai world-view (ibid. 338).  
 

5.2.8. Endicott (1979, 1988, 2005) - Batek 
 
Endicott (1979, 1988, 2005) studies the Batek in the tropical rain forest of Peninsular 
Malaysia. He notes, that sharing food is “an absolute obligation” to the Batek and 
endorsed by the belief that “to refuse a reasonable request for something can cause 
harm to the person refused” that means he is likely to cut himself or be bitten by 
centipede or suffer from misfortune, whereby the whole village will be angry with the 
wrongdoer (Endicott 1988: 117). This is called “pohnen” and connected with the 
belief that “intense emotional upset (ke'oy) will cause a person to become sick with 
fever — perhaps an accurate conception of a type of psychosomatic illness” (ibid. 
117-8).  
 
Space limitations preclude a detailed description of all the diseases and their 
treatments that are known to the Batek. But one disease concept is “especially 
interesting” for Endicott (1979) because for him “it is one of the major forces 
responsible for the low level of conflict within Batek society” (Endicott 1979: 109). 
The diseases called “ke'oy”, is an “emotional depression” usually accompanied by 
physical symptoms such as fever. It strikes a person who has had a “severe fright, or 
who feel they have been mistreated by others, or who have been frustrated in some 
strong desire” (ibid.). Most commonly a person gets “ke'oy” if he feels someone is 
angry with him for no good reason. It is considered to be an affliction of the heart, 
which causes it to become hot and swollen with the “wind of ke'oy” - it also causes 
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the breath to become weak. It is regarded as a serious disease that can lead to death 
(ibid.).  

Endicott (1979) notes that “ke'oy” can be treated in a number of ways. Some people 
know spells that are supposed to relieve it, also lime paste is supposed to drive the 
disease out of the heart. It can also be cured by removing the cause of the disease, 
e.g. by the alleged offender ceasing to be angry with the victim. Perhaps, the most 
interesting treatment is for Endicott (1979) the application of human blood to the body 
of the patient. Someone, preferably the person who caused the patient’s 
unhappiness, cuts his leg and scrapes the blood on to five or six green leaves. He 
then wipes half the leaves on the patient’s chest, with downward strokes, and half on 
his back. While wiping the blood on the patient, he may tell the heart to become cool 
or may just say “ke'oy” over and over, followed by a reference to the act that is 
thought to have caused the disease (ibid). Endicott (1979) suggests, though it is not 
explicitly stated, that the blood given would also increase the patient’s supply of life-
soul (“nawa”), which is thought to reside mainly in the heart, and thus to make him 
stronger and “more alive” (ibid. 110). The weakness of the breath, which is one of the 
disease’s symptoms, suggests a weakened life-soul. The blowing, grasping, and 
throwing away of emotions are supposed to get rid of the disease, its wind, or its 
poison. If this treatment fails, other members of the group will repeat this procedure 
until it finally succeeds (ibid.).  
 
Endicott (2005) looks too at the nature of external trade in forest products practiced 
by the Batek people of Malaysia to see how it is accommodated within their 
egalitarian social system. According to him external trade, does not undermine 
egalitarian social relations in hunting and gathering societies (Endicott 2005: 79):  
 

“… giving up that set of ideas and practices would be psychologically 
very difficult for them to do, as the obligation to share food is one of the 
fundamental components of Batek self-identity and one of the main 
bonds that link Batek families together as a society” (ibid. 126-7).  

 
 

5.2.9. Karim (1981) – Ma’Betisék  
 
Wazir-Jahan Karim (1981) studied the Ma’Betisék communities who live on Carey 
Island in the mangrove coastal areas of Selangor.  
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He studied two opposing views in Ma’Betisék belief system which express their 
relationship to plants and animals: 1) “Tulah” stands for the idea that plants and 
animals have been cursed by their forefathers to become food for humans. 2) 
“Kemali” describe forbidden objects, situations and behaviour and includes the idea 
that acts involving the killing and destruction of animals and plants leads to illness, 
injuries, misfortune and death (ibid. 1).  

Karim (1981) notes that the Ma`Betisék use the term “punan” to mean “states of 
deprivation”, or was a warning of it, which result from the incapacity to eat a coveted 
food, getting pregnant, to meet a loved one, to be present at a significant ceremony 
held by close kinship or rejection from a kinsman, child or parent (ibid. 10). Being in a 
“punan state” is also a taboo. In that case, people can encounter some misfortune or 
be attacked by an animal. Nevertheless, the “punan phenomenon” is:  

“… mainly manifested in the context of “kemali” beliefs when plants and 
animals are conceived as ancestors who impose checks and constraints on 
behaviour which does not conform to the prescribed set of social rules” 
(ibid.).  

The “punan” state is based on the idea that humans who suffer from certain states of 
deprivation expose themselves to mystical attacks from human plant and animal 
spirits. In the case of humans suffering from punan states, the retribution is 
expressed in their mystical conversion to plants and animals (ibid. 91). For her it is 
interesting that “punan” themes have the effect of blurring the distinction made 
between tulah and kemali ideas. Although all myths with punan themes contain a 
tulah curse, these myths refer to plants and animals with human origins. However, 
these plants and animals do not have unusually strong powers of kemali despite their 
anthropomorphic qualities (ibid.). The hierarchically superior status of plants and 
animals in the kemali context is symbolically manifested in the behaviour of the 
shaman’s spirit guides. Here, animal spirit guides behave in the authoritative manner 
of Ma`Betisek titled elders and Malay aristocrats. They express their superior status 
by using the language of members of the Malay royalty and aristocracy and by 
demanding attention, entertainment and food. The members of the audience, in turn, 
are completely servile and attentive. As spirit-guides, the ability to cure humans of 
their illness emphasizes their spiritual or supernatural qualities and places them in a 
much more dominant position over humans (ibid. 10).  
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Since 1975, the island is exposed to increased external pressure. Despite this trend 
the people continue to maintain their ideas of how humans should live with plants 
and animals. In the context of changes taking place in Ma`Betisék society on Carey 
Island, it is significant for Karim (1981) that the equilibrium between tulah and kemali 
ideas continue to be maintained. Rapid urbanization, deforestation, population 
pressure, land scarcity, increasing competition for forest products and increasing 
scarcity of game are some of the many problems faced by the Ma`Betisék today. The 
island Ma`Betisék see their problems increasing daily but express hope that the 
authorities will bring economic development into the villages. However, although their 
increasing mergence into the cash economy is viewed with optimism and hope, the 
problems relating to deforestation and land scarcity are viewed with great anxiety. 
Economic development is seen as their prerogative, a necessary step towards 
procuring food items and material goods which are requisite for their livelihood while 
deforestation and land scarcity are seen as two dangerous events that eventually 
increase the wrath of ancestral and forest plant and animal spirits. They claim that 
these spirits will find it increasingly difficult to obtain shelter and game and this would 
lead to a situation of over-crowding in the remaining patches of forest. Some may 
leave for the towns while others may move into the villages. This, they say, will 
increase the incidence of misfortune and suffering in the village since spirits will now 
attack indiscriminately with violent vengeances. This anxiety reflects events, which 
are viewed in kemali terms while the eagerness for economic development, reflects a 
tulah view (ibid. 205).  

Significantly, for Karim (1981) on the mainly, tulah views are not emphasized to the 
same extent as on the island. Here, a possible relationship may be seen between 
their decreasing participation in economic activities such as hunting, trapping, 
gathering and fishing and the relative unimportance of tulah ideas. Although tulah 
ideas appear to be under-emphasized by the Ma`Betisék on the mainland, kemali 
ideas are invoked as before. Doubtless, the increasing influence of Islam on the 
Mainland may stimulate changes in the Ma'Betisék worldview but, at present there is 
a conscious reluctance to adopt Islamic ideas and kemali ideas continue to render 
appeal in the context of misfortune (ibid. 206-7).  

 

5.2.10. Tsing (1988, 1993) - Meratus Dayak of South Kalimantan (Indonesia) 
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On the same Island where Evans undertook his studies, but on the Indonesian site, 
Tsing (1988, 1993) studied the Meratus Dayak, of South Kalimantan. Like Endicott 
and Howell she discusses the punan concept mainly in relation to a disease concept, 
but does not emphasise like other authors the issue of emotionality. According to her:  
 

“…one can “mangapuhun” another person by withholding something he 
or she requests, and one can be “kapuhunan” oneself by refusing offered 
food. By refusing food – and, by extension, social connection – one 
becomes vulnerable to accidents, such as bites by poisonous snakes or 
centipedes, and the suligh splinter” (Tsing 1993: 189).  

 
 
“Kapuhun” means, “isolating oneself from others or from one`s environment” (ibid.). 
Among the Meratus illness, and especially the suligh splinter, is discussed as an 
everyday possibility, resulting mainly through closing “open body boundaries”, by 
“self-isolation and alienation” (ibid. 191). In contrast to a healthy body who 
incorporates others into its own definition, the “isolated body” refuses connections, 
sets up boundaries and therefore enhances the appearance of a suligh splinter (ibid).  

If a domestic animal is made responsible for a person’s “kapuhun” condition, the 
animal is killed. In other cases the shaman have to remove the suligh splinter by 
increasing one’s live force, “rajaki”60, through “metaphorical travels” in which he 
“constructs the healthiest body conceivable, one with the spiritual power of the entire 
cosmos, without boundary restrictions” (ibid. 189). Health moves along the shaman’s 
body to his patients. He opens up the body boundary sucks out the suligh splinter or 
alternatively asks the suligh splinter through his healing breath to seep out, dissolve 
or melt (ibid. 90).  
 
 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
60 ““Rajaki” is “livelihood” – it can also mean “luck”, “rice” or “health”. It is the “fortune” one has, for 
better or worse, and the “good fortune” that makes life worth living. But “rajaki” must be “sought, it 
must be “followed” wherever it leads – it requires movement. Hunting for game and selling forest 
products at market are two of the most obvious “traveling” aspects of “looking for rajaki”. The man 
embarking on a hunting trip can never be certain what rajaki he will find, he must ramble around until 
he comes upon something. Similarly, marketing involves walking through the forest, facing unknown 
challenges. Rice farmers search for rajaki in their fields, lovers and spouse follow rajaki in their 
relationships. Everyone seeks to increase the rajaki that maintains health and prolongs one’s lifespan. 
Movement is life. When one finds no more “rajaki”, live is over (ibid. 159-60). 
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5.2.11. Katsumi (2012) - Penan of Sarawak 
 
Katsumi (2012) examines the “thunder complex” among the Penan hunters of 
Sarawak who in the 1960s started to adopt a semi-sedentary lifestyle due to 
government forces. Since the mid-1980s their traditional living space, the rainforest, 
was gradually replaced by palm oil plantations. However, in the early 2000s animals 
came to eat the fruit of the oil palms, which in return offers the Penan new hunting 
possibilities (Katsumi 2012: 61-62).  
The Penan pays great attention to the correct treatment of (game) animals and call 
mistreatment “penyalah” (ibid. 67). Children commit “penyalah” when they play with 
dead hunted animals or fondly small animals with their hands (ibid.). Human 
mistreatment of animals, erroneous actions as well as “over-consumption of fish”, 
cause “not partly but mostly”, a natural disaster (thunderstorms), which are feared 
(ibid. 67-71). In contrast to the “modern world” the Penan never tried to control nature 
and “nature is seen as something uncontrollable, spontaneously growing and self-
ruled“ (ibid. 70) but they try to minimize the natural forces ritually (ibid. 65).  
Regarding meteorological catastrophes as “a byproduct of human misconduct”, the 
Penan have model some rules concerning the treatment of animals (e.g. don’t play 
with animals), which have according to Katsumi (2012) precluded “human dominance 
over animals” so that the Penan sustain an “impartial relationship“ with animals (ibid. 
71). 
 

5.2.12. Excursion: Chou (1994, 2003), Hinshiranan (1996) – Orang Suku Laut in 
Riau and Batam, Moken on Ko Surin 
 
Finally it should be stated, that the punan concept does neglect national boarders 
and it is evidently not restricted to the Orang Asli in Malaysia. Therefore, this part 
considers in the end this way of reasoning and acting, although not fully elaborated, 
among the Orang Suku Laut in Indonesia and the Moken in Thailand. 

Akin to the concept of punan, Chou (1994), who did field research in Riau and Batam 
(Indonesia), assumes that the Orang Suku Laut in Malay borrowed “from other 
mainstream religions around them” the term of “dosa” (“sin”) that express “the danger 
of not sharing one's surplus food, especially when asked for, to certain members of 
the community” (Chou 1994: 108). These include pregnant women, the sick, the 
elderly and the dying (ibid.). “Sharing, helping and non-profit-making barter 
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exchanges” present forms of solidarity and ideal behaviour among them (Chou 2003: 
86). She notes that the Orang Suku Laut “aim at restricting the circulation of things to 
insiders only”, and these forms of distribution “construct and maintain group 
boundaries” for the Orang Laut (“orang kita” – “us/insiders”) and Malays (“orang lain” 
–“them/outsiders”) (ibid. 87). 

The Orang Suku Laut believe that “they depend on the “hantu laut” (sea spirits)” for 
the success and safety of all their activities as they hantu laut control the entire 
maritime world. The relation between the human and maritime world is “mediated 
through an exchange with the spirits” who release or withhold foodstuff from the 
maritime space (Chou 1994: 74). These spirits are primarily regarded as evil agents, 
but whether they harm or support the Orang Suku laut is depending on “how well 
they themselves "piara" (adopt and feed) the spirits” (ibid. 75). While good treatment 
of the spirits results in increased catches and knowledge about the sea the neglect of 
them can “result in the sea spirits “stealing” from human beings” (ibid. 76).  It is 
explained that:  

“If the sea spirits are not well fed, we will fall ill. We'll suffer from 
dizziness. We'll vomit immediately and our face will turn yellow. These 
are the symptoms of someone who has been harmed by the sea spirits. 
What we'll have to do then is to go to the spirit's place to see if we have 
made an offering. If not, we have to cast spells to say that we are good 
and not bad. We will have to plead with the sea spirits not to harm us. If 
we do not do this, we'll be harmed because the spirits own the territory “ 
(ibid.) 
 

Angered sprits will “devour the inner essence of a person” and therefore the Orang 
Suku Laut give them “anything they ask for”, or “all sorts of food” (ibid.). They explain 
that, “the entire villages stand in danger of being wiped out if one forgets to feed the 
sea spirits” and that their desire for food is communicated through dreams (ibid.). The 
human and maritime world is connected by exchange and reciprocity, whereby the 
use of money is perceived as inappropriate for enhancing a good relationship (ibid. 
78).  
 
According to Chou (1994) the effects of the introduction of money into local 
economies reflects similarities to the Semai case (Chou 1994: 120). The Orang Suku 
Laut, so Chou (1994) “… find it easier to hide their money and avoid their obligation 
to share. However, once money is used to buy extra food from outside, the person is 
under pressure to share “ (ibid.). For example, when one member of the community 
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buys ingredients for a cake she is expected and under pressure to share rather than 
to sell surplus cakes (ibid.).  
 
Hinshiranan (1996) who studied the Moken on the Surin Islands does not mention a 
similar concept like “dosa” which Chou (1996) notes for the Orang Suku Laut. 
According to Hinshiranan (1996) the Moken make a distinction between the term 
“meon” (give) that denotes “a transfer or a passing of food or goods from one person 
to another, and “mebènb” (share) that is used mostly “when there is a large amount 
of foraged food to be distributed throughout the community” (Hinshiranan 1996: 106). 
For example, regarding the second case, after a successful hunt for a sea turtle, 
every household in the Moken community is assumed that it will get a part of this 
special catch. The successful hunter usually can chose first what part he wants to 
take, which is as small or as big as those for the rest of the community: “The hunter 
does not protest that the meat has to be shared out, and the recipients do not 
express their appreciation verbally or in gesture” (ibid.). While food sharing is a 
common practice, brought food (rice whiskey, tobacco, pain relievers) is not always 
equally distributed (ibid. 109). But it is believed that “tragedy will befall a particular 
person or the whole community“ if certain items are not distributed:  

 “One day a Moken baby had serious diarrhea in the morning and 
eventually died at dusk. On the day before death occurred, a Moken man 
(who was not related to the baby) successfully collected a small bee-
hive, but honey was neither shared throughout the community nor offered 
to the spirits. The shaman said that death was caused by the sprits as a 
punishment for the breach in community sharing” (ibid.: 107-8). 
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5.3. Summary Punan 
 
Figure 17: Summary punan 
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Nam

ing 
W

hat is it  
M

eaning 
Hazard, cause and description of 
vulnerability 

Result 
Cure: M

ethods to 
restore equilibrium

 
Change* 
 

Evans (1917, 
1918, 1920, 
1923) 
M

alay, 
Jakun, 
Dusun, 
Sea Dyak 
(Iban), M

aori, 
various Sakai 
tribes (Senoi) 

kem
punan, 

k!m
punan, 

punan, 
kopohunan, 
puni, 
punibuni, 
shalantap, 
shalentab 

 -belief 
-to get into trouble through going out 
with an unsatisfied craving 

-ill luck not having satisfied his want  
-longing, or very strong desire, for som

e 
article of food 
-the soul is lacking strength and hence 
vulnerable 
 

 

-bitten by a snake, or 
a centipede  

- 
n.m

. 

Lévy-Bruhl 
(1923) 

 
-belief 

-an unsatisfied desire, whatever it m
ay 

be, creates danger 
-anger 

- 
- 

n.m
. 

Dentan 
(1968, 2000) 
Sem

ai 

punan, 
phunan 

-taboo, 
sanction,  
set of rules 

-to m
ake som

eone unhappy, especially 
by frustrating his desires, will increase 
the probability of his having an accident 
that will injure him

 physically 

-frustrating som
eone’s desires 

-to calculate the gift (saying thank you) 
-not to share (also with guests) 
-to refuse a request or to ask for m

ore than 
the donor can afford (hence people don’t 
ask for gifts) 
-not to honour an agreem

ent 
-to be unhappy 

-accidents 
-failure to share 
underm

ines peace  

-endure the punan,  
-go to the offender and 
ask com

pensation 
- bicaraa, ritual 

+- 

Robarchek 
(1977, 1986) 
Sem

ai 

pehunan 
- 

-a state of being unfulfilled, unsatisfied, 
or frustrated in regard to som

e specific 
and strongly felt want (m

ostly food, also 
tobacco, sex, etc.) 

- state of being unfulfilled, unsatisfied, or 
frustrated in regard to som

e specific and 
strongly felt want  

-attack by 
supernaturals or 
anim

als, accidental 
injury, illness and, 
ultim

ately, death 

-procure charm
s, spells, 

or other types of 
supernatural 
intervention to warm

 off 
the expected attack 

n.m
. 

Benjam
in 

(1967) 
Tem

iar 

selantab 
-sanctions of 
social 
control 

-if one is requested to give som
ething to 

som
eone else then he m

ust give 
- if one is requested to give som

ething to 
som

eone else then he m
ust give 

- 
- 

n.m
. 

Jennings 
(1995) 
Tem

iar 

selantab 
-a form

 of 
ritual 
generosity 

-if visitors are not offered food and 
tobacco 
-if visitors do not accept what is offered 
-if one`s request is denied 

-if visitors are not offered food and tobacco 
-if visitors do not accept what is offered 
-if one`s request is denied 

-m
isfortune, illness, 

accident, get bitten by 
snakes or other 
creatures, death 

- 
n.m

. 

Rosem
ann 

(1993) 
Tem

iar 

perenhood 
-disease 
concept 

 -unfulfilled wanting that leaves the 
person vulnerable to illness or other 
m

isfortunes such as snakebites, tigers, 
or accidents 

-if som
eone refuses a request or refuses 

to receive will be in a state of vulnerability 
-social interconnectedness has been 
denied 
-prom

ise broken 

-illness, m
isfortune, 

bitten by snake or 
tiger, accident 
 

-change action, charm
s 

-m
edium

 can determ
ine 

the source of the illness 
agent during dream

s or 
the trance of curing 
rituals, and can rem

ove 
it  with the help of his 
spirit guides,  

+- 

Hood (1978) 
Sem

elai 
penon 

- 
-- if som

eone fails to consum
e certain 

categories of food at certain tim
es 

- injunction on the consum
ption of 

certain types of food 

- if som
eone fails to consum

e certain 
categories of food at certain tim

es 
- injunction on the consum

ption of certain 
types of food 

-a certain state of 
psychological 
vulnerability  

- 
n.m

. 

!!!!!!!
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*n.m. = not mentioned, +- = maintenance and change of belief, + = maintenance of belief, - = change 
of belief  

!Author, 
G

roup  
Nam

ing 
W

hat is it  
M

eaning 
Hazard, cause and description of 
vulnerability 

Result 
Cure: M

ethods to 
restore equilibrium

 
Change* 

G
ianno 

(1985) 
Sem

elai 

m
a`pnon 

- 
-not to share food (at least ritually) which 
is witnessed or in the process of being 
eaten 
-to say the real nam

e of a variety of 
foods while in vulnerable circum

stances 

-not to share food (at least ritually) which is 
witnessed or in the process of being eaten 
- to say the real nam

e of a variety of foods 
while in vulnerable circum

stances, i.e., in 
the wild 

-m
isfortune 

-incantation, spell 
-in serious case sham

an 
 

n.m
. 

Howell 
(1984,1989) 
Chewong 

punén 
 

-rules for 
suppression 
of em

otion 

-unfulfilled desire 
 

A) 1) social: -not to share food (especially) 
and other objects 
2) self-im

posed by not fulfilling a desire 
which is within one’s power to satisfy 
B) 1) speaking badly: 
3) cry out in the event of personal 
m

isfortune, or to show em
otions in the 

face of accidents 
4) anticipation of a pleasurable event 
5) husband or a wife to com

m
and their 

spouse to do som
ething 

-attack by a tiger, 
snake or poisonous 
m

illipede, accident 
- A) the anim

al itself or 
its soul 
-B) only the actual 
anim

al 
- an actual wound on 
ones body or som

e 
form

 of disease 

-spirit guide 
+ 

Sluys (2000) 
Jahai 

pehunen 
- 

-to leave som
eone out of sharing 

-to coerce a person into doing som
ething 

that he or she does not want to  
-ego should fulfil others peoples wishes 
to the extent possible 
-hot em

otion, endanger soul balance 

-to leave som
eone out of sharing 

-to coerce a person into doing som
ething 

that he or she does not want to  
-ego should fulfil others peoples wishes to 
the extent possible 
-hot em

otion, endanger soul balance 

-prone to accidents 
-ritual with sham

an 
 

+- 

Endicott 
(1979, 1988, 
2005) 
Batek 

pohnen 
belief 

- a person refuses to give a m
an food or 

tobacco 
 

-if a person refuses to give a m
an food or 

tobacco 
    

-diseases  
-em

otional depression 
(ke'oy) heart becom

es 
hot, sickness, fever 
-accidents, death  

-spell, lim
e past, 

-offender can stop to be 
angry with the victim

 
-application of hum

an 
blood to the body of the 
patient 

+ 

Karim
 (1981) 

M
a'Betisek 

punan 
- 

-certain states of deprivation 
-inability to eat a desired food, to see or 
m

eet a loved one, to have a child, to 
attend an im

portant cerem
ony held by 

close kinship or rejection from
 a 

kinsm
an, parent or child 

 

-certain states of deprivation 
-inability to eat a desired food, to see or 
m

eet a loved one, to have a child, to 
attend an im

portant cerem
ony held by 

close kinship or rejection from
 a kinsm

an, 
parent or child 
 

-hum
ans who suffer 

from
 certain states of 

deprivation expose 
them

selves to m
ystical 

attacks from
 hum

an 
plant and anim

al sprits 
-m

ystical conversion 
of hum

ans to plants 
and anim

als 

-sham
an, spirit guides 

+- 

Tsing (1988, 
1993) 
M

eratus  

kapuhun 
- 

-isolating oneself from
 others or from

 
ones environm

ent 
-isolating oneself from

 others or from
 ones 

environm
ent 

-illness causing splitter  
-sham

an, spirit guides 
+- 

Kastum
i 

(2012) 
penyalah 

- 
--m

istreatm
ent (of anim

als) 
-m

istreatm
ent (of anim

als) 
-natural disaster 

-eventually ritual 
n.m

. 

  !!!!!
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This part summarises the main findings of following research questions:  
 
1) What is the meaning and function of the punan concept as described by several 
authors? Punan is an emotional expression and can be used as an explanation for 
an inaccurate state or as a warning. It has been described as a belief, as part of a 
taboo complex, a sanction and form of social control, but most often in relation to a 
disease concept. The main function of this concept is seen in its contribution to a 
peaceable ethos in the communities under study as well as to the enforcement of the 
value of food sharing. The authors approach the punan concept from slightly different 
angles. From a comparative perspective following generalisation it is possible to 
support the thesis that punan can also be interpreted as an internal resilience 
process:  
 
2) What causes disorder in the logic of this schemata or cultural model and how is 
the state of vulnerability described? In principle – this is not the only schemata or 
cultural model but one to which all the authors refer - if one does not give what he or 
she is asked for or does not accept what is offered (especially food, but not only) he 
or she will put the other person in a state of vulnerability which can lead to accidents, 
illness, misfortune or death. The same principle can work not only between humans 
but between humans and their ancestors as well (when they communicate in dream 
states, and where through a wrongdoing of one person the whole community stands 
in danger). This principle is most often explained in emotional terms – the victim is 
frustrated, in an emotional imbalance, or his soul is lacking strength, therefore in a 
state of vulnerability that makes him or her prone to accidents, illness, misfortune or 
even death.  
 
3) How internal order is restored, what is the internal resilience process? There is a 
possibility to cure: 1) to go to the offender and ask for compensation, use spell and 
charms. 2) Or in more serious cases the disequilibrium can be restored through a 
ritual, which often includes a dream stage, with the help of the shaman and spirit 
guides, or ancestors to reunite disturbed village solidarity. 
 
4) How did this schema change, when the people have been incorporated into the 
market economy, or does it persist? There is an absence of actual research on the 
question whether this belief undergoes a change when integrated into the market 
economy. Due to the lack of precise data on intra-community exchange transactions, 
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is difficult to determine whether the custom of sharing has declined. Those authors 
who engage in this question notice changes, and there is a slightly positive portrayal 
of how the village community is traditionally maintained. There are also indications 
that it is possible that money is used to purchase food, which is then redistributed 
following the old principle. In this context one can see how the concept adapted itself 
to changing circumstances.  
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6. Conclusions and recommendations for further research 
 

“For billions of people, the nature of their vulnerability is changing and 
intensifying, while their ability to cope has diminished. The saddest part, 
perhaps, is the loss of hope for the future. Living with the poverty and 
uncertainty of their daily existence severely constraints their freedom of 
choice and leaves them prey to a creeping despair that the magnitude 
and frequency of natural and human-induced disasters only make worse” 
(Bankoff and Hilhorst 2004: 1).  
 
“In too many narratives of Western domination, the indigenous peoples 
appear merely as victims—neo-historyless peoples whose own agency 
disappeared more or less with their culture, the moment Europeans on 
the scene. Indeed, ... when Europeans change it is called ‘progress’, but 
when ‘they’ (the others) change, notably when they adopt some of our 
progressive attributes, it is a loss of their culture, some kind of 
adulteration” (Sahlins 2005: 44).  
 
“Powerful individuals, both officials and private citizens, are benefiting by 
destroying the livelihoods, cultures, and sometimes lives of indigenous 
peoples. Far from protecting Malaysia’s indigenous peoples form such 
exploitation and impoverishment, the Malaysian government, at federal 
and state level is actively participating in the process”  
(Endicott 2006: 164). 

 
This study has investigated the current resilience debate by comparing a cultural 
schemata — punan — in order to better understand how the Orang Asli, which are 
part of the political, economical and social marginal segments of Malaysian society, 
cope with externally induced change. It therefore aims to fill indicated research gaps 
in: a) absent understandings about how rural communities respond to natural and 
man-made hazards; b) anthropological investigation into the resilience concept; c) 
less considered and discussed factors about local belief systems; and, d) the 
relationship between reciprocity and emotional reasoning to understand and enhance 
food security  
 
This final component summarises and consolidates the key themes in chapters two 
through five in order to answer the central research question raised in chapter one:  
 
 
Is punan a function of the resilience process and an adaptive subsistence 
mechanism to food security among the Orang Asli in ongoing identerest conflicts of 
development in Malaysia or in face of externally induced crisis? 
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Limitations of the current study are discussed and recommendations for further work 
are stated.  
 
Chapters two highlight a lack of consensus regarding important issues such as how 
resilience should be defined, assessed, and measured. Ambiguity about the concept 
of resilience nourishes debate on its use and operational relevance. While it indicates 
a strategic research direction and objectives, it may be less useful from an analytical 
viewpoint. The strategic research direction provides the counterpart to an extinction 
discourse that appeared after the Lisbon earthquake (1755) and has remained 
popular to this day. In that view, the poor, indigenous, natural resource based 
communities, and the social, political and marginal segments of society are at high 
risk, and are even in danger of cultural and physical extinction in the face of a natural 
and political changing environment. A resilience approach deals with considerations 
about what is done, and what needs to be done, in face of these changes in order to 
survive. 
 
Orang Asli societies are confronted with strong processes of encapsulation. The 
source of externally induced crises is explained from an etic view by ongoing 
indenterest conflicts on the Malaysian Peninsula. As described in the last chapter, 
the concept of “Malayness” and the formation of a core identerest group were 
instituted during the colonial period. The Malaysian government’s vision, as 
expressed in the “Malaysia” concept, is to create national unity in order to overcome 
the challenges of globalization and to allow Malaysia to flourish into a fully developed 
country. The Orang Asli presents a twofold security dilemma for the Malaysian 
government: they are both a hindrance to development and a political 
embarrassment. In attempt to bring the Orang Asli under national control, the 
Malaysian government imposes regroupment policies such as fostering concentrated 
settlements and cash-crop production, and provides standard houses, national 
education, and infrastructural facilities. The government also tries to convert them to 
Islam.  
 
The overall social-political-environmental impacts of development are well 
documented and critiqued, but many studies were written from “victims of progress” 
and “impact studies” approaches. Recognition exists that capitalist or nation-state 
penetration does not necessarily lead to the collapse or disappearance of these 
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societies. Research interest, therefore, turns to considerations of what prevents 
assimilation into dominant societies, and, more specifically, what internal 
mechanisms contribute to the maintenance of the basic structures of these groups. 
Today, it has become fashionable to categorise Orang Asli societies as anarchists. 
While previous research may have underemphasised their resilience, a risk arises of 
overemphasising it contemporarily. Resilience should not be understood as a stable 
trait in terms of universal invulnerability, as though the possibility of failure could be 
ruled out altogether. Therefore, it is conceivable that resilience research itself can 
contribute to the failure or success of the Orang Asli societies, while ignoring or 
underestimating external factors responsible for their economic and social 
disintegration. A key challenge to this discussion is that no consensus has been 
reached regarding either the definition or the indicators of resilience. In light of this 
vacuum, how to discern which group is more resilient than the other? 
 
Until now, there exists no generally accepted approach about how to study resilience. 
By combining the resilience definitions listed below, this study attempts to offer a 
synopsis of the findings on punan and closely related cultural concepts of the Orang 
Asli in the Malay Peninsula in order to answer the central research questions:  
 
1) There is a discussion about whether the notion of resilience should be agency or 
system based. In much of the discussion on resilience and socio-ecological systems, 
the agency of people is often mantled and the choices exercised by individuals 
should therefore get more recognition. In anthropology, the tendency prevails to 
favour agency-based approaches. This study was less interested in response 
heterogeneity, but more in response homogeneity to external and internally induced 
crises. In this vein, resilience means, “the capacity of a system to experience shocks 
while retaining essentially the same functions, structure, feedbacks, and therefore 
identity” (Walker et.al. 2006: 2).  
 
2) While research in the field of psychology began with the search for protective 
factors of individuals when faced with adversity, in recent years agreement has 
emerged that social and environmental contexts must be included in resilience 
research. Resilience may be understood and approached as constructed. Awareness 
is increasing that resilience is often based on western notions and values, and that a 
culturally sensitive definition and understanding have been recent additions to the 
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field. In “the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the 
capacity of individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and 
physical resources that sustain their well-being, and their capacity individually and 
collectively to negotiate for these resources to be provided in culturally meaningful 
ways” (Ungar 2011a: 10). 
 
3) In anthropology, resilience of social systems originally meant, “remaining flexible 
enough to change in response to whatever hazards or perturbations come along” 
(Vayda and McCay 1975: 299). 
 
4) Another group of definitions emphasizes the persistent adherence to and the 
maintenance of long-standing and reliable beliefs and practices. Thus, cultural 
resilience is, “the ability to hold on to traditional beliefs and practices in the face of 
constant pressures to assimilate exerted by a dominant society” (Fortier 2009: 2).  
 
5) Finally, cultural resilience speaks to the, “enduring importance of exchange as a 
medium of social engagement and the material expressions of social alliances that 
enable groups and communities to prosper” (McWilliam 2011: 746-7).  
 
The following arguments could support the thesis that punan is a function of the 
resilience process and an adaptive subsistence mechanism to food security among 
the Orang Asli in ongoing identerest conflicts of development in Malaysia or in face of 
externally induced crisis 
 
a) Punan enhances food security and represents a local and endogenous resilience 
process 
Punan fosters food security by emphasising the importance of food distribution. This 
scheme of thinking and acting represents a local and endogenous resilience process. 
The way of reasoning includes a culturally defined understanding of wellbeing, the 
risk resource, the state of vulnerability, and approaches to significant adversity. 
Wellbeing is expressed mostly, but not exclusively, in emotional terms. The way of 
reasoning represented in emotion schemas takes the following form: Social event ⇒ 
Emotion⇒ Action Response. Specifically, if one does not give what he or she is 
asked for, or does not accept what is offered (especially food), he or she will put the 
other person in a state of vulnerability which may lead to accident, illness, misfortune 
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or even death. This state of vulnerability or source of risk is primarily attributed to the 
failure of human action as a by-product of human misconduct. It is mainly expressed 
in emotional terms: the victim is frustrated, in an emotional imbalance, has hot 
emotions, or his/her soul is lacking strength. Ultimately, this condition may result in 
the person isolating himself/herself from others or from the environment. Balance 
may be restored through compensation, charms, or, in more serious cases, a curing 
ritual that includes a dream stage of the shaman to re-establish disturbed village 
solidarity.  
 
Among the Orang Asli, a dream ritual may be perceived as an emergency method in 
serious cases where the vulnerability of one individual may place the very existence 
of the whole community at stake. As shown in chapter three, dreaming can have a 
variety of functions in both etic and emic views. In present-day Western societies, the 
vast majority would regard a public dreaming ritual in a community crisis situation as 
superstitious. Likewise, during the colonial period (which was deeply rooted in the 
tradition of Enlightenment), a belief in dreaming distinguished “civilized” people from 
“non-civilized” people. For the Malay government, dream rituals of the animistic 
Orang Asli’s may be considered superstitious or even dangerous, despite presenting 
an effective and feasible way to overcome their vulnerability. 
 
b) Punan is a method of sustaining an egalitarian mood of sociality, which forms part 
of Orang Asli ethnic identity 
 
The general way of reasoning of the punan concept can be hypothetically understood 
as Orang Asli daily efforts in sustaining an egalitarian mood of sociality. By holding 
on to certain punan rules, e.g. to accept what is offered and to give what is asked, 
they can achieve success in preventing unequal relationships between group 
members.  
 
This system of thinking and acting is also a marker of Orang Asli self-identity, which 
differentiates them from the surrounding Malays. They also distance themselves from 
Malay government personnel whom they perceive as violence-prone. As long as the 
Orang Asli continue to observe these non-violent norms and their egalitarian 
approach to sociality, they may remain unlikely candidates for assimilation into Malay 
culture and society. 
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Initially reported almost 100 years ago, this study illustrated the continuing use of this 
belief and action system, as well as its flexibility to adapt to changing circumstances. 
But precise data is lacking. Several authors note that Orang Asli’s cultural value of 
egalitarian social organisation, manifested through customs such as food sharing, 
still constitutes their sociality. Any ideology of individuals maximizing profits is 
scarcely emerging. Although youngsters increasingly engage in wage labour and 
claim ownership of their earnings, the majority would exchange these for items from 
shops and would share them with others in the traditional way.  
 
c) Punan prevents in face of natural resource variability the development of resource 
scarcity 
 
The government of Malaysia seeks to push the Orang Asli into the global economy, 
which promotes resource scarcity, which is synonymous with an era of mass 
starvation, and which is associated with failure to meet most people’s basic needs. 
Punan, conversely, is a risk reduction strategy. The obligation to share food provides 
the Orang Asli with a safety net during times of environmental variability and local 
scarcity. Additionally, rather than stretching themselves to available resource and 
labour limits, the Orang Asli underuse their objective economic possibilities while 
meeting their needs. Punan sustains underproduction, and therefore provides the 
way toward a sustainable future. 
 
This study suggests that in general, punan can be considered a function of the 
resilience process, as well as a mechanism of adaptation for the Orang Asli in its 
ongoing identerest conflict in Malaysia. Several important research limitations must 
be considered. Most significantly, inadequate empirical data is available about the 
punan concept; this data would help to establish if this cultural model increases 
resilience and promotes adaptation among these peripheral ethnic groups.  
 
Secondly, it is difficult to discern objectively how punan is a function of the resilience 
process and a mechanism of adaptation, because both terms — resilience and 
adaptation — are open to multiple meanings. Wass and Palasser (2014) asked how 
sustainable is sustainability? The same question can be asked in regard to the term 
of resilience. The term, less than the idea behind it, is not only contestable but also 
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contested with good reason. Defining resilience will remain a continuing problem. A 
further serious engagement of anthropologists with the term of resilience would 
facilitate interdisciplinary dialogue, before which resilience may already be replaced 
by another new concept.  
 
Finally, it must be stated that although this study was able to discover connections 
between punan and resilience, these connections have turned out to be quite limited. 
Expectations have been greater than the final results. It is assumed that other 
cultural institutions will explain the resilience of these groups, despite limitations of 
current anthropological investigations. It is delivered to followers to establish greater 
degrees of accuracy.  
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