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MAN AND NATURE

Nature and Primitive Society

VLADIMIR KABO

In modern literature three views on the interrelationship 
between primitive society and nature prevail.

According to one, primitive people lived—and where society 
remains on the stage of the primitive communal system, continue 
to live—in full harmony with nature, introducing no destructive 
changes to it. In this primitive societies allegedly differ fundamen­
tally from societies of higher development levels.

Actually that is not so. Mankind began to have a destructive 
impact on nature very early, and as the means of production 
improved, it became more profound and diverse. In the Upper 
Palaeolithic, man already contributed to the extermination of a 
number of large animals, including such giants as the mammoth 
(the extinction of which is due less to climatic changes than to the 
organised actions of man as a hunter). The perfection of hunting 
techniques, intensification of hunting and growth of the popula­
tion leads to mounting annihilation of game. M. Budyko, for 
example, describes the Upper Palaeolithic as an age of “ecological 
crisis”.1

Studies of ancient societies offer extensive material confirming 
the role of human activity in the extinction of animals during the 
late Pleistocene in Eurasia, South and North America, and 
Australia.

In the view of the English scientist K. Butzer, the final stage of 
the Pleistocene was the beginning of ever increasing change of the 
natural environment by man.2

The transition from the Palaeolithic to the Mesolithic was 
accompanied by profound changes in the economy, way of life 
and social relations ir\ many respects associated with the end of
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mass hunting for large herbivorous animals. Man was compelled 
to seek new means of subsistence. The active search for new ways 
of mastering the ecological environment was frequently accom­
panied by attempts to create more favourable conditions of life 
and hunting. The aborigines of Tasmania, whom the Europeans 
found at a stage of development corresponding to the Upper 
Palaeolithic, and who died out by the end of the 19th century, 
regularly burned vegetation on large areas of the island. The 
ecological effect of those fires over thousands of years was very 
great and irreversible: the nature of vegetable growth and the top 
soil changed on large areas, moist forests were replaced by 
shrubland and savannas, and the climate changed. Fire removed 
impassable forests from whole regions, which was a boon for the 
Tasmanian hunters, but at the same time it destroyed the plant 
cover and enhanced soil erosion.

The aborigines of Australia, who in the 19th century were on 
the whole at a Mesolithic stage of development, while some tribes 
were in the Upper Palaeolithic not only wiped out the large 
marsupials of a whole continent, but, like the Tasmanians, 
regularly burned down shrubs and grasses on vast areas. In the 
view of some scientists, this resulted in the disappearance of 
forests and other unfavourable consequences.

The adherents of another long-standing view claim that 
primive people led a miserable semi-starvation existence in eternal 
quest for food and confrontation with nature. They are opposed 
by G. Grey, one of the explorers of Australia. He ridiculed their 
views as absurd and showed that the reverse was quite true. “In 
his own district,” he wrote, “a native...knows exactly what it 
produces, the proper time at which the several articles are in 
season, and the readiest means of procuring them. According to 
these circumstances he regulates his visits to the different portions 
of his hunting ground; and I can only state that I have always 
found the greatest abundance in their huts.”3 Except for two 
relatively brief periods of the year, the hottest and rainiest, when 
there is indeed a shortage of food, at other times the aborigines 
can “obtain, in two or three hours, a sufficient supply of food for 
the day”.4 Nor is there any need for them to spend more time in 
search of food, since they know practically nothing about 
preserving it. What Grey writes fully accords with reports of other 
19th-century explorers about aboriginal life in other parts of the 
continent. The same is true today" where native Australians lead 
their traditional way of life of hunters and gatherers equipped 
with primitive implements of labour. Thus the adult members of 
two communities studied in 1948 worked on average only 4 or 5 
hours a day. That time was sufficient to provide every member of 
the group with adequate food.
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! same can 
the domestication of some types of animals. Earlier we

According to R. Lee, who studied the Kung Bushmen, 
representatives of the indigenous population of Southern Africa, 
in 1964, an adult had to work only 2.5 six-hour days a week to 
provide sufficient food for all members of the group. This is 15 
hours a week, or 2 hours 9 minutes a day. The observations were 
carried out in July and August, that is, a time of the year 
transitional from more favourable to less favourable conditions, 
and hence sufficiently representative.5 It could be recalled that the 
Bushmen, like the aborigines of Western and Central Australia, 
live in extreme natural conditions. According to J. Woodburn, the 
hunters and gatherers of the Hadza tribe in East Africa spend on 
average not more than two hours a day getting food.6

Many hunters and gatherers inhabiting regions with extreme 
ecological conditions suffer regularly from hunger. However, the 
picture presented above is on the whole typical of most 
pre-agricultural societies. The conditions in which Palaeolithic 
communities lived also varied, but they were, on the whole, more 
favourable than those in which contemporary hunters and 
gatherers live. Huge quantities of animal bones have been 
discovered at some Palaeolithic camps; this is indicative of the 
large scale of battue hunting and the sufficiently favourable 
natural conditions in which the primitive hunters lived. They 
destroyed more animals than they could consume. The purpose­
less extermination of vast numbers of animals, notes S. Zamyatnin, 
much greater than could be rationally used, was typical for this 
type of battue.7

According to the third widespread view, primitive hunters and 
gatherers add nothing new to the processes taking place in nature 
and simply adapt to them passively; they do not enrich the 
treasure-trove of nature and only use its gifts. Facts refute this 
notion, too, indicating that hunters and gatherers do not simply 
parasitise on nature, and their action on it is not only of a 
destructive character. Attention has long been drawn to the fact 
that the culture of primitive man displays features which can be 

, regarded as prerequisites of a producer economy. The aborigines 
of Australia not only know how to tend wild plants but attempt to 
plant some of them. Even before colonisation societies isolated 
from the influence of agrarian cultures knew primitive methods of 

' irrigation, built irrigation dams and man-made bodies of water, 
which prevented drying of the land in arid seasons. This is an 
example of deliberate, purposeful action on nature. The Semangs 
and Senois, representatives of the indigenous population of the 
Malakka Peninsula, occasionally planted wild plants.

Agriculture was not "invented”: man began to cultivate plants 
while still at the stage of food-gathering. The same can be said of 

• ■------- r ------------------- r ■ I. r-—i:-------mentioned
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fires employed by the Australians and Tasmanians as an example 
of destructive action on nature. But why did they burn the old 
grass on their hunting grounds? To obtain pastures with fresh 
green grass that would attract herds of kangaroos and thus 
increase their numbers. This is manifestation of deliberate concern 
of hunters for maintaining the main source of meat at an 
optimum level. Such spontaneous comprehension of the laws of 
nature and cause-and-effect links spanning considerable periods of 
time is remarkable. R. Jones calls it “fire-stick farming”.8 This was 
not, of course, farming—it could rather be called primitive animal 
husbandry—but in consequences and effect upon nature it can, to 
a degree, be compared with farming. A new artificial environment 
was created by the will and hands of man. That was long before 
the appearance of agriculture, with which we are used to associate 
the appearance of anthropogenic, “humanised” landscape. 
T. Mitchell, one of the first explorers of Australia, wrote that fire, 
grass, kangaroos and people in Australia, all depended upon one 
another, and if one disappeared the others could not exist.9

Mitchell noted the existence of a kind of ecological equilibrium 
in which the primitive hunter was the active factor. A part of the 
ecological system, he was at the same time a force regulating the 
interactions of other parts in his interests. However, as a 
consequence of primitive man’s regular action on the ecological 
system, the ecological equilibrium is sooner or later disturbed, and 
far-reaching changes which he cannot foresee occur in nature. This 
indicates that even at that early stage of social, economic and 
cultural development people not only adapt to the environment 
but seek to influence it actively. And they do this not just by their 
presence as a part of the ecological system but frequently quite 
deliberately.

I would call this process active adaptation. Thanks to the 
universalisation of the mechanisms of active adaptation, human 
society, unlike communities of other biological species, was able 
already at the stage of food-gathering to adapt to life in all 
ecological environments and populate almost the whole planet. 
This ability of human society is based on socio-cultural adaptation 
mechanisms. Hence the primitive society’s system of active 
adaptation to environmental conditions should be called socio­
cultural adaptation. It includes such elements as social organisation, 
work implements, clothing, food, religious and magic rites, etc.

At early stages of socio-cultural development social institutions 
occupy a leading place in this system. For, the lower the level of 
the productive forces and the material and technical equipment of 
society, the greater the importance of social organisation in the 
process of adaptation to environmental conditions. Active adapta­
tion is effected primarily through social mechanisms, primarily
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Tasmanian social life, like that of other hunters and gatherers, 
centred around the community, the basic socio-economic unit of 
primitive society. As the leading productive collective, the com­
munity is, accordingly, the society’s basic structural unit. It 
comprises several families and owns a certain territory which is the 
source of the means of existence. The main features of the 
Tasmanian community, like any other hunting and gathering 
community, is relative stability and territoriality, that is, economic 
links with a definite territory.

Other socio-economic entities are: the economic group, purpo­
sive group, and temporary alliance of communities. The economic 
group is a part of the community comprising several families. In 
the course of economic development of the territory, at specific 
seasons (when it is difficult or impossible for the community as a 
whole to engage in hunting and gathering) the community breaks 
up into economic groups, economically independent, dynamic, of 
varying composition and numbers, which occasionally breaks up 
into individual families. When the conditions for acquiring food 
change, the community may reunite again. The aggregate of 
economic groups is the community itself in the process of 
developing its territory. This is a form of active adaptation of the 
community to environmental conditions and the requirements of 
economic activity. Variations in the number of economic groups 
and the nature of their movement over the territory are dictated 
by economic interests, which are at this level of development 
closely dependent on natural conditions. The recurrent cyclic 
nature of these variations and movements is linked with hunting, 
gathering or fishing; with changes in nature (increase or decrease 
of foodstocks, seasonal and vegetation changes, population cycles, 
animal migrations, etc.). At the same time the size of economic 
groups depends upon the stability of local natural conditions. In 
more favourable conditions the groups are larger, in less

those whose importance is determined by their economic function. 
In primitive society, the structure of social adaptation is the prime 
element of socio-cultural adaptation as a whole.

Let us examine the structure of social adaptation with the help 
of a typical example—the organisation of social production by 
Tasmania’s aborigines. We have' already mentioned that at the 
time the Tasmanians came to know Europeans they were at a 
stage corresponding to the Upper Palaeolithic, which is why 
Tasmanian ethnography is so important for reconstructing the 
foundations of social structure in the Palaeolithic.

* *
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favourable ones they are smaller. The economic group is vivid 
manifestation of the primitive community’s being dynamic, flexible 
and adaptable to changing conditions.

The purposive group is, as a rule, formed-according to natural 
divisions of labour by sex and age for performing a single specific 
economic or social task (for example, groups of hunters or women 
gatherers, or sometimes warriors or participants in some ritual). A 
purposive group may include all the men of the economic group 
that hunted together for big game, or all its women, often with 
children, who together gathered plants or molluscs for food or 
hunted for small animals.

Temporary associations of the communities of one tribe, and 
sometimes neighbouring tribes, usually concentrated at specific 
places and seasons for economic or social activities requiring a 
large number of participants—battue hunting, rituals, etc. These 
groups also appeared in places where animal or vegetable food 
abounded at certain seasons of the year.

Depending on local conditions, Tasmanian communities num­
bered from 30 to 160 members. Economic groups usually 
consisted of 20 to 50 persons. Purposive groups usually numbered 
10, 20 or more, depending upon the size of the economic group. 
Temporary units of communities numbered from 200 to 600 
people.

The break-up of communities of hunters and gatherers into 
families, and their unification for various purposes are of an 
episodic character. The same is true of purposive groups. All 
demographic conditions (population growth, density, etc.) being 
equal, the size of the community and economic group is, as it 
were, a function of the natural geographical environment.

The basic cell of the social structure of the Tasmanians, like 
that of other hunters and gatherers who could be ethnographically 
observed and studied directly, was and remains the family, 
comprising parents and children, and sometimes other next of kin. 
At the other pole of the social structure is the tribe as a stable 
association of several communities sharing a common language. 
Like the community, the tribe is associated with a definite 
territory, but it is a comparatively loose, amorphous entity as a 
consequence of which its economic functions are negligible, a 
community, as mentioned before, being the basic economic unit of 
the society.

The ^organisational and structural system of social production, 
while remaining basically the same, varied in different geographi­
cal areas of Tasmania in accordance with the type of economic 
activity. The inhabitants of Eastern Tasmania led a nomad life 
over extensive tribal territories, which made it possible for them to 
conduct a balanced economy based on seasonal camps on the coast
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or in the interior. The aborigines of Western Tasmania led a 
semi-sedentary life oriented mainly on fishing. Their tribal 
territories extended along the coast (unfavourable geographical 
conditions depriving them of the possibility of economic activity in 
the interior). In spite of that, the structure of social adaptation 
outlined before remained basically similar all over the large island. 
The same is true of other communities of hunters and gatherers, 
whatever the natural geographic zones of the globe they inhabit. 
Thanks to its flexibility, formed over thousands of years, the 
structure of social adaptation, while remaining essentially the 
same, enabled and enables communities of hunters and gatherers 
to survive in the most diverse natural conditions. This was as it 
were a firm foundation created by evolving society, which enabled 
it to populate and develop virtually the whole planet and survive 
in the most difficult conditions. The model suggested here 
basically reflects the primary, universal structure of social adapta­
tion on which primitive society has relied probably from remotest 
antiquity.

The principles of the organisation of primitive social structures 
are remarkably similar and of a universal character. All that varies 
is their architectonics, the relationship between individual structur­
al elements, but not the structure itself. Everywhere at the basis we 
find the community as the basic socio-economic collective of 
primitive society with its flexibility, dynamism, ability to adapt to 
varying conditions and periodically break up into economic or 
purposive groups, with its territoriality and relative stability. The 
secret of the universal character of this system lies in a 
combination of the community’s stability, flexibility and adapta­
bility.

Thus, the way of life of the aborigines who late in the 18th 
century inhabited the area of what is now Sydney (Southeast 
Australia), was of a definitely seasonal nature, with the community 
as a means of social adaptation to changing conditions. In spring 
and early summer, when large schools of fish appeared, the 
'aborigines got together in communities. In winter when fish grew 
scarce, the communities scattered along the coast and many men 
went off hunting in the interior.

Ethnographers observing the aborigines of Northern Australia 
note that their way of life and occupation vary completely with the 
seasons of the year. For several months the men hunt land animals 
and wander in small economic groups; the rest of the time they 
live in communities in seasonal camps on the coast, fishing and 
hunting for marine animals. Their economic activity, and accord­
ingly the succession of periods of concentration (communal life) 
and deconcentration (life in economic groups or separate families), 
is determined by the succession of the rainy and dry seasons.
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The same principles of social adaptation can be found in South 
and North America, Africa, Southeast and South Asia, in the 
Arctic. Material on this is so extensive that a simple list of sources 
could fill a whole volume of bibliography. I shall cite but a few 
examples relating to different geographical areas. N. Gubser 
writes that the Nunamiut Eskimo community is a plastic, 
changeable alliance of individual households operating in the 
locality offering the best conditions for caribu hunting. In autumn 
and spring the households join in communities in anticipation of 
caribu migration.10 The rest of the year they go out in search for 
food individually. Other groups of Eskimos live in other ecological 
conditions, and their economic activities are different, but the 
system of social adaptation is the same. Seal hunting, writes 
D. Damas, is the only reliable source of subsistence in wintertime 
and the reason for unification of the central Eskimos in large 
winter collectives. At other periods of the annual cycle these 
collectives break-up into small groups better adapted for hunting 
other animals."

In conditions of the damp tropical forests of the Andaman 
Islands, Onge hunters and gatherers like Australians and Eskimos, 
move in small groups over their hunting and gathering grounds, 
availing themselves of the sources of vegetable or animal food 
offered by nature throughout the annual cycle. But during the 
rainy season the communities rejoin and settle in large communal 
homes.12

In the absence of contacts with more developed societies, the 
basic unit of the social organisation of the Bushmen inhabiting the 
deserts of Southern Africa is the stable community, the existence, 
structure and dynamics of which wholly depends upon ecological 
factors and the needs of production. The community is the basis 
for the formation of mobile economic groups the size and 
composition of which varies constantly.13

In South America, tribes totally unfamiliar with agriculture are 
very rare. In most cases we find rudimentary forms of agriculture 
which, however, have not wholly superceded food-gathering. One 
such tribe is the Nambikwara in Brazil. Depending upon the 
season of the year, the Nambikwara engage mainly in either 
gathering or hunting or farming. In the rainy season, they live a 
sedentary life in communities along river banks and cultivate the 
land. In the dry season, they, like typical hunters and gatherers, 
roam in small economic groups comprising several families and 
engage exclusively in gathering and hunting. The Nambikwara are 
essentially semi-sedentary hunters and gatherers for whom primi­
tive agriculture is a temporary occupation.N

Seasonal changes significantly influence the economic activity, 
way of life and regular succession of periods of concentration and
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deconcentration of hunter-gatherer communities in most natural- 
climatic zones of the world.

The sources of a producer-type economy are rooted in 
food-gathering. The prerequisites for a producer economy are: 
relative stability of the primitive social structure alongside with an 
inherent ability to develop; collective ownership of land, the basic 
means of production; economic links of the community with a 
specific territory; correct succession of economic activity according 
to the natural cycle. These and other fundamental properties of 
the hunter-gatherer society constitute the socio-economic base for 
the formation of a producer economy. The main motive force of 
the transformation of food-gathering to the producer economy is 
the system of socio-economic relations itself.

Thus, the dependence of a primitive hunter-and-gatherer 
society on natural conditions is probably no greater than of a 
society based on a producer economy. The specific features of the 
former are that, being technically inferior, it relies mainly on 
mechanisms of social adaptation evolved over thousands of years 
to oppose the pressure of the natural-geographic environment. In 
the words of Karl Marx, the primitive community with its typical 
natural unity with objective, naturally formed conditions of 
production was the “first great productive force”.15 The communi­
ty itself mediates the relationship of primitive men to nature.

There are two aspects to the relationship of primitive society to 
nature: the objective economic and the subjective ideological. The 
former finds expression in the community’s ownership of a 
definite territory (its source of existence) and the economic 
development of that territory. The second aspect is a reflection of 
the economic attitude towards the land in ideological form. Thus, 
the subjective ideological attitude of the Australian aborigines to 
the land is expressed in the links of the tribe with totemic 
sanctuaries on the community’s land.

At the same time, primitive man’s attitude to nature also 
includes the epistemological sphere, the vast domain of man's 
cognition of the surrounding world, the earth and the Universe. 
This system of notions organises social experience and brings 
order into the chaos of phenomena, thus helping the society to 
master the world in practice. Man began to accumulate systematic 
knowledge about the vegetable and animal world back in the 
Palaeolithic: 15,000 years ago, if not earlier, primitive man was 
familiar with the cyclic character of life in nature, he observed the 
phases of the Moon and knew how to record all this, having 
knowledge of the rudiments of writing and counting.11’ Ethnog­
raphy also testifies to primitive man’s knowledge of certain laws of 
nature, as indicated in the foregoing discourse.
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