Anthropology 7 Problem Set # 3
Food sharing and risk pooling
This series of problems will help you prepare for the examination, by making certain principles that are important for the course clear.   Problem sets are to be turned in to your teaching fellow, and are graded on a satisfactory / unsatisfactory basis.  The questions are designed to be easily answerable.  If you are having difficulty, see Eric for help.

Background:  Imagine yourself in a hunter-gatherer society. You live in a small band of four families in a woodland area. Each family has five members. While much of your diet comes from plant foods, a major source of critical nutrients is meat. To obtain this meat, you must hunt animals such as wild pigs, gazelles, and antelope. Every day, the hunters from your family get together and go out into the forest to hunt. However, not every day is successful. Your family group kills, on average, only one large animal every eight days. There are five individuals to be fed in each family, and each individual requires at least a pound of meat per day. On average, a large animal yields 40 pounds of meat. However, in the climate where you live, meat goes bad in two days if not eaten.

1. If meat is shared only within the family, how much meat must each individual eat per day after a kill is made so that none of it goes bad? 

2. Now assume that the maximum quantity of meat that an individual can eat and metabolically assimilate in a day is 1 lb.  How much meat will go to waste after a kill is made?

3. How many days, on average, will the family then go without meat, after a kill is made before the next kill is made?

4. Suppose you make an agreement with one of the other families in your band. Every time one family kills an animal, the meat is shared evenly with the other family. Because all families have approximately the same luck, each kills, on average, one large animal every eight days. Together, this means the two allied families kill  1 large animal every  four days.  Because of  your agreement, one large animal must now be split among ten people every 2 days (assuming kills happen exactly according to an average schedule). Given that the maximum quantity of meat that an individual can eat  and metabolically assimilate in a day is 1 lb, how much meat will go to waste after a kill is made?  How many days, on average, will your family then go without meat, after a kill is made before the next kill is made?

5. How much  edible food is now available to each person, as a daily average?

6. Now suppose that the entire village joins in the agreement. Each time an animal is killed, the meat is shared evenly among all four families. Every time one family kills an animal, the meat is shared evenly with the other families. Because all families have approximately the same luck, each kills, on average, one large animal every eight days. Together, this means the four families kill  1 large animal every two days.  Because of  this system of sharing, one large animal must now be split among twenty people every 2 days (assuming kills happen exactly according to an average schedule; we are assuming this as an idealized model).  Anyway, assuming 1 kill every 2 days, how much  food is now available to each person per day? For how many days must everyone go hungry after each kill? How much meat is wasted?

7. Obviously, this model of village life is idealized to make the problem easy. For example, not every family would be the same size, and not every family would have the same luck at hunting.  Moreover, there may be a string of days where no one is lucky at hunting, and another string where every day someone is successful.   What if success at hunting were not a matter of luck at all, but solely a matter of effort?  Individuals with meat would have meat solely because they had worked for it.  Individuals without meat would be without it solely because they refused to work.  Would individuals with meat be selected to have psychological mechanisms that impelled them to share with those who were unwilling to work? 

This is an attempt to model the selection pressures that would have acted on the psychological mechanisms that regulate when humans share, and when they are motivated not to share.  Because we evolved in contexts in which reciprocal motivations to share would have benefitted those who were sharing under certain circumstances, one can expect that those circumstances will awaken moral sentiments for sharing cross-culturally.  What are these conditions?  Some of them are:

1) outcomes are based on chance more than on effort or skill (“there but for fortune, go you or I”);

2) there is reciprocity: when outcomes are reversed, the giver can expect help in return from persons helped;

3) reversals of fortune are common and reversible, rather than rare and irreversible.

4) reversals of fortune are major in magnitude: those in trouble really need help.

 If this line of reasoning is correct, one would expect that chance-caused ups and downs would awaken sentiments of sharing, and situations where luck is a small or nonexistent factor would awaken other, less giving kinds of attitudes.
