






Aboriginal Social Inequality and Reciprocity 

more prestige. The equality/inequality question is never so simple that it can b settled 
without looking at all the forms of reciprocilY and the social relations they presuppose. 

We tend to think of Ab riginal ocielies as being egalitarian societies into which, 
as a result of contacts with capitalistic society, a sense of inequality was introduced along 
with markelable goods. But might we not see lhis change as being from inequality to 
equality? For one thing, the quantity of goods injected into Aboriginal societies was always 
very limited; and if such goods were istributed in compliance with th lradilional ocial 
structure, they would likely have gone to older men. Whereas traditional society was 
founded on the privileges and authority of seniors, capilalistic society, even though we 
rightly judge it to be deeply inegalitarian, was presentecl through the egalitarian discourses 
of missionaries propagating Christianity (which teaches that ail men are alike in the eyes 
of God), of human rights, and of the wage-earning relationship (wherein each worker 
receives and disposes of the financial counterparl of his labour). Modern Western society 
appears (even though this appearance is false) to be a sociely wherein everyone receives 
the fruit ofhis labour, since no one systematically hands his wages over ta his father-in-Iaw 
or anyone else, Have contacts with our civiliza ion not undermined the seniors' authority? 
As pointed out, tbis power and the under/ying relations of dependence were the very 

dations of a form of game-sharing, since the hunter handed his game over to seniors 
m the other generation or moiety. It is not surprising thal this form of game-sharing 

cannot be observed in present-day communiti s where hunters try to assert their own 
rights, prior to those of eIders (Testart 1987:302-04). 

ln traditional society, every man rose in the hierarchy and became a respected, 
polygynous seni l'; and he might eventually, if he wanted to and had the ability, becom a 
powerfuJ, influential headman, Of course, those who never reached adulthood but ied 
young, or those, even more numerous, who died during infancy did not have this chance. 
Death was the major source of inequality in a system where equality resulted because every 
man could climb up through the ranks. Every man did not do so, of course. The system 
took death into account but not it arbitrary, absurd way of striking people down. Ir did 
not take into account the contingencies that caused sorne to die young while sparing others 
for oid age; tbis is what 1 understand to be the principal lesson in Martin and Reddy's 
article (1987). Nor were other contingencies taken into account, such as having more or 
fewer children, more or fewer daughters to many off, more or fewer kin and thus more or 
less power, or belonging to a clan associated with more or less important symbols, Ail men 
are equal before eternity, except for contingencies; but perhaps people are more 
concerned about these than about eternity, 
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N TES 

1.	 Howitt (1904:89): 'The division of the people of the tribe inta two classes is the foundation from which 
the whole social organisation of the native tribes of Australia has been developed', 

2.	 Elkin, in particular, repeatedly came back to these inequalities, Even more, he pointcd ta a path of 
inquiry that, tO my knowledge, has been seldom explored (except for Vlouo 1983): funeral customs are 
c1ear evidence of the implicit Aboriginal hierarchy. since they are generally a function of rank and, for ex­
ample, no inquest is made for young children. Elkin (1954:314-17) wrole about the 'principle of status in 
burial'. The inequaliry question has also been raised about headmen and tribal government. Howitt 
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Teslart 

(1904:295-354) a long time ago and Strehlow more recently (1970) have shown that influential tribesmen 
were not just ceremonial leaders. Their authOl;ty extended to the 'secular world', and their power was 
considerable (ta the point of deciding to execute those who transgressed the Law). These leaders were 
always old men; the young had no voice. These remarks. though limitcd to politics, are incompatible 
with the idea of an undifferentiated, egalitarian society govcrned by folJ,:ways alone. 

3.	 Rose's originality, despite his opinion about his own thought. should be emphasized. His work on 
Aboriginal gerontacracy seemed to him 10 be fully consistent with the ideas of group marriage and of a 
first stage of primitive communism, since we took this gerontocracy to be a stage replacing the firs!. 
Fison and Howitt (1880:354ff) reasoned in like manner about the old men's monopoly overwomen in 
order to explain why group marnages no longer existed. This is but one of the many strange tumabouts 
in a line of thought that obviously ran counter to the facts. nable to find what was expected, emphasis 
was laid on the opposite, while what was expected was projected into a distant pas!. Rose's work is valu­
able not because it mends the Marxist and Morganian traditions but because il give.s us something new 
to think about, something that neither of these traditions had thought our. 

4.	 1do not think it necessary to criticize at length this so obviously false fonnula. Sharing does not neces­
sarily mean equality since the sharing itself may be inegalitarian as, for instance, in Amerindian societies 
of the Northwest during potlatch or game-sharing. 

5.	 Evidence from the principal sources is cited in Testart 1985:53-96 and 1987, but 1would like to add
 
Hamilton (1980:10), who has written: 'The hunter never cooks and distributes what he has caught'; and
 
Falkenberg (1981:45-6), who clearly shows that the obligation of giving food to parents-in-law is pero
 
manent and systematic, and that the latter have rights prior to ail other persons. The initiatory context
 
should also be examined: the older man from the other moiety under whose authority the novice is
 
placed has a prior right to the game caught by him (Rose 1968:207).
 

6.	 The opposition between priva te and common property does not seem relevant to Aboriginal Australia. 
Other differences should be emphasized. for example, the land-owning group can be said to 'own' its 
land (or what Stanner calls 'esta te') and the clan can be said to 'hold' its own totems. However this type 
of 'property' brings no material advantage to the groups in question: the land can be used by other indiv­
iduals who fonn the land-using group; and clansmen but not other persons are normally forbidden to eat 
the animal representing its totem. Instead of reaping advantages, the land-owning group has duties as 
the guardian of ils land (it has to take care of it by periodically burning it over and perfonning ceremon· 
ies); and the clan has to perfonn ceremonies for the multiplication of the animaIs serving as its totem. ln 
these IWo cases property, or ownership. implies responsibility toward things or toward others; it is more 
like a duty than a right (Testilrt 1978:148-50: 1985:85ff. 286ff). Myers' detailed analysis (1980a: 199ff) of 
kanytniopa, a Pintupi tenn that simultaneously means ·having'. 'holding' and 'looking after" tends in the 
same direction as the interpretation 1have tricd to make on the basis of scattered information. 

7.	 1am using Godelier', tenns. Before his 1973 article. he (1970:138) clearly discussed this subjec!. 1 differ 
with him about bath the reason kinship is dominant and the way it is linked to the economy. 

8.	 Without necessarily accepting Durkheim' rhesis that religion is, by essence, social, it should be Jl<?inted
 
out that the force of The Elemenlary Fonns or the Rellgious Lite is to have shown that Aborigj
 
religion was entirely shaped by social categories and lodged within the social framework of kinsh ow­
ever, this does not mean that religion reduces to kinship. 

9.	 1do rlot follow Myers (1980a:205) when he tries to minimize inequalities between generations because
 
each gcneration assumes responsibility for the succeeding one. To say that seniors feel, and are socially
 
recognized to be, responsible is too broad: the lord ",as responsible for his serfs, and the boss of a
 
modern company is responsible for his workers. Responsibility is the surest sign of inequality, except in
 
the case of slaves who are not legal persons and, rherefore. to whom one cannot be responsible.
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