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Notes
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! This criticism parallels the one made by
Harris of dialectical materialism (“The Hegel-
ian Monkey”). Harris (1979:145) writes:

The central weakness of dialectical epistemol-
ogy is the lack of operational instructions for
identifying causally decisive “negations.” If
every event has a negation, then every com-
ponent in that event also has a negation . . .
Which negation is the crucial “contradic-
tion”? . . . Since there are no instructions for
identifying the properties or components that
are the crucial negations, dialectical relation-
ships can never be falsified.
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Reply to Paul J. Magnarella

MARVIN HARRIS
Department of Anthropology
University of Florida
Gainesuville, Florida 32611

Magnarella has raised several important
points about cultural materialism (henceforth
C.M.). I am grateful for his insightful com-
ments and for this opportunity to identify and
clarify sources of misunderstanding. In order of
appearance (but not necessarily of importance)
these points are:
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[1.] Cases where cultural materialist do
resort to the emic superstructures for causal
explanations would tell us a great deal more
about their theories and stated logic than we
now know.

There are two kinds of independent emic
determinations. First, there are innovations in
religion, ritual, and art, which may neither add
nor subtract in any differential cost/benefit
sense to or from the fulfillment of the biopsy-
chological imperatives that drive cultural selec-
tion processes. It is unlikely, for example, that
C.M. can account for the British rule that traf-
fic must keep to the left instead of the right or
for the rule that boy babies get blue blankets
and girl babies get pink blankets, by referring to
differential etic cost/benefits. The trouble is,
however, that one cannot know a priori which
superstructural traits are genuinely neutral.
Hence, the irritating habit (to some) of talking
about the possibility of superstructural variables
that are independent of structural and infra-
structural conditions without any accompany-
ing display of instances which C.M. admittedly
cannot explain. In any event, one learns more
about C.M., not by the superstructural puzzles
it cannot explain, but by those which it can ex-
plain better than rival strategies (e.g., Vai-
dyanathan, Nair, and Harris, in press; Ross
1980).

The second type of independent superstruc-
tural determination constitutes a more serious
challenge to C.M. This involves major up-
heavals in political economy brought about by
the influence of charismatic ideologues and
revitalization prophets. Some current examples
are the Iranian Islamic and Chinese cultural
revolutions. C.M. admits that such movements
can exert an autonomous effect on microevolu-
tionary trends, but C.M. predicts that where the
infrastructural conditions are functionally inap-
propriate, or especially if they are antagonistic,
to the “top-down” changes, the superstructural
innovations will be short-lived.

I have deliberately excluded from discussion
cases such as the sacred cow in India, where the
force of superstructural determinations lies in
their functional resonance with the infrastruc-
tural conditions (or seem to lie there—an em-
pirical issue still being studied). As has been
stressed in the “cow controversy,” ideology plays
a crucial functional role in maintaining, op-
timizing, and changing various forms of socio-
cultural systems and subsystems (Harris 1981a).
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[2.] . . . the type of causality being called
upon here is of a nonfrequency nature. . . .
Lacking an explicit basis for quantification,
such posited probabilities are not open to
rigorous scientific testing and cannot be falsi-

fied.

On the contrary. The only measures of
causality admitted by C.M. are the observed
frequencies, or correlation coefficients linking
the components of sociocultural systems in
predicted or retrodicted ways in samples (ran-
dom if possible) of such systems. This measure is
eminently operationalized and thoroughly falsi-
fiable (although the samples may be small and
the statistics may get hairy) (e.g., Divale and
Harris 1976). Perhaps I should also point out
that in dealing with a single sociocultural system
through time, it is possible to identify the direc-
tion of causality by the order of appearance of
innovations; but it is not possible to derive a
probability measure for the causal effects in
question.

The probability estimate proposed by Mag-
narella (-8 X -8 X -8 = -51) is wholly his inven-
tion and has nothing whatsoever to do with
measuring the predictive powers of the principle
of infrastructural determinism. There is no way
that probability measures can be assigned to
cultural phenomena in the abstract. Only when
specific theories are tested can such pro-
babilities be stated.

The source of this misunderstanding is the
conflation of the untestable theoretical prin-
ciples of C.M. with the testable theories derived
from those principles. The principle of infra-
structural determinism does not include a prob-
ability measure; it merely serves as a guide for
the construction of plausible and testable
theories which will always be probabilistic
(either because the ceterss paribus clause can-
not be fulfilled, or because we lack sufficient
knowledge, or because our objects of study have
something called “free will”). I shall refer to the
principle of natural selection to clarify this mat-
ter. This principle states that biological selec-
tion takes place as a result of differential
reproductive success; it does not state for any
particular lineage of organism or for organisms
in general what the probability of a particular
change will be; nor does it state what factors ac-
count for differential reproductive success in
any particular case. Hence it is essentially
untestable. Yet it merits our confidence (in lieu
of anything better) as a guide to the construc-
tion of theories because of the extensive inter-

connected corpus of tested theories developed
under its auspices. Ditto for the principle of in-
frastructural determinism. It is productive, but
we cannot say a priori what its success rate will
be.

[38.] . . . Mary Douglas’s (1966) structural
theory is more nomothetic than Harris’s
because it applies to all the prohibited
animals of the book of Leviticus.

First, it is not true that I “deal with only one”
of the prohibited animals. In fact, in an article
not cited by Magnarella, I dealt with all of them
and offered cost/benefit explanations for all of
the prohibitions on domesticated species and for
some of those on the feral species as well (Harris
1973). If I concentrated on the pig, it was
because the cost/benefits associated with this
particular domesticated species (unlike the
domesticated cat, dog, donkey, horse, camel,
and cattle) seemed most problematic, not
because C.M. has nothing to say about the other
interdicted species.

Apparently Magnarella is not familiar with
my contention that taboos on domesticated
species and on potentially useful feral species
can be subsumed under a single theory of sacred
interdictions which applies to incest as well:
“Total interdiction of [a potentially useful or
satisfying act] by appeal to sacred sanctions is a
predictable outcome in situations where the im-
mediate temptations are great, but the ultimate
costs are high, and where the calculation of
cost/benefits by individuals may lead to am-
biguous conclusions.” (Harris 1979:193; cf. Ross
1978). Now this theory may be unsatisfactory,
but it is certainly nomothetic.

As for Mary Douglas’s theory, there is nothing
nomothetic about it because it does not state the
general conditions under which a species will be
regarded as a “taxonomic anomaly” or when a
culture will capriciously decide it doesn’t like to
eat “raptors.” In order for one to have a
nomothetic theory, one must be able to specify
the general conditions under which specific
phenomena will recurrently appear. Douglas’s
structuralist explanation is so far from being
nomothetic that were the same group of pre-
Leviticus Israelites plunked down once again in
precisely the same set of cultural and natural
conditions, there is not the slightest reason to
expect from structuralist principles that they
would develop the same set of taxonomic dis-
tinctions (e.g., between animals that chew and
don’t chew the cud, etc.).
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[4.] Harris’s treatment of the [unique]
Aztec case appears to contradict his own
statement that “at the heart of the cultural
materialist theoretical corpus is a set of
theories dealing with . . . a type of institu-
tion under a set of recurrent conditions.”

I think that I can best respond to this point by
quoting from the same page of the same book
(Harris 1979:78ff.):

I do not wish to propose that nomothetic
strategies can deal only with events that occur
more than once. The origins of Christianity
and Buddhism, for example, are unique
localized events associated with the personal
lives of two discrete individuals. Yet it is possi-
ble to give nomothetic explanations of the
origins of Christianity and Buddhism which
contrast strongly with common idiographic
explanations. The difference is this: in the
idiographic explanations, the personalities of
Jesus and Gautama impose themselves as
unique forces twisting events along unpre-
dictable pathways; in the nomothetic ap-
proach, the forces characteristic of the im-
perial periods in which Jesus and Gautama
lived create their personalities. The events
unfold along predictable pathways, and the
particular individuals involved respond in
ways typical of messianic reformers during
periods of corruption, exploitation, and
widespread misery.

Furthermore, in the Aztec case, it should be
remembered that the question to be answered is
not only why the Aztec state sanctioned the
sacrifice and eating of prisoners of war, but why
a taboo against cannibalism was adopted by all
other known imperial systems. It is the generali-
ty of the taboo among imperial states that car-
ries the logical burden of the claim to
nomothetic status. The Aztec do not satisfy the
theoretical conditions for the appearance of the
taboo. (i.e., they lack domesticated sources of
animal protein). Therefore, the explanation for
this single negative case is as nomothetic as the
explanation for the two dozen or more positive
cases. If I drew Sahlins’s attention to the
“uniqueness” of the Aztec case, it was only for
the purpose of showing that explaining the ex-
istence of cannibalism in general could not ex-
plain the occurrence of Aztec cannibalism in
particular. It is cannibalism among imperial
states and not cannibalism in general that is at
issue. Cannibalism in general poses no problem;
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it is the interdiction of cannibalism that poses
the problem, just as it is not copulation between
brother and sister that poses an intellectual
challenge, but rather the interdiction of it.

[56.] This [low density of band-organized
populations] is not a prediction but a plausible
explanation of what is already known . . . any
nomothetic prediction is impossible if there
can be no expectation of a sufficient number
of new cases against which to test the predic-
tion.

I do not share Magnarella’s lack of en-
thusiasm for the structure and superstructure
correlates of hunter-gatherer modes of produc-
tion. Several kind of confusion seem to be in-
volved here. First there is the problem of the
distinction between a theory and a corpus of
theory. I included the theory about low popula-
tion densities among (certain kinds of) hunter-
gatherers as part of the corpus of C.M. theories,
not to claim credit for the banal and estab-
lished, but to show how nomothetic processes
leading to low population densities also prob-
abilistically determine such additional and
scarcely trivial items as the labile structure of
local groups, the bilateral bias in kinship, the
use of lactation to control fertility, the absence
of political coercion, sexual parity, low in-
cidence of warfare, band exogamy, reciprocity
as the dominant form of exchange, and even the
restraint on boasting as a brake on intensifica-
tion. Nor does the nexus stop there, because
there are in addition predicted microevolutionary
and macroevolutionary consequences of the
relative abundance and types of flora and fauna
exploited, the effects of depletion, the transition
to domesticated plants and animals, and so
forth up to the evolution of the state and
beyond.

While some of these retrodictions have been
tested more than others, all are controversial
and each would benefit from additional ethno-
graphic fieldwork, more archeology, more
ethnohistory and history, and more research in
existing ethnographic collections including last
but not least, HRAF. Magnarella’s statement
that “the distribution of various ‘traits’ such as
band organization, are already known” seems to
be derived from a prescience that bears no
discernable relationship to the noisy lack of con-
sensus everywhere evident in the an-
thropological literature on even the most
elementary “facts” about bands, villages, chief-
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doms and states, let alone their causal explana-
tions (e.g., Service 1971; Lee 1979).

Surely Magnarella does not mean to say that
because the information necessary to the testing
of a theory is already present in HRAF, that the
theory must be trivial. That this is a nonse-
quitur need not be belabored. The logical status
of retrodictive tests of theories is precisely the
same as that of predictive tests. For example,
consider the theory that prolonged lactation
among hunter-gatherers is correlated with a low
incidence of warfare and high protein diets.
Does it make any difference to the logical-
empirical status of the testing procedure that
the test must rely mainly on data collected in
the past and which may be available in HRAF?
I cannot see how.

[6.] Predictions of previously unknown
distributions when a sufficient number of test
cases exist or will exist are, of course, possible
and should be the focus of those wishing to
demonstrate the nomothetic and predictive
powers of C.M.

Although predictions, including predictions
about industrial society —for example, the pre-
diction that the declining U.S. fertility rate is not
a temporary aberration —are of central concern
to C.M. (Harris 1981b:89). I cannot agree with
the implication that predictions, as opposed to
retrodictions, are more useful for testing
theories. Many of the most important theories
under consideration by anthropologists today
refer to archeologically known or knowable
data. Although some of these theories may soon
seem rather self-evident, I hope that Magnarel-
la does not regard them as unworthy demon-
strations of the nomothetic and predictive
powers of C.M. For example, a generation ago,
most anthropologists thought that the Classic
Maya population was supported by slash-and-
burn agriculture. C.M. has long recognized a
theoretical incompatibility in claims that Maya
agriculture was dispersed and extensive while
Maya sites were city-states or parts of states. The
growing evidence for the existence of intensive
forms of agriculture, including raised fields,
canals, and tree crops (Adams, Brown, and
Culbert 1981), validate C.M.’s position regard-
ing the infrastructural basis for the rise of
states. The Maya are one of the best-studied
groups in the anthropological literature, yet im-
portant new discoveries are being made about
them every year. Hence it is incorrect to suppose
that we already know the “distributions” of

traits in the past —even familiar traits. We shall
learn about the past, just as we shall learn about
the future: by constructing plausible theories
under the auspices of coherent research
strategies; by relating separate theories to an
organized corpus of theories; by testing in-
dividual theories through predictions and
retrodictions; and by modifying the corpus of
theories with new theories that parsimoniously
explain more than their rivals explain.
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