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Historicizing Foraging in South
Asia: Power, History, and
Ecology of Holocene Hunting
and Gathering

Kathleen D. Morrison

From the sparsely-populated worlds of the Palaeolithic when all humans relied on

gathering and hunting for their sole subsistence, to the contemporary postcolonial
world in which a small but significant number of people still gather wild plants and
hunt wild animals as part of shifting and diverse regimes of production, foraging
strategies have had a continuing salience across much of Asia, as elsewhere. Why
have hunting and gathering, along with the apparently simple extractive technolo-
gies they employ, had such an enduring significance in Asia, especially South and
Southeast Asia? We should also consider the long-term importance of this phe-
nomenon — is the existence of Holocene hunter-gatherers simply a curiosity, or
might it instead imply something more fundamental about the trajectory of both
foragers and their neighbors? Although a complete answer to these questions is
beyond the scope of this chapter, I will suggest here that far from representing the
rather exotic activity of a series of marginal peoples, gathering in particular has
played a far greater role in the development of several South and Southeast Asian
states than is generally acknowledged.

This chapter addresses some aspects of the complex history of foraging in Asia,
focusing on the South Asian Holocene and the integration of foraging strategies
with agriculture, wage labor, trade and tribute relations, and pastoralism. Rather
than adopting the widespread but problematic view of Holocene hunter-gatherers
as enduring remnants of more ancient groups or as representatives of pre-agricul-
tural lifeways, I contextualize hunting and gathering in terms of its historical polit-
ical ecologies. Gathering, fishing, and hunting involve particular relations of humans
to the natural world; at the same time, those who deploy these strategies are virtu-
ally always involved in relations of power, affect, and sometimes interdependence
with others. Although the contexts of foraging — here I use the term foraging as a
general gloss for all gathering, fishing, and hunting activities without any necessary
assumptions about the goals, strategies, or constraints of those activities — have, in
places, changed radically since the advent of agriculture, hunting and gathering have
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never died out but remain important strategies of resource acquisition and of socjal
and political action. Using three examples from South Asia, this chapter works to
extract hunting and gathering from their traditional roles as place markers within
a presumed cultural evolutionary sequence, analyzing them instead in terms of
historically-situated tactics deployed within contexts of specific local ecologies, poli-
ties, exchange networks, and cultural frameworks.

Perspectives on Agriculture and Foraging

In early archaeological views of agriculture that saw agriculture as a self-evident
good, both the initial development of plant domestication and cultivation and its
subsequent expansion could easily be accommodated as inevitable outcomes of the
growth of knowledge. In this view, the existence of peoples who, for one reason
or another, failed to adopt agriculture constituted a puzzle. Whether noble or
depraved, those who continued to hunt and gather evidently failed to progress in
some fundamental way. Hunting and gathering, in this perspective, were identified
with an early stage in cultural evolution and the continuing existence of these extrac-
tive strategies could only be viewed in terms of persistence of earlier forms or of
“reversion” to such forms in an episteme that equates “early” with “simple” and
hunting and gathering with both. Once the knowledge of agriculture came into
being, foragers verging on the brink of subsistence disaster were free to expand their
populations, begin to discriminate among categories of people, and ultimately to
develop social “complexity” and civilization.

With the destruction of the Hobbesian view of hunter-gatherers in the late 1960s,
foragers lost some of their negative taint, if not their academically marginal status
among scholars, becoming, conversely, easy-going egalitarians enjoying a life of rel-
ative ease. Instead of wondering why domestication and agriculture had not been
“invented” before, the transition to the arduous life of an agriculturalist now became
the puzzle to be solved. A key work in this intellectual transition was Boserup
(1965), which posited that population growth leads to the intensification of agri-
cultural production and thus to increases in overall production rather than, fol-
lowing Malthus, increased production itself allowing population growth. Although
Boserup did not consider hunting and gathering, extending her mode! to the begin-
nings of agriculture constituted only a short intellectual leap (e.g. Cohen 1977).

Even though this shift — from poor foragers and rich farmers to leisured foragers
and harried farmers - was enormous, in many ways the basic scaffolding support-
ing views of change continued to be one of step-wise progressive cultural evolution
in which the stages of change, though usually defined politically, continued to be
powerfully associated with modal economic strategies. Thus, band societies were
seen to be built on a base of hunting and gathering, tribes on simple agriculture,
and chiefdoms and states on more intensive forms of agriculture. The simple power
of these associations has meant that, even now, it may seem contrarian to suggest
that in some parts of Asia, state economies required the existence of foraging as
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well as agriculture; at some times and in some places hunter-gatherers were criti-
cal to state formation, specialization, and even colonial expansion.

Although, at this time, the ethnographic literature on hunter-gatherers was dom-
inated by several “classic” ethnographic cases of small, mobile, egalitarian groups,
archaeological examples of non-agriculturalists with large populations, sedentary
lifestyles, or stratified social organization were disconcertingly common. The rum-
blings in the archaeoclogical literature found voice in the “complex hunter-gatherer”
concept. Price and Brown (1985:8) defined this complexity in terms of “increases
in societal size, scale, and organization,” with indices such as new technology,
specialized production, occupational and status differentiation, sedentism, and low
mobility (1985:10-12) playing a key role in marking complexity archaeologically.
In some respects, I would suggest that their delineation of the realm of complex
hunter-gatherers did not go far enough, partly because of its focus on within-group
dynamics. Many apparently egalitarian groups are, in fact, enmeshed in relation-
ships of unequal power when seen in regional context, a situation probably not
uncommon for much of the Holocene. Within these larger (and longer) frames,
then, even small-scale groups might usefully be characterized as “complex,”
enmeshed with (and within) larger polities, economies, and cultural orders. The
conceptual problem here is certainly one of scale and is complicated by difficulties
in drawing boundaries between cultural groups, but where foragers have had long
histories of interaction with differently-organized others it seems shortsighted at
best to excise those others from general considerations of their organization.

Why Foraging?

Why have hunting and gathering persisted and, at times, even replaced agriculture
not only as basic strategies for survival but also, for some groups, as culturally-
central activities? Anthropologists from the 1970s onward developed what we may
call the basic energetic argument: this view grew out of a demographic perspective
combined with least-cost assumptions and suggests that hunting and gathering is
easier and more reliable than agriculture. Thus, people will always cling to forag-
ing if they can. Certainly, this insight is critical and continues to have much
analytical value. However, it is also clear that human subsistence strategies can be
considerably more complex than such models assume. First of all, they may involve
what are, from the perspective of economic efficiency, seemingly perverse cultural
logics that make least-cost assumptions problematic. In addition, as Price and
Brown (1985) implicitly recognized and I emphasize here, the answer to this ques-
tion does not lie solely within the realm of internal-group dynamics, but requires
a larger and longer view. Questions about the persistence or (re)emergence of
hunting and gathering require supra-regional and at times even global answers. For
much of the later Holocene and up to the present, many groups did not have the
luxury of selecting subsistence activities without any reference to outsiders. Post-
Palaeolithic hunting, gathering, agriculture, craft production, and other activities
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all took place within widely varying regional relations of bower. Even among egy|.

itarian Societies, externa] relationships may involve degrees of coercion, allure, and
even downright OPpression so that ignoring power relations in the study of huntep.
gatherers seems seriously misguided.

Here the insights of the revisionists (see Morrison 2002a) are particularly
germane to the study of Holocene foraging in Asia where so nany groups haye long
been involved with agricultura!ists, states, and even world markets — we might
consider the many degreeg of engagement between Asian foragers and differently-
Organized others ag S0 many more modes of compiex hunting and gathering, Ip
fact, the view from Asia Places the early revisionist assertion of g qualitative break

rather ironic light. On the contrary, the ethnographic record of thig region ig
extremely helpful for seeing how people might hunt and gather in and around z
world of agriculture, States, markets, and money, and how foragers might concejve
of and organize thoge activities,

account here, However, three of the salient factors needed to explain thijs situation
involve aspects of occupationa] history, Beography, and resources, I take up each of
€se in turn, though a general account woylg require more elaboration ang empir-

contexts and Possibilities, bur they also create historica] consequences, some more
casily reversibje than others. To take a simple e€xample, the €xtension of intensjve agri-
cultural practices such as the construction of irrigated, terraced rice fields and the
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massive translocations of soil, vegetation, wildlife habitat, and water that such con-
structions entail, woyld require substantial changes in foraging practices of people
whouse a landscape containing such transformed contexts.To be sure, not all anthro-
pogenic environments involve such stark modifications of flora, fauna, topography,
and hydrology, but even more modest changes alter the possibilities for hunting and
gathering. This can be seen either in a more conventional way, where the extension
of agriculture, anjmal husbandry, urbanism, and/or industry destroy the conditions
necessary for subsistence foraging or in a more opportunistic light in which the
expansion of specialized econormies makes forager-trader strategies possible.

This first factor, then, relates to the oft-cited fact that contemporary hunter-
gatherers typically live in environments that are less than hospitable to agriculrure.
I would add an historical dimension, however, in insisting that occupational history,
more than simply raw potentiality, is at issue. For example, in parts of island South-
east Asia, large-scale landscape transformation of the sort that seems to have hap-
pened quite early in comparable parts of the west coast of India took place relatively
recently (e.g. Boomgaard et al, 1997). In some regions of southwest Borneo
{(Knapen 2001), and elsewhere in Indonesia (Boomgaard 1997:16), even swidden
agriculture faced recurrent problems and the scale and scope of agriculture and
thus of anthropogenic landscape transformation appears to have been slight until
New World Crops such as maize (Zeq mays) became available, Perhaps it is not sur-
prising, then, that hunter—gar.herers, albeit ones oriented toward exchange as well
as subsistence foraging, have been able to maintain themselves in these places, in
light of these occupational historjes.

In general, the scope and historical precociousness of landscape change in the
large deltas of South and East Asia have indeed meant that hunting and gathering,
both as strategy and identity, have tended to disappear through time. In India, areas
with the longest histories of agriculture, especially intensive agriculture, tend to have
the fewest foragers and it is certainly no accident that contemporary “triba]” groups
who practice at least some hunting and gathering are differentially concentrated in
the tropical northeast, the uplands of the semi-tropical southwest, and the hilly
regions of central India where dense deciduous monsoonal forests still exist, For
“classic” hunter-gatherers it is perhaps sufficient that landscapes that are forested,
hilly, poorly-drained, or otherwise hostile to agriculture may have few others com-
peting for space, but for foragers adjusted to exchange it is also necessary that such
locations conrain resources desired by outsiders,

Thus, both competition and cooperation with differently-organized others as well
as the material constraints of altered conditions of biota, territorial freedom and
mobility, and perhaps even cultural understandings of the world consonant with
variable ways of making a living (cf. Barnard 2002), work to shape the possibilities
of different places and different times. One advantage of insisting on the import-
ance of occupational history rather than simply environmental context is that it
highlights the role of human action, not only in making physical environments (and
Making them meaningful), but also in terms of the regional power dynamics. The
OcCupational histories that impinge on the lives of foragers are not only their own,
but algo those of expanding agriculturalists, miners, prospectors, royal courts,
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foresters, and others. As 1 illustrate below, these histories create both problems and
opportunities for foraging peoples; the continued importance of hunting and gath-
ering in tropical and monsoonal Asia represents, in part, evidence of widespread
response to these opportunities.

Geography: islands, narrow mountain chains, and transport by land and water

To a certain extent, the continuing importance of hunting and gathering in parts
of Asia has required a fine balance of proximity and distance between foragers and
others. Although one tends to think of hunter-gatherers as being isolated people
living far from the fields of agriculturalists and the seats of political power (and
indeed this is sometimes the case), the long occupational histories and flexible
environmental possibilities of much of Asia have led to many situations where true
remoteness is rare. Where desired resources (below) are clustered, especially in areas
of difficult access and perhaps less hospitable to agriculiure, and where their
exploitation requires developed local knowledge, it may not be 100 surprising that
specialists in resource extraction emerge. If these specialists are able to survive {even
periodically) away from a regular supply chain, so much the better. As I have dis-
cussed elsewhere (Morrison 2002¢), the real difficulty is convincing locally know-
ledgeable people to commit to regular exchange relations, especially when those
relations create conditions of insecurity related to, for example, global market shifts;
this is often achieved through coercion as well as local desires for exotic goods.

Although exceptions to this pattern certainly exist, many of the ethnographically
and historically-known forager-trader groups of Asia live either on islands or in
relatively narrow mountain chains surrounded by state-level agricultural societies.
Thus, while there are real possibilities of communication between differently organ-
ized others, these others also face some difficulty of access. Too far away, and regular
relationships cannot be maintained, too close and foragers are threatened by land-
scape transformation and competition from other would-be gatherers.

Resources: Forest Products, Manufactures, and Cultigens

Although the known range of human subsistence strategies is large and many for-
aging groups are able to subsist under very harsh conditions, it is clear that some
environments are more conducive to human survival than others. There exists some
controversy about the viability of subsistence foraging in tropical forest environ-
ments (Bailey et al. 1989; see discussion by Junker 2002a), and while there is evi-
dence suggesting that Bailey et al’s formulation is too absolute and that subsistence
foragers have, in some cases, managed to exist in tropical forest settings, at the same
time, the small number of such exceptions does point to the difficulty of foraging-
based subsistence in these kinds of environments. In fact, the co-occurrence of both
classic subsistence foraging and forager-traders forms in Holocene South and
Southeast Asia may be seen as highlighting the salience of resource distributions
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for hunter-gatherer lifeways. On the one hand, foraging-based subsistence might
have been difficult in certain forest environments as well as in many of the anthro-
pogenic environments of Asia, At the same time, critically, many of these forests
were also home to plant, animal, and mineral resources desired by oursiders. It was
the existence of these latter resources, along with the incentive for reciprocal
exchange, which made forager-trader lifestyles possible.

It hardly needs to be noted that resources, as such, are always culturally defined.
Historically, we see major shifts in the resources exploited by hunter-gatherers for
the use of others — metal ores, for example, had no utility whatsoever before the
development of smelting technology, and even afterwards the effective exploitation
of metal ores required not only knowledge of their presence and distribution, but
also the means to extract and transport them to processing locales, This is illus-
trated graphically in the case of Bangka (Sumatra); on this island forest products
such as rattans and a scented wood obtained from diseased Gonstyius bancanus trees
had long been involved, somewhat sporadically, in international trade networks, but
neither local upland groups nor the coastal Orang Laut, famed as ocean-going
raiders (Andaya 1993;Virunha 2002) mined or used Bangka’s rich tin deposits. Tin
mining here began onlyin 1710 (Colombijn 1997:31 6), after the takeover of Bangka
by the Palembang state and, not coincidentally, along with declining revenues from
the environmentally—degrading production of pepper (Andaya 1993). Extraction of
lucrative tin ores, traded to the Dutch, was initially small in scale, but the migra-
tion of skilled Chinese miners (only partially state-sanctioned) quickly led to the
adoption of more efficient extraction techniques. In the subsequent bootn, both
mining and charcoal production for smelting led to dramatic deforestation and envi-
ronmental degradation (Colombijn 1997).

Similarly, sappan wood (also known as Brazil-wood, Caesalpinia sappan), which
Brows across much of tropical South and Southeast Asia, was much in demand in
Europe and Asia until the Iate nineteenth century. Sappan harvesting between the
14® and 19" centuries on the island of Sumbawa, Indonesia {de Jong Boers 1997)
led to dramatic reductions in the local occurrence of this species. This, along with
the development of artificial substitures for the red dye obtained from this wood
caused the coilection of sappan wood from Sumbawa 1o cease entirely (de Jong
Boers 1997:267). Similar accounts could be given for other forest products, many
of which were not used locally at all or which had very limited utility to local people.
The list of such items s very long, including bird’s nests, sea slugs, bird of paradise
feathers, benzoin gum (Swyrax sp.), camphor (Dryobalanops sp.), sandalwood
(Santakun album), and many of the other aromatics, gums, dyes, and resins obtained
from upland forests (Cooper 2002; Cribb 1997; Potter 1997). Other products, such
as hunted animals, honey, and medicinal plants and spices were potentially more
useful to their gatherers, but in any case local people would have needed only a tiny
fraction of the quantities actually harvested for exchange,

In other cases, plants once under the primary control of local forest peoples
became so important that they were transplanted to other contexts. Many of the
spices such as pepper, cardamonm, ginger, cinnamon, clove, and nutmeg, which were
among the most important forest products traded out of and across South and
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Southeast Asia, originated in specific locales as gathered wild plants. Pepper in
southwest India, cinnamon in Sri Lanka, cloves and nutmeg in Maluku — although
these spices were traded outside their areas of origin for centuries, most of this
commerce involved the exploitation of wild stands. While this gathering activity
continued well into the 19" century, these same plants were increasingly grown
in gardens and swidden fields and thus the organization of their production shifted
dramartically along with the transition from wild plant to cultigen (Morrison 2002c),

All the examples above relate to forest products desired by outside groups —
indeed I would suggest that this external interest, along with a concomitant organ-
izational ability to mobilize and exchange these resources, is central to the devel-
opment and maintenance of relatdonships between hunter-gatherers and others.
Boomgaard (1989:378) goes so far as to suggest that state structure (to mobilize
gathering) was necessary in order to attract foreign merchants, who needed reliable
flows of goods. While this may be true for the larger-scale forms of extraction and
exchange characteristic of both southwest India and island Southeast Asia after the
sixteenth century, it is also clear from the examples of the Harappan borderlands
and the Andaman Islands (see below) that commercial exchange can thrive even in
the absence of state structures on both sides.

Beyond the important issue of political control, it is also worth considering what
goods were traded back into the forests as these resources, too, had to be cultur-
ally defined as desirable in order to lubricate trade relations. Briefly, forager-traders
and others involved in the exploitation of wild forest products were virtually always
the recipients of significant quantities of foodstuffs, usually grains such as rice.
The development of a taste for rice and a cultural preference for rice over more
energetically-efficient foods such as sago is a critical and little-studied component
of the historical development of the trade in forest products across South and
Southeast Asia {cf. Knapen 2001:214-26) and, concomitantly, of the persistence
of hunting and gathering in these same regions, Qther products obtained by forager-
traders often include textiles and tools (Morrison 2002c) as well as sumptuary
goods including, in Southeast Asia, Chinese porcelains (Bellwood 1985:141; Junker
2002b) and other exotica.

Holocene Foraging in South Asia

The long Palaeolithic record of Asia lies beyond the scope of this paper, though it
should be noted that in many areas occupational histories map the record of both
modern and premodern humans, creating a record of astonishing depth. In other
areas, human occupation is relatively recent. Agricultural histories are similarly
variable, and clearly these have influenced the extent to which foraging remained
a viable possibility. Allied changes such as the differential development of social
and political inequality, state formation, and forms of economic specialization also
created both opportunities and constraints for would-be foragers. Although all these
conditions varied from place to place across Asia, there are some common features
of the cases discussed in this chapter, most notably their participation in long-
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distance exchange nerworks that, prior to European colonization, eventually
reached as far as the Mediterranean and East Asia and, atterwards, encompassed
nearly the entire globe. In all the three cases considered here — the Indus valley and
its peripheries, southwest India, and the Andamans — people identified as hunter-
gatherers not only have long histories, but these groups (or others like them) also
still exist, pointing to the contemporary salience of historical analyses.

Curiously, the non-arctic peoples of Asia who gather and hunt have had oniy
a small impact on the anthropological literature. In his foreword to a reader
on hunter-gatherers, Lee (1998:xi-xii), for example, writes, “Hunter-gatherers in
recent history have been surprisingly persistent. As recently as A.D. 1500, hunters
occupied fully one-third of the globe, including all of Australia and most of North
America, as wel] as large tracts of South America, Africa, and northeast Asia.” Lee
must have known that both South and Southeast Asia boast numerous hunter-
gatherer groups (Lee and Daly eds. 2000), yet somehow these groups (and a vast
stretch of the earth’s surface) disappeared in his cnumeration. As I have argued
before (Morrison 2002a), this invisibility seems to stem from the complex entan-
glements of South and Southeast Asian hunter-gatherers in worlds outside the forest
— while other foragers have only recently been “exposed” as being more connected

as did, presumably, the ability of foraging groups to persist as cultural groups
increasingly surrounded by farmers, traders, and others. In spite of this and
although connections between foragers and others were (and are) often marked by
deep ambivalence, even exploitation, non-foragers, from colonial governments to
local elites, were not always bent on assimilating hunter-gatherers. On the contrary,
the products of Asian forests often constituted critical state resources and their
exploitation often required considerable local expertise. One of the many ways in
which this exploitation was effected historically was through relationships with for-
aging groups; thus we cannot fully account for many state economies and polities
without reference to hunting and gathering.

The following sections consider Holocene foraging in three places, each with
different occupational histories: [ begin with what is now northwestern India and
Pakistan, where human histories are extremely long and where agriculture was
adopted early in the Holocene, looking at interaction between hunter-gatherers and
others on the fringes of the Indus civilization in the semi-arid environment of
western India. Moving then to peninsular India, where 3 long record of hunting
and gathering in low-lying areas is matched with a relatively late adoption of agri-
culture, I consider the regional context of the Western Ghat Mountains. These steep
beaks are cloaked in tropical and semi-tropical forests thar presented both chal-
lenges to and opportunities for human subsistence. Finally, I consider the Andaman
Islands, with their relatively brief record of human habitation. Prior to the estab-
lishment of a British penal colony in the late 19% century, the Andamans could
boast both tropical evergreen and monsoonal deciduous forest cover and were occu-
pied only by hunting and gathering groups. All of these areas, while evincing
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complex local histories, were integrated to some extent by international networks
of exchange from at least the first few centuries A.D. and all felt the effects of Euro-
pean colonial expansion from the 16® century onward. The degree to which local
people were integrated into larger worlds and the importance of hunting and gath-
ering for local or colonial states also varied tremendously. In all cases, however, it
is possible both to point to the importance of external forces on the changing strate-
gies and identities of local foraging groups and 1o consider the importance of for-
agers and of gathered products for those external groups.

There are a large number of different hunting and gathering groups in South
Asia today, a situation mirrored throughout the Holocene. Although particular
ethnic groups may have moved in and out of foraging, have expanded or contracted
in size, or have reformed their boundaries, it is clear that foraging has been import-
ant on the subcontinent from the beginnings of human history. The earliest written
records mention gathering and hunting groups — inscriptions commissioned by the
North Indian Mauryan emperor Ashoka during the third century B.C. note the pres-
ence of undefeated forest “tribes” on the borders of the state in Central India (Kulke
and Rothermund 1990) while other Mauryan texts mention the existence of taxes
on both timber and on hunters “who maintained a livelihood from the animals of
the forest” (Thapar 1997:118) — suggesting state interest in forest products as well
as the presence of distinct categories of people incorporated into that polity. Later
inscriptional records from South India make references to hill peoples and note
their role in the specialized procurement of forest products such as spices, gums
and resins, honey, and medicinal and aromatic plants. Many of these gathering and
hunting peoples in southwest India had regular tribute relationships with lowland
rulers, supplying them with gathered and hunted forest products. While historical
notices of foragers are consistently present, if sporadic and brief before the 16"
century A.D., they become abundant by the nineteenth century A.D., with the advent
of Buropean record-keeping. Around this time it becomes possible to identify by
name particular foraging groups, many of whom still exist today.

Harappan cities, traders, and humter-gatherers

In South Asia, the rich archaeclogical record of the Paleolithic gives way around the
beginning of the Holocene to assemblages usuaily labeled Mesolithic (Korisettar
and Rajaguru 2002). Early Holocene lithic assemblages are generally based on a
microlithic flake-blade technology (while still including larger tool types) and are
thus characterized as “microlithic.” While Mesolithic assemblages do typically
contain microliths, microliths did not disappear with agriculture and are associated
(Misra 1976:45) with Chalcolithic, Early Historic, and finally Gupta ceramics
(fourth to seventh centuries A.D.). Late use of flaked stone and glass tools has
also been documented into the 16% century A.D. in southern India (Lycett and
Morrison 1989). Malik (1959:50), 100, found a core chipped from the base of @
molded beer-bottle near Mahabaleswar in the Western Ghats, Cooper (2002:93)
notes that such containers were not made until the 17% or 18" century A.D.» citing
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Malik’s conclusion (1959:50) that this find indicates the late survival of a
“microlithic” industry. In the “Mesolithic” site of Adamgarh Cave, too, microliths
of bottle glass were found alongside specimens made on chalcedony, jasper, and
other fine-grained lithic material (Khatri 1964:759). Cooper (2002:83) notes that
in this case, “No pottery was found in association with the microliths, thus con-
firming the existence of a foraging economy in isolated areas, contemporaneous
with urban settlements in the adjoining valleys.”

Although some scholars in South Asia use terms like Mesolithic and microlithic
to describe contemporary peoples, despite their lack of stone tools, microlithic or
otherwise, such terms obscure more than they illuminate. Here I use the term
Mesolithic only to refer to a time period that begins with the Holocene and ends
(somewhat arbitrarily) as early as the seventh millennium B.C. in the northwest and
as late as the beginning of the third in the south, when local Neolithic periods began
(Korisettar et al. 2002). I use the term microlithic to refer only to a miniature blade-
based lithic technology (and see Morrison 2000).

All this terminological confusion means that the specifically archaeological
evidence for Holocene hunting and gathering is difficult to assess. In the absence
of absolute dates, many temporal assignments in the literature based solely on
lithic technology must be considered suspect. Clearly, many archaeological sites
described as “Mesolithic” were formed during the later Holocene, and if the
distributions of published radiocarbon dates for sites with (what are called)
microlithic artifacts are plotted, the results show a very broad range of dates with
a distribution across the entire Holocene, a pattern not evident for the Neolithic or
Chaicolithic (Lycett and Morrison 1989).

Despite the small body of research on subsistence and mobility during the
Mesolithic, it is clear that there was significant regional variation across the sub-
continent. Although many foraging groups were small and mobile, others were
sedentary or semi-sedentary, particularly along the southern coasts where they
engaged in fishing as well as gathering and hunting terrestrial game. Many of the
major excavated caves and rock shelters of Central and Western India occupied
during the early Holocene (Bagor, Langhnaj, Adamgarh, Bhimbetka) were exploited
only seasonally, some filling with aeolian sand in the dry season. Both Adamgarh
and Bhimbetka contain faunal remains of domesticated animals, suggesting that
they were occupied by people not totally dependent upon wild taxa. Langhnaj is
discussed below.

Evidence for interaction between hunter-gatherers and state societies in South
Asia begins during the Chalcolithic, almost as early as states themselves. As is well
known, the Indus Valley, a broad altuvial plain with five major rivers fed by both
monsoon rains and Himalayan snowmelt, was the home of the one of the world’s
first urban societies. By the middle of the third millennium B.C., the so-called
Mature Phase of the Indus boasted several large cities with well-planned streets and
drainage, complex differentiation of space and public architecture, systems of
weights and writing, and a high degree of occupational specialization (Kenoyer
1997). Even before this period, in the Early Harappan, there is considerable evi-
dence for large, fortified settlements, writing or record-keeping, specialized
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production, and other indications of a politically and socially stratified society. Mature
Phase Indus cities, towns, and villages were integrated into an as-yet poorly under-
stood political structure consisting of either a single state or, perhaps more likely, a
series of smaller polities linked by extensive and well-organized trade networks.

The rich floodplains of the Indus and its tributaries were friendly to agricul-
tural production, supporting large nucleated population centers. However, like
Mesopotamia, resources such as water, silt, and clay, while useful for ceramic pro-
duction, construction, and farming, did not meet local needs for tools, ground-
stone, ornaments, and the raw material needed to make specialized objects such as
seals and weights. Although some of these materials were obtained more locally -
the Indus cultural sphere was extremely large, more than one million square kilo-
meters (Possehl 1999); thus even what I am calling local exchange might involve
significant distances — raw materials and some finished goods clearly flowed into
the Indus heartland from great distances. The organization of long-distance trade
followed a variety of strategies, including what seems to be direct procurement by
Harappans moving into culturally and politically alien terrain. For example, the set-
tlement of Shortugai in what is now Afghanistan appears in most respects to be
a standard Harappan town; only its location, far from the Indus plain and near
sources of lapis lazuli indicates its possible role as an outpost for trading and/or
extraction of this valued stone. Other goods were obtained through exchange rela-
tions with other urbanized groups, for example, those in the Gulf region and
Mesopotamia (Ratnagar 1981).

It is also clear, however, that there were regular, well-organized exchanges
between Harappan urbanites and peninsular pastoralists and hunter-gatherers. The
evidence for this relationship was first discussed by Possehl (1976, 2002; Possehl
and Kennedy 1979), and both recent excavations and bioarchaeological research
(Lukacs 1990, 2002) have expanded the picture somewhat. Archaeological evidence
of these connections comes from both sides of the relationship, from specialized
Harappan towns such as Lothal and Kuntasi, both located on or beyond the south-
eastern margins of the Indus world in what is now Gujarat, India, to “Mesolithic”
sites such as Langhnaj which show evidence of both local and exotic artifacts in the
context of an occupation history that appears to be both small-scale and intermit-
tent. The open-air site of Langhnaj, in Gujarat, was excavated for more nearly
twenty years by Sankalia (1965). Lying some 160 kilometers north of the Harap-
pan city of Lothal, it appears to have been occupied by small, semi-mobile groups
of people in contact with Harappan peoples, probably those at Lothal itself. Local
environments contrasted sharply with those of southwest India discussed below;
here semi-arid monsoon forests and dry scrub associations provided both oppor-
tunities and challenges to farming and foraging. Pastoralism was an important eco-
nomic strategy and forest resources other than wood seem not to have been of great
interest to outsiders,

Sankalia (1965) identified three discrete occupational phases at Langhnaj, all
containing some ceramics, though sherds in the lower two levels were highly frag-
mented, apparently the result of being poorly fired (Possehl 2002:71). In addition
to these fragmentary ceramics, Phase I contained microliths, bones of wild animals

o
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including wild cattle (Bos indicus) and water buffalo (Bubalis bubalis), groundstone
fragments, and dentaliurn shell beads. Phase II deposits aiso contained microliths
and had a faunal assemblage similar to that of Phase I. In addition, however, a
quartzite ringstone, steatite disk beads, two miniature ground schist axes, and a long
copper knife were recovered in Phase II. The only radiocarbon date for Langhnaj
comes from mixed Phase I/II deposits; this date {2440-2160 B.C. [calibrated],
Possehl 2002:71} is contemporaneous with the Mature Harappan. The copper knife
is morphologically similar to Harappan forms and was probably obtained in trade
from the nearby Kutch Harappans of Gujarat (Possehl 2002:71). Several other sites
in this region such as Kanewal (Mehta et al. 1980} and Oriyo Timbo (Rissman and
Chitalwala 1990) show what Possehl (2002:70) calls an “interdigitation” of habi-
tation by hunter-gatherers and Harappans — alternating strata that indicate the con-
temporaneity of distinct modes of existence. In these sites, the hunter-gatherers
appear to be represented by strata with microliths, no architecture, and either no
or very few ceramics. Certainly it is possible that these artifact associations repre-
sent special-purpose locales made by settled farmers, though if this were the case
we might expect to see more overlap in lithic technology (cf. Selvakumar In press).
Given the broad range of dates for “Mesolithic” sites in India, the notion that for-
agers and Harappans were interacting is not difficult to accept.

Although the presence of technologically sophisticated artifacts such as ceram-
ics and metal, and especially the appearance of domestic animals in “Mesolithic”
sites might seem to suggest that local hunter-gatherers were the primary beneficia-
ries of exchange and were perhaps dependent on city-dwellers, in fact the opposite
is probably true. Some of the most valued raw materials in the Indus realm appear
to have come from areas primarily occupied by mobile foragers. The modern-day
state of Gujarat lies at the far edge of the Harappan sphere and contains both non-
Harappan settlements (called Sorath Harappan by Possehl [1992] in recognition of
their relationship to Indus urbanism) as well as cities and towns such as Dholavira,
Lothal, and (the much smaller} Kuntasi that conform in most ways to the “classic”
Harappan pattern and which would not seem out of place in the Indus heartland.
As early as 1976, Possehl suggested that the urban site of Lothal was a “gateway
community” located to take advantage of the specialized procurement of raw mate-
rials by hunter-gatherers for manufacture by urban artisans. Dhavalikar et al. (1995)
argue for a.similar role for the small Harappan port and manufacturing site of
Kuntasi, in Kutch, Both Lothal and Kuntasi have evidence for a high degree of craft
specialization, especially bead-making, suggesting that locally-obtained raw mate-
rials were being worked into finished or semi-finished goods before being trans-
ported north. Among the goods procured by non-Harappan locals were agate,
carnelian, rock crystal, steatite, shell, and ivory, along with wood, including teak
from the Western Ghats (Possehl 2002:7 3). If this list is accurate, then there must
have been not only connections with local, Gujarat-area hunter-gatherers, but also
{perhaps less direct) connections to groups further south and east as well.

Finally, biological evidence also points to sustained connections between hunter-
gatherers and others in South Asia. Based on a multivariate analysis of metric vari-
ables from skeletal populations, Kennedy at al. (1984) have grouped specimens
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from Langhnaj and Lothal together, making the case for substantial gene flow
between these two places. Further, Lukacs and Pal (1993, and see Lukacs 2002)
have shown that the residents of Langhnaj have a much higher rate of dental caries
than other hunter-gatherers, suggesting a diet containing a significant quantity of
grain or other carbohydrate. They argue for exchange relationships involving food,
a pattern consistent with later historically-known cases from southern India
(Morrison 2002¢).

Although much more remains to be learned about relationships between non-
Harappan foragers and Indus craftspeople, traders, consummners, middlemen, and
others, at present there is little reason to se¢e these relationships as stratified or as
coercive in any way. Perhaps the fact that Harappan settlements like Lothal and
Kuntasi were in some sense on alien ground, distant from the centers of the Indus
state(s) is relevant here; it would have been difficult to coerce mobile groups in a
sparsely-populated landscape to engage in unwanted exchanges. Perhaps, then,
the primary incentive for local foragers and pastoralists was the appeal of exotic
manufactures, domesticates, and cultigens. One missing element in this speculative
equation is the non-Harappan agriculturalists. The residents of Lothal and other
“classic” Harappan settlements were greatly outnumbered by villages and towns
only minimally integrated into Indus cultural and political spheres. Evidence for
biological relatedness between populations of Lothal and Langhnaj and for a
starchy, caries-inducing diet at the latter do suggest that Harappan trade relations
with local hunter-gatherers were simply an extension of already-existing and
ongoing connections between foragers and others.

Based on regional archaeological patterns, it scems probable that settled farming
populations at this time were still sufficiently small so as not to seriously threaten
the habitat of foraging peoples and, whatever the nature of the relationships, it is
clear that this region supported a range of economic strategies from farming to pas-
toralism to foraging. The resources desired by urban-dwellers seem to have been
high-value and (with the exception of wood) relatively portable materials that were
available in only limited contexts and whose exploitation required some local know-
ledge. Like the other cases discussed here, transportation by sea was an essential
component in moving goods collected by hunter-gatherers (and local farmers)
to distant consumers; this form of technology as well as the social organization
required to exploit regional differences in resources scems to be critical to the main-
tenance of such relationships. It is impossible at present to know how important
the semiprecious stones and other raw materials collected by hunter-gatherers were
to the Indus state(s) itself. Certainly, the beads and especially the seals and weights
made out of these materials would have been very important economically and
socially, but it is too soon to 53y if Harappan elites depended in any fundamental
way on these goods.

The Western Ghats and the trade in forest products

South of the Harappan sphere, the hills of both Central and Eastern India,
many still covered in dense dry monsoonal forests, have provided refuge for such
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ethnographically-studied groups as the Chenchus. Although this group, and others
like them, have been described by anthropologists as isolated, archaic, and primi-
tive, historical data paint a different picture. The assessment of ethnographer von
Flrer-Haimendorf (1982:4-5), for example (“Until two or three generations ago,
the Jungle Chenchus seem to have persisted in a life-style similar to that of the most
archaic Indian tribal populations, and their traditional economy can hardly have
been very different from that of forest dwellers of earlier ages.”), can be contrasted
with the work of Murthy (1994), who used historical documents to describe the
wealth of the Chenchus, the existence of Chenchu royalty, and the ways Chenchus
served various governments in eastern India from about the fifth century A.D, (and
see Guha 1999; Skaria 1990),

In southern India, patterns of rainfall and vegetation are powerfully structured
by the Western Ghar range that towers just beyond the west coast of the peninsula,
This mountain chain traps a significant part of the southwest monsoon, creating
both a narrow high-precipitation coastal strip and a larger rainshadow across the
semi-arid peninsula. The orographic effect of the Ghats also accounts for a dis-
tinctive vegetation pattern in which upland tropical and semi-tropical forests, with
their rich resources, lie relatively close to the west coast while interior vegetation
types consist of deciduous monsoon forest and open scrub. Like other tropical
forests, the resources of the Ghat uplands are not always those useful to foraging
groups, but include products desired by lowland agriculturalists and states, includ-
ing gums and resins, dyes and aromatics, and herbs and spices (Morrison 2002c).
Even though these products may not have been widely used by foraging groups, in
many cases their effective exploitation required significant local knowledge. Some
tree-derived products, for example, included timber such as sandalwood (Sanralion
album) and teak (Tectona grandis) which had only to be located, identified, and har-
vested, while others required locating products derived only from diseased trees
or involved extracting substances such as camphor, a crystallization from either
Dryobalanaps camphora or Cinnamomun camphorum. Both camphor and sandalwood
were (and are) widely used for ceremonial purposes in South Asia and thus may
be considered essential itemns of ritual and state.

Of all the forest products of southwest India, the most important historically was
pepper (Piper nigrum), a vine of mid-elevation forests indigenous to the Malabar
coast. Pepper and other forest products were traded far beyond South Asia as early
as the first few centuries A.D., and it may be the case that local hunter-gatherers
were involved in this exchange (Morrison 2002c¢). Although litte archaeological
research has been conducted in the Ghats, at present archaeological (Zagareli 1997,
2002; Noble 1989) and paleobotanical (Caratini et al. 1991} evidence point to the
period around the first few centuries A.D. as the time when human impact on
upland forests first began to be evident, the period when we also have archaeolog-
ical and historical evidence for large-scale exchange connecting the Mediterranean,
South, and Southeast Asia (Morrison 1997; Ray 2003). Pepper was clearly one of
the goods leaving South Asia, movement dramatically represented by the recovery
of peppercorns from North Africa (Phillips 1997). That South Asia’s role as a node
in Indian Ocean trade networks predated even this period seems likely, as indicated
by, for example, the occurrence of cloves (a gathered wild plant product) from
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Maluku in eastern Indonesia (Reid 1998:112) in the Mesopotamian site of Terqa
dated to 1700 B.C. Although Southeast Asian products such as cloves could have
been moved overland, perhaps with the assistance of some of the same mobile
groups already involved in exchange with Indus urbanites, the presence of cowrie
shells from the Maldive Islands (off the west coast of India) in Egypt as early as the
late third millennium B.C. (Phillips 1997:424-6) does suggest the presence of very
early ocean-going trade.

From as early as we have information, then, forest-dwelling groups of southern
India have been integrated into lowland states and empires, usually through peri-
odic payment of tribute and gift exchanges (Morrison 2002c). Bven in these early
centuries we have evidence that the most important goods moving into the forests
were manufactured products such as textiles and iron, as well as cultigens such as
rice. These exotic goods may have quickly become basic subsistence items; by the
18" century it is clear that upland groups relied heavily on rice, textiles, and iron
tools from the lowlands.

‘The impetus for developing reciprocal relationships with non-foragers, then, may
have related in part to the desire of hunter-gatherers in semi-remote locations for
the domesticated and manufactured products available from settled agricultural-
ists, but it is also clear that, at least since the mid-Holocene, coercion also played
a role. In South India not only were taxes or other official obligations sometimes
levied on forest groups as well as agriculturalists, but equally importantly, relations
of debt were developed which kept foragers perpetually in hock to intermediaries
who supplied them with advances of lowland goods and collected from them
pepper, cardamorn, dyes and resins, honey, and other forest products (Morrison
2002¢). Many of these intermediaries were licensed by indigenous and, later, colo-
nial governments in a system of tax farming analogous to forms of extraction also
employed against agriculturalists (Morrison 2001). Like upland groups, many
South Asian farmers, 100, were mired in debt that could last generations, caught in
a cycle of repeated loans, high interest rates, and misinformation. Qppression was
not reserved only for foragers, nor were its forms entirely unique; the common
bonds of consumption and debt that bound farmer and forager alike attest to their
shared participation in historically- and culturally-specific forms of power. Thus, in
the later Holocene many upland groups in South India with primarily egalitarian
social relations were simultaneously caught up in unequal power relations with
neighboring farmers, with government-licensed or entrepreneutrial brokers, and/ot
with government officials, relations of inequality that continue to this day (cf.
Béteille 1998). Calling such groups egalitarian provides only a partial picture of
their lives — at the very least we should employ the label of complex hunter-
gatherer — better yet would be to consider these foragers, 100, 2 «complex society.”

The forest products collected by upland groups in southwestern India were
clearly essential to the Jocal and international trade of many of the small polities of
India’s west coast (cf. Boomgaard 1089, in which he argues that gathered forest
products were essential to the development of many Southeast Asian trading states)s
as they also were to Portuguese trade from the 16" century onward (Motrison
2002c). Furthermore, the complex networks of production and exchange that
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brought manufactured goods and food crops inland and upland, and pepper and
other forest products down to coastal entrepét cities ensured that forest dwellers,
some of whom operated primarily as hunter-gatherers, were critical partners in the
development and maintenance of indigenous and colonial states, even when their
home territories were not officially part of those polities (Morrison 2002c), Thus,
later Holocene hunter-gatherers in South India, far from being isolated people mar-
ginal to the development of complex societies or to colonialism, were in fact essen-
tial players in thar development.

With the massive expansion of the spice trade in the 1™ and 17" centuries A.D.
and the more direct involvement of Europeans in this trade following Portuguese
(and Iater Dutch and English) colonial €xpansion into Asia, it becomes much easier
to detect the activities of local foragers, agriculturalists, and others in these long-
distance networks. In these centuries, we have some evidence that groups who for-
merly practiced a range of subsistence activities, including agriculture, military
service, raiding, and wage labor, may have begun to specialize in the extraction of
forest products; these same groups would later appear in the ethnographic litera-
ture represented as “rimeless” exemplars of an earlier way of life (Morrison 2002b,

The Andaman islands

In Chalcolithic Western India, foragers, Ppastoralists, and other mobile groups had
the advantage of occupational histories and loca] environments that left them room
to expand and, if necessary, flee the attentions of urban-dwellers. Given the exis-
tence of numerous archaeological sites of the Mesolithic, local monsoon forests
clearly provided an adequate resource base for subsistence foraging (though as
noted, many of these are difficult to date precisely). In southwestern India, forest-
dwellers in the tropical and semi-tropical evergreen forests of the Western Ghats
had the advantage of local knowledge of this steep and difficult mountain terrain,
but throughout the second millennium A.D., they seem to have been increasingly

empires alike, Certainly, the differences between these two cases are significant, but
in both we see the development of forms of engagement between hunter-gatherers
and others that, although marked by inequities, also allowed mobile foragers to
maintain their cultural distinctiveness and way of life. In both cases, subsistence
foraging and foraging for exchange may have coexisted, with strategies of groups,
families, even individuals probably shifting between these modes as well as between
other options such as cultivation, wage labor, military service, and banditry (sce
Morrison 2002c). The Andaman Islands present a rather different situation, one
with similarities to parts of island Southeast Asia, where coastal environments
with abundant marine resources fringe upland tropical forests and where oceans
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both isolate and, through their ease of transport, unite far-distant areas. In the
Andamans, where hunting and gathering have, until recently, been the primary
mode of subsistence, the islanders were famous for their fierce avoidance of out-
siders (Cooper 2002) while at the same time Andaman products circulated in
Indian Ocean trade networks.

The Andamans, now part of India, lie to the southeast of the subcontinent only
about 300 kilometers from Burma and 120 from the Nicobar chain (Cooper
2002:18), right along a sea route between South and Southeast Asia. Mentions in
textual sources as early as the second century A.D. consistently describe the
Andaman Islanders as hostile, even as cannibals, a characterization markedly dif-
ferent from that of the Nicobarese, major suppliers of ambergris to the 16™-century
port city of Melaka on the Malay peninsula (Cooper 2002:12-14) and where, by
this time, the language of commerce was Portuguese. While archaeological finds of
Chinese ceramics are reported for the Nicobars, no such evidence has been found
in the Andamans where an (undated) excavated shell midden containing several
17"-century Sumatran gold coins is the primary material evidence for long-distance
exchange (Cooper 2002:2). In her recent review of Andaman history and report on
new archaeological research, Cooper (2002:17-25) describes how Andaman
Islanders were consistently victimized by slave raiders, convincingly attributing
sorne of their xenophobia as a reaction to this threat.

At the same time, several local resources drew outside attention, but like many
such products, neither was used by local people. Malay, Burmese, and even Chinese
ships regularly visited the coastal caves and rockshelters containing nests of the
white-nest swiftlet (Collocalia fuciphaga inexpectara), considered a delicacy in China
and parts of Southeast Asia. Similarly, sea slugs caught in coastal waters made their
way 10 eastern COonsumers. Although Cooper notes (2002:22) that in the Mergui
archipelago near southern Burma the indigenous Moken people were employed to
collect these same products for Malay and Chinese traders, she posits that this was
not the case in the Andamans (and see Mann 1883). Although iron objects are con-
sistently found in both lower and upper levels of excavated midden sites, Cooper
argues (2002:22-3) that this highly coveted material could have come entirely from
shipwrecks. Certainly, with the takeover of the islands by the British and the estab-
lishment of a British penal colony there in 1858, istanders were forced to interact
with others — their transfer of chipped stone technology to molded bottle glass pro-
vides a forceful material record of this engagement.

In contrast to the very long occupational history of the greater Indus region,
where hunting and gathering coexisted with agriculture from the early Holocene,
and the intermediate-length record of southwest coastal India where the uplands
appear to have been occupied year-round only since the first few centuries A.D.
while the lowlands show a longer record of settlement, the occupational history of
the Andamans is relatively short. Cooper’s recent excavations provide the only
absolute dates — her earliest radiocarbon assessment (BS-599, 2002:156), from the
base of the 4.45-meter deep Chauldhuri midden, dates to between A.D. 162 and
290 (calibrated using Stuiver and Reimer 1993 [version 4.4] with delta R [marine
reservoir] value of 7+/34 after Duuta et al. 2000). The presence of both pig (Sus
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scrofa) bones and a small number of ceramics from the earliest levels of this site
suggest that the Andaman islanders brought some of the accouterments of settled
agricultural life with them at the time of initial colonization (Cooper 2002:7,
83-93).

That the earliest dates (at present) for the colonization of the Andamans fall
around the same time as the well-documented expansion in Indian Qcean trade in
the first few centuries A.D. (Morrison 1997) may be no coincidence. In spite of the
well-documented fierceness and aloofness of the Andaman foragers, they have
clearly been involved in relationships with others throughout their history. Living
on the “stepping stones between Burma and the Nicobars” (Cooper 2002:166), the
islanders were not only victims of slave raids and occasional pillagers of shipwrecks
and unwary visitors, but they tnay also have been involved in the gathering of birds’
nests and sea slugs for external exchange. Following British colonization, many were
forcibly settled and lifeways were radically altered (Cooper 2002; cf. Radcliffe-
Brown 1922). In the face of virtual extinction Andaman islanders continued to
innovate, adapting lithic technology to manufactured glass and hunting technigues
to accommodate newly-introduced domestic dogs. While the income from the
pepper and other forest products of the Western Ghats and many of the high istands
of Southeast Asia provided critical support to local exchange-oriented polities, the
bird nests, sea slugs, and human slaves of the Andamans never propped up a local
elite. Still, their value in Malay and Chinese societies is evident in the distance and
effort traders were to brave in order to obtain them.

Discussion

Why is the continuing existence of hunting and gathering important? Although agri-
culture and its concomitant package(s) of landscape change and social and politi-
cal reorganization were taken up at different times and in different ways across Asia,
foraging strategies both persisted and evolved. Far from being an outmoded, prim-
itive, or archaic form of subsistence, foraging has proven to be a resilient (cf.
Barnard 2002), appealing, and persistent way of life equally at home {though not
always thriving to the same degree) in the context of early territorial states, trade-
based states and empires, colonial empires, and modern global capitalism. Asian
hunter-gatherers, perhaps more than most, exemplify this flexibility. Historically, we
can trace their deployment of both subsistence foraging and forager-trader forms
as well as, at times, involvement in agriculture, wage labor, military service, and
extra-legal activities such as raiding and piracy. Here the fact that the categories of
hunting and gathering, pastoralism, agriculture, and other forms of occupational
specialization can not always be analytically separated (Morrison 2002a), far from
decreasing the importance of Holocene foraging, actually makes it more com-
pelling. Firstly, cultural strategies this complex and resilient certainly merit our
attention as alternate ways of living in the contemporary world. Secondly, all of our
ethnographic and historical models and understandings of hunting and gathering
are based on the experience of Holocene foragers. If the very categories of, for



298 KATHLEEN D. MORRISON

example, forager and agriculturalist, seem to be too sharply drawn, to say nothing
of more problematic distinctions such as simple and complex, and archaic and
modern, then surely we will need to reconsider our delineation and deployment of
such categories.

My primary concern in this chapter is not the relevance or irrelevance of the
study of recent hunter-gatherers for understanding a world prior to the develop-
ment of agriculture. Hunter-gatherers have been part of the archaeology and history
of Asia from the beginning, and they remain so today. The analysis in this chapter
of a few examples of Holocene hunting and gathering in South Asia has shown, not
only that foragers in this region have always been “part of history,” as proponents
of the revisionist camp would have it, but more than this, that they have often
been integral parts of regional networks of exchange, political and social forms, and
relations of kinship. Although I have stressed the importance of unequal power
relations, it is worth pointing out that foragers have not always been at the mercy
of their neighbors. Although South Indian foragers have been subjected to debt
peonage and Andaman Islanders to slave raiding, displacement, and pauperization,
foragers in South and Southeast Asia can not be seen solely as victims of external
power relations. Instead, hunting and gathering peoples have also been raiders, war-
riors, pirates, and (no doubt apocryphally) “cannibals.”

In considering the distinct occupational histories, geographies, and resources of
South Asia (and Asia in general), it is clear that the continued existence of hunting
and gathering represents much more than simply the stubborn cultural conser-
vatism of a few small groups. On the contrary, it is impossible to appreciate the
operation of many South and Southeast Asian states without an understanding of
the role of local foragers. In many places, particularly the smaller polities of south-
west coastal India and island Southeast Asia, gathered forest products constituted
the most valuable goods in regional spheres of exchange and were the primary eco-
nomic support for local states, propping up elite lifestyles and enriching local and
foreign traders. Foragers, along with other groups, made possible the dissemination
and perpetuation of culturally-valued products in Europe and East Asia, fashion
fads such as bird of paradise feathers, exotic spices such as pepper that moved from
luxury to necessity and from wild plant to cultigen, and items of elite consumption
such as birds’ nests, ivory, sandalwood, ebony, and teak. In general, polities built
on the labor of hunting and gathering were smaller, trade-oriented states rather than
large, land-based agrarian states, but even in some of the latter such as the 14™- to
16%-century A.D. Vijayanagara empire of southern India, trade in forest products
was economically significant, with hill peoples also playing important military and
cultural roles as buffer communities, members of the armed forces, and royal
hunting guides (Guha 1999; Morrison 2002c).

South and Southeast Asian Holocene foragers have been notoriously problem-
atic in hunter-gatherer ethnography, primarily because of their long histories of
engagement with others and because such studies have generally been oriented
either toward providing models for the Palaeolithic or context-free general models
of behavior. If we however discard the possibility of acontextual models of this sort
and embrace the complexities of the actual historical trajectories of Asian foragers,
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it is then, perhaps paradoxically, this engagement that makes them so interesting
and important, Hunting and gathering, sometimes in conjunction with other sub-
sistence forms and sometimes alone, have been part of the workings of many South
and Southeast Asian sacieties since at least the third miliennium B.C., societies with
and withour state-level governance and, in most cases, societies deeply involved in
long-distance exchange, specialization, and unequal power relations. Analyses of
state formation, trade, and colonialism that leave out gathering and hunting thus
leave out key actors and key resources in these processes — Holocene foraging is
thus an issue of general concern for the archaeology and history of large parts of
Asia rather than the domain of a small group of specialists,
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