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“Status” Pursuits in Prehistory, and the Condition We 
Are In

brian hayden*

Introduction

I would like to present some conclusions and thoughts from my 
research on the nature of status and its relation to the motivations for 
key changes that have taken place in the past. My views have been 
shaped by the ethnoarchaeological studies that I conducted in the Maya 
Highlands, the Himalayan foothills, Island Southeast Asia, Australia, 
Polynesia, and the North American Northwest. This research changed 
my original “systems” (aka structuralist-functionalist) views consider-
ably (Hayden 2017) and has resulted in a number of monographs upon 
which the following discussion is based (Hayden 2001a, 2014, 2016, 
2018). Here, I summarize the pursuit of “status” among complex 
hunter/gatherers and subsequent cultures and show how this led to a 
number of cultural changes that laid the foundation for our present 
type of society. Finally, I relate some aspects of Industrial Societies to 
the pursuit of status and deal with the implications for current prob-
lems that we face.

Status: Despite pervasive use both in and outside of academia, “sta-
tus” is difficult to define, measure, or operationalize. From an ethnolog-
ical perspective, the most applicable dictionary definition in Webster 
(1990) is “status: relative rank in a hierarchy of prestige.” But this sim-
ply transfers the issue to the definition of prestige, which in most cases 
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is almost indistinguishable from status. Hence, “prestige 1: standing or 
estimation in the eyes of people: weight or credit in general opinion 2: 
commanding position in people’s minds SYN see INFLUENCE.” These 
definitions rely on nebulous notions of what people think about others 
and seem to include favorable social, charismatic, and other personality 
aspects without much emphasis on the raw components of wealth or 
socioeconomic or political power. Why would people seek prestige or 
status? From the above definitions and common usages in Industrial 
Societies, the motivation for seeking status would seem to be an inner 
psychological desire or need for approval from others. While this can 
undoubtedly be demonstrated to be part of normal psychologies of 
socially adapted species such as our own, I would argue that the magni-
tude and type of cultural changes over the past 40,000 years are far 
beyond anything that an appeal for approval can explain.

Rather, from my experience, I have found that what is usually trans-
lated from tribal languages into English as “status” or “prestige” 
obscures the basic meaning of these terms in their emic contexts. People 
in traditional villages who are accorded the most status and prestige 
are almost always those who hold disproportionate amounts of power 
over others (whether physical or political) and who generally are 
among the wealthiest individuals (Izikowitz 1951:117, 303; Barnett 
1955:253; Clark and Blake 1989; Lemonnier 1990:47,49; Boone 
2000:87–90,99; Clarke 2001:163; Perodie 2001; Hayden 2001b:32–
33). Long ago, Herskovits (1940:462) observed that “in the vast major-
ity of cultures the position of those in power is established, continued, 
and constantly strengthened by the prestige that derives from elaborate 
display and consumption of economically valuable goods.” As John 
Adams (1973:118) explained it, the Gitksan “equates the social worth 
of people with the amount of food and wealth which they distribute 
publicly. … To be given large amounts of goods is to be given a public 
estimate of one’s ability to repay, and is, therefore, a sort of credit rat-
ing.” On the Northwest Coast in general, Donald (1997:17) stated that 
the control of wealth was the main criterion for success and social 
importance; “feasts and property distributions were universally the 
method of publicly validating social status” (92). Robin Fisher 
(1992:111) similarly summed up the pattern on the Northwest Coast: 
“an individual without property lacked the means to establish his sta-
tus.” Among the Yurok, “wealth was synonymous with status” 
(Herskovits 1940:478). The Mohave regarded “the display and destruc-
tion of property as essential for the maintenance of high social 
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position” (Herskovits 1940:478). Among the Southeast Asian Chin, 
Lehman (1963:195) put it more bluntly: “Power over others (status) is 
thought of and acted out in terms of enforced hospitality, coercive 
feasting, and the like.” Similarly, Roscoe (2009) found in New Guinea 
that the wishes of people who had the wealth and power to put on 
impressive displays were honored, whereas those who put on inferior 
displays were obliged to yield. From a behavioral ecology perspective, 
Boone (2000:87) has argued that: “The fundamental distinguishing fea-
ture of social systems characterized by status differentiation … is that 
individual access to resources and other fitness-affecting benefits 
becomes dependent on the activities and production of others in the 
society.” He adds that “any social scientist will agree that status differ-
entiation involves differential access to resources and other benefits 
produced, defended, and exchanged among individuals of a defined 
social group” (89). It becomes apparent that in traditional societies, 
wealth and power generally cannot be acquired except by skillful 
manipulation of people (especially via gifts and favors) as well as some 
degree of charisma or social sophistication. The “status” given to such 
people is simply the tacit recognition of their abilities to acquire sup-
porters for these ends.

However, this situation is complicated by the fact that, in some 
instances, the powerful put in place public “puppets” (administrators or 
priests) in order to announce or carry out decisions of the most power-
ful and shield the real power brokers from public scrutiny. To outward 
appearances, public figureheads may seem to have high status, and 
those with real power may try to ensure that due deference is paid to 
their spokespeople. This might be referred to as “proxy status.” 
Moreover, the real competition is often between entire lineages or clans 
rather than individuals, so that the most powerful individuals are lin-
eage or clan heads. Funerals or marriages, even of poorer kin members, 
can be used by kinship heads and groups to display their power. 
Similarly, public figure “puppets” do not always display great wealth or 
power themselves but are often chosen for their moral respect or piety 
(even poverty) in the view of others, thus giving a façade of respectabi- 
lity to political decisions, even if unpopular. In the most perceptive eth-
nographic analyses of these situations, close relationships are evident 
between “status” and individuals with the most wealth, power, and 
who occupy key positions in kin groups. They acquire supporters by 
sharing some benefits, using rituals to control people, creating debts, 
and exhibiting charisma.
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Thus, in contrast to the implied characteristics of status and prestige 
in their common English usage, the connotations of equivalent terms in 
tribal villages are much more heavily weighted toward displays and use 
of wealth and power to manipulate people. This is the sense in which I 
will use these terms: “status” should be understood to refer to power 
and wealth-based status.

This use of status then begs the question of why people seek status. 
Is it merely for approval from other people based on some vague 
notion of psychological grooming? Or, was status sought because of the 
increased control over resources and people that were its concomitants 
in tribal villages? From another perspective (Boone 2000:87–89), status 
could be viewed as the recognition given to some individuals for their 
ability to provide material and other benefits to their community, or at 
least their supporters. Such status is undoubtedly promoted by ambi-
tious individuals in order to acquire more supporters and extend influ-
ence and control. I firmly come down on wealth and power benefits as 
the motives for seeking “status” in prehistoric contexts. As “status” is 
used in the postmodern world, one may achieve high status in restricted 
social realms with little import for cultural changes (e.g., as dream 
interpreters, acrobats, knitters, or animal whisperers). However, what 
matters for prehistoric cultural changes are the economic, social, and 
political changes propagated by those with high “status.” And these 
changes predominantly served the self-interests of those with high 
wealth and power status, as will be discussed shortly.

In contrast to the general tenor of discussions on this topic, which 
usually refer simply to an undifferentiated desire of people for 
approval, I have suggested that there is a broad spectrum of attitudes in 
all human populations concerning the acquisition of power, wealth (i.e., 
status), and other self-interests (Hayden 2014). This can be modeled as 
a bell-shaped curve. At the far left of the spectrum are a minority of 
people (much less than 10 percent) who act in selfless ways to try to 
help others irrespective of the cost to themselves. These are the Mother 
Theresa’s and medical workers in Médecins sans frontières, who risk 
their lives and give away their earnings or time to help others. Most 
people, those in the middle of the bell curve, are amenable to helping 
others at a much more modest level, as in contributions to charitable 
foundations, loans to friends or family members in need, or simply 
lending a hand when needed. This majority of people likes to keep most 
of their time, energy, and earnings for their own use, as might be 
expected from Darwinian genetics.
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At the far right of the bell curve (ca. 10 percent of the population) 
are individuals whom I refer to as Triple-A personalities, or “aggran- 
dizers.” They are aggressive, arrogant, ambitious, acquisitive, aggran-
dizive, and accumulative. At the very extreme right tail end of the curve 
(1 percent or less), these same characteristics turn people into socio-
paths and psychopaths. These are individuals who feel no empathy for 
fellow humans and only act to promote their own self-interests or self-
gratifications via the manipulation and exploitation of others (Hare 
1993, 1996). Sociopaths, and I would argue their aggrandizer cousins, 
are fascinated with accumulating symbols of wealth and power (Hare 
1993). They are often very charming, persuasive, and charismatic but 
have disastrous effects on others via scams, misleading contracts, 
obtaining commitments with veiled consequences, trafficking people, or 
worse. These types, I contend, typically maneuvered themselves into 
positions of wealth and power and promoted their own status as well 
as agendas for changes that advanced their self-interests. They may 
have been only a small proportion of the general population (probably 
less than 10 percent), but their tenacity, persistence, and deviousness 
made them the prime motivators behind cultural changes. They are the 
extremes of narrow Darwinian selection. Kevin MacKay (2017:97,151–
152,176) refers to them as “oligarchs,” that is rich people with power. 
He notes that they use deceit and manipulation to gain power, are 
highly competitive, and are constantly evolving new strategies to attain 
their goals. Aggrandizer strategies provide a framework for understand-
ing many cultural developments, especially strategies based on the pro-
duction and control of surplus food and goods versus strategies based 
on other criteria (e.g., kinship, age, brute force, ritual knowledge).

A Time before Aggrandizers

Although aggrandizers and sociopaths may occur in all human popula-
tions, throughout much of human prehistory and even for many con-
temporary hunting and gathering societies, any self-serving behavior –  
especially concerning food but also extending to anything related to 
food access – would have been severely curtailed and prohibited. 
Ethnographically, this has been viewed as a key characteristic of simple 
or foraging hunter/gatherers worldwide (Lee 1979:244–246; Boehm 
2001). Obligatory sharing of food and material items was a concomi-
tant of the fundamental hunter/gatherer “egalitarian” tenet, and this 
socioeconomic foundation would have had survival value in situations 
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where food resources were scarce and unpredictable. People had to 
cooperate and share in order to survive and reproduce. Those who gave 
valued gifts (viewed as a means of increasing their self-importance) 
were derided, and any intimation of a self-interested ego met with 
ostracism or worse. The social structure of foraging hunter/gatherers 
was geared to controlling the small number of people who tried to pro-
mote their own interests above the interests of the group. Triple-A per-
sonalities were kept on a tight leash. Maintaining and enforcing such 
egalitarian-sharing behavior was generally difficult and costly in terms 
of time and effort, but survival depended upon strict enforcement 
(Wiessner 1996; Boehm 2001; MacKay 2017:140). Thus, there is little 
to no indication for over two and a half million years in the archaeo-
logical record of individual ownership of resources or material items, of 
wealth items, of control over others, of material-based prestige or sta-
tus, of monuments, and so on. As Roscoe (2020) has suggested, the very 
low population densities that characterized these communities (less 
than 0.1 person per square kilometer) may have been a contributory 
limiting factor that made it difficult for individuals to exert power or 
coercion of any extreme sort. However, the obligation to share food, 
and the emphasis on denigrating ego-boosting accomplishments indi-
cate that other factors also played critical roles, e.g., sharing for sur-
vival. These were societies where the major emphasis was on group 
rather than individual welfare. In stark contrast to contemporary indus-
trial society, individual interests were generally subordinate to group 
interests. Individual competition, especially using food resources, was 
anathema. Even marriages were arranged for the best interests of the 
family or group.

Pandora’s Box

I have suggested in other publications that, beginning in the Upper 
Paleolithic in very favorable environments that could produce some 
surpluses more or less reliably, the above situation began to change 
(Hayden 2001a, 2011). There are a few indications of increased indi-
vidual importance even from the Middle Paleolithic, such as occasional 
personal adornments reflecting private property and displays of per-
sonal prestige, e.g., bird talons or feathers, ochre crayons probably used 
on skin garments, and occasional beads or pendants (Bednarik 2014). 
However, these could have been couched in terms of ritual roles. By the 
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time that Europe entered the Upper Paleolithic, ca. 35,000 years ago, it 
is clear that major changes were under way, especially in personal 
adornment, prestige carvings, sophisticated art, and much higher popu-
lation levels. The population levels alone attest to an enormous increase 
in the amount of food being obtained and consumed. New food pro-
curement technologies featuring the spear thrower, probably nets, and 
effective fishing devices must have played an important role. New 
means of accessing food resources in the form of sleds and/or canoes, 
or snowshoes must have also greatly expanded the exploitable resource 
bases. New processing technologies also enhanced the availability of 
nutrients in the form of stone boiling, which could recover grease from 
bones and remove toxins from plants or nuts such as acorns. Larger 
community groups may have also made game drives easier to organize 
in most periods of the year. Game drives are more labor intensive than 
hunting by individuals, but they produce more consistent and reliable 
results. Finally, and I suspect most importantly, exploitable resources 
almost certainly greatly expanded due to the development of effective 
storage techniques.

The Role of Storage

For many years, I wondered if storage was really a necessary or critical 
feature of the cultural changes that occurred from the Upper 
Paleolithic onward. I am now convinced that it may not have been 
absolutely required for the development of more complex sociopoliti-
cal systems (the Calusa and coastal and riverine New Guinea complex 
hunter/gatherers provide convincing counterexamples [Roscoe 2020]). 
However, it has also become evident that in many contexts, storage 
had a profound effect on seasonal resources, which could be more fully 
exploited leading to much greater population levels, and that storage 
promoted profound change in the egalitarian-sharing values and 
behavior in communities. There is virtually no archaeological evidence 
for storage that I know of prior to the Upper Paleolithic (see Soffer 
1989). Prior to the Upper Paleolithic, if herds of reindeer or other ani-
mals migrated through valleys in the spring or fall, it made no sense to 
kill any more animals than could be consumed within a week or two of 
the migrations. The same was true of migrating fish, and seasonal 
fruits, or vegetables. In contrast, with storage, individuals could take as 
many animals, fish, or fruits as desired – enough to last the entire year, 
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or more if people could procure large enough quantities to use in 
exchanges.

While this may appear as self-evident – and some prehistorians 
undoubtedly view the lack of storage as an indication that 
Neanderthals were dim-witted – it should be emphasized that relying 
on food storage for extended periods has a number of practical disad-
vantages and that many ethnographic foragers did not use long-term 
storage precisely because of those disadvantages. Kuijt (2015) has tried 
to estimate, in some detail, the amounts that people would have had to 
store in order to guarantee enough food for the year. However, he 
grossly exaggerates the amounts needed due to spoilage. He concluded 
that people would need to store three to four times the amount actually 
consumed after storage. While I have critiqued his estimates (Hayden, 
n.d.), I do agree with him that storage entails a number of risks that 
can make it very unattractive as a subsistence strategy. The risks 
include: losses from spoilage, from insect or animal infestations, from 
theft, from not being able to return to the storage location, and from 
begging by the starving and others in need of food during the storage 
period (Hayden 2011, 2014). As a result, if people wanted or needed 
food for an extended period of time beyond harvests, they would have 
to store more than was needed to offset losses from the potential risks 
involved. This meant that in relatively normal years when storage losses 
were not as great as feared, there would be stored food left over that 
would have to be either left to rot or be used in some fashion before it 
spoiled (Testart 1982; Halstead 1989, 1990). The implications of this 
situation will be explored shortly. But before that, two further points 
need to be made.

First, effective storage is generally predicated on private ownership 
of the storage facility and its contents, whether by a family, extended 
family, lineage, or corporate group. I know of no ethnographic instance 
where true communal storage is open to everyone in the community as 
is food sharing among egalitarian hunter/gatherers. Storage simply 
requires too much additional effort in harvesting, processing, and crea- 
ting the storage facilities, and too much risk, to freely share the 
 products of so much intensive work with freeloaders. This pressure is 
especially acute because harvests of large amounts over short periods of 
availability, whether of animals or plants, are very labor intensive with 
labor as the major bottleneck for producing food (e.g., Donald 1997). 
Only a limited number of fish or animals can be butchered and 
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satisfactorily dried by one person in a day. Thus, the key to producing 
more stored food for one’s family or for exchange with others is to 
have more people willing to work very hard to do the harvesting and 
processing when food becomes available in abundance. The investment 
of so much hard work (vs. the lackadaisical two-to-five-hour daily sub-
sistence effort of egalitarian foragers) probably motivated the establish-
ment of private property and the restriction of sharing to a narrow 
range of people and circumstances (vs. general sharing in egalitarian 
foragers). Private control or ownership of resources, in turn, would 
have provided the foundation for ambitious people subsequently to 
deploy surplus for consumption to promote their own self-interests. 
While the establishment of private property could be achieved without 
storage (e.g., the Calusa), storage must have greatly facilitated this cul-
tural change wherever it occurred.

The second point is that food storage techniques usually require con-
siderable know-how and special care. Even the excavation of storage 
pits or the building of elevated caches takes time and effort and must 
be effective in excluding animals and insects and minimizing ground 
moisture effects (often by lining with bark, conifer needles, grass, or 
other materials), otherwise the entire store could be lost. Similarly, meat 
and especially fish have to be carefully and expertly prepared for stor-
age. Fillets have to be cut to the proper thinness and dried at the correct 
temperatures, with the correct amount of smoke; fires have to be care-
fully controlled and tended; flies have to be kept away or their larvae 
cut out; and fillets have to be thoroughly dried and properly packaged 
for storage. In addition, stored materials have to be secured, by force if 
necessary, from theft. Given all the risks, losses, and difficulties 
involved, it is amazing that storage was ever adopted as a subsistence 
strategy. Indeed, some authors have suggested that, given the risks, stor-
age was adopted not because it was critical for subsistence but to accu-
mulate food for feasting or trade (Wilcox et al. 1981; Bahuchet and 
Thomas 1985:27; Seymour 1994; Twiss 2008).

In any event, storage did occur in the European Upper Paleolithic 
and subsequent times, and, in my opinion, storage is the single best 
explanation for why population levels soared during the Upper 
Paleolithic. Food storage, however, is not always easy to detect in 
 archaeological contexts, especially where raised caches might only leave 
a few ambiguous postholes. I have therefore advocated a more global 
approach to inferring the use of stored foods and consumption of 
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surpluses (Hayden, 2020). This approach uses proxy measures such as 
evidence for filleting meat, mass harvesting of animals, population den-
sities, malnutrition from overreliance on stored foods for extended peri-
ods, isotopic determinations of the importance of seasonal foods in 
diets (e.g., salmon, maize), and indications of activities requiring sur-
pluses such as breeding dogs and long-distance exchange.

Surplus-Based Strategies: A Very Brief History of Status Pursuits

Both the occurrence of storage pits and other proxy indicators of stor-
age provide strong reasons to think that at least occasional and rela-
tively reliable surpluses were generated in the Upper Paleolithic in 
Europe (Hayden 2001b, 2008; Guy 2017). Given this situation, how 
were surpluses dealt with? Were the excesses simply left to rot, or were 
they used in more beneficial ways? Moreover, given the relative abun-
dances provided by seasonal availabilities of various species and the 
reduced sharing implied by storage, what were the implications for the 
costly restraints needed to control self-interested behavior? It is appar-
ent that constraints on aggrandizers were relaxed, in part because they 
were no longer necessary (everyone could get enough food for subsis- 
tence if they were not lazy freeloaders), and because it was a considera-
ble effort to enforce and maintain the rigid egalitarian-sharing behavior 
required (Wiessner 1996; Boehm 2001). This relaxation (but not total 
abandonment) of group versus individual interests enabled ambitious 
aggrandizers to develop a number of strategies under the guise of help-
ing others that promoted their own interests. And herein lies the most 
fundamental transformation of society and culture that has occurred 
since the inception of the hunting and gathering way of life, some two 
and a half million years ago.

These changes dramatically shifted the balance of power from 
defending group interests to toleration of activities that were more 
attuned to individual or small group factional interests. Incipient 
aggrandizers throughout the world, at different times, thought up a 
 variety of schemes for promoting their self-interests, undoubtedly 
including the use of charisma, claims to importance in genealogical 
reckoning, claims to supernatural powers, and the use of surpluses in 
innovative ways. It was, I maintain, above all, strategies based on the 
use of surpluses that were the most effective in creating lasting, pro-
found changes in these cultures, changes that above all benefited the 
individuals promoting them. Surplus-based strategies make the real 
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difference in the long-term consolidation of power. This is because (1) 
surpluses can be expanded and controlled via a number of techniques 
(feasting, bride prices, high funeral costs, payments to defensive allies, 
secret societies); (2) the display of material success cannot be falsified 
the way other claims can be; (3) private ownership and loaning/gifting 
of valued materials are compelling ways of indebting others and creat-
ing power bases; and (4) there is probably an inherent bias in all 
human populations that attracts people to material goods and good 
food as well as items of comfort, both physical and psychological (soft 
furs, mysterious objects, bright shiny things, symbols of power, etc.).

When we approach the explanation of any important cultural 
change, one of the first questions that we should ask is: who did this 
change benefit and how? From the Upper Paleolithic onward, the major 
changes involving the use of surplus consumption (and status claims) 
that I have identified were (1) the creation of reciprocal feasting with 
quasi-contractual obligations and debts; (2) marriage alliances based on 
the exchange of wealth between families; (3) the use of children as 
investments for future wealth exchanges for marriages; (4) the creation 
and use of prestige items to validate social or political relationships 
such as marriages, alliances, and claims for status; (5) requirements for 
lavish funerals to avoid being considered poor or low status; (6) the 
creation of ancestor cults that place family or lineage heads in positions 
of power and authority, enabling them to control group resources for 
putative ritual needs; (7) the use of funerals, marriages, and feasts as 
competitive displays to generate “status” to attract desirable relation-
ships or consolidate factions within or between communities; (8) the 
manipulation of intergroup conflicts, military alliances, and compensa-
tions in order to create a power base and extract resources for these 
pretexts from communities; (9) the creation of hierarchical secret soci-
eties that claim supernatural powers and exacted high fees for member-
ship and advancement; (10) loaning resources at high interest rates to 
individuals for the above purposes; and (11) the denigration, marginali-
zation, and predatory treatment of individuals who refuse to participate 
in the above systems. Terms such as “lazy moochers,” “rubbish men,” 
“abominable people,” “dead skins,” “finger in eye,” “mud face,” and 
similar epithets occur commonly in transegalitarian or more complex 
societies but seem to be lacking or uncommon among egalitarian forag-
ers (Hayden 2014:68).

There are a number of material, archaeological consequences to 
some of these changes. However, at a more fundamental level, these 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108874441.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108874441.003


Brian Hayden44

developments were critical in forging a link between consumption and 
the pursuit of status and its rewards. They were also important for 
injecting an inflationary component into consumption. The prospect 
must have been irresistible for aggrandizers to obtain more wealth, 
more marriage partners, more labor, and more supporters by using sur-
pluses for feasts, marriages, funerals, and other strategies. Using mate- 
rial production in these “status” competitions created intense pressures 
to out-compete rivals by out-producing them.

Those who advanced these changes also promoted major changes in 
ideological systems that were used to justify and validate new types of 
behavior (Hayden 2019). The most noteworthy were the establishment 
of binding debts; the elevation of the dead to give them powers over 
production and human welfare (with rituals meant to ensure or justify 
wealth disparities); the contracting of marriages via payments; the attri-
bution of new powers to ritual objects; and a host of claims about 
supernatural forces and the abilities of secret society members to influ-
ence supernatural forces. A few further comments are warranted about 
several of these changes.

Above all, the creation of contractual debts through gifts of highly 
valued foods and prestige items at feasts or important social transac-
tions was the pivot that powerfully transformed societies from egali-
tarian foragers into transegalitarian societies with pronounced 
inequalities. As Edmund Leach (1954:152–153) observed, “Kachins 
tend to perceive every kind of mutual relationship that may grow up 
between a pair of individuals as being part of a system of debts … the 
debt is a kind of credit account which ensures the continuity of the 
relationship” (emphasis added). I suspect this observation was gener-
ally true of most transegalitarian and chiefdom level societies, and it 
is critical to archaeological interpretation because debts typically 
involve prestige foods and prestige gifts, the material remains of 
which are largely recoverable from archaeological contexts. They thus 
provide a means of inferring important aspects of the socioeconomic 
and political dynamics of past societies, especially via their role in 
feasts held to create support relationships and build political power. 
Promises to reciprocate were early forms of contracts, and Fried 
(2015) as well as Krebs (2020:93) have argued that honoring prom-
ises is an inherent feature of human morality. Moreover, Krebs main-
tained that the creation of promises and debts involving goods and 
services represented a major shift from a communal or collective 
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responsibility – or sense of fairness (what is best for all) – to individual- 
centered contracts and responsibilities. This alone involved major 
changes to the ideological foundations of cultures. Even more impor-
tantly, such debts could be used to create support bases and to struc-
ture political power.

I have dealt extensively with how surpluses were used in feasts in 
traditional societies to create debts and powerful factions (Hayden 
2014). Some archaeologists still pretend that lavish burials represented 
communal solidarity feasts while ignoring the more obvious competi-
tive aspects of these burials and feasts that played key roles in negoti- 
ating political power and status in communities (Hayden 2014). In the 
case of surplus consumption used for high marriage payments, it is evi-
dent that those people who benefited the most were the rich and that 
the only credible candidates for promoting such changes were the rich. 
The rich could also promise supporters help in getting desirable mar-
riage partners, probably at a substantial interest-bearing cost. 
Obtaining the required wealth could put the newly married couple in 
debt to their creditor almost for life, thereby providing unparalleled 
control over their lives (Meillassoux 1981). Thus, high marriage costs 
provided aggrandizers a number of important benefits, including effec-
tive promotional displays of wealth and power that attracted support-
ers and elevated the aggrandizer’s status. Moreover, the value of 
children was systematically increased by giving feasts and prestige 
objects to them at key life events (birth, naming, first achievements, 
puberty, ear piercings, tattooings, or other significant maturation 
stages). This was a way of investing or storing surpluses in children. 
However, like stocks and bonds, all surplus investment strategies entail 
risks, and when children died these investments were lost, along with 
the prestige goods given to them and buried with them. While many 
archaeologists have glibly assumed that wealth buried with children is 
indicative of stratified societies with institutionalized socioeconomic 
classes, the ethnographic record of transegalitarian societies demon-
strates that this practice actually began well before any socioeconomic 
stratification. Burying prestige items with children was the logical con-
sequence of aggrandizers’ strategies of using children as a means of 
investment for costly marriages that were used to create economic and 
political alliances between families. This practice is apparent in several 
Upper Paleolithic burials such as the children at Sungir, Grotte des 
Enfants, La Madeleine (Figure 2.1), and Arene Candide.
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In addition to child burials, lavish burials in general can hardly be 
viewed as benefiting the average or poor members of communities. In 
fact, during the Upper Paleolithic and among ethnographically known 
complex hunter/gatherers, most people were not buried at all (Binant 
1991; Pettitt 2010:216–217). In the entire Upper Paleolithic, only about 
200 burials have been reported. What happened to the rest of the popu-
lation? They do not seem to have been buried. Why were some individ-
uals buried and others not, and why were some accompanied by 
unusual amounts of wealth? One of the most plausible suggestions is 
that some individuals were buried (at times lavishly, e.g., Sungir) in 
order to promote their importance as powerful ancestors or as power-
ful members of secret societies.

figure 2.1 Upper Paleolithic adolescent and child burials. Burials were some-
times accompanied by lavish jewelry. The example shown here is a child richly 
covered with shell beads from La Madeleine (France; from Capitan and 
Peyrony 1928). Other examples include the children at Sungir accompanied by 
thousands of ivory beads; an adolescent from Arene Candide (Liguria, Italy) 
accompanied by hundreds of shells decorating his head and body; and two 
small children similarly covered with shell beads from Grotte des Enfants 
(Liguria, Italy). Such decorated clothing was probably meant, in life, to enhance 
the value of children for marriage exchanges between families.
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Ancestor cults are not the only way of leveraging food or prestige 
items from others or claiming authority over them based on supernat-
ural warrants. Elsewhere, I have documented the fascinating character-
istics of secret ritual societies in a range of ethnographic groups 
(Hayden 2018). They commonly occur not only in transegalitarian 
hunter/gatherer communities but also in horticultural groups, chief-
doms, and some state-level polities, and they were presumably just as 
common prehistorically. Secret societies arguably were established by 
politically ambitious aggrandizers who wanted to extend their influence 
beyond their own kinship groups and/or communities by enlisting the 
most powerful and wealthy members in ritual cults that claimed to pos-
sess supernatural powers. Most secret societies claimed to protect their 
communities from purportedly destructive spirits or supernatural 
forces. Membership was restricted by the ability to pay exorbitant initi-
ation and advancement fees to society heads, and food and goods were 
extracted from other community residents for curing, protection, or 
other services. People who trespassed into secret society domains were 
usually beaten or killed. There were also means of intimidating or pun-
ishing anyone who expressed doubts about the society’s supernatural 
claims, and its decisions were usually enforced by coercion or retribu-
tion. Ethnographers frequently referred to these societies as terrorist 
organizations established for the sole benefit of their members. Societies 
and their members usually competed fiercely for the lucre and power 
that characterized high ranks, providing an important link between 
 political power and ritual expressions in complex societies that has 
often puzzled prehistorians.

I have suggested (Hayden 2018) that the elaborately painted caves of 
the Upper Paleolithic and many of the later major regional ritual cen-
ters such as Gobekli Tepe, Minoan Peak Sanctuaries, Chavín de 
Huantar, the Chacoan Great Houses, and Stonehenge were all centers 
for secret societies or organizations derived from them. In sum, secret 
societies constitute one of the most effective surplus consumption–
based strategies in extending status and power beyond kinship groups 
and localities. Members were generally feared and certainly had consid-
erable status in the public political and ritual arenas of their communi-
ties and regions. High-ranking members were considered especially 
powerful and often given special burials under megaliths and probably 
in caves such as Cussac in the Charente or Hilazon Tachtit in the 
Levant.
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Fast-Forward

To document the above developments in detail and to trace their evolu-
tion from complex hunter/gatherers through horticultural and agricul-
tural or chiefdom polities into early states and then into empires would 
require several book-length treatises, a few of which have already been 
published (Hayden 2014, 2018). Space does not permit such elabora-
tion, and I have therefore only presented a cursory overview, but all 
these strategies for using surplus consumption to gain power and 
wealth-based status have material consequences that can be identified 
archaeologically. Even status-based changes in ideology can be detected 
in the iconography of power animals, ancestral monuments, astronom-
ical alignments, and the presence of prestige items. Suffice it to say, it is 
possible to infer the presence of all these strategies in favored (surplus-
producing) regions during the Upper Paleolithic, and material evidence 
for them persists in similar regions during the Mesolithic/Epipaleolithic 
and Neolithic periods and into the metal ages. The advent of agricul-
ture about 10,000 years ago created the possibility for increased food 
production and ever greater heights of surplus-based competition. 
However, given the inherent limits of human labor (including slavery) 
and preindustrial production and transport technology, these surplus 
consumption strategies appear to have reached their limits with the cre-
ation of the great world empires such as the Roman, Chinese, and 
Mongolian empires. These entities so stretched political, economic, and 
technological systems that they collapsed due to various internal factors 
(MacKay 2017), only to have other empires emerge, reach the same 
limits, and collapse in turn.

With the advent of the Industrial Revolution and corporate econom-
ics, however, new sources of energy became available, and aggrandizers 
have once again begun to expand their horizons in competitive bouts to 
dominate new resource niches. New strategies have emerged to produce 
and control surpluses in the form of fungible wealth, but I maintain 
that the underlying dynamics behind all these strategies remain the 
same: motivating or coercing the general populace to produce surpluses 
that elites or aggrandizer-oligarchs then maneuver to control as much 
as possible, including by altering cultural norms, behaviors, and regula-
tions to their benefit. In addition, MacKay (2017:151–153) observes, 
they use deceit and manipulation to gain power within the existing con-
straints: “when oligarchs are not able to achieve their aims through 
changes to legislation, they simply break what laws stand between 
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themselves and expanded power and profit” (MacKay 2017:103; see 
also Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 2011). Concessions to the general 
populace are only made under extreme pressure. While aggrandizers in 
transegalitarian communities had to pander to general interests and 
tread carefully so as not to stir up too much popular opposition to their 
strategies, state-level and industrial aggrandizers have accumulated so 
much control that they are more impervious to backlashes, although 
they still find that the use of veiled coercion is most effective (MacKay 
2017:153). In Industrial Societies, examples include the creation of 
powerful corporations with astronomical budgets that fund armies of 
lawyers to quash any opposition to their self-interests. Aggrandizer-
oligarchs also use their resources to lobby government officials to insti-
tute policies and laws that will benefit themselves. They mobilize police 
forces or armies to enforce their “rights” and the laws and policies that 
they have created. They behave like classic Triple-A aggrandizers in 
every way. I contend that the evolution of our current type of society 
can be traced back to the Upper Paleolithic production and control of 
surpluses in service of aggrandizer power and wealth strategies, includ-
ing status promotion. Ever since, there has been an exponential growth 
in population, surplus production, prestige goods, debts, technology, 
and sociopolitical complexity.

Although the original source of energy driving such systems was 
food, we have added other sources to create surplus production and 
consumption: fossil fuels, sunlight, wind, geothermal sources, nuclear 
fission, and chemicals all are used by Industrial Societies to produce 
desirable foods and prestige goods (and services). The Industrial 
Revolution has opened up a new ecological niche and, as elsewhere in 
the biological world, when a new energy niche opens up, there is a 
 helter-skelter scramble for control of its resources. As Robin Kimmerer 
(2013:283–284) describes this process for plants, pioneer species aim to 
grow and reproduce as fast as possible to grab as much sunlight and 
nutrients as they can to get more of everything than their rivals. 
Competition is most intense when pioneer species colonize deforested 
areas. These short-lived organisms (like junk-stock companies) suck up 
resources as fast as they can, a strategy that is adaptive when resources 
seem infinite and growth unlimited, as has been the case with fossil 
fuels over the last 200 years. However, when resources run short and 
are difficult to obtain, evolution favors cooperation and stability. Long-
lived species living cooperatively in mature forests emerge (Kimmerer 
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2013:289). Under these conditions, the best adaptations are those that 
focus on long-term benefits rather than short-term gains.

This was the case with our hunting and gathering ancestors for over 
two and a half million years and it probably explains the importance of 
religion in these societies as a stabilizing force that ensured basic long-
term survival practices were maintained even in good times. The age of 
surplus food production, followed by the Industrial Revolution, created 
new energy sources and fields for expansion, but we are now hitting 
our expansion limits and need to curtail the excesses of past expansions 
for a more cooperative, stable, existence. Unfortunately, there are still 
individuals, corporations, and governments who are operating as if 
growth can continue indefinitely. From Indigenous People’s perspec-
tives, they are the windegos of our epoch – people who have become 
cannibals because they cannot control their drive to consume 
(Kimmerer 2013:300–304). They may only constitute 10 percent of our 
populations, but as the adage phrases it, 10 percent of the people are 
responsible for 90 percent of our problems. They promote 
 ever-increasing excesses, irrespective of consequences for others or the 
welfare of the earth.

The basic problem with surplus consumption–driven systems from 
the Upper Paleolithic to the present is that they are inherently competi-
tive, expansive, and highly inflationary. Herskovits (1940:461–465), 
Stevenson (1943), Dalton (1971, 1977), Earle (1978:173; 1997:70–74), 
and others refer to the circulation of prestige objects as “political” or 
“status” economies, which they differentiate from strictly utilitarian 
“subsistence” or “domestic” economies. They argue that the dynamics 
of political economies are very different from subsistence economies. 
Firth nicely summed up the nature of the difference: “The subsistence 
factor in the economy is inevitably the more stable. … The status factor, 
on the other hand, is, by definition, expansive. Expansiveness, extrava-
gance, exuberance, conspicuous display, prodigality. … The status econ-
omy, in short, is always an economy of scarcity” (1959:480).

In status economies, there is never, has never been, and will never be, 
enough (Nairn and Ambrosino 1980; Hakansson 1994,, 1995; see also 
Bourdieu 1984; Roscoe and Isenhour, this volume). Aggrandizers com-
pete with each other for power and wealth status. If a rival can match 
the price – if he or she is willing to pay for an important marriage part-
ner, a military ally, or to make an ancestor powerful – then they are 
obligated to increase their production to outdo him or her. Their appe-
tite for energy, wealth, control, and power is insatiable. Aggrandizers 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108874441.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108874441.003


“Status” Pursuits in Prehistory 51

are constantly trying to develop new more effective ways to lure the 
general populace, or selected parts of it, into their orbit of influence, 
control, and profit. They set up positive feedback situations in which 
success in producing surpluses is used to procure ever more control, 
ever more surpluses, and ever more surplus consumption. These are the 
drivers of exponential growth in so many domains over the past 30,000 
years. Before the Industrial Revolution, growth was largely limited by 
the amount of human labor available (hence the drive to produce more 
and more people). However, with the Industrial Revolution, machines, 
computers, and robots have assumed many production roles with the 
result that nonimmigrant populations in industrial countries have gen-
erally stayed static or have frequently declined.

Problems and Prospects

The upshot of the last 30,000 years of cultural development is that 
aggrandizers have managed to co-opt stable cooperative community 
interests and turn them into culturally institutionalized systems for 
their own political, economic, social, and religious benefit. They have 
promoted their own versions of ideologies as justification for their 
actions but blithely ignore these prescriptions to advance their interests. 
“Thou shalt not kill” does not prevent genocide, warfare, and witch 
burnings. Plaudits about democracy do not apply when democratically 
elected leaders favor redistributive or “socialist” policies.

Some people object to the aggrandizer model of cultural change 
because, they argue, there are some very altruistic politicians and busi-
ness people who genuinely care about the welfare of others. To be sure, 
not everyone who is a lineage head, who creates a corporation, or who 
runs for political office is a typical aggrandizer. Some have more altruis-
tic motives, but to succeed they must operate in systems created by 
aggrandizers to benefit aggrandizers. There almost certainly were ben-
evolent slave owners, but slavery cannot be understood as an outcome 
of benevolent people. It should also be acknowledged that a major part 
of aggrandizer strategies has been to use surpluses and influence to 
acquire supporters in order to make their strategies work and that these 
supporters benefited from doing so (Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 
2011). Initially, when it was more difficult to convince people to par-
ticipate in aggrandizer strategies, sources of leverage were limited and 
weak (kin ties, claims of debts, charisma, claims of helping the commu-
nity) with pushbacks easily mounted. Aggrandizers therefore needed to 
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establish a relatively wide and powerful base of supporters by provid-
ing fairly generous goods and help to supporters. With the emergence 
of chiefdoms and states, cliques of aggrandizers became more estab-
lished and strategies for control became more refined. The power bases 
involved fewer and fewer people: the elites. When industrialization 
resulted in a need for general education to create, run, and consume 
industrial products, the educated populace began to demand more for 
themselves, ultimately giving rise to popularly elected politicians and 
consequently the need of aggrandizers to obtain popular support for 
candidates that represent aggrandizer (individualistic) views.

While there certainly must have been pushbacks throughout prehis-
tory, just as in recent industrial times – and there have been some suc-
cessful countermeasures or even revolutions that have sought to protect 
the interests of the general populace – these have been grudging conces-
sions and have not altered the basic structures or dynamics that 
aggrandizers have put in place. Minimum wages, child labor laws, elim-
inating mercury or DDT poisons, stopping the ozone depletion, estab-
lishing governments based on popular votes, and many more historical 
concessions have really only been cosmetic changes to the fundamental 
structure of industrial society. They are window dressing, fingers in 
dikes that rising sea levels are now overwhelming. Although aggrand-
izers make concessions when forced to, they relentlessly strive to get 
around new regulations or develop alternative ways to achieve their 
goals. “Far from being noble or refined, the spectrum of oligarchic 
interest is the most predatory, immoral, wasteful, and ecologically 
destructive” (MacKay 2017:131). Aggrandizer-oligarchs are today’s 
windegos. If mercury and DDT are banned, other chemicals are substi-
tuted to produce paper or eliminate insects as cheaply as possible. If 
wages rise too high, production is transferred to countries with lower 
wages, or mechanization and robots are used to produce goods. 
Immediate harm may be avoided, but the long-term consequences of 
aggrandizer strategies still lead to overshoot, stratification, and 
oligarchies.

Over the centuries, aggrandizers recruited the support of key people 
by proffering them fine foods, help in marriage, and defensive alliances. 
In more recent, industrial years, they have lured people with a wide 
range of cheap, mass-produced luxury goods that threaten planetary 
sustainability. Aggrandizers may deploy an array of strategies to 
achieve power, wealth, and status, but the most effective by far have 
been based on the production and consumption of material surpluses 
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and an insatiable need for ever more energy. The positive feedback 
effects of status success leading to ever more production, and increased 
production leading to greater status success has created a dizzying spi-
ral of production and consumption, which elites have encouraged 
everyone to participate in (Bourdieu 1984).

The success of these and previous aggrandizer strategies may have 
been a gradual and supporter-biased increase in the standard of living 
for the general populace (Herskovits 1940:482), but the cost has been 
endemic warfare for millennia; an exponential increase in technology 
and resource extraction; the degradation of environments on continen-
tal scales; pollution and toxic contamination of sea, land, and atmos-
phere; uncontrolled climate change; massive extinction of species; and a 
host of other catastrophic developments ably chronicled by Carson 
(1962), Klein (2014), MacKay (2017), and many others including 
numerous United Nations studies. Despite the warning signs and the 
unsustainability of eternal growth and ever-increasing energy consump-
tion, the dominant concern of politicians and businesspeople remains 
the promotion of growth. The goal of corporations and their directors 
is to increase profits; major banks rake in billions of dollars in profits 
every quarter yet strive to make more; politicians constantly invoke 
tropes of creating more jobs and making the economy grow; and every 
year, national and global fossil fuel consumption keeps increasing.

Leaders talk of sustainability, but in the context of the growth ethic 
and the practices they espouse, this is a meaningless term. The only 
time in recent history when US energy production plateaued was dur-
ing the Great Depression (Figure 2.2), conditions that represented a 
sustainable, nonexpanding cultural system. Yet no one, no politician, 
business entrepreneur, or member of the public will ever favor adopting 
depression-like conditions until ecological or economic collapse forces 
them to.

Where does all this leave us? Authors like MacKay (2017) feel that 
the general populace may eventually recognize that a war-footing is 
necessary, that drastic uncomfortable sacrifices must be made to stop 
the juggernaut of aggrandizer civilization from destroying the globe. 
Optimists like MacKay are buoyed by past popular successes. Given the 
past performance of humans, the many archaeological and historical 
examples of collapsed polities that have overshot their environments 
and economies, and the basic structural flaws that I have discussed, I 
am far less sanguine about prospects for the future. With all the eco-
nomic, social, ideological scaffolding that has been created to support 
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the aggrandizer system, it is almost impossible to imagine significant 
change even if there are modest popular victories in specific areas such 
as labor conditions, medical coverages, and regulation of monopolies or 
competition. In the past, major concessions and changes have only hap-
pened when large proportions of populations were faced with poverty, 
starvation, and death – or when sufficient numbers of aggrandizers 
themselves felt it was to their benefit. It was the Great Depression that 
brought in bank regulations, social security, and other “socialist” 
programs.

Given the addiction of most contemporary individuals to their 
immediate material comfort and given politicians’ devotion to the 
growth of economies, I see no reason to assume that our own industrial 
civilization will not meet the same eventual fate as previous civilizations 
that overshot their inherent constraints. We are all passengers in a run-
away bus without breaks hurtling down a mountain. The question is 
how to stop the bus without major casualties. It is incumbent upon 
anyone concerned about this situation to do everything possible to 
combat the headlong pursuit of aggrandizer interests that spell disaster 
for the rest of the population. We need to motivate people to reduce 
consumption, forego excesses, revise laws, curtail the most wealthy, and 
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figure 2.2 Energy consumption in the United States from 1775 to 2018. 
Note that during the Great Depression (c. 1929–1940), all sources of energy 
basically remained constant, except for coal, which peaked in consumption in 
1920 and then started a slow decline as oil and natural gas increased in impor- 
tance. Subsequently coal consumption went into a steeper decline from 1931 to 
1934. Except for the use of coal, the energy conditions of the Great Depression 
essentially exemplify “no-growth” conditions for industrial economies. Source: 
US Energy Information Administration, October 2008.
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reconfigure corporations – all daunting tasks. The only hope available 
may be hope. But if there is to be a meaningful attempt to correct the 
situation, the fundamental step is to clearly understand the problem. 
That is what I hope to have made a contribution to with this analysis. 
Determining what needs to be done and how it is to be done is a much 
bigger undertaking.
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