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While we are gathered here this weekend in an effort to revalue and reconstruct a portion of the non-monetary economy through the ingenious means of time banking (Cahn 2000), I would like to take short journey to faraway societies where there is no market or monetary economy. In such societies the needs that individuals cannot meet for themselves and their families can only be taken care of by others. And so people have no option but to secure themselves through the banking of reciprocal social relationships and obligations.


I will begin with what we understand from anthropology, economics and neuroscience about the basic building blocks of reciprocity. Then I will give a brief case study from the !Kung Bushmen of southern Africa showing how relationships of reciprocity were woven into social security systems in the past, and what is happening to such systems as traditional societies enter the global market economy. Finally I will discuss what understanding the banking of reciprocal social relationships might mean for the banking of time in the modern world.

Reciprocity


In 1925 the Sociologist Marcel Mauss presented a simple formula for reciprocity in his classic work "The Gift" (Mauss 1925). He argued that humans have a threefold need to give, receive, and reciprocate in order to form social relationships. In these relationships, social and economic interests are intertwined. That is to say, people give to make friends and people make friends to get gifts and assistance.


This formula, simple though it is, appears to be deeply rooted in human nature. It has roots in our phylogeny: chimpanzees and bonobos, some of our closest primate relatives, engage in sharing and reciprocity (de Waal 1982, 1997; McGrew 1996). Reciprocity unfolds as a normal part of child development: the tendency to give and take appears in children of all cultures during the second half year of life. Up until about 6-7 months of age, an infant holds out an object to show to others, but the object is retained in an iron-clad grasp. Then, one fine day around 8 months, that hand suddenly releases and the object is transferred to another with the expectation that it be returned. The child then expresses great pleasure and excitement and engages in intensive give and take games with objects or food for the next few weeks. Giving and receiving has entered the child's repetoire. Finally, the formula for reciprocity is understood and applied in all human societies; it is a trans-cultural universal.


There are other sets of evidence suggesting that reciprocity is a biologically based predisposition. Recently hundreds of experimental games conducted by economists and anthropologists in many different cultures have refuted the central assumption of neo-classical economics: that humans seek to maximize economic gain (Henrich et al. 2004). They indicate that:

--people care about other people

--have a sense of fairness

-- a devotion to reciprocity, 

--an aversion to inequity and inequality 

--and a taste for punishment. 


Studies in neuroscience also indicate that intellectually we are well equipped for reciprocity and derive pleasure from cooperation and exchange. To give a few examples Jim Rilling and colleagues (Rilling et al. 2002) have taken brain scans (fMRI) of subjects as they played Prisoner's dilemma, a game involving cooperative social behavior. They found that mutual cooperation is associated with consistent activation of areas of the brain that are linked to pleasure, positively reinforcing reciprocity. In other words, there is a neural basis for social cooperation. 

The studies of Paul Zak, and colleagues (Zak 2004) have investigated the relationship between trust and oxytocin, a hormone that facilitates social bonding . They found that during experimental games requiring cooperation and reciprocity, subjects experience rises in oxytocin levels when they receive signals indicating trust. The stronger the signal of trust, the more oxytocin is released, and the more trustworthy people are. Reciprocity has its own rewards. 

Let us return to Mauss' formula TO GIVE, TO RECEIVE and TO RECIPROCATE. This formula may seem trivial, but in fact, if it is disrupted at any point, there are indeed consequences. Without giving, relationships are not formed. Failure to receive constitutes serious rejection; ill feelings and conflict usually ensue. Refusal to reciprocate may have one of several consequences. If the receiver cheats and DOES NOT reciprocate, social sanctions are usually applied and the relationship may be broken. If the receiver CANNOT reciprocate because he or she is unable to do so, a relationship of dominance and submission results. For example, aboriginal societies of the NW coast of the US and Canada engaged in giving competitions or "potlatch" in which one party sought to humiliate the other by giving them far more than they could pay back. They buried their opponents in wealth, so to speak. If the receiver is NOT ALLOWED TO reciprocate as in case of charity, a relationship of inequality and subjugation is formed. And, as the anthropologist Mary Douglas (1990) wrote in her introduction of Mauss' book The Gift, "Charity wounds". To give some examples, doctors who refuse to accept gifts from patients, even verbal gifts or gifts of knowledge, may fail to establish equality and two-way communication. Programs to help the poor in our country or foreign aid programs that do not illicit 'give and take' result in humiliation, resentment, and low levels of cooperation.

There is some evidence that charity actually does hurt physically by subordinating the receiver. For example, the studies of Mazur and Booth (1998) have shown that men who lose in a wide variety of status competitions experience a drop in testosterone and subsequent depression. By contrast, those who win experience a rise in testosterone and elevation of mood. Even sports fans get a testosterone boost when their team is victorious. The dynamics are less clear for women. Robert Sapolsky (1994) has found that a rise in social status is associated with a drop in levels of cortisol, a stress hormone. Those who are dominated experience a rise in stress hormones. Stress hormones are related to depression and an increase in cardiovascular disease, amongst many other things.

Only if Mauss' formula is completed successfully with adequate give and take, is a bond of equality formed that can be used as a building block for community and regional social security systems. Here I will give an example from the !Kung Bushmen of how social security networks that cover almost all needs in life can be woven from banking individual relationships of reciprocity.

!Kung Bushmen hunter-gatherers of the Kalahari


The !Kung Bushmen (Ju/'hoansi) of the Kalahari Desert live in N.W. Namibia and N.E. Botswana. There they subsist by exploiting over 100 species of wild plants and some 30 species of animals (Marshall 1976; Lee 1979). The late 1970s, they foraged for food on a daily basis and had no grain in the larder, no meat on the hoof in domestic animals, and no money in the bank. In an environment where there is great spatial variation in resources, frequent drought, and water shortage, no group had enough food and water in its own areas of land rights to secure itself year in and year out. People had to depend on the resources and assistance of others.


In the early 1970s when !Kung were hunting and gathering regularly, they shared widely with relatives in their own camp, and each person formed an average of 15 xaro partnerships with people in other camps to secure him or herself. Xaro partnerships had two components (Wiessner 1982; 1986). The one involved the roughly balanced exchange of beautiful or useful gifts, such as necklaces of ostrich egg shell beads, arrows, knives, clothing, or any other non-food items that were prized. These objects circulated widely throughout the Kalahari. This roughly balanced, delayed exchange of gifts supplied information about the status of the relationship: that it was intact and that the partners "held each other in their hearts". Because these gifts contained information about the relationship, they might be considered to be one version of the Time Bank computer (Photo 1). The second component of xaro was the underlying obligation for partners to give mutual access to resources of their area and assistance in many forms. Reciprocity was not stipulated by time, quality or quantity (Sahlins 1972), but was based on the understanding that the one who was in need could call on the other for assistance, provided that the need was real. The flow of assistance might be one-way for a long time and reciprocated years later. Only under these conditions could reciprocity secure people against unpredictable events. 

In the 1970s, !Kung formed a set of well place partnerships knowing that, over the long run, they would get more than they gave in some relationship and perhaps give more than they got in others Partnerships included both men and women, people with a wide variety of skills and knowledge, of different ages, and in locations up to 200 km away (Map 1). Children entered the xaro network at an early age but received much more assistance when they gave. Adolescents, called "!hari kxao", "owners of the shade" (i.e. of lying in the shade") also contributed minimally. Newly married adults gave what they could while struggling to support their young families. By their mid-thirties, most !Kung were very productive, assisting both the old and young. In old age men and women continued to hunt and gather as best they could. When their health or eyesight failed, they continued to help with children care, processing food, sharing knowledge, or mediating conflicts. After death, some partnerships were passed on to their children to maintain continuity in relationships. Because people depended so heavily on one another, no personal assets went unexploited.

The xaro system did indeed work. Between 1968 and 1974, the average !Kung man and women spent 3.3 months visiting partners and gaining access to assistance and resources (Wiessner 1986) . In 1974, a year of severe environmental failure, I was able to see how effective the xaro system really was. Extraordinarily heavy rains in the area had knocked the nuts from the trees before they could ripen, dispersed the game, and allowed the grass to grow so tall that it choked many food plants. Hunger was severe, but surprisingly people just sat around complaining, spending their days making gifts or talking of relatives and conditions in other places. Before the food supply was completely depleted, families left home one by one to live with partners in areas where the rains had not had such a severe impact. It was only through relationships banked over many years that they made it through this hard year.

It is easy to romanticize Bushmen systems of banking relationships, but we know that all humans have both altruistic and selfish sides. How are these relationships regulated? Who does the accounting? Who pays? The very aspect of the system that makes it so effective in dealing with unpredictable events is also the one that makes it complex to regulate: the terms of the relationship that he or she who has gives to the one who is in need, provided that the need is real. Determining who is the have and who is the have not and which needs are real takes a good deal of time and energy. For example, of some 308 conversations that I recorded in 1974 and 1997, 171 or 56% contained some kind of complaint, criticism, or cajoling about who had what and did or did not give it to whom (Wiessner 2004b). Life is a constant game of determining who has and who is in need and people are subject to regular surveillance and complaints. To ask is to show that one still cares (Marshall 1976). It is often the job of the giver to make the receiver want to reciprocate and to do so. For the !Kung regulating reciprocity might be said to provide the spice of life. 


Why do the more gifted participate? In most cases they have no other choice because participation is necessary to maintain positive social standing, for emotional support, and to be covered in times of hardship. When !Kung feel exploited they either cease working for a period to give others the message that it is their turn to do more or they conceal what they do have. For instance, in 1974 there was an elderly man who had ceased hunting three years earlier when his eyesight waned. One day he received a pair to glasses that had traveled along xaro networks for over two hundred kilometers. He put them on jokingly and found that he could see perfectly. Two days later he passed them on to another partner. When I asked why, he explained that he had worked hard all his life to help others and now wanted to take some time off and collect the fruits of his labor. 

Given the necessity of regulating reciprocity and protecting against cheating, it is not surprising that pleasure centers in the brain are activated with both successful cooperation and with detection of cheaters and subsequent punishment (de Quervain et al. 2004; Sanfey et al. 2003). Banking of relationships is thus kept in balance by two forces. The one is positive payoff from mutual economic assistance and the accompanying warm relationships that form, and the other, regular monitoring, requests, cajoling, and verbal punishment. People in all societies have a taste for both.

How old is relationship banking?

A number of evolutionary biologists have argued that some of our most important cognitive capacities and emotions developed in the service of regulating reciprocity, for example, memory, ability to calculate, moral standards and perhaps language (Dunbar 1996; Trivers1971). How old might such relationships be? It is likely that systems of sharing within local groups have existed for millions of years, for both reciprocity and a low tolerance for inequity are found in non-human primates. Studies in East Africa indicate that obsidian and other lithic materials traveled up to 200-300 kilometers as long as some 130,000 years ago, the time when modern human emerged in Africa (see McBrearty and Brooks 2000 for an excellent summary). It is unlikely that materials would be found so far from their point of origin unless transported via an exchange system. Stanley Ambrose (1998) has found ostrich eggshell beads at the site of Enkapute ya Muto in east Africa that date back to 40,000 years ago. Given that these beads are almost perfectly formed, there is little doubt that they were being manufactured long before 40,000 B.P., perhaps for exchange similar to !Kung xaro.   Social security systems formed by banking relationships are likely to have been one of the key adaptations that allowed modern humans to expand out of Africa and inhabit so many niches of our planet. 

The impact of the global monetary economy on relationship banking

 It is probably fair to say that in many non-western societies, banking of relationships continues at the village level but that external networks are rapidly deteriorating. Broader social networks are floundering for a number of reasons:

(1) Humans assets are being depleted by the AIDS epidemic. In some small villages of Africa, the productive population is composed of largely of grandparents and grandchildren; most residents of reproductive age are either severely ill or deceased. Orphans may grow up with a lack of love and stability making them socially and developmentally unprepared for solid relationships of reciprocity.

(2) The educated or more gifted are drawn into the cash economy and less willing to participate in broader systems of banking relationships.

(3) Development programs often emphasize the accumulation of economic rather than social capital.

(4) Food relief and other aid programs shift the responsibility for social security from the regional population to governments and NGOs. Banking relationships for times of hardship requires sustained efforts. If such relationships are not maintained, they disintegrate rapidly. People then become dependent on external agencies rather than tapping into the resources of the local and regional population. 

The !Kung Bushmen of Nyae Nyae provide no exception to the general breakdown of systems of banking relationships. Traditionally they had a slow rate of population growth and were at the bottom of the social barrel, and so other more powerful groups claimed two thirds of their former lands. The northern portion was designated as a game reserve and the southern third given to Herero pastoralists. Attempts to supplement the former foraging economy with farming were successful for a decade (Marshall 2002). Policy changed in the 1990s, however, and a Community Based Natural Resource Conservancy was formed under the LIFE program of USAID and World Wildlife Fund to make the area into a game sanctuary that would attract tourist and trophy hunters from abroad. With the digging of permanent waters, some 1000 elephants moved permanently into the area for the first time. Elephants harvest wild food crops of nuts, roots and berries, ravage gardens and regularly tear down water installations, making it impossible for the Bushmen to glean a living from either hunting and gathering or from agriculture. People have become dependent on government food rations and handouts of conservancy income. While in the 1970s the average person had 15 exchange partners within a radius of some 200km, by 1997 he or she had and average of 7 with a 75 km radius, and by 2003, fewer still (Map 2). When government rations are not delivered and hunger is severe, people have no recourse but to "lie out the hunger" (Wiessner 2004a). Drug resistant TB is a persistent killer and rates of violence and alcohol consumption are high. 

Conservancy income from trophy hunting is projected to rise rapidly, however, it is difficult to predict what cash benefits will do for the !Kung. If future income is applied toward creating self-employment and self-sufficiency for the greater part of the population through agriculture, small industry, and local hunting, the outcome could be positive. But in order to preserve the social fabric, everybody must be given the opportunity to work to support his or her family, to assist kin, to bank relationships, and to strive for a better life. At the moment this is not happening -- the easy route is being taken and income is being handed out to end up in local drinking establishments.

To close with an anecdote, one evening about a year ago I had been calculating the grim figures on subsistence income, population, disease, and social relationships in the Nyae Nyae area. I went to bed feeling restless and discouraged that the extraordinary skills of the Bushmen in "banking relationships" were of little use in the market economy of today. About 2 AM the phone rang. Some friends from the Nyae Nyae area had obtained access to a satellite phone. Their first question was whether satellite phones work in both Bushman or only in English. When I assured them they work in all languages, they proceeded with a request. They told me that they had just called the cellist Yo-yo Ma in Boston. He had come to the Kalahari a few years ago, they had helped him make a film. In return he had promised to provide funds to buy soccer shoes and uniforms for their recently formed team. "Well, they had just called him to make good on that promise and now wanted to send me drawings of their feet so I could buy and send the shoes. After exchanging news, I hung up and went back to sleep thinking that perhaps their traditional skills in networking and banking relationships might indeed be of some use in the shrinking world of today. 

Banking relationships and banking time

In non-monetary economies like those of the Bushmen, it is relationships and their accompanying obligations that are banked, not time, as they have been for 99% of our evolutionary history. Here I would like to mention a few issues that may arise when it is time, not relationships, that is banked.

(1) Time. When relationships are banked, they structure time. Time does not structure relationships as it does in western societies where, for example, a parent may have but a few hours of free time each week for his or her children. In "traditional" societies, social events happen when relationships are right and thus they succeed. They are rarely squeezed into a time slot. When it is time that is banked, sound relationships may not be formed in a matter of hours. Hopefully, the positive emotional payoff of time exchange will give people incentive to ignore the restrictions of time and continue exchange after hours.

(2) Costs. Banking of relationships for social security in traditional societies is maintained by constant vigilance, requests, and complaints. Costs of regulation are high and intrusive, but few human assets go unexploited. In time banking the computer provides a much less intrusive means of regulation, however, there will be recurring costs to sustain motivation and participation and to locate assets. These costs will have to be borne by warm bodies and so will fall on the shoulders of co-coordinators. They may never go away. It is unrealistic to think that most programs will not require regular funding and not involve conflicts in relationships -- certainly they do in traditional societies

3. Equality. In non-market economies, everybody has to participate in social security systems. The gifted give more than their share and maintain relationships of equality because there is no other way to cover their needs in time of crisis. 

With time banking, it may be difficult to pull in the more capable who can secure themselves in other ways. And when they do participate, it will take time and effort for participants to learn to take as well as to give, for it is giving without taking brings status in western society. Unless give and take can be achieved, community will not be formed. 

(4) Environment. When social security is achieved by banking relationships, exploitation of resources is limited for two reasons

(a) Those who have must give to those who are in need, and so people walk the fine line between producing enough to help themselves others but not enough to be subject to exploitation. For example, in the past Bushmen went to nut groves, harvested enough nuts to feed their families and needy relatives, and then returned to camp. Today when a surplus of nuts can be sold in the market for individual gain, people take trips to the groves with donkeys and rapidly deplete the nut crop. 

(b) When satisfaction comes from relationships, the desire for material goods is reduced. For example in the 1970s Bushmen who had no cash income obtained highly desired store-bought good through exchange networks. In the 1980s employment in the army provided a certain percent of households with very high cash incomes that were widely distributed in the regional population. Nonetheless, in a study of the possessions of 60 !Kung in 1974 and 1997, I found people had no more possessions in the 1990s than in the 1970s. After supplying themselves with essential utilitarian goods to provide comfort such as blankets, clothing or pots, people see little need for more. Surplus is given away as gifts in order to form valuable relationships. 


No doubt part of the incentive for shopping in our modern world of today is based on based on the age-old need to supply the household. But I would speculate that a significant portion of the motivation to acquire luxury or surplus goods is to get the satisfaction that one derives from receiving gifts in social relationships. When shoppers return with goods, they often show them to friends or neighbors. If little interest or admiration is expressed, that is, if acquisition does not bring positive social interaction, they may end up on the garage from day one. If time banking can reestablish some of the warmth of community, relations of equality, and the exchange of gifts, the need for conspicuous consumption of goods and over-consumption of food may decline. 

(5) Time banking is essentially reinventing the wheel. The underlying principles of reciprocity on which it is based have deep roots in our evolutionary history. We are well equipped cognitively and emotionally to participate in networks of reciprocity and to derive satisfaction from them. But they will only succeed if it is recognized realistically that all institutions involving human relationships will have their costs and conflicts as well as pleasures and payoffs. 
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