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Critical Review of Marvin Harris’ Cows, Pigs, War, and Witches

The thesis of Marvin Harris’ book, Cows, Pigs, War, and Witches, is that there is a rational and practical reason for all human behavior no matter how strange or even illogical it seems from a subjective standpoint.


An excellent example of this are the sacred cows of India. The oxen produced by these cows are vital to India’s agriculture, playing the role machines play in more developed countries. On a similar note, the manure (700 million tons a year!) produced by all these “useless” cows is put to use as fertilizer, as fuel, even as flooring. In addition, in view of the situation in India (the vagaries of the monsoons and the drought that follows, namely), killing one’s cattle may end up being even worse in the long run. Those who fall prey to the temptation to slaughter their cattle will be in trouble when the rains come, as they will be unable to plow their fields. While to Westerners as if the farmer would rather starve than kill his cattle, as Harris puts it, “They don’t realize that the farmer would rather eat his cow than starve, but that he will starve if he does eat it.” (Harris, 21). The proportion of cows to oxen varies from place to place depending on many factors such as the amount of water available. This holds true even in neighboring Pakistan, which does not hold cows sacred. Cow love turns out to be part of a mechanism that allows humans to persevere in a low-energy ecosystem and keeps the ability of man and cattle to adapt.


Another example is the hatred of pigs in middle-eastern cultures. While a number of explanations have been offered to explain the taboo against pork supposedly handed down from above, none of them offer a thorough explanation. Harris’ explanation is that pig farming was incompatible with and a threat to the culture and ecosystem of the Middle East. The herding of sheep, goats, and cattle was very important in the region in the past. The arid climate of much of the region was well-suited to ruminants such as sheep and goats, but poorly suited for pigs, which require shade and moisture. While pigs were domesticated shortly after sheep and goats, they were never common in the region for obvious reasons. Pork was considered a luxury for thousands of years, especially after increased deforestation partly caused by other domestic animals eliminated a lot of the area suitable for raising pigs. Where there is temptation, there is a need for religious prohibitions (sexuality is a great example of this) as people generally have trouble resisting temptation on their own, and pork was considered a very tempting food. Thus Jahweh (and Allah) put His foot down and forbade people to eat or even touch pork. The reason for this was that it was bad for the ecosystem to try to raise pigs in large numbers, so it was better to forbid pork entirely and focus on the raising of more appropriate livestock for the region. There are similar reasons for some of the other animals forbidden by the Bible, most being not a significant source of food (hawks and vultures and such) or being unavailable to most of the people of the region (shellfish, for example). And the polar opposite of the pig haters are the pig lovers, which we are going to next.


“While the presence of pigs threatens the human status of Moslems and Jews, in the ambience of pig love one cannot be human except in the company of pigs” (Harris, 46), Harris writes of the difference between those who hate pigs and those who love them. Pig love involves raising pigs like they were part of the family. Unlike cow love, however, pig love involves regular sacrifice and consumption of said pigs. The Maring hold massive festivals about every 12 years to honor the ancestors, resulting in the killing and eating of most of the adult pigs in the village. It is followed by several months of warfare in which more pigs are slaughtered. Once they run out of adult pigs, the fighting ceases and trees are planted in sacred spots. As long as these trees remain in the ground, there will be no more fighting. Their efforts are now focused on raising a new herd of pigs so that they can uproot the sacred tree and hold the festival again. There are reasons for this. Meat is scarce for these people, and domestic pigs are a great source thereof. And unlike the Middle East, the conditions there are ideal for raising pigs. However, unhindered pig farming would result in conflict between man and pig for food, and eventually the women would find themselves working to feed pigs instead of people. This is when the festival takes place. The exact number of pigs needed varies due to any number of factors, including the neighboring tribes. The boom and bust cycle of pig raising enhances the fitness of the group and its ability to protect their territory. For example, the festival ensures large amounts of protein and helps attract allies just when needed most, before war. The number of pigs also provides a way for the guests at the festival to see how strong their hosts are, and whether they would make good allies.


Another example is the potlatch, where people go to outlandish lengths to try and one-up each other by giving away or destroying as much wealth as possible. Though it seems as if the economic system of such people is being manipulated in the name of status rivalry, the reverse is actually the case. In New Zealand, for example, there are “big men” who throw extravagant feasts to obtain status. These competitive feasts serve to make sure the people produce enough to provide for emergencies, and also help to bind villages together in the absence of a formal government. It also acts to balance out the fluctuations in the productivity of individual villages in different environments. The same is true in the Northwest, where chiefs set up “totem poles” as a way of making a claim to status and challenging rivals. Because of the competition for status, goods end up being transported from the more prosperous villages to the less prosperous ones. Redistribution replaced the reciprocity present in hunter-gatherer societies, and caused people to work harder for the common good than they would otherwise have done and allowed larger numbers of people to live in an area. The primitive societies that did not adopt that system were exterminated by those that did, “It was work hard or perish” (Harris, 130)


I think that one of the positive points of the book is that it’s a unique look into human behavior. And it’s definitely thought-provoking. And it’s obvious a lot of work was put into writing it.


Harris’ writing style was easy to read and very accessible, though kind of hard to follow at times (He tended to ramble on occasionally, in my opinion.). The explanations he gives are mostly easy to understand, as well. He is largely objective, though I feel that his personal bias does sneak into the book now and then. However, his evidence seems to be pretty solid, though he may well have selectively chosen only the evidence that supports his thesis and ignored the stuff that didn’t for all I know.

