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Inferring Decision Making from
Preferences and Behavior: An Analysis of
Aguaruna Jivaro Manioc Selection’

James Boster®

Cognitive models of natural decision making (Quinn, 1978; Gladwin, 1980;
Gladwin and Murtaugh, 1980) work well for decision situations in which the
decisions are made infrequently, the niunber of ulternatives to be evaluated
is sinall compared with the number of constraints that affect the decision,
and the alternatives to be decided among are mutually exclusive of one
another. However, it is difficult to apply these models to a decision-making
situation that lacks any of these characteristics, such as in the case of Aguaru-
na Jivaro manioc selection. As an alternative 1o a cognitive model, this paper
infers the process of Aguaruna manioc selection by comparing the proper-
ties attributed to the varieties with the actual frequency with which the vari-
eties occur in Aguaruna gardens. It thereby reduces the possibility that the
reasons elicited from informants for their choices are instead post hoc ra-
tionalizations of decisions reached on other grounds. Although more modest
in its objectives than the cognitive approach, it is argued that this use of a
linear model provides a more accurate description of a decision situation in
which the diversity of alternatives is maintained for its own sake.
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