













































































they arrived; the resultant windfall, and the demographic

advantage from having lands to siphon off excess population

ZDV PRUH WKDQ HQRXJK WR DFFRXQW IRU W
successes. It was then possible to shut down the (far more

efficient) Indian cloth industry and create the space for an

industrial revolution, and generally ravage and dominate Asia to

such an extent that in technological terms 2 particularly industrial

and military technology 2 it fell increasingly behind.

A number of authors (Blaut, Goody, Pommeranz, Gunder
Frank) have been making some variation of this argument in
recent years. It is at root a moral argument, an attack on
Western arrogance. As such it is extremely important. The only
problem with it, in moral terms, is that it tends to confuse means
and inclination. That is, it rests on the assumption that Western
historians were right to assume that whatever it was that made it
possible for Europeans to dispossess, abduct, enslave, and
exterminate millions of other human beings, it was a mark of
superiority and that therefore, whatever it was, it would be
insultingtonon- ( XURSHDQV WR VXJJHVW WKH\ GLG
seems to me that it is far more insulting to suggest anyone would
ever have behaved like Europeans of the sixteenth or
seventeenth centuries 2 e.g., depopulating large portions of the
Andes or central Mexico by working millions to death in the
mines, or kidnapping a significant chunk of the population of
Africa to work to death on sugar plantations 2 unless one has
some actual evidence to suggest they were so genocidally
inclined. In fact there appear to have been plenty of examples of
people in a position to wreak similar havoc on a world scale 2
say, the Ming dynasty in the fifteenth century2 EXW ZKR GLGQT1
not so much because they scrupled to, so much as because it
would never have occurred to them to act this way to begin with.

In the end it all turns, oddly enough, on how one chooses to
define capitalism. Almost all the authors cited above tend to see
capitalism as yet another accomplishment which Westerners
arrogantly assume they invented themselves, and therefore
define it (as capitalists do) as largely a matter of commerce and
financial instruments. But that willingness to put considerations
of profit above any human concern which drove Europeans to
depopulate whole regions of the world in order to place the
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revolutions. Which means, among other things, that radical theorists no
longer have to pore endlessly over the same scant two hundred years of
revolutionary history.

Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries the west coast of
Madagascar was divided into a series of related kingdoms under the
Maroansetra dynasty. Their subjects were collectively known as the
Sakalava. In northwest Madagascar there is now an “ethnic group”
ensconced in a somewhat difficult, hilly back country referred to as the
Tsimihety. The word literally means “those who do not cut their hair.”
This refers to a Sakalava custom: when a king died, his male subjects
were all expected to crop off their hair as a sign of mourning. The
Tsimihety were those who refused, and hence rejected the authority of
the Sakalava monarchy; to this day they are marked by resolutely
egalitarian social organization and practices. They are, in other words,
the anarchists of northwest Madagascar. To this day they have
maintained a reputation as masters of evasion: under the French,
administrators would complain that they could send delegations to
arrange for labor to build a road near a Tsimihety village, negotiate the
terms with apparently cooperative elders, and return with the equipment
a week later only to discover the village entirely abandoned—every
single inhabitant had moved in with some relative in another part of the
country.

What especially interests me here is the principle of “ethnogenesis,”
as it's called nowadays. The Tsimihety are now considered a foko—a
people or ethnic group—but their identity emerged as a political project.
The desire to live free of Sakalava domination was translated into a
desire—one which came to suffuse all social institutions from village
assemblies to mortuary ritual—to live in a society free of markers of
hierarchy. This then became institutionalized as a way of life of a
community living together, which then in turn came to be thought of as a
particular “kind” of people, an ethnic group—people who also, since they
tend to intermarry, come to be seen as united by common ancestry. It is
easier to see this happening in Madagascar where everyone pretty much
speaks the same language. But | doubt it is that unusual. The
ethnogenesis literature is a fairly new one, but it is becoming increasingly
clear that most of human history was characterized by continual social
change. Rather than timeless groups living for thousands of years in their
ancestral territories, new groups were being created, and old ones
dissolving, all the time. Many of what we have come to think of as tribes,

maximum amount of silver or sugar on the market was certainly
something else. It seems to me it deserves a name of its own.
For this reason it seems better to me to continue to define
capitalism as its opponents prefer, as founded on the connection
between a wage system and a principle of the never-ending
pursuit of profit for its own sake. This in turn makes it possible to
argue this was a strange perversion of normal commercial logic
which happened to take hold in one, previously rather barbarous,
corner of the world and encouraged the inhabitants to engage in
what might otherwise have been considered unspeakable forms
of behavior. Again, all this does not necessarily mean that one
has to agree with the premise that once capitalism came into
existence, it instantly became a totalizing system and that from
that moment, everything else that happened can only be
understood in relation to it. But it suggests one of the axes on
which one can begin to think about what really is different
nowadays.

Let us imagine, then, that the West, however defined, was nothing
special, and further, that there has been no one fundamental break in
human history. No one can deny there have been massive quantitative
changes: the amount of energy consumed, the speed at which humans
can travel, the number of books produced and read, all these humbers
have been rising exponentially. But let us imagine for the sake of
argument that these quantitative changes do not, in themselves,
necessarily imply a change in quality: we are not living in a
fundamentally different sort of society than has ever existed before, we
are not living in a fundamentally different sort of time, the existence of
factories or microchips do not mean political or social possibilities have
changed in their basic nature: Or, to be more precise, the West might
have introduced some new possibilities, but it hasn’t canceled any of the
old ones out.

The first thing one discovers when one tries to think this way is that it
is extremely difficult to do so. One has to cut past the endless host of
intellectual tricks and gimmicks that create the wall of distance around
‘modern” societies. Let me give just one example. It is common to
distinguish between what are called “kinship-based societies” and
modern ones, which are supposed to be based on impersonal institutions
like the market or the state. The societies traditionally studied by
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anthropologists have kinship systems. They are organized into descent
groups—lineages, or clans, or moieties, or ramages—which trace
descent to common ancestors, live mainly on ancestral territories, are
seen as consisting of similar “kinds” of people—an idea usually
expressed through physical idioms of common flesh, or bone, or blood,
or skin. Often kinship systems become a basis of social inequality as
some groups are seen as higher than others, as for example in caste
systems; always, kinship establishes the terms for sex and marriage and
the passing of property over the generations. The term “kin-based” is
often used the way people used to use the word “primitive”; these are
exotic societies which are in no way like our own. (That’s why it is
assumed we need anthropology to study them; entirely different
disciplines, like sociology and economics, are assumed to be required to
study modern ones.) But then the exact same people who make this
argument will usually take it for granted that the main social problems in
our own, “modern” society (or “postmodern”: for present purposes it's
exactly the same thing) revolve around race, class, and gender. In other
words, precisely from the nature of our kinship system.

After all, what does it mean to say most Americans see the world as
divided into “races”? It means they believe that it is divided into groups
which are presumed to share a common descent and geographical
origin, who for this reason are seen as different “kinds” of people, that
this idea is usually expressed through physical idioms of blood and skin,
and that the resulting system regulates sex, marriage, and the
inheritance of property and therefore creates and maintains social
inequalities. We are talking about something very much like a classic
clan system, except on a global scale. One might object that there is a lot
of interracial marriage going on, and even more interracial sex, but then,
this is only what we should expect. Statistical studies always reveal that,
even in “traditional” societies like the Nambikwara or Arapesh, at least 5-
10% of young people marry someone they're not supposed to.
Statistically, the phenomena are of about equal significance. Social class
is slightly more complicated, since the groups are less clearly bounded.
Still, the difference between a ruling class and a collection of people who
happen to have done well is, precisely, kinship: the ability to marry one’s
childrenoff appropriately, and pass one’s advantages on to one’s
descendants. People marry across class lines too, but rarely very far;
and while most Americans seem to be under the impression that this is a
country of considerable class mobility, when asked to adduce examples

all they can usually come up with is a handful of rags to riches stories. It
is almost impossible to find an example of an American who was born
rich and ended up a penniless ward of the state. So all we are really
dealing with then is the fact, familiar to anyone who’s studied history, that
ruling elites (unless polygamous) are never able to reproduce
themselves demographically, and therefore always need some way to
recruit new blood (and if they are polygamous, of course, that itself
becomes a mode of social mobility).

Gender relations are of course the very fabric of kinship.

what would it take to knock down these walls?

I'd say a lot. Too many people have too much invested in
maintaining them. This includes anarchists, incidentally. At least in the
United States, the anarchists who do take anthropology the most
seriously are the Primitivists, a small but very vocal faction who argue
that the only way to get humanity back on track is to shuck off modernity
entirely. Inspired by Marshall Sahlins’ essay “The Original Affluent
Society,” they propose that there was a time when alienation and
inequality did not exist, when everyone was a huntergathering anarchist,
and that therefore real liberation can only come if we abandon
“civilization” and return to the Upper Paleolithic, or at least the early Iron
Age. In fact we know almost nothing about life in the Paleolithic, other
than the sort of thing that can be gleaned from studying very old skulls
(i.e., in the Paleolithic people had much better teeth; they also died much
more frequently from traumatic head wounds). But what we see in the
more recent ethnographic record is endless variety. There were
huntergatherer societies with nobles and slaves, there are agrarian
societies that are fiercely egalitarian. Even in Clastres’ favored stomping
grounds in Amazonia, one finds some groups who can justly be
described as anarchists, like the Piaroa, living alongside others (say, the
warlike Sherente) who are clearly anything but. And “societies” are
constantly reforming, skipping back and forth between what we think of
as different evolutionary stages.

| do not think we’re losing much if we admit that humans never really
lived in the garden of Eden. Knocking the walls down can allow us to see
this history as a resource to us in much more interesting ways. Because
it works both ways. Not only do we, in industrial societies, still have
kinship (and cosmologies); other societies have social movements and
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