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We are enabled to conclude that the lesson which man derives from both the
study of Nature and his own history is the permanent presence of a double
tendency—towards a greater development on the one side of sociality, and, on the
other side, of a consequent increase in the intensity of life. . . . This double ten-
dency is a distinctive characteristic of life in general. It is always present, and
belongs to life, as one of its attributes, whatever aspects life may take on our
planet or elsewhere. And this is not a metaphysical assertion of the “unversality
of the moral law,” or a mere supposition. Without the continual growth of social-
ity, and consequently of the intensity and variety of sensations, life is impossible.

Peter Kropotkin, Ethics

We are forgetting how to give presents. Violation of the exchange principle has
something nonsensical and implausible about it; here and there even children eye
the giver suspiciously, as if the gift were merely a trick to sell them brushes or
soap. Instead we have charity, administered beneficence, the planned pastering-
over of society’s visible sores. In its organized operations there is no longer room
for human impulses, indeed, the gift is necessarily accompanied by humiliation
through its distribution, its just allocation, in short, through treatment of the
recipient as an object.

Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia

Ontology as the ground of ethics was the original tenet of philosophy. Their
divorce, which is the divorce of the “objective” and “subjective” realms, is the
modern destiny. Their reunion can be effected, if at all, only from the “objective”
end, that is to say, through a revision of the idea of nature. And it is becoming
rather than abiding nature which would hold out any such promise. From the
immanentdirection of its totalevolution there may be elicited a destination of man
by whose terms the person, in the act of fulfilling himself, would at the same time
realize a concern of universal substance. Hence would result a principle of ethics
which is ultimately grounded neither in the autonomy of the self nor in the needs
of the community, but in an objective assignment by the nature of things.

Hans Jonas, The Phenomenon of Life
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Introduction

T his book was written to satisfy
the need for a consistently radical social ecology: an ecology of freedom.
It had been maturing in my mind since 1952 when I first became acutely
conscious of the growing environmental crisis that was to assume such
monumental proportions a generation later. In that year, I published a
volume-sized article, “The Problems of Chemicals in Food” (later to be
republished in book form in Germany as Lebensgefiihrliche Lebensmittel).
Owing to my early Marxian intellectual training, the article examined
not merely environmental pollution but also its deep-seated social ori-
gins. Environmental issues had developed in my mind as social issues,
and problems of natural ecology had become problems of “social
ecology”—an expression hardly in use at the time.

The subject was never to leave me. In fact, its dimensions were to

“widen and deepen immensely. By the early sixties, my views could be
-summarized in a fairly crisp formulation: the very notion of the domina-

tion of nature by man stems from the very real domination of human by
human. For me, this was a far-reaching reversal of concepts. The many
articles and books I published in the years after 1952, beginning with
Our Synthetic Environment (1963) and continuing with Toward an Ecologi-
cal Society (1980), were largely explorations of this fundamental theme.
As one premise led to another, it became clear that a highly coherent

« project was forming in my work: the need to explain the emergence of
'~ social hierarchy and domination and to elucidate the means, sensibility,

and practice that could yield a truly harmonious ecological society. My

" book Post-Scarcity Anarchism (1971) pioneered this vision. Composed of

essays dating from 1964, it addressed itself more to hierarchy than class,
to domination rather than exploitation, to liberatory institutions rather
than the mere abolition of the State, to freedom rather than justice, and
pleasure rather than happiness. For me, these changing emphases were

24
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not mere countercultural rhetoric; they marked a sweeping departure
from my earlier commitment to socialist orthodoxies of all forms. I visu-
alized instead a new form of libertarian social ecology—or what Victor
Ferkiss, in discussing my social views, so appropriately called “eco-anar-
chism.”

As recently as the sixties, words like hierarchy and domination were
rarely used. Traditional radicals, particularly Marxists, still spoke almost
exclusively in terms of classes, class analyses, and class consciousness;
their concepts of oppression were primarily confined to material exploi-
tation, grinding poverty, and the unjust abuse of labor. Likewise, ortho-
dox anarchists placed most of their emphasis on the State as the ubiqui-
tous source of social coercion.* Just as the emergence of private property
became society’s “original sin” in Marxian orthodoxy, so the emergence
of the State became society’s ““original sin” in anarchist orthodoxy. Even
the early counterculture of the sixties eschewed the use of the term hier-
archy and preferred to “Question Authority” without exploring the gen-
esis of authority, its relationship to nature, and its meaning for the crea-
tion of a new society.

During these years I also concentrated on how a truly free society,

( based on ecological principles, could. mediate humanity’s relationship
\ with nature. As a result, I began to explore the development of a new
\tgchnologx scaled to comprehensible human dimensions. Such a tech-

inology would include small solar and wind mstallatlons organic gar- /
dens, and the use of local “natural resources” worked by decentralized '
!communities This view quickly gave rise to another—the need for di-
|rect democracy, for urban decentralization, for a high measure of self- |
. |sufficiency, for self-empowerment based on communal forms of social '
life—in short, the nonauthoritarian Commune composed of communes. =
As I published these ideas over the years—especially in the decade =
between the early sixties and early seventies—what began to trouble me

. was the extent to which people tended to subvert their unity, coherence,

. and radical focus. Notions like decentralization and human scale, for
E example were deftly adopted without reference to solar and wind tech-
| niques or bioagricultural practices that are their material underpinnings.
- Each segment was permitted to plummet off on its own, while the phi-
' losophy that unified them into an integrated whole was permitted to
‘languish. Decentralization entered city planning as a mere strategem for

* I use the word “orthodox” here and in subsequent pages advisedly. I refer not to the
outstanding radical theorists of the nineteenth century—Proudhon, Kropotkin, and
Bakunin—but to their followers who often turned their ever-evolving ideas into rigid,
sectarian doctrines. As a young Canadian anarchist, David Spanner, put it in a personal
conversation, “If Bakunin and Kropotkin devoted as much time to the interpretation of
Proudhon as many of our contemporary libertarians do . . ., I doubt if Bakunin’s God and
the State or Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid would have ever been written.”
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community design, while alternative technology became a narrow disci-
pline, increasingly confined to the academy and to a new breed of tech-
nocrats. In turn, each notion became divorced from a critical analysis of
society—from a radical theory of social ecology.

It has become clear to me that it was the unity of my views—their
ecological holism, not merely their individual components—that gave
them a radical thrust. That a society is decentralized, that it uses solar or
wind energy, that it is farmed organically, or that it reduces pollution—
none of these measures by itself or even in limited combination with
others makes an ecological society. Nor do piecemeal steps, however
well-intended, even partially resolve problems that have reached a uni-
versal, global, and catastrophic character. If anything, partial “solu-
tions” serve merely as cosmetics to conceal the deep-seated nature of the
ecological crisis. They thereby deflect public attention and theoretical
insight from an adequate understanding of the depth and scope of the
necessary changes.

Combined in a coherent whole and supported by a consistently rad-
ical practice, however, these views challenge the status quo in a far-
reaching manner—in the only manner commensurate with the nature of
the crisis. It was precisely this synthesis of ideas that I sought to achieve
in The Ecology of Freedom. And this synthesis had to be rooted in
history—in the development of social relations, social institutions,
changing technologies and sensibilities, and political structures; only in
this way could I hope to establish a sense of genesis, contrast, and conti-
nuity that would give real meaning to my views. The reconstructive uto-
pian thinking that followed from my synthesis could then be based on
the realities of human experience. What should be could become what
must be, if humanity and the biological complexity on which it rests
were to survive. Change and reconstruction could emerge from existing
problems rather than wishful thinking and misty vagaries.

y use of the word hierarchy in
the subtitle of this work is meant to be provocative. There is a strong
theoretical need to contrast hierarchy with the more widespread use o

the words class and State; careless use of these terms can produce a

dangerous simplification of social reality. To use the words hierarchy, |

class, and State interchangeably, as many social theorists do, is insidious

and obscurantist. This practice, in the name of a “classless” or “libertar- '

ian” society, could easily conceal the existence of hierarchical relation- |

ships and a hierarchical sensibility, both of which—even in the absence
of economic exploitation or political coercion—would serve to perpetu-
ate unfreedom.
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By hierarchy, I mean the cultural, traditional and psychological sys-
tems of obedience and command, not merely the economic and political

| systems to which the terms class and State most appropriately refer.

Accordingly, hierarchy and domination could easily continue to exist in
a "classless” or “Stateless” society. I refer to the domination of the
young by the old, of women by men, of one ethnic group by another, of
"masses” by bureaucrats who profess to speak in their “higher social
interests,” of countryside by town, and in a more subtle psychological
sense, of body by mind, of spirit by a shallow instrumental rationality,
and of nature by society and technology. Indeed, classless but hierarchi-
cal societies exist today (and they existed more covertly in the past); yet
the people who live in them neither enjoy freedom, nor do they exercise
control over their lives.

Marx, whose works largely account for this conceptual obfuscation,
offered us a fairly explicit definition of class. He had the advantage of
developing his theory of class society within a sternly objective eco-
nomic framework. His widespread acceptance may well reflect the ex-
tent to which our own era gives supremacy to economic issues over all
other aspects of social life. There is, in fact, a certain elegance and gran-
deur to the notion that the “history of all hitherto existing society has
been the history of class struggles.” Put quite simply, a ruling class is a
privileged social stratum that owns or controls the means of production
and exploits a larger_mass of people, the ruled class, which works these
productive forces. [Class relationships are essentially relationships of
production based on ownership of land, tools, machines, and the pro-
duce thereof. Exploitation, in turn, is the use of the labor of others to
provide for one’s own material needs, for luxuries and leisure, and for
the accumulation and productive renewal of technology. There the mat-
ter of class definition could be said to rest—and with it, Marx’s famous
method of “class analysis” as the authentic unravelling of the material
bases of economic interests, ideologies and culture. '

Hlerarchy, although it includes Marx’s definition of class and even
gives rise to class society hlstorlcally, goes beyond this limited meaning
imputed to a largely economic form of stratification. To say this, how-
ever, does not define the meaning of the term hierarchy, and I doubt
that the word can be encompassed by a formal definition. I view it his-
torically and existentially as a complex system of Command ‘and obedi-
ence in which elites enjoy varying degrees of control over their subordi-
nates without necessarily exploiting them. Such elites may completely
lack any form of material wealth; they may even be dispossessed of it,
much as Plato’s “guardian” elite was socially powerful but materially

poor.

Hierarchy is not merely a social condition; it is also a state of con-

| sciousness, a sensibility toward phenomena at every level of personal

i
]
i

and social experience. Early preliterate societies (“organic” societies, as I
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call them) existed in a fairly integrated and unified form based on kin-
ship ties, age groups, and a sexual division of labor.* Their high sense of
internal unity and their egalitarian outlook extended not only to each
other but to their relationship with nature. People in preliterate cultures
viewed themselves not as the “lords of creation” (to borrow a phrase
used by Christian millenarians) but as part of the natural world. They
were neither above nature nor below it but within it.

{9) ocieties the differences between individuals, age groups,

sexes—and between humanity and the natural manifold of living and
nonliving phenomena—were seen (to use Hegel's superb phrase) as a
“unity of differences” or “unity of diversity,” not as hierarchies. Their
outlook was distinctly ecological, and from this outlook they almost un-
consciously derived a body of values that influenced their behavior to-
ward individuals in their own communities and the world of life. As I
contend in the following pages, ecology knows no “king of beasts” and
no “lowly creatures” (such terms come from our own hierarchical men-
tality). Rather it deals with ecosystems in which living things are inter-
dependent and play complementary roles in perpetuating the stability
of the natural order.

Gradually, organic societies began to develop less traditional forms
of differentiation and stratification. Their primal unity began to break
down. The sociopolitical or “civil” sphere of life expanded, giving in-
creasing eminence to the elders and males of the community, who now
claimed this sphere as part of the division of tribal labor. Male suprem-
acy over women and children emerged primarily as a result of the male’s
social functions in the community—functions that were not by any
means exclusively economic as Marxian theorists would have us believe.
Male cunning in the manipulation of women was to appear later.

Until this phase of history or prehistory, the elders and males rarely
exercised socially dominant roles because their civil sphere was simply
not very important to the community. Indeed, the civil sphere was
markedly counterbalanced by the enormous significance of the woman'’s
“domestic” sphere. Household and childbearing responsibilities were
much more important in early organic societies than politics and military

* Lest my emphasis on integration and community in “organic societies” be misunder-
stood, I would like to voice a caveat here. By the term “organic society,” I do not mean a
society conceived as an organism—a concept I regard as redolent with corporatist and
totalitarian notions of social life. For the most part, I use the term to denote a spontane-
ously formed, noncoercive, and egalitarian society—a "‘natural” society in the very definite
sense that it emerges from innate human needs for association, interdependence, and care.
Moreover, I occasionally use the term in a looser sense to describe richly articulated com-
munities that foster human sociability, free expression, and popular control. To avoid mis-
understanding, I have reserved the term “ecological society” to characterize the utopistic
vision advanced in the closing portions of this book.
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affairs. Early society was profoundly different from contemporary soci-
ety in its structural arrangements and the roles played by different mem-
bers of the community.

Yet even with the emergence of hierarchy there were still no eco-
nomic classes or state structures, nor were people materially exploitedin
a systematic manner. Certain strata, such as the elders and shamans and
ultimately the males in general, began to claim privileges for
themselves—often merely as matters of prestige based on social recog-
nition rather than material gain. The nature of these privileges, if such
they can be called, requires a more sophisticated discussion than it has
received to date, and I have tried to examine them carefully in consider-
able detail. Only later did economic classes and economic exploitation
begin to appear, eventually to be followed by the State with its far-
reaching bureaucratic and military paraphernalia.

But the dissolution of organic societies into hierarchical, class, and
political societies occurred unevenly and erratically, shifting back and
forth over long periods of time. We can see this most strikingly in the
relationships between men and women—particularly in terms of the
values that have been associated with changing social roles. For exam-
ple, although anthropologists have long assigned an inordinate degree
of social eminence to men in highly developed hunting cultures—an
eminence they probably never enjoyed in the more primal foraging
bands of their ancestors—the supercession of hunting by horticulture,
in which gardening was performed mainly by women, probably re-
dressed whatever earlier imbalances may have existed between the
sexes. the “aggressive” male hunter and the “passive” female
food-gatherer are the theatrically exaggerated images that male anthro-
pologists of a past erainflicted on their “savage” aboriginal subjects, but
certainly tensions and vicissitudes in values, quite aside from social rela-
tionships, must have simmered within primordial hunting and gather-
ing communities. To deny the very existence of the latent attitudinal
tensions that must have existed between the male hunter, who had to
kill for his food and later make war on his fellow beings, and the female
foodgatherer, who foraged for her food and later cultivated it, would
make it very difficult to explain why patriarchy and its harshly aggres-
sive outlook ever emerged at all.

Although the changes I have adduced were technological and par-
tially economic—as terms like food-gatherers, hunters, and horticultur-
ists seem to imply—we should not assume that these changes were di-
rectly responsible for shifts in sexual status. Given the level of
hierarchical difference that emerged in this early period of social life—
even in a patricentric community—women were still not abject inferiors
of men, nor were the young placed in grim subjugation to the old. In-
deed, the appearance of a ranking system that conferred privilege on
one stratum over another, notably the old over the young, was in its
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own way a form of compensation that more often reflected the egalitar-
ian features of organic society rather than the authoritarian features of
later societies. :

When the number of horticultural communities began to multiply to
a point where cultivable land became relatively scarce and warfare in-
creasingly common, the younger warriors began to enjoy a sociopolitical
eminence that made them the “big men” of the community, sharing civil
power with the elders and shamans. Throughout, matricentric customs,
religions, and sensibilities coexisted with patricentric ones, so that the
sterner features of patriarchy were often absent during this transitional
period. Whether matricentric or patricentric, the older egalitarianism of
organic society permeated social life and faded away only slowly, leav-
ing many vestigial remains long after class society had fastened its hold
on popular values and sensibilities.

The State, economic classes, and the systematic exploitation of sub-
jugated peoples followed from a more complex and protracted develop-
ment than radical theorists recognized in their day. Their visions of the
origins of class and political societies were instead the culmination of an
earlier, richly articulated development of society into hierarchical forms.
The divisions within organic society increasingly raised the old to su-
premacy over the young, men to supremacy over women, the shaman
and later the priestly corporation to supremacy over lay society, one
class to supremacy over another, and State formations to supremacy
over society in general.

For the reader imbued with the conventional wisdom of our era, I
cannot emphasize too strongly that society in the form of bands, fami-
lies, clans, tribes, tribal federations, villages, and even municipalities
long antedates State formations. The State, with its specialized func-
tionaries, bureaucracies, and armies, emerges quite late in human social
development—often well beyond the threshold of history. It remained
in sharp conflict with coexisting social structures such as guilds, neigh-
borhoods, popular societies, cooperatives, town meetings, and a wide
variety of municipal assemblies.

But the hierarchical organization of all differentia did not end with
the structuring of “civil” society into an institutionalized system of obe-
dience and command. In time, hierarchy began to invade less tangible
fields of life. Mental activity was given supremacy over physical work,
intellectual experience over sensuousness, the “reality principle” over
the “pleasure principle,” and finally judgment, morality, and spirit were
pervaded by an ineffable authoritarianism that was to take its vengeful
command over language and the most rudimentary forms of symboliza-
tion. The vision of social and natural diversity was altered from an or-
ganic sensibility that sees different phenomena as unity in diversity into
a hierarchical mentality that ranked the most miniscule phenomena into
mutually antagonistic pyramids erected around notions of “inferior”
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and “superior.” And what began as a sensibility has evolved into con-
crete social fact. Thus, the effort to restore the ecological principle of
unity in diversity has become a social effort in its own right—a revolu-
tionary effort that must rearrange sensibility in order to rearrange the
real world.

A hierarchical mentality fosters the renunciation of the pleasures of
life. It justifies toil, guilt, and sacrifice by the “inferiors,” and pleasure
and the indulgent gratification of virtually every caprice by their “supe-
riors.” The objective history of the social structure becomes internalized
as a subjective history of the psychic structure. Heinous as my view may
be to modern Freudians, it is not the discipline of work but the discipline
of rule that demands the repression of internal nature. This repression
then extends outward to external nature as a mere object of rule and

. later of exploitation. This mentality permeates our individual psyches in
. a cumulative form up to the present day—not merely as capitalism but
as the vast history of hierarchical society from its inception. Unless we
explore this history, which lives actively within us like earlier phases of
our individual lives, we will never be free of its hold. We may eliminate
social injustice, but we will not achieve social freedom. We may elimi-
nate classes and exploitation, but we will not be spared from the tram-
mels of hierarchy and domination. We may exorcize the spirit of gain
and accumulation from our psyches, but we will still be burdened by
gnawing guilt, renunciation, and a subtle belief in the “vices” of sensu-

ousness.
nother series of distinctions

appears in this book—the distinction between morality and ethics and
between justice and freedom. Morality—as I use this terim—dénotes
conscious standards of behavior that have not yet been subjected to
thorough rational analyses by a community. I have eschewed the use of
the word “custom” as a substitute for the word morality because moral
criteria for judging behavior do involve some kind of explanation and
cannot be reduced to the conditioned social reflexes we usually call cus-
tom. The Mosaic commandments, like those of other world religions, for
example, were justified on theological grounds; they were the sacro-
sanct words of Yahweh, which we might reasonably challenge today
because they are not grounded in reason. Ethics, by contrast, invites
rational analyses and, like Kant’s “moral imperative,” must be justified
by intellectual operations, not mere faith. Hence, morality lies some-
where between unthinking custom and rational ethical criteria of right
and wrong. Without making these distinctions, it would be difficult to
explain the increasingly ethical claims the State has made on its citizens,
particularly in eroding the archaic moral codes that supported the patri-
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arch’s complete control over his family, and the impediments this au-
thority has placed in the way of politically more expansive societies like
the Athenian polis.

The distinction between justice and freedom, between formal equal-
ity and substantive equality, is even more basic and continually recurs
throughout the book. This distinction has rarely been explored even by
radical theorists, who often still echo the historical cry of the oppressed
for “Justice!” rather than freedom. Worse yet, the two have been used as
equivalents (which they decidedly are not). The young Proudhon and
later Marx correctly perceived that true freedom presupposes an equal-
ity based on a recognition of inequality—the inequality of capacities and
needs, of abilities and responsibilities. Mere formal equality, which
"justly”” rewards each according to his or her contribution to society and
sees everyone as “equal in the eyes of the law” and "“equal in opportu-
nity,” grossly obscures the fact that the young and old, the weak and
infirm, the individual with few responsibilities and the one with many
(not to speak of the rich and the poor in contemporary society) by no
means enjoy genuine equality in a society guided by the rule of equiva-
lence. Indeed, terms like rewards, needs, opportunity, or, for that mat-
ter, property—however communally “owned” or collectively
operated—require as much investigation as the word law. Unfortu-
nately, the revolutionary tradition did not fully develop these themes
and their embodiment in certain terms. Socialism, in most of its forms,
gradually degenerated into a demand for “economic justice,” thereby
merely restating the rule of equivalence as an economic emendation to
the juridical and politicol rule of equivalence established by the bour-
geoisie. It is my purpose 10 thoroughly unscramble these distinctions, to
demonstrate how the confusion arose in the first place and how it can be
clarified so it no longer burdens the future.

A third contrast that I try to develop in this book is the distinction

piness and pleasure. Happiness, as defined here, is the
mere satisfaction of need, of our survival needs for food, shelter, cloth-
ing, and material security—in short, our needs as animal organisms.
Pleasure, by contrast, is the satisfaction of our desires, of our intellectual,
esthetic, sensuous and playful “daydreams.” The social quest for happi-
ness, which so often seems liberating, tends to occur in ways that .
shrewdly devalue or repress the quest for pleasure. We can see evidence |
of thisregressive development in many radical ideologies that justify toil |
and need at the expense of artful work and sensuous joy. That these
ideologies denounce the quest for fulfillment of the sensuous as “bour-
geois individualism” and “libertinism’ hardly requires mention. Yet it is *
precisely in this utopistic quest for pleasure, I believe, that humanity
begins to gain its most sparkling glimpse of emancipation. With this
quest carried to the social realm, rather than confined to a privatized
hedonism, humanity begins to transcend the realm of justice, even of a
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classless society, and enters into the realm of freedom—a realm con-
ceived as the full realization of humanity’s potentialities in their most
creative form.

If I were asked to single out the one underlying contrast that perme-
ates this book, it is the seeming conflict between the “realm of neces-
sity” and the “realm of freedom.” Conceptually, this conflict dates back
to Aristotle’s Politics. It involves the “blind” world of “natural” or exter-
nal nature and the rational world of “human” or internal nature that
society must dominate to create the material conditions for freedom—
the free time and leisure to allow man to develop his potentialities and
powers. This drama is redolent with the conflict between nature and
society, woman and man, and body and reason that permeates western
images of “civilization.” It has underpinned almost every rationalistic
account of history; it has been used ideologically to justify domination in
virtually every aspect of life. Its apotheosis, ironically, is reached in var-
ious socialisms, particularly those of Robert, Owen, Saint-Simon, and in
its most sophisticated form, Karl Marx. Marx’s image of the “savage who
wrestles with nature” is not an expression so much of Enlightenment
hubris as it is of Victorian arrogance. Woman, as Theodor Adorno and
Max Horkheimer observed, has no stake in this conflict. It is strictly
between man and nature. From Aristotle’s time to Marx’s, the split is
regarded as inevitable: the gap between necessity and freedom may be
narrowed by technological advances that give man an ever-greater as-
cendancy over nature, but it can never be bridged. What puzzled a few
highly sophisticated Marxists in later years was how the repression and
disciplining of external nature could be achieved without repressing and
disciplining internal nature: how could “natural” nature be kept in tow
without subjugating “human’ nature?

My attempt to unravel this puzzle involves an effort to deal with the
Victorians” mythic “savage,” to investigate external nature and its rela-
tionship to internal nature, to give meaning to the world of necessity
(nature) in terms of the ability of the world of freedom (society) to colo-
nize and liberate it. My strategy is to reexamine the evolution and mean-
ing of technology in a new ecological light. I will try to ascertain how
work ceased to be attractive and playful, and turned into onerous toil.
Hence, I am led to a drastic reconsideration of the nature and structure
of technics, of work, and of humanity’s metabolism with nature.

Here, I would like to emphasize that my views on nature are linked
by a fairly unorthodox notion of reason. As Adorno and Horkheimer
have emphasized, reason was once perceived as an immanent feature of
reality, indeed, as the organizing and motivating principle of the world.
It was seen as an inherent force—as the logos—that imparted meaning
and coherence to reality at all levels of existence. The modern world has
abandoned this notion and reduced reason to rationalization, thatis, to a
mere technique for achieving practical ends. Logos, in effect, was simply
turned into logic. This book tries to recover this notion of an immanent
world reason, albeit without the archaic, quasi-theological trappings
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that render this notion untenable to a more knowledgeable and secular
society. In my view, reason exists in nature as the self-organizing attri-
butes of substance; it is the latent subjectivity in the inorganic and organic
levels of reality that reveal an inherent striving toward consciousness. In
humanity, this subjectivity reveals itself as self-consciousness. I do not
claim that my approach is unique; an extensive literature that supports
the existence of a seemingly instrinsic logos in nature derives mainly
from the scientific community itself. What I have tried to do here is to
cast my speculations about reason in distinctly historical and ecological
terms, free of the theological and mystical proclivities that have so often
marred the formulations of a rational nature philosophy. In the closing
chapters, I try to explore the interface between nature philosophy and
libertarian social theory.

I am also obliged to recover the authentic utopian tradition, particu-
larly as expressed by Rabelais, Charles Fourier, and William Morris,
from amidst the debris of futurism that conceals it. Futurism, as exem-
plified by the works of Herman Kahn, merely extrapolates the hideous
present into an even more hideous future and thereby effaces the crea-
tive, imaginative dimensions of futurity. By contrast, the utopian tradi-
tion seeks to permeate necessity with freedom, work with play, even toil
with artfulness and festiveness. My contrast between utopianism and
futurism forms the basis for a creative, liberatory reconstruction of an
ecological society, for a sense of human mission and meaning as nature
rendered self-conscious.

This book opens with a Norse myth that depicts how the gods must
pay a penalty for seeking the conquest of nature. It ends with a social
project for removing that penalty, whose Latin root poenalis has given us
the word pain. Humanity will become the deities it created in its imagi-
nation, albeit as deities within nature, not above nature—as ““supernatu-
ral” entities. The title of this book, The Ecology of Freedom, is meant to
express the reconciliation of nature and human society in a new ecologi-
cal sensibility and a new ecological society—a reharmonization of nature
and humanity through a reharmonization of human with human.

4 §L dialectical tension pervades

this book. Throughout my discussion I often deal with potentialities that
have yet to be actualized historically. Expository needs often compel me
to treat a certain social condition in embryonic form as though it had
already reached fulfillment. My procedure is guided by the need to
bring the concept out in full relief, to clarify its complete meaning and
implications.

In my descriptions of the historical role of the elders in the formation
of hierarchy, for example, some readers might surmise that I believe
hierarchy existed at the very outset of human society. The influential
role that the elders were to play in forming hierarchies is intermingled
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with their more modest role at earlier periods of social development,
when they actually exercised comparatively little social influence. In this
situation I am faced with the need to clarify how the elders constituted
the earliest “seeds” of hierarchy. A gerontocracy was probably the first
form of hierarchy to exist in society. But, owing to my mode of presenta-
tion, some readers might assume that the rule of the old over the young
existed during periods of human society when no such rule really ex-
isted. Nevertheless, the insecurities that come with age almost certainly
existed among the elders, and they eventually used whatever means
available to prevail over the young and gain their reverence.

The same expository problem arises when I deal with the shaman’s
role in the evolution of early hierarchies, with the male’s role in relation
to women, and so forth. The reader should be mindful that any “fact,”
firmly stated and apparently complete, is actually the result of a complex
process—not a given datum that appears full-blown in a community or
society. Much of the dialectical tension that pervades this book arises
from the fact that I deal with processes, not with cut-and-dried proposi-
tions that comfortably succeed each other in stately fashion, like catego-
ries in a traditional logic text.

Incipient, potentially hierarchical elites gradually evolve, each phase
of their evolution shading into the succeeding one, until the first firm
shoots of hierarchy emerge and eventually mature. Their growth is
uneven and intermixed. The elders and shamans rely on each other and
then compete with each other for social privileges, many of which are
attempts to achieve the personal security conferred by a certain measure
of influence. Both groups enter into alliances with ‘an emerging warrior
caste of young men, finally to form the beginnings of a quasi-political
community and an incipient State. Their privileges and powers only
then become generalized into institutions that try to exercise command
oyver society as a whole. At other times, however, hierarchical growth
may become arrested and even ““regress” to a greater parity between age
and sex groups. Unless rule was achieved from outside, by conquest,
the emergence of hierarchy was not a sudden revolution in human af-
fairs. It was often a long and complex process.

Finally, I would like to emphasize that this book is structured
around contrasts between preliterate, nonhierarchical societies—their
outlooks, technics, and forms of thinking—and “civilizations” based -on
hierarchy and domination. Each of the themes touched upon in the sec-
ond chapter is picked up again in the following chapters and explored in
greater detail to clarify the sweeping changes “civilization” introduced
in the human condition. What we so often lack in our daily lives and our
social sensibilities is a sense of the cleavages and slow gradations by
which our society developed in contrast—often in brutal antagonism—
to preindustrial and preliterate cultures. We live so completely im-
mersed in our present that it absorbs all our sensibilities and hence our
very capacity to think of alternate social forms. Thus, I will continually
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return to preliterate sensibilities, which I merely note in Chapter Two, to
explore their contrasts with later institutions, technics, and forms of
thinking in hierarchical societies.

This book does not march to the drumbeat of logical categories, nor
are its arguments marshalled into a stately parade of sharply delineated
historical eras. I have not written a history of events, each of which
follows the other according to the dictates of a prescribed chronology.
Anthropology, history, ideologies, even systems of philosophy and rea-
son, inform this book—and with them, digressions and excurses that I
feel throw valuable light on the great movement of natural and human
development. The more impatient reader may want to leap over pas-
sages and pages that he or she finds too discursive or digressive. But this
book focuses on a few general ideas that grow according to the erratic
and occasionally wayward logic of the organic rather than the strictly
analytic. I hope that the reader will also want to grow with this book, to
experience it and understand it—critically and querulously, to be sure,
but with empathy and sensibility for the living development of freedom
it depicts and the dialectic it explores in humanity’s conflict with domi-
nation.

aving offered my mea culpas
for certain expository problems, I would like to emphatically affirm my
conviction that this process-oriented dialectical approach comes much
closer to the truth of hierarchical development than a presumably
clearer analytical approach so favored by academic logicians. As we look
back over many millenia, our thinking and analyses of the past are
overly informed by a long historical development that early humanity
evidently lacked. We are inclined to project into the past a vast body of
social relations, political institutions, economic concepts, moral pre-
cepts, and a tremendous corpus of personal and social ideas that people
living thousands of years ago had yet to create and conceptualize. What
are fully matured actualities to us were, to them, still unformed potenti-
alities. They thought in terms that were basically different from ours.
What we now take for granted as part of the “human condition” was
simply inconceivable to them. We, in turn, are virtually incapable of
dealing with a vast wealth of natural phenomena that were integrally
part of their lives. The very structure of our language conspires against
an understanding of their outlook.

Doubtless many “truths” that preliterate peoples held were patently
false, a statement that is easily made nowadays. But I will make a case
for the notion that their outlook, particularly as applied to ) their com-
-munltles relationship with the natural world, had a basic soundness—
one that is particularly relevant for our times. I examine their. ecologlcal
§en§1‘b1hty and try to show why and how. it. deteriorated. More-i impor-
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tantly, I am eager to determine what can be recovered from that outlook
and integrated into our own. No contradiction is created by merging
their _ecological sensibility with our prevallmg analytical one, provided
such a merging transcends both sensibilities in a new way of thinking
and experiencing. We can no more return to their conceptual “primitiv-
ism” than they could have grasped our analytical “sophistication.” But
perhaps we can achieve a way of thinking and experiencing that in-
volves a quasi-animistic respiritization of phenomena—inanimate as
well as animate—without abandoning the insights provided by science
and analytical reasoning.

The melding of an organic, process-oriented outlook with an analyt-
ical one has been the traditional goal of classical western philosophy
from the pre-Socratics to Hegel. Such a philosophy has always been
more than an outlook or a mere method for dealing with reality. It has
alsobeen what the philosophers call an ontology—a description of reality
conceived not as mere matter, but as active, self-organizing substance
with a striving toward consciousness. Tradition has made this ontologi-
cal outlook the framework in which thought and matter, subject and
object, mind and nature are reconciled on a new spiritized level. Accord-
ingly, I regard this process-oriented view of phenomena as intrinsically
ecological in character, and I am very puzzled by the failure of so many
dialectically oriented thinkers to see the remarkable compatibility be-
tween a dialectical outlook and an ecological one.

My vision of reality as process may also seem flawed to those
readers who deny the existence of meaning and the value of humanity
in natural development. That I see “progress” in organic and social evo-
lution will doubtlessly be v1ewed skeptically by a generation that errone-

_J-ously identifies “progress” with unlimited material growth. I, for one,

7/ do not make this identification. Perhaps my problem, if such it can be
called, is generational. I still cherish a time that sought to illuminate the
course of events, to interpret them, to make them meaningful. “Coher-
ence” is my favorite word; it resolutely guides everything I write and
say. Also, this book does not radiate the pessimism so common in envi-
ronmentalistliterature. Just as I believe that the past has meaning, so too
do I believe that the future can have meaning. If we cannot be certain
that the human estate will advance, we do have the opportunity to
choose between utopistic freedom and social immolation. Herein lies the
unabashed messianic character of this book, a messianic character that is
philosophical and ancestral. The “principle of hope,” as Ernst Bloch
called it, is part of everything I value—hence my detestation of a futur-
ism so committed to the present that it cancels out futurity itself by de-
nying anything new that is not an extrapolation of the existing society.

I have tried to avoid writing a book that masticates every possible
thought that relates to the issues raised in the following pages. I would
not want to deliver these thoughts as predigested pap to a passive
reader. The dialectical tensionI value the most is between the reader of a
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book and the writer: the hints, the suggestions, the unfinished thoughts
and the stimuli that encourage the reader to think for himself or herself.
In an era that is so much in flux, it would be arrogant to present finished
analyses and recipes; rather, I regard it as the responsibility of a serious
work to stimulate dialectical and ecological thinking. For a work that is
so “simple,” so “clear,” so unshared—in a word, so elitist—as to require
no emendations and modifications, the reader will have to look else-
where. This book is not an ideological program; it is a stimulus to
thought—a coherent body of concepts the reader will have to finish in
the privacy of his or her own mind.



The
Concept of
ocual Ecology

T he legends of the Norsemen
tell of a time when all beings were apportioned their worldly domains:
the gods occupied a celestial domain, Asgard, and men lived on the
earth, Midgard, below which lay Niffleheim, the dark, icy domain of the
giants, dwarfs, and the dead. These domains were linked together by an
enormous ash, the World Tree. Its lofty branches reached into the sky,
and its roots into the furthermost depths of the earth. Although the
World Tree was constantly being gnawed by animals, it remained ever
green, renewed by a magic fountain that infused it continually with life.

The gods, who had fashioned this world, presided over a precarious
state of tranquility. They had banished their enemies, the giants, to the
land of ice. Fenris the wolf was enchained, and the great serpent of the
Midgard was held at bay. Despite the lurking dangers, a general peace
prevailed, and plenty existed for the gods, men, and all living things.
Odin, the god of wisdom, reigned over all the deities; the wisest and
strongest, he watched over the battles of men and selected the most
heroic of the fallen to feast with him in his great fortress, Valhalla. Thor,
the son of Odin, was not only a powerful warrior, the defender of
Asgard against the restive giants, but also a deity of order, who saw to
the keeping of faith between men and obedience to the treaties. There
were gods and goddesses of plenty, of fertility, of love, of law, of the sea
and ships, and a multitude of animistic spirits who inhabited all things
and beings of the earth.




The Concept of Social Ecology 17

But the world order began to break down when the gods, greedy for
riches, tortured the witch Gullveig, the maker of gold, to compel her to
reveal her secrets. Discord now became rampant among the gods and
men. The gods began to break their oaths; corruption, treachery, rivalry,
and greed began to dominate the world. With the breakdown of the
primal unity, the days of the gods and men, of Asgard and Midgard,
were numbered. Inexorably, the violation of the world order would lead
to Ragnarok—the death of the gods in a great conflict before Valhalla.
The gods would go down in a terrible battle with the giants, Fenris the
wolf, and the serpent of the Midgard. With the mutual destruction of all
the combatants, humanity too would perish, and nothing would remain
but bare rock and overflowing oceans in a void of cold and darkness.
Having thus disintegrated into its beginnings, however, the world
would be renewed, purged of its earlier evils and the corruption that
destroyed it. Nor would the new world emerging from the void suffer
another catastrophic end, for the second generation of gods and god-
desses would learn from the mistakes of their antecedents. The proph-
etess who recounts the story tells us that humanity thenceforth will
“live in joy for as long as one can foresee.”

In this Norse cosmography, there seems to be more than the old
theme of “eternal recurrence,” of a time-sense that spins around perpet-
ual cycles of birth, maturation, death, and rebirth. Rather, one is aware
of prophecy infused with historical trauma; the legend belongs to a
little-explored area of mythology that might be called “myths of disinte-
gration.” Although the Ragnarok legend is known to be quite old, we
know very little about when it appeared in the evolution of the Norse
sagas. We do know that Christianity, with its bargain of eternal reward,
came later to the Norsemen than to any other large ethnic group in
western Europe, and its roots were shallow for generations afterward.
The heathenism of the north had long made contact with the commerce
of the south. During the Viking raids on Europe, the sacred places of the
" north had become polluted by gold, and the pursuit of riches was divid-
ing kinsman from kinsman. Hierarchies erected by valor were being
eroded by systems of privilege based on wealth. The clans and tribes
were breaking down; the oaths between men, from which stemmed the
unity of their primordial world, were being dishonored, and the magic
fountain that kept the World Tree alive was being clogged by the debris
of commerce. “Brothers fight and slay one another,” laments the proph-
etess, “children deny their own ancestry . .. this is the age of wind, of
wolf, until the very day when the world shall be no more.”

hat haunts us in such myths of
disintegration are not their histories, but their prophecies. Like the
Norsemen, and perhaps even more, like the people at the close of the
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Middle Ages, we sense that our world, too, is breaking down—
institutionally, culturally, and physically. Whether we are faced with a
new, paradisical era or a catastrophe like the Norse Ragnarok is still
unclear, but there can be no lengthy period of compromise between past
and future in an ambiguous present. The reconstructive and destructive
tendencies in our time are too much at odds with each other to admit of
reconciliation. The social horizon presents the starkly conflicting pros-
pects of a harmonized world with an ecological sensibility based on a
rich commitment to community, mutual aid, and new technologies, on
the one hand, and the terrifying prospect of some sort of thermonuclear
disaster on the other. Our world, it would appear, will either undergo
revolutionary changes, so far-reaching in character that humanity will
totally transform its social relations and its very conception of life, or it
will suffer an apocalypse that may well end humanity’s tenure on the
lanet.

P The tension between these two prospects has already subverted the
morale of the traditional social order. We have entered an era that con-
sists no longer of institutional stabilization but of institutional decay. A
widespread alienation is developing toward the forms, the aspirations,
the demands, and above all, thé institutions of the established order.
The most exuberant, theatrical evidence of this alienation occurred in
the 1960s, when the “youth revolt” in the early half of the decade ex-
ploded into what seemed to be a counterculture. Considerably more
than protest and adolescent nihilism marked the period. Almost intui-
tively, new values of sensuousness, new forms of communal lifestyle,
changes in dress, language, music, all borne on the wave of a deep
sense of impending social change, infused a sizable section of an entire
generation. We still do not know in what sense this wave began to ebb:
whether as a historic retreat or as a transformation into a serious project
for inner and social development. That the symbols of this movement
eventually became the artifacts for a new culture industry does not alter
its far-reaching effects. Western society will never be the same again—
all the sneers of its academics and its critics of “narcissism” notwith-
standing.

What makes this ceaseless movement of deinstitutionalization and
delegitimation so significant is that it has found its bedrock in a vast
stratum of western society. Alienation permeates not only the poor but
also the relatively affluent, not only the young but also their elders, not
only the visibly denied but also the seemingly privileged. The prevailing
order is beginning to lose the loyalty of social strata that traditionally
rallied to its support and in which its roots were firmly planted in past
periods.

Crucial as this decay of institutions and values may be, it by no
means exhausts the problems that confront the existing society. Inter-
twined with the social crisis is a crisis that has emerged directly from
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man’s exploitation of the planet.* Established society is faced with a
breakdown not only of its values and institutions, but also of its natural
environment. This problem is not unique to our times. The dessicated
wastelands of the Near East, where the arts of agriculture and urbanism
had their beginnings, are evidence of ancient human despoilation, but
this example pales before the massive destruction of the environment
that has occurred since the days of the Industrial Revolution, and espe-
cially since the end of the Second World War. The damage inflicted on
the environment by contemporary society encompasses the entire earth.
Volumes have been written on the immense losses of productive soil
that occur annually in almost every continent of the earth; on the exten-
sive destruction of tree cover in areas vulnerable to erosion; on lethal
air-pollution episodes in major urban areas; on the worldwide diffusion
of toxic agents from agriculture, industry, and power-producing instal-
lations; on the chemicalization of humanity’s immediate environment
with industrial wastes, pesticide residues, and food additives. The ex-
ploitation and pollution of the earth has damaged not only the integrity
of the atmosphere, climate, water resources, soil, flora and fauna of spe-
cific regions, but also the basic natural cycles on which all living things
depend.

Yet modern man’s capacity for destruction is quixotic evidence of
humanity’s capacity for reconstruction. The powerful technological
agents we have unleashed against the environment include many of the
very agents we require for its reconstruction. The knowledge and physi-
cal instruments for promoting a harmonization of humanity with nature
and of human with human are largely at hand or could easily be de-
vised. Many of the physical principles used to construct such patently
harmful facilities as conventional power plants, energy-consuming ve-
hicles, surface-mining equipment and the like could be directed to the
construction of small-scale solar and wind energy devices, efficient
means of transportation, and energy-saving shelters. What we crucially
lack is the consciousness and sensibility that will help us achieve such
eminently desirable goals—a consciousness and sensibility far broader
than customarily meant by these terms. Our definitions must include
not only the ability to reason logically and respond emotionally in a hu-
manistic fashion; they must also include a fresh awareness of the relat-
edness between things and an imaginative insight into the possible. On

* [ use the word “man,” here, advisedly. The split between humanity and nature has been
precisely the work of the male, who, in the memorable lines of Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer, “dreamed of acquiring absolute mastery over nature, of converting the
cosmos into one immense hunting-ground.”” (Dialectic of Enlightenment, New York:
Seabury Press, 1972, p. 248). For the words “one immense hunting-ground,” I would be
disposed to substitute “one immense killing-ground” to describe the male-oriented “civili-
zation” of our era.
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this score, Marx was entirely correct to emphasize that the revolution
required by our time must draw its poetry not from the past but from the
future, from the humanistic potentialities that lie on the horizons of so-
cial life. .

The new consciousness and sensibility cannot be poetic alone; they
must also be scientific. Indeed, there is a level at which our conscious-
ness must be neither poetry nor science, but a transcendence of both
into a new realm of theory and practice, an artfulness that combines
fancy with reason, imagination with logic, vision with technique. We
cannot shed our scientific heritage without returning to a rudimentary
technology, with its shackles of material insecurity, toil, and renuncia-
tion. And we cannot allow ourselves to be imprisoned within a mecha-
nistic outlook and a dehumanizing technology—with its shackles of ali-
enation, competition, and a brute denial of humanity’s potentialities.
Poetry and imagination must be integrated with science and technology,
for we have evolved beyond an innocence that can be nourished exclu-

sively by myths and dreams.
Z s there a scientific discipline

that allows for the indiscipline of fancy, imagination, and artfulness?
Can it encompass problems created by the social and environmental
crises of our time? Can it integrate critique with reconstruction, theory
with practice, vision with technique?

In almost every period since the Renaissance, a very close link has
existed between radical advances in the natural sciences and upheavals
in social thought. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the emerg-
ing sciences of astronomy and mechanics, with theirliberating visions of
a heliocentric world and the unity of local and cosmic motion, found
their social counterparts in equally critical and rational social ideologies
that challenged religious bigotry and political absolutism. The Enlight-
enment brought a new appreciation of sensory perception and the
claims of human reason to divine a world that had been the ideological
monopoly of the clergy. Later, anthropology and evolutionary biology
demolished traditional static notions of the human enterprise along with
its myths of original creation and history as a theological calling. By
enlarging the map and revealing the earthly dynamics of social history,
these sciences reinforced the new doctrines of socialism, with its ideal of
human progress, that followed the French Revolution.

In view of the enormous dislocations that now confront us, our own
era needs a more sweeping and insightful body of knowledge—
scientific as well as social—to deal with our problems. Without renounc-
ing the gains of earlier scientific and social theories, we must develop a
more rounded critical analysis of our relationship with the natural
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world. We must seek the foundations for a more reconstructive ap-
proach to the grave problems posed by the apparent “contradictions”
between nature and society. We can no longer afford to remain captives
to the tendency of the more traditional sciences to dissect phenomena
and examine their fragments. We must combine them, relate them, and
see them in their totality as well as their specificity.

In response to these needs, we have formulated a discipline unique
to our age: social ecology. The more well-known term “ecology” was
coined by Ernst Haeckel a century ago to denote the investigation of the
interrelationships between animals, plants, and their inorganic environ-
ment. Since Haeckel’s day, the term has been expanded to include ecol-
ogies of cities, of health, and of the mind. This proliferation of a word
into widely disparate areas may seem particularly desirable to an age
that fervently seeks some kind of intellectual coherence and unity of
perception. But it can also prove to be extremely treacherous. Like such
newly arrived words as holism, decentralization, and dialectics, the
term ecology runs the peril of merely hanging in the air without any
roots, context, or texture. Often it is used as a metaphor, an alluring
catchword, that loses the potentially compelling internal logic of its
premises.

Accordingly, the radical thrust of these words is easily neutralized.
““Holism” evaporates into a mystical sigh, a rhetorical expression for ec-
ological fellowship and community that ends with such in-group greet-
ings and salutations as “holistically yours.” What was once a serious
philosophical stance has been reduced to environmentalist kitsch. De-
centralization commonly means logistical alternatives to gigantism, not
the human scale that would make an intimate and direct democracy pos-
sible. Ecology fares even worse. All too often it becomes a metaphor,
like the word dialectics, for any kind of integration and development.

Perhaps even more troubling, the word in recent years has been
identified with a very crude form of natural engineering that might well
be called environmentalism.

I am mindful that many ecologically oriented individuals use “ecol-
ogy” and “environmentalism” interchangeably. Here, I would like to
draw a semantically convenient distinction. By “environmentalism” I
propose to designate a mechanistic, instrumental outlook that sees na-
ture as a passive habitat composed of “objects” such as animals, plants,
minerals, and the like that must merely be rendered more serviceable for
human use. Given my use of the term, environmentalism tends to re-
duce nature to a storage bin of “natural resources” or “raw materials.”
Within this context, very little of a social nature is spared from the envi-
ronmentalist’s vocabulary: cities become “urban resources” and their
inhabitants “human resources.” If the word resources leaps out so fre-
quently from environmentalistic discussions of nature, cities, and
people, an issue more important than mere word play is at stake. Envi-
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ronmentalism, as I use this term, tends to view the ecological project for
attaining a harmonious relationship between humanity and nature as a
truce rather than a lasting equilibrium. The “harmony” of the environ-
mentalist centers around the development of new techniques for plun-
dering the natural world with minimal disruption of the human “habi-
tat.” Environmentalism does not question the most basic premise of the
present society, notably, that humanity must dominaté nature; rather, it
seeks to facilitate that notion by developing techniques for diminishing
the hazards caused by the reckless despoilation of the environment.

To distinguish ecology from environmentalism and from abstract,
often obfuscatory definitions of the term, I must return to its original
usage and explore its direct relevance to society. Put quite simply, ecol-
ogy deals with the dynamicbalance of nature, with the interdependence
of living and nonliving things. Since nature also includes human beings,
the science must include humanity’s role in the natural world—specifi-
cally, the character, form, and structure of humanity’s relationship with
other species and with the inorganic substrate of the biotic environment.
From a critical viewpoint, ecology opens to wide purview the vast dis-
equilibrium that has emerged from humanity’s split with the natural
world. One of nature’s very unique species, homo sapiens, has slowly
and painstakingly developed from the natural world into a unique social
world of its own. As both worlds interact with each other through
highly complex phases of evolution, it has become as important to speak
of a social ecology as to speak of a natural ecology.

Let me emphasize that the failure to explore these phases of human
evolution—which have yielded a succession of hierarchies, classes,
cities, and finally states—is to make a mockery of the term social ecol-
ogy. Unfortunately, the discipline has been beleaguered by self-pro-
fessed adherents who continually try to collapse all the phases of natural
and human development into a universal “oneness” (not wholeness), a
yawning “night in which all cows are black,” to borrow one of Hegel's
caustic phrases. If nothing else, our common use of the word species to
denote the wealth of life around us should alert us to the fact of specific-
ity, of particularity—the rich abundance of differentiated beings and
things that enter into the very subject-matter of natural ecology. To ex-
plore these differentia, to examine the phases and interfaces that enter
into their making and into humanity’s long development from animality
to society—a development latent with problems and possibilities—is to
make social ecology one of the most powerful disciplines from which to
draw our critique of the present social order.

But social ecology provides more than a critique of the split between
humanity and nature; it also poses the need to heal them. Indeed, it
poses the need to radically transcend them. As E. A. Gutkind pointed
out, “the goal of Social Ecology is wholeness, and not mere adding to-
gether of innumerable details collected at random and interpreted sub-
jectively and insufficiently.” The science deals with social and natural
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relationships in communities or “ecosystems.”* In conceiving them ho-
listically, that is to say, in terms of their mutual interdependence, social
ecology seeks to unravel the forms and patterns of interrelationships
that give intelligibility to a community, be it natural or social. Holism,
here, is the result of a conscious effort to discern how the particulars of a
community are arranged, how its “geometry” (as the Greeks might have .
put it) makes the “whole more than the sum of its parts.” Hence, the
“wholeness” to which Gutkind refers is not to be mistaken for a spectral
“oneness” that yields cosmic dissolution in a structureless nirvana; it is a
richly articulated structure with a history and internal logic of its own.

History, in fact, is as important as form or structure. To a large ex-
tent, the history of a phenomenonis the phenomenon itself. We are, in a
real sense, everything that existed before us and, in turn, we can even-
tually become vastly more than we are. Surprisingly, very little in the
evolution of life-forms has been lost in natural and social evolution, in-
deed in our very bodies as our embryonic development attests. Evolu-
tion lies within us (as well as around us) as parts of the very nature of
our beings.

For the present, it suffices to say that wholeness is not a bleak undif-
ferentiated “universality” that involves the reduction of a phenomenon
to what it has in common with everything else. Nor is it a celestial,
omnipresent “energy” that replaces the vast material differentia of
which the natural and social realms are composed. To the contrary,
wholeness comprises the variegated structures, the articulations, and
the mediations that impart to the whole a rich variety of forms and
thereby add unique qualitative properties to what a strictly analytic
mind often reduces to “innumerable” and “random” details.

T erms like wholeness, totality,
and even community have perilous nuances for a generation that has
known fascism and other totalitarian ideologies. The words evoke im-
ages of a “wholeness” achieved through homogenization, standardiza-
tion, and a repressive coordination of human beings. These fears are
reinforced by a “wholeness” that seems to provide an inexorable finality
to the course of human history—one that implies a suprahuman, nar-
rowly teleological concept of social law and denies the ability of human
will and individual choice to shape the course of social events. Such

* The term ecosystem—or ecological system—is often used loosely in many ecological
works. Here, I employ it, as in natural ecology, to mean a fairly demarcatable animal-plant
community and the abiotic, or nonliving, factors needed to sustain it. I also use it in social
ecology to mean a distinct human and natural community, the social as well as organic
factors that interrelate to provide the basis for an ecologically rounded and balanced com-
munity.
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notions of social law and teleology have been used to achieve a ruthless
subjugation of the individual to suprahuman forces beyond human con-
trol. Our century has been afflicted by a plethora of totalitarian ideolo-
gies that, placing human beings in the service of history, have denied
them a place in the service of their own humanity.

Actually, such a totalitarian concept of “wholeness” stands sharply
at odds with what ecologists denote by the term. In addition to compre-
hending its heightened awareness of form and structure, we now come
to a very important tenet of ecology: ecological wholeness is not an im-
mutable homogeneity but rather the very opposite—a dynamic unity of
diversity. In nature, balance and harmony are achieved by ever-changing
differentiation, by ever-expanding diversity. Ecological stability, in ef-
fect, is a function not of simplicity and homogeneity but of complexity
and variety. The capacity of an ecosystem to retain its integrity depends
not on the uniformity of the environment but on its diversity.

A striking example of this tenet can be drawn from experiences with
ecological strategies for cultivating food. Farmers have repeatedly met
with disastrous results because of the conventional emphasis on single-
crop approaches to agriculture or monoculture, to use a widely accepted
term for those endless wheat and corn fields that extend to the horizon
in many parts of the world. Without the mixed crops that normally pro-
vide both the countervailing forces and mutualistic support that come
with mixed populations of plants and animals, the entire agricultural
situation in an area has been known to collapse. Benign insects become
pests because their natural controls, including birds and small mam-
mals, have been removed. The soil, lacking earthworms, nitrogen-fixing
bacteria, and green manure in sufficient quantities, is reduced to mere
sand—a mineral medium for absorbing enormous quantities of inor-
ganic nitrogen salts, which were originally supplied more cyclically and
timed more appropriately for crop growth in the ecosystem. In reckless
disregard for the complexity of nature and for the subtle requirements of
plant and animal life, the agricultural situation is crudely simplified; its
needs must now be satisfied by highly soluble synthetic fertilizers that
percolate into drinking water and by dangerous pesticides that remain
as residues in food. A high standard of food cultivation that was once
achieved by diversity of crops and animals, one that was free of lasting
toxic agents and probably more healthful nutritionally, is now barely
approximated by single crops whose main supports are toxic chemicals
and highly simple nutrients.

If we assume that the thrust of natural evolution has been toward
increasing complexity, that the colonization of the planet by life has been
possible only as a result of biotic variety, a prudent rescaling of man’s
hubris should call for caution in disturbing natural processes. That living
things, emerging ages ago from their primal aquatic habitat to colonize
the most inhospitable areas of the earth, have created the rich biosphere
that now covers it has been possible only because of life’s incredible
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mutability and the enormous legacy of life-forms inherited from its long
development. Many of these life-forms, even the most primal and sim-
plest, have never disappeared—however much they have been modi-
fied by evolution. The simple algal forms that marked the beginnings of
plant life and the simple invertebrates that marked the beginnings of
animal life still exist in large numbers. They comprise the preconditions
for the existence of more complex organic beings to which they provide
sustenance, the sources of decomposition, and even atmospheric oxy-
gen and carbon dioxide. Although they may antedate the “higher”
plants and mammals by over a billion years, they interrelate with their
more complex descendants in often unravelable ecosystems.

To assume that science commands this vast nexus of organic and
inorganic interrelationships in all its details is worse than arrogance: it is
sheer stupidity. If unity in diversity forms one of the cardinal tenets of
ecology, the wealth of biota that exists in a single acre of soil leads us to
still another basic ecological tenet: the need to allow for a high degree of
natural spontaneity. The compelling dictum, “respect for nature,” has
concrete implications. To assume that our knowledge of this complex,
richly textured, and perpetually changing natural kaleidoscope of life-
forms lends itself to a degree of “mastery” that allows us free rein in
manipulating the biosphere is sheer foolishness.

Thus, a considerable amount of leeway must be permitted for natu-
ral spontaneity—for the diverse biological forces that yield a variegated
ecological situation. “Working with nature” requires that we foster the
biotic variety that emerges from a spontaneous development of natural
phenomena. I hardly mean that we must surrender ourselves to a myth-
ical “Nature” that is beyond all human comprehension and interven-
tion, a Nature that demands human awe and subservience. Perhaps the
most obvious conclusion we can draw from these ecological tenets is
Charles Elton’s sensitive observation: “The world’s future has to be
managed, but this management would not be just like a game of chess—
[but] more like steering a boat.” What ecology, both natural and social,
can hope to teach us is the way to find the current and understand the
direction of the stream.

What ultimately distinguishes an ecological outlook as uniquely lib-
eratory is the challenge it raises to conventional notions of hierarchy. Let
me emphasize, however, that this challenge is implicit: it must be pains-
takingly elicited from the discipline of ecology, which is permeated by
conventional scientistic biases. Ecologists are rarely aware that their sci-
ence provides strong philosophical underpinnings for a nonhierarchical
view of reality. Like many natural scientists, they resist philosophical
generalizations as alien to their research and conclusions—a prejudice
that is itself a philosophy rooted in the Anglo-American empirical tradi-
tion. Moreover, they follow their colleagues in other disciplines and
model their notions of science on physics. This prejudice, which goes
back to Galileo’s day, has led to a widespread acceptance of systems
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theory in ecological circles. While systems theory has its place in the
repertoire of science, it can easily become an all-encompassing, quanti-
tative, reductionist theory of energetics if it acquires preeminence over
qualitative descriptions of ecosystems, that is, descriptions rooted in or-
ganic evolution, variety, and holism. Whatever the merits of systems
theory as an account of energy flow through an ecosystem, the primacy
it gives to this quantitative aspect of ecosystem analysis fails to recognize
life-forms as more than consumers and producers of calories.

Having presented these caveats, I must emphasize that ecosystems
cannot be meaningfully described in hierarchical terms. Whether plant-
animal communities actually contain “dominant” and “submissive” in-
dividuals within a species can be argued at great length. But to rank
species within an ecosystem, that is to say, between species, is anthropo-
morphism at its crudest. As Allison Jolly has observed:

The notion of animal hierarchies has a checkered history. Schjelderup-
Ebbe, who discovered the pecking-order of hens, enlarged his findings to a
Teutonic theory of despotism in the universe. For instance, water eroding a
stone was “dominant” . . . Schjelderup-Ebbe called animals’ ranking “dom-
inance,” and many [research] workers, with an “aha,” recognized domi-
nance hierarchies in many vertebrate groups.

If we recognize that every ecosystem can also be viewed as a food web,
we can think of it as a circular, interlacing nexus of plant-animal rela-
tionships (rather than a stratified pyramid with man at the apex) that
includes such widely varying creatures as microorganisms and large
mammals. What ordinarily puzzles anyone who sees food-web dia-
grams for the first time is the impossibility of discerning a point of entry
into the nexus. The web can be entered at any point and leads back to its
point of departure without any apparent exit. Aside from the energy:
provided by sunlight (and dissipated by radiation), the system to all
appearances is closed. Each species, be it a form of bacteria or deer, is
knitted together in a network of interdependence, however indirect the
links may be. A predator in the web is also prey, even if the “lowliest” of
organisms merely makes it ill or helps to consume it after death.

Nor is predation the sole link that unites one species with another. A
resplendent literature now exists that reveals the enormous extent to
which symbiotic mutualism is a major factor in fostering ecological sta-
bility and organic evolution. That plants and animals continually adapt
to unwittingly aid each other (be it by an exchange of biochemical func-
tions that are mutually beneficial or even dramatic instances of physical
assistance and succor) has opened an entirely new perspective on the
nature of ecosystem stability and development.

The more complex the food-web, the less unstable it will be if one or
several species are removed. Hence, enormous significance must be
given to interspecific diversity and complexity within the system as a
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whole. Striking breakdowns will occur in simple ecosystems, such as
arcticand desert ones, say, if wolves that control foraging animal popu-
lations are exterminated or if a sizable number of reptiles that control
rodent populations in arid ecosystems are removed. By contrast, the
great variety of biota that populate temperate and tropical ecosystems
can afford losses of carnivores or herbivores without suffering major
dislocations.

hy do terms borrowed from
human social hierarchies acquire such remarkable weight when plant-
animal relations are described? Do ecosystems really have a “’king of the
beasts” and “lowly serfs”? Do certain insects “enslave” others? Does
one species “exploit” another?

The promiscuous use of these terms in ecology raises many far-
reaching issues. That the terms are laden with socially charged values is
almost too obvious to warrant extensive discussion. Many individuals
exhibit a pathetic gullibility in the way they deal withnature as a dimen-
sion of society. A snarling animal is neither “vicious” nor “savage,” nor
does it “misbehave” or “earn” punishment because it reacts appropri-
ately to certain stimuli. By making such anthropomorphic judgements
about natural phenomena, we deny the integrity of nature. Even more
sinister is the widespread use of hierarchical terms to provide natural
phenomena with “intelligibility”” or “order.” What this procedure does
accomplish is reinforce human social hierarchies by justifying the com-
mand of men and women as innate features of the “natural order.” Hu-
man domination is thereby transcribed into the genetic code as biologi-
cally immutable—together with the subordination of the young by the
old, women by men, and man by man.

The very promiscuity with which hierarchical terms are used to or-
ganize all differentia in nature is inconsistent. A “queen” bee does not
know she is a queen. The primary activity of a beehive is reproductive,
and its “division of labor,” to use a grossly abused phrase, lacks any
meaning in a large sexual organ that performs no authentic economic
functions. The purpose of the hive is to create more bees. The honey
that animals and people acquire from it is a natural largesse; within the
ecosystem, bees are adapted more to meeting plant reproductive needs
by spreading pollen than to meeting important animal needs. The anal-
ogy between a beehive and a society, an analogy social theorists have
often found too irresistible to avoid, is a striking commentary on the
extent to which our visions of nature are shaped by self-serving social
interests.

To deal with so-called insect hierarchies the way we deal with so-
called animal hierarchies, or worse, to grossly ignore the very different
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functions animal communities perform, is analogic reasoning carried to
the point of the preposterous. Primates relate to each other in ways that
seem to involve “dominance” and “submission” for widely disparate
reasons. Yet, terminologically and conceptually, they are placed under
the same “hierarchical” rubric as insect “societies”—despite the differ-
ent forms they assume and their precarious stability. Baboons on the
African savannas have been singled out as the most rigid hierarchical
troops in the primate world, but this rigidity evaporates once we exam-
ine their “ranking order” in a forest habitat. Even on the savannas, it is
questionable whether “alpha” males “rule,” “control,” or “coordinate”
relationships within the troop. Arguments can be presented for choos-
ing any one of these words, each of which has a clearly different mean-
ing when it is used in a human social context. Seemingly “patriarchal”
primate “harems” can be as loose sexually as brothels, depending on
whether a female is in estrus, changes have occurred in the habitat, or
the “patriarch” is simply diffident about the whole situation.

Baboons, it is worth noting, are monkeys, despite the presumed
similarity of their savanna habitat to that of early hominids. They
branched off from the hominoid evolutionary tree more than 20 million
years ago. Our closest evolutionary cousins, the great apes, tend to de-
molish these prejudices about hierarchy completely. Of the four great
apes, gibbons have no apparent “ranking” system at all. Chimpanzees,
regarded by many primatologists as the most human-like of all apes,
form such fluid kinds of “stratification” and (depending upon the ecol-
ogy of an area, which may be significantly affected by research workers)
establish such unstable types of association that the word hierarchy be-
comes an obstacle to understanding their behavioral characteristics.
Orangutans seem to have little of what could be called dominance and
submission relations. The mountain gorilla, despite its formidable repu-
tation, exhibits very little “stratification” except for predator challenges
and internal aggression.

Allthese examples help to justify Elise Boulding’s complaint that the
““primate behavior model” favored by overly hierarchical and patriarchal
writers on animal-human parallels “is based more on the baboon, not
the gibbon.” In contrast to the baboon, observes Boulding, the gibbon is
closer to us physically and, one might add, on the primate evolutionary
scale. “Our choice of a primate role model is clearly culturally deter-
mined,” she concludes:

Who wants to be like the unaggressive, vegetarian, food-sharing gibbons,
where father is as much involved in child-rearing as mother is, and where
everyone lives in small family groups, with little aggregation beyond that?
Much better to match the baboons, who live in large, tightly-knit groups
carefully closed against outsider baboons, where everyone knows who is in
charge, and where mother looks after the babies while father is out hunting
and fishing.
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In fact, Boulding concedes too much about the savanna-dwelling pri-
mates. Even if the term dominance were stretched to include “queen”
bees and ““alpha’” baboons, specific acts of coercion by individual animals
can hardly be called domination. Acts do not constitute institutions; epi-
sodes do not make a history. And highly structured insect behavioral
patterns, rooted in instinctual drives, are too inflexible to be regarded as
social. Unless hierarchy is to be used in Schjelderup-Ebbe’s cosmic
sense, dominance and submission must be viewed as institutionalized
relationships, relationships that living things literally institute or create
but which are neither ruthlessly fixed by instinct on the one hand nor
idiosyncratic on the other. By this, I mean that they must comprise a
clearly social structure of coercive and privileged ranks that exist apart
from the idiosyncratic individuals who seem to be dominant within a
given community, a hierarchy that is guided by a social logic that goes
beyond individual interactions or inborn patterns of behavior.*

Such traits are evident enough in human society when we speak of
“self-perpetuating” bureaucracies and explore them without consider-
ing the individual bureaucrats who compose them. Yet, when we turn to
nonhuman primates, what people commonly recognize as hierarchy,
status, and domination are precisely the idiosyncratic behaviorisms of
individual animals. Mike, Jane van Lawick-Goodall’s ““alpha” chimpan-
zee, acquired his “status” by rambunctiously charging upon a group of
males while noisily hitting two empty kerosene cans. At which point in
her narrative, van Lawick-Goodall wonders, would Mike have become
an “alpha” male without the kerosene cans? She replies that the ani-
mal’s use of “manmade objects is probably an indication of superior in-
telligence.” Whether such shadowy distinctions in intelligence rather
than aggressiveness, willfulness, or arrogance produce an ““alpha” male
or not is evidence more of the subtle projection of historically condi-
tioned human values on a primate group than the scientific objectivity
that ethology likes to claim for itself.

The seemingly hierarchical traits of many animals are more like vari-
ations in the links of a chain than organized stratifications of the kind we
find in human societies and institutions. Even the so-called class soci-

* An important distinction must be made here between the words community and society.
Animals and even plants certainly form communities; ecosystems would be meaningless
without conceiving animals, plants, and their abiotic substrate as a nexus of relationships
that range from the intraspecific to the interspecific level. In their interactions, life-forms
thus behave “communally” in the sense that they are interdependent in one way or an-
other. Among certain species, particularly primates, this nexus of interdependent relation-
ships may be so closely knit that it approximates a society or, at least, a rudimentary form
of sociality. But a society, however deeply it may be rooted in nature, is nevertheless more
than a community. What makes human societies unique communities is the fact that they
are institutionalized communities that are highly, often rigidly, structured around clearly
manifest forms of responsibility, association and personal relationship in maintaining the
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eties of the Northwest Indians, as we shall see, are chain-like links
between individuals rather than the class-like links between strata that
early Euro-American invaders so naively projected on Indians from their
own social world. If acts do not constitute institutions and episodes do
not constitute history, individual behavioral traits do not form strata or
classes. Social strata are made of sterner stuff. They have a life of their
own apart from the personalities who give them substance.

ow is ecology to avoid the ana-
logic reasoning that has made so much of ethology and sociobiology
seem like specious projections of human society into nature? Are there
any terms that provide a common meaning to unity in diversity, natural
spontaneity, and nonhierarchical relations in nature and society? In view
of the many tenets that appear in natural ecology, why stop with these
alone? Why not introduce other, perhaps less savory, ecological notions
like predation and aggression into society?

In fact, nearly all of these questions became major issues in social
theory in the early part of thé century when the so-called Chicago
School of urban sociology zealously tried to apply almost every known
concept of natural ecology to the development and “physiology” of the
city. Robert Park, Ernest Burgess, and Roderick McKenzie, enamored of
the new science, actually imposed a stringently biological model on their
studies of Chicago with a forcefulness and inspiration that dominated
American urban sociology for two generations. Their tenets included
ecological succession, spatial distribution, zonal distribution, anabolic-
catabolic balances, and even competition and natural selection that
could easily have pushed the school toward an insidious form of social
Darwinism had it not been for the liberal biases of its founders.

Despite its admirable empirical results, the school was to founder on
its metaphoric reductionism. Applied indiscriminately, the categories
ceased to be meaningful. When Park compared the emergence of certain
specialized municipal utilities to “successional dominance” by “other

continued from page 29

materialmeans of life. Although all societies are necessarily communities, many communi-
ties are not societies. One may find nascent social elements in animal communities, but
only human beings form societies—that is, institutionalized communities. The failure to
draw this distinction between animal or plant communities and human societies has pro-
duced considerable ideological mischief. Thus, predation within animal communities has
been speciously identified with war; individual linkages between animals with hierarchy
and-domination; even animal foraging and metabolism with labor and economics. All the
latter are strictly social phenomena. My remarks are not intended to oppose the notion of
society to community but to take note of the distinctions between the two that emerge
when human society develops beyond the levels of animal and plant communities.
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plant species” that climaxes in a ““beech or pine forest,” the analogy was
patently forced and absurdly contorted. His comparison of ethnic, cul-
tural, occupational, and economic groups to “plant invasions” revealed
a lack of theoretical discrimination that reduced human social features to
plant ecological features. What Park and his associates lacked was the
philosophical equipment for singling out the phases that both unite and
separate natural and social phenomena in a developmental continuum.
Thus, merely superficial similarity became outright identity—with the
unfortunate result that social ecology was repeatedly reduced to natural
ecology. The richly mediated evolution of the natural into the social that
could have been used to yield a meaningful selection of ecological cate-
gories was not part of the school’s theoretical equipment.

Whenever we ignore the way human social relationships transcend
plant-animal relationships, our views tend to bifurcate in two erroneous
directions. Either we succumb to a heavy-handed dualism that harshly
separates the natural from the social, or we fall into a crude reduction-
ism that dissolves the one into the other. In either case, we really cease
to think out the issues involved. We merely grasp for the least uncom-
fortable “solution” to a highly complex problem, namely, the need to
analyze the phases through which “mute” biological nature increasingly
becomes conscious human nature.

What makes unity in diversity in nature more than a suggestive eco-
logical metaphor for unity in diversity in society is the underlying philo-
sophical concept of wholeness. By wholeness, I mean varying levels of
actualization, an unfolding of the wealth of particularities, that are latent
in an as-yet-undeveloped potentiality. This potentiality may be a newly
planted seed, a newly born infant, a newly born community, or a newly
born society. When Hegel describes in a famous passage the “unfold-
ing” of human knowledge in biological terms, the fit is almost exact:

The bud disappears in the bursting-forth of the blossom, and one might say
that the former is refuted by the latter; similarly, when the fruit appears, the
blossom is shown up in its turn as a false manifestation of the plant, and the
fruitnow emerges as the truth of it instead. These forms are not just distin-
guished from one another, they also supplant one another as mutually in-
compatible. Yet at the same time their fluid nature makes them moments of
an organic unity in which they not only do not conflict, but in which each is
as necessary as the other; and this mutual necessity alone constitutes the life
of the whole.

I'have turned to this remarkable passage because Hegel does not mean it
to be merely metaphoric. His biological example and his social subject-
matter converge in ways that transcend both, notably, as similar aspects
of a larger process. Life itself, as distinguished from the nonliving,
emerges from the inorganic latent with all the particularities it has im-
manently produced from the logic of its most nascent forms of self-orga-
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nization. So do society as distinguished from biology, humanity as dis-
tinguished from animality, and individuality as distinguished from
humanity. It is no spiteful manipulation of Hegel’s famous maxim, “The
True is the whole,” to declare that the “whole is the True.” One can take
this reversal of terms to mean that the truelies in the self-consummation
of a process through its development, in the flowering of its latent partic-
ularities into their fullness or wholeness, just as the potentialities of a
child achieve expression in the wealth of experiences and the physical
growth that enter into adulthood.

e must not get caught up in di-

rect comparisons between plants, animals, and human beings or be-
tween plant-animal ecosystems and human communities. None of these
is completely congruent with another. We would be regressing in our
views to those of Park, Burgess, and MacKenzie, not to mention our
current bouquet of sociobiologists, were we lax enough to make this
equation. It is not in the particulars of differentiation that plant-animal
communities are ecologically united with human communities but
rather in their logic of differentiation. Wholeness, in fact, is completeness.
The dynamic stability of the whole derives from a visible level of com-
pleteness in human communities as in climax ecosystems. What unites
these modes of wholeness and completeness, however different they
are in their specificity and their qualitative distinctness, is the logic of
development itself. A climax forest is whole and complete as a result of
the same unifying process—the same dialectic—that a particular social
form is whole and complete.

When wholeness and completeness are viewed as the result of an
immanent dialectic within phenomena, we do no more violence to the
uniqueness of these phenomena than the principle of gravity does vio-
lence to the uniqueness of objects that fall within its “lawfulness.” In
this sense, the ideal of human roundedness, a product of the rounded
community, is the legitimate heir to the ideal of a stabilized nature, a
product of the rounded natural environment. Marx tried to root human-
ity’s identity and self-discovery in its productive interaction with nature.
But I must add that not only does humanity place its imprint on the
natural world and transform it, but also nature places its imprint on the
human world and transforms it. To use the language of hierarchy
against itself: it is not only we who “tame” nature but also nature that
“tames” us.

These turns of phrase should be taken as more than metaphors. Lest
it seem that I have rarefied the concept of wholeness into an abstract
dialectical principle, let me note that natural ecosystems and human
communities interact with each other in very existential ways. Our ani-
mal nature is never so distant from our social nature that we can remove
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ourselves from the organic world outside us and the one within us.
From our embryonic development to our layered brain, we partly reca-
pitulate our own natural evolution. We are not so remote from our pri-
mate ancestry that we can ignore its physical legacy in our stereoscopic
vision, acuity of intelligence, and grasping fingers. We phase into soci-
ety as individuals in the same way that society, phasing out of nature,
comes into itself.

These continuities, to be sure, are obvious enough. What is often
less obvious is the extent to which nature itself is a realm of potentiality
for the emergence of social differentia. Nature is as much a precondition
for the development of society—not merely its emergence—as technics,
labor, language, and mind. And it is a precondition not merely in Wil-
liam Petty’s sense—that if labor is the “Father” of wealth, nature is its
““Mother.” This formula, so dear to Marx, actually slights nature by im-
parting to it the patriarchal notion of feminine “passivity.” The affinities
between nature and society are more active than we care to admit. Very
specific forms of nature—very specific ecosystems—constitute the
ground for very specific forms of society. At the risk of usmg a highly
embattled phrase, I might say that a “historical materialism” of natural
development could be written that would transform ““passive nature” —
the “object” of human labor—into ““active nature,” the creator of human
labor. Labor’s “metabolism” with nature cuts both ways, so that nature
interacts with humanity to yield the actualization of their common po-
tentialities in the natural and social worlds.

An interaction of this kind, in which terms like “Father” and
“Mother” strike a false note, can be stated very concretely. The recent
emphasis on bioregions as frameworks for various human communities
provides a strong case for the need to readapt technics and work styles
to accord with the requirements and possibilities of particular ecological
areas. Bioregional requirements and possibilities place a heavy burden
on humanity’s claims of sovereignty over nature and autonomy from its
needs. If it is true that “men make history” but not under conditions of
their own choosing (Marx), it is no less true that history makes society
but not under conditions of its own choosing. The hidden dimension
that lurks in this word play with Marx’s famous formula is the natural
history that enters into the making of social history—but as active, con-
crete, existential nature that emerges from stage to stage of its own ever-
more complex development in the form of equally complex and dynamic
ecosystems. Our ecosystems, in turn, are interlinked in highly dynamic
and complex bioregions. How concrete the hidden dimension of social
development is—and how much humanity’s claims to sovereignty must
defer to it—has only recently become evident from our need to design
an alternative technology that is as adaptive to a bioregion as it is pro-
ductive to society. Hence, our concept of wholeness is not a finished
tapestry of natural and social relations that we can exhibit to the hungry
eyes of sociologists. It is a fecund natural history, ever active and ever
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changing—the way childhood presses toward and is absorbed into
youth, and youth into adulthood.

The need to bring a sense of history into nature is as compelling as
the need to bring a sense of history into society. An ecosystem is never a
random community of plants and animals that occurs merely by chance.
It has potentiality, direction, meaning, and self-realization in its own
right. To view an ecosystem as given (a bad habit, which scientismincul-
cates in its theoretically neutral observer) is as ahistorical and superficial
as to view a human community as given. Both have a history that gives
intelligibility and order to their internal relationships and directions to
their development.

At its inception, human history is largely natural history as well as
social—as traditional kinship structures and the sexual division of labor
clearly indicate. Whether or not natural history is the “slime,” to use
Sartre’s maladroit term, that clings to humanity and prevents its rational
fulfillment will be considered later. For the present, one fact should be
made clear: human history can never disengage itself or disembed itself
from nature. It will always be embedded in nature, as we shall see—
whether we are inclined to call that nature a “slime” or a fecund
“mother.” Whatmay prove to, be the most demanding test of our human
geniusis the kind of nature we will foster—one that is richly organicand
complex or one that is inorganic and disastrously simplified.

Humanity’s involvement with nature not only runs deep but takes
on forms more increasingly subtle than even the most sophisticated the-
orists could have anticipated. Our knowledge of this involvement is still,
as it were, in its “prehistory.” To Ernst Bloch, we not only share a com-
mon history with nature, all the differences between nature and society
aside, but also a common destiny. As he observes:

Nature in its final manifestation, like history in its final manifestation, lies at
the horizon of the future. The more a common technique [Allianztechnik] is
attainable instead of oneg that is external—one that is mediated with the
coproductivity [Mitproduktivitat] of nature—the more we can be sure that
the frozen powers of a frozen nature will again be emancipated. Nature is
not something that can be consigned to the past. Rather it is the construc-
tion-site that has not yet been cleared, the building tools that have not yet
been attained in an adequate form for the human house that itself does not
yet exist in an adequate form. The ability of problem-laden natural subjec-
tivity to participate in the construction of this house is the objective-utopian
correlate of the human-utopian fantasy conceived in concrete terms. There-
fore it is certain that the human house stands'not only in history and on the
ground of human activity; it stands primarily on the ground of a mediated
natural subjectivity on the construction site of nature. Nature’s conceptual
frontier [Grenzbegriff] is not the beginning of human history, where nature
(which is always present in history and always surrounds it) turns into the
site of the human sovereign realm [regnum hominis], but rather where it
turns into the adequate site [for the adequate human house] as an unalien-
ated mediated good [und sie unentfremdet aufgeht, als vermitteltes Gut ).
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One can take issue with the emphasis Bloch gives to human sovereignty
in the interaction with nature and the structural phraseology that infil-
trates his brilliant grasp of the organic nature of that interaction. Das
Prinzip Hoffnung (The Principle of Hope) was written in the early 1940s, a
grim and embattled period, when such a conceptual framework was to-
tally alien to the antinaturalistic, indeed, militaristic spirit of the times.
His insight beggars our hindsight, redolent with its “pop” ecological
terminology and its queasy mysticism. In any case, enough has been
written about the differences between nature and society. Today, to-
gether. with Bloch, it would be valuable to shift our emphasis to the
commonalities of nature and society, provided we are wary enough to
avoid those mindless leaps from the one to the other as though they
were not related by the rich phases of development that authentically
unite them.

pontaneity enters into social
ecology in much the same way as it enters into natural ecology—as a
function of diversity and complexity. Ecosystems are much too varie-
gated to be delivered over completely to what Ernst Bloch called the
regnum hominis or, at least, to humanity’s claim of sovereignty over na-
ture. But we may justly ask if this is any less true of social complexity
and history’s claims of sovereignty over humanity. Do the self-ap-
pointed scientists or “guardians” of society know enough (their nor-
mally self-serving views aside) about the complex factors that make for
social development to presume to control them? And even after the “ad-
equate form for the human house” has been discovered and given sub-
stantiality, how sure can we be of their disinterested sense of service?
History is replete with accounts of miscalculation by leaders, parties,
factions, “‘guardians,” and ““vanguards.” If nature is “blind,” society is
equally “blind” when it presumes to know itself completely, whether as
social science, social theory, systems analysis, or even social ecology.
Indeed, “World Spirits” from Alexander to Lenin have not always
served humanity well. They have exhibited a willful arrogance that has
damaged the social environment as disastrously as the arrogance of or-
dinary men has damaged the natural environment.

Great historical eras of transition reveal that the rising flood of social
change must be permitted to find its own level spontaneously. Van-
guard organizations have produced repeated catastrophes when they
sought to force changes that people and the conditions of their time
could not sustain materially, ideologically, or morally. Where forced so-
cial changes were not nourished by an educated and informed popular
consciousness, they were eventually enforced by terror—and the move-
ments themselves have turned savagely upon and devoured their most
cherished humanistic and liberatory ideals. Our own century is closing
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under the shadow of an event that has totally beclouded the future of
humanity, notably the Russian Revolution and its terrifying sequelae.
Where the revolution, unforced and easily achieved by the popular
movement, ended and Lenin’s coup d’etat of October, 1917, replaced it
can be easily fixed and dated. But how the will of a small cadre, abetted
by the demoralization and stupidity of its opponents, turned success
into failure in the very name of “success” is more difficult to explain.
That the movement would have come to rest had it been left to its own
spontaneous popular momentum and self-determination—possibly
with gains that might have reinforced more advanced social develop-
ments abroad—is perhaps the safest judgment we can make with the
hindsight time has given us. Social change, particularly social revolu-
tion, tends to find its worst enemies in leaders whose wills supplant the
spontaneous movements of the people. Hubris in social evolution is as
dangerous as it is in natural evolution and for the same reasons. In both
cases, the complexity of a situation, the limitations of time and place,
and the prejudices that filter into what often merely appear as foresight
conceal the multitude of particulars that are truer to reality than any
ideological preconceptions and needs.

I do not mean to deny the superadded significance of will, insight,
and knowledge that must inform human spontaneity in the social
world. In nature, by contrast, spontaneity operates within a more re-
strictive set of conditions. A natural ecosystem finds its climax in the
greatest degree of stability it can attain within its given level of possibili-
ties. We know, of course, that this is not a passive process. But beyond
the level and stability an ecosystem can achieve and the apparent striv-
ing it exhibits, it reveals no motivation and choice. Its stability, given its
potentialities and what Aristotle called its “entelechy,” is an end in it-
self, just as the function of a beehive is to produce bees. A climax ecosys-
tem brings to rest for a time the interrelationships that comprise it. By
contrast, the social realm raises the objective possibility of freedom and
self-consciousness as the superadded function of stability. The human
community, at whatever level it comes to rest, remains incomplete until
it achieves uninhibited volition and self-consciousness, or what we call
freedom—a complete state, I should add, that is actually the point of
departure for a new beginning. How much human freedom rests on the
stability of the natural ecosystem in which it is always embedded, what
it means in a larger philosophical sense beyond mere survival, and what
standards it evolves from its shared history with the entire world of life
and its own social history are subjects for the rest of this book.

ithin this highly complex con-
text of ideas we must now try to transpose the nonhierarchical character
of natural ecosystems to society. What renders social ecology so impor-
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tant is that it offers no case whatsoever for hierarchy in nature and soci-
ety; it decisively challenges the very function of hierarchy as a stabilizing
or ordering principle in both realms. The association of order as such
with hierarchy is ruptured. And this association is ruptured with-
out rupturing the association of nature with society—as sociology, in its
well-meaning opposition to sociobiology, has been wont to do. In con-
trast to sociologists, we do not have to render the social world so su-
premely autonomous from nature that we are obliged to dissolve the
continuum that phases nature into society. In short, we do not have to
accept the brute tenets of sociobiology that link us crudely to nature at
one extreme or the naive tenets of sociology that cleave us sharply from
nature at the other extreme. Although hierarchy does exist in present-
day society, it need not continue—irrespective of its lack of meaning or
reality for nature. But the case against hierarchy is not contingent-on its
uniqueness as a social phenomenon. Because hierarchy threatens the
existence of social life today, it cannot remain a social fact. Because it
threatens the integrity of organic nature, it will not continue to do so,
given the harsh verdict of “mute” and “blind” nature.

Our continuity with nonhierarchical nature suggests that a non-
hierarchical society is no less random than an ecosystem. That freedom
is more than the absence of constraint, that the Anglo-American tradi-
tion of mere pluralism and institutional heterogeneity yields substan-
tially less than a social ecosystem—such concepts have been argued
with telling effect. In fact, democracy as the apotheosis of social freedom
has been sufficiently denatured, as Benjamin R. Barber has emphasized,
to yield

the gradual displacement of participation by representation. Where democ-
racy in its classical form meant quite literally rule by the demos, by the
plebes, by the people themselves, it now often seems to mean little more
than elite rule sanctioned (through the device of representation) by the peo-
ple. Competing elites vie for the support of a public, whose popular sover-
eignty is reduced to the pathetic right to participate in choosing the tyrant
who will rule it.

Perhaps more significantly, the concept of a public sphere, of a body
politic, has been literally dematerialized by a seeming heterogeneity—
more precisely, an atomization that reaches from the institutional to the
personal—that has replaced political coherence with chaos. The dis-
placement of public virtue by personal rights has yielded the subversion
not only of a unifying ethical principle that once gave substance to the
very notion of a public, but of the very personhood that gave substance
to the notion of right. -

A broad, frequently raised question remains to be answered: To
what extent does nature have a reality of its own that we can legitimately
invoke? Assuming that nature really exists, how much do we know
about the natural world that is not exclusively social or, to be even more
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restrictive, the product of our own subjectivity? That nature is all that is
nonhuman or, more broadly, nonsocial is a presumption rooted in more
than rational discourse. It lies at the heart of an entire theory of knowl-
edge—an epistemology that sharply bifurcates into objectivity and sub-
jectivity. Since the Renaissance, the idea that knowledge lies locked
within a mind closeted by its own supranatural limitations and insights
has been the foundation for all our doubts about the very existence of a
coherent constellation that can even be called nature. This idea is the
foundation for an antinaturalistic body of epistemological theories.

The claim of epistemology to adjudicate the validity of knowledge as
a formal and abstract inquiry has always been opposed by the claim of
history to treat knowledge as a problem of genesis, not merely of know-
ing in a formal and abstract sense. From this historical standpoint, men-
tal processes do not live a life of their own. Their seemingly autonomous
construction of the world is actually inseparable from the way they are
constructed by the world—a world that is richly historical not only in a
social sense but in a natural one as well. I do not mean that nature
“knows” things that we do not know, but rather that we are the very
“knowingness” of nature, the embodiment of nature’s evolution into
intellect, mind and self-reflexivity.*

In the abstract world of Cartesian, Lockean, and Kantian epistemol-
ogy, this proposition is difficult to demonstrate. Renaissance and post-
Renaissance epistemology lacks all sense of historicity. If it looks back at
all to the history of mind, it does so within a context so overwhelmingly
social and from historical levels so far-removed from the biological gen-
esis of mind that it can never make contact with nature. Its very claim to
“modernity” has been a systematic unravelling of the interface between
nature and mind that Hellenic thought tried to establish. This interface
has been replaced by an unbridgeable dualism between mentality and
the external world. In Descartes, dualism occurs between soul and
body; in Locke, between the perceiving senses and a perceived world; in
Kant, between mind and external reality. Thus, the problem of nature’s
knowingness has traditionally been seen from the knowing end of a
long social history rather than from its beginnings. When this history is
instead viewed from its origins, mentality and its continuity with nature

* In fact, natural hierarchy is meaningless in the literal sense of the term because it presup-
poses a knowingness—an intellectuality—that has yet to emerge until the evolution of
humanity and society. This knowingness or intellectuality does not suddenly explode in
ecosystems with the appearance of humankind. What is antecedent to what exists may
contain the potentialities of what will emerge, but those antecedents do not acquire the
actualization of these potentialities after they have emerged. That we now exist to give the
word hierarchy meaning hardly imparts any hierarchical reality to plants and animals that
are locked into their own antecedent historical confines. If there is hierarchy in nature, it
consists of our vain attempt to establish a sovereignty over nature that we can never really
achieve. It also presupposes that we are sufficiently part of natureto render the nonhuman
world hierarchical, a notion that dualismis inclined to resist.
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acquires a decisively different aspect. An authentic epistemology is the
physical anthropology of the mind, of the human brain, not the cultural
clutter of history that obstructs our view of the brain’s genesis in nature
and its evolution in society conceived as a unique elaboration of natural
phenomena.

In the same vein, I do not wish to accord mind a “sovereignty” over
nature that it patently lacks. Nature is a perpetual kaleidoscope of
changes and fecundity that resists hard-and-fast categorization. Mind
can grasp the essence of this change but never all of its details. Yet it is
precisely in matters of detail that human hubris proves to be most vul-
nerable. To return to Charles Elton’s sensitive metaphors: we have
learned to navigate our way through the deeper waters of this natural
world, but not through the countless and changing reefs that always
render our debarkment precarious. It is here, where the details of the
shoreline count so tellingly, that we do well not to ignore the currents
that experience assures us are safe and that will spare us from the dan-
gers of foundering,.

Ultimately, organic knowledge is mobilized insight that seeks to
know nature within nature, not to abandon analysis for mysticism or
dialectic for intuition. Our own thinking is itself a natural process, albeit
deeply conditioned by society and richly textured by social evolution.
Our capacity to bring thought into resonance with its organic history (its
evolution from the highly reactive organic molecules that form the fun-
dament for the sensitivity of more complex ones, the extravagant cloud-
burst of life-forms that follows, and the evolution of the nervous sys-
tem) is part of the knowledge of “knowing” that provides thought with
an organic integument as real as the intellectual tools we acquire from
society. More than intuition and faith, thought is literally as real as birth
and death, when we first begin to know and when we finally cease to
know. Hence nature abides in epistemology as surely as a parent abides
in its child. What often is mistakenly dismissed as the intuitive phase of
knowledge is the truth that our animality gives to our humanity and our
embryo stage of development to our adulthood. When we finally di-
vorce these depth phases of our being and thinking from our bodies and
our minds, we have done worse than narrow our epistemological claims
to Kantian judgements based on a harsh dualism between thought and
nature; we have divided our intellects from ourselves, our state of mind
from the development of our bodies, our insight from our hindsight,
and our understanding from its ancient memories.

‘Z n more concrete terms, what
tantalizing issues does social ecology raise for our time and our future?
In establishing a more advanced interface with nature, will it be possible
to achieve a new balance between humanity and nature by sensitively
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tailoring our agricultural practices, urban areas, and technologies to the
natural requirements of a region and its ecosystems? Can we hope to
““manage” the natural environment by a drastic decentralization of agri-
culture, which will make it possible to cultivate land as though it were a
garden balanced by diversified fauna and flora? Will these changes re-
quire the decentralization of our cities into moderate-sized communi-
ties, creating a new balance between town and country? What technol-
ogy will be required to achieve these goals and avoid the further
pollution of the earth? What institutions will be required to create a new
public sphere, what social relations to foster a new ecological sensibility,
what forms of work to render human practice playful and creative, what
sizes and populations of communities to scale life to human dimensions
controllable by all? What kind of poetry? Concrete questions—ecologi-
cal, social, political, and behavioral—rush in like a flood heretofore
dammed up by the constraints of traditional ideologies and habits of
thought.

The answers we provide to these questions have a direct bearing on
whether humanity can survive on the planet. The trends in our time are
visibly directed against ecological diversity; in fact, they point toward
brute simplification of the entire biosphere. Complex food chains in the
soil and on the earth’s surface are being ruthlessly undermined by the
~ fatuous application of industrial techniques to agriculture; consequently,
soil has been reduced in many areas to a mere sponge for absorbing
simple chemical “nutrients.” The cultivation of single crops over vast
stretches of land is effacing natural, agricultural, and even physio-
graphic variety. Immense urban belts are encroaching unrelentingly on
the countryside, replacing flora and fauna with concrete, metal and
glass, and enveloping large regions in a haze of atmospheric pollutants.
In this mass urban world, human experience itself becomes crude and
elemental, subject to brute noisy stimuli and crass bureaucratic manipu-
lation. A national division of labor, standardized along industrial lines,
" is replacing regional and local variety, reducing entire continents to im-
mense, smoking factories and cities to garish, plastic supermarkets.

Modern society, in effect, is disassembling the biotic complexity
achieved by aeons of organic evolution. The great movement of life from
fairly simple to increasingly complex forms and relations is being ruth-
lessly reversed in the direction of an environment that will be able to
support only simpler living things. To continue this reversal of biological
evolution, to undermine the biotic food-webs on which humanity de-
pends for its means of life, places in question the very survival of the
human species. If the reversal of the evolutionary process continues,
there is good reason to believe—all control of other toxic agents aside
—that the preconditions for complex forms of life will be irreparably
destroyed and the earth will be incapable of supporting us as a viable
species.

In this confluence of social and ecological crises, we can no longer
afford to be unimaginative; we can no longer afford to do without uto-
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pian thinking. The crises are too serious and the possibilities too sweep-
ing to be resolved by customary modes of thought—the very sensibili-
ties that produced these crises in the first place. Years ago, the French
students in the May—June uprising of 1968 expressed this sharp contrast
of alternatives magnificently in their slogan: “Be practical! Do the impos-
sible!” To this demand, the generation that faces the next century can
add the more solemn injunction: “If we don’t do the impossible, we
shall be faced with the unthinkable!”

I n the Norse legends, Odin, to
obtain wisdom, drinks of the magic fountain that nourishes the World
Tree. In return, the god must forfeit one of his eyes. The symbolism,
here, is clear: Odin must pay a penalty for acquiring the insight that
gives him a measure of control over the natural world and breaches its
pristine harmony. But his “wisdom’ is that of a one-eyed man. Al-
though he sees the world more acutely, his vision is one-sided. The
“wisdom” of Odin involves a renunciation not only of what Josef Weber
has called the “primordial bond with nature,” but also of the honesty of
perception that accords with nature’s early unity. Truth achieves exact-
ness, predictability, and above all, manipulability; it becomes science in
the customary sense of the term. But science as we know it today is the
fragmented one-sided vision of a one-eyed god, whose vantage-point
entails domination and antagonism, not coequality and harmony. In the
Norse legends, this “wisdom” leads to Ragnarok, the downfall of the
gods and the destruction of the tribal world. In our day, this one-sided
“wisdom” is laden with the prospects of nuclear immolation and ecolog-
ical catastrophe.

Humanity has passed through a long history of one-sidedness and
of a social condition that has always contained the potential of destruc-
tion, despite its creative achievements in technology. The great project
of our time must be to open the other eye: to see all-sidedly and wholly,
to heal and transcend the cleavage between humanity and nature that
came with early wisdom. Nor can we deceive ourselves that the re-
opened eye will be focused on the visions and myths of primordial peo-
ples, for history has labored over thousands of years to produce entirely
new domains of reality that enter into our very humanness. Our capac-
ity for freedom—which includes our capacity for individuality, experi-
ence, and desire—runs deeper than that of our distant progenitors. We
have established a broader material basis for free time, play, security,
perception, and sensuousness—a material potentiality for broader do-
mains of freedom and humanness—than humanity in a primordial bond
with nature could possibly achieve.

But we cannot remove our bonds unless we know them. However
unconscious its influence may be, a legacy of domination permeates our
thinking, values, emotions, indeed our very musculature. History dom-
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inates us all the more when we are ignorant of it. The historic uncon-
scious must be made conscious. Cutting across the very legacy of domi-
nation is another: the legacy of freedom that lives in the daydreams of
humanity, in the great ideals and movements—rebellious, anarchic, and
Dionysian—that have welled up in all great eras of social transition. In
our own time, these legacies are intertwined like strands and subvert
the clear patterns that existed in the past, until the language of freedom
becomes interchangeable with that of domination. This confusion has
been the tragic fate of modern socialism, a doctrine that has been bled of
all its generous ideals. Thus, the past must be dissected in order to exor-
cise it and to acquire a new integrity of vision. We must reexamine the
cleavages that separated humanity from nature, and the splits within
the human community that originally produced this cleavage, if the con-
cept of wholeness is to become intelligible and the reopened eye to
glimpse a fresh image of freedom.



The
Jrganic Society

T he notion that man is destined
to dominate nature is by no means a universal feature of human culture.
If anything, this notion is almost completely alien to the outlook of so-
called primitive or preliterate communities. I cannot emphasize too
strongly that the concept emerged very gradually from a broader social
development: the increasing domination of human by human. The
breakdown of primordial equality into hierarchical systems of inequal-
ity, the disintegration of early kinship groups into social classes, the dis-
solution of tribal communities into the city, and finally the usurpation of
social administration by the State—all profoundly altered not only social
life but also the attitude of people toward each other, humanity’s vision
of itself, and ultimately its attitude toward the natural world. In many
ways, we are still agonized by the problems that emerged with these
sweeping changes. Perhaps only by examining the attitudes of certain
preliterate peoples can we gauge the extent to which domination shapes
the most intimate thoughts and the most minute actions of the individ-
ual today.

Until recently, discussions about the outlook of preliterate peoples
were complicated by opinions that the logical operations of these peo-
ples were distinctly different from our own. To speak of what was called
“primitive mentality’” as a “prelogical” phenomenon, to use Levy-
Bruhl’'s unhappy term, or more recently, in the language of mytho-
poeically oriented mystics, “nonlinear thinking,” results from a prejudi-
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cial misreading of early social sensibilities. From a formal viewpoint,
there is a very real sense in which preliterate people were or are obliged
to think in much the same “linear” sense as we are in dealing with the
more mundane aspects of life. Whatever their shortcomings as a substi-
tute for wisdom and a world outlook, conventional logical operations
are needed for survival. Women gathered plants, men shaped hunting
implements, and children contrived games according to logical proce-
dures that were closely akin to our own.

But this formal similarity is not at issue in discussing the preliterate
outlook toward society. What is significant about the differences in out-
look between ourselves and preliterate peoples is that while the latter
think like us in a structural sense, their thinking occurs in a cultural
context that is fundamentally different from ours. Although their logical
operations may be identical to ours formally, their values differ from
ours qualitatively. The further back we go to communities that lack eco-
nomic classes and a political State—communities that might well be
called organic societies because of their intense solidarity internally and
with the natural world—the greater evidence we find of an outlook to-
ward life that visualized people, things, and relations in terms of their
uniqueness rather than their “superiority” or “inferiority.” To such com-
munities, individuals and things were not necessarily better or worse
than each other; they were simply dissimilar. Each was prized for itself,
indeed, for its unique traits. The conception of individual autonomy had
not yet acquired the fictive “sovereignty” it has achieved today. The
world was perceived as a composite of many different parts, each indis-
pensable to its unity and harmony. Individuality, to the extent that it did
not conflict with the community interest on which the survival of all
depended, was seen more in terms of interdependence than indepen-
dence. Variety was prized within the larger tapestry of the community—
as a priceless ingredient of communal unity.

In the various organic societies where this outlook still prevails, no-
tions such as “equality” and “freedom” do not exist. They are implicit in
the very outlook itself. Moreover, because they are not placed in juxta-
position to the concepts of “inequality” and “unfreedom,” these notions
lack definability. As Dorothy Lee observed in her deeply incisive and
sensitive essays on this outlook:

Equality exists in the very nature of things, as a byproduct of the democratic
structure of the culture itself, not as a principle to be applied. In such soci-
eties, there is no attempt to achieve the goal of equality, and in fact there is
no concept of equality. Often, there is no linguistic mechanism whatever for
comparison. What we find is absolute respect for man, for all individuals
irrespective of age and sex.*

* See Dorothy Lee, Freedom and Culture (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1959).
Dorothy Lee’sessaysstand almostalone in the literature on “primitive mentality,” and my
debt to her material and interpretation is considerable. Although her data and views have
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The absence of coercive and domineering values in organic cultures
is perhaps best illustrated by the syntax of the Wintu Indians, a people
that Lee studied very closely. She notes that terms commonly expressive
of coercion in modern languages are arranged, in Wintu syntax, to de-
note cooperative behavior instead. A Wintu mother, for example, does
not “take” a baby into the shade; she goes with it. A chief does not “rule”
his people; he stands with them. “They never say, and in fact they can-
not say, as we do, ‘I have a sister,” or a ‘son,” or "husband,””” Lee ob-
serves. “To live with is the usual way in which they express what we call
possession, and they use this term for everything that they respect, so
that a man will be said to live with his bow and arrows.”

The phrase “to live with” implies not only a deep sense of mutual
respect for person and a high regard for individual voluntarism; it also
implies a profound sense of unity between the individual and the group.
Weneed not goany further than an examination of American Indian life
to find abundant evidence of this fact. The traditional society of the Hopi
was geared entirely toward group solidarity. Nearly all the basic tasks of
the community, from planting to food preparation, were done coopera-
tively. Together with the adults, children participated in most of these
tasks. At every age level, the individual was charged with a sense of
responsibility for the community. So all-pervasive were these group at-
titudes that Hopi children, placed in schools administered by whites,
could be persuaded only with the greatest difficulty to keep score in
competitive games.

These strong attitudes of intragroup solidarity were fostered in the
earliest days of Hopi childhood and continued through life. They began
in infancy with the process of weaning, which emphasized interdepen-
dence between Hopi individuals and the group—in marked contrast to
the surrounding white culture’s emphasis on “independence.” Weaning
is not merely ““a transition from milk to solid foods,” observes Dorothy
Eggan in a study of Hopi socialization. “It is also a gradual process of
achieving independence from the comfort of the mother’s body and
care, of transferring affections to other persons, and of finding satisfac-
tions within oneself and in the outside world.” In this sense, many
whites “are never weaned, which has unfortunate consequences in a
society where individual effort and independence are stressed. The Hopi
child, on the other hand, from the day of his birth was being weaned
from his biological mother.” But this weaning process resulted not from
social indifference or maternal neglect. To the contrary, and very charac-
teristically:

Many arms gave him comfort, many faces smiled at him, and from a very
early age he was given bits of food which were chewed by various members

become increasingly widespread lately, it is unfortunate that she has received so little
mention, not to speak of acknowledgement, among recent journalistic critics of hierarchy.
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of the family and placed in his mouth. So for a Hopi, the outside world in
which he needed to find satisfaction was never far away.

rom this feeling of unity be-
tween the individual and the community emerges a feeling of unity be-
tween the community and its environment. Psychologically, people in
organic communities must believe that they exercise a greater influence
on natural forces than is actually afforded them by their relatively simple
technology. Such a belief is fostered by group rituals and magical proce-
dures. Elaborate as these rituals and procedures may be, however, hu-
manity’s sense of dependence on the natural world, indeed, on its im-
mediate environment, never disappears. Although this sense of
dependence may generate abject fear or an equally abject reverence,
there is a point in the development of organic society where it visibly
generates a sense of symbiosis, of communal interdependence and co-
operation, that tends to transcend raw feelings of terror and awe. Here,
people not only propitiate powerful forces or try to manipulate them;
their ceremonials help (as they see it) in a creative sense: they aid in
multiplying food animals, or in bringing changes in weather and season,
or in promoting the fertility of crops. The organic community is con-
ceived to be part of the balance of nature—a forest community or a soil
community—in short, a truly ecological community or ecocommunity pe-
culiar to its ecosystem, with an active sense of participation in the over-
all environment and the cycles of nature.

The fine distinction between fear and reverence becomes more evi-
dent when we turn to accounts of certain ceremonials among preliterate
peoples. Aside from ceremonials and rituals characterized by social
functions, such as initiation rites, we encounter others marked by eco-
. logical functions. Among the Hopi, major horticultural ceremonies have
the role of summoning forth the cycles of the cosmic order, of actualiz-
ing the solstices and the different stages in the growth of maize from
germination to maturation. Although this order and these stages are
known to be predetermined, human ceremonial involvement is an inte-
gral part of that predetermination. In contrast to strictly magical proce-
dures, Hopi ceremonies assign a participatory rather than a manipula-
tory function to humans. People play a complementary role in natural
cycles: they facilitate the workings of the cosmic order. Their ceremonies
are part of a complex web of life that extends from the germination of
corn to the arrival of the solstices. As Dorothy Lee observed,

Every aspect of nature, plants and rocks and animals, colors and cardinal
directions and numbers and sex distinctions, the dead and the living, all
have a cooperative share in the maintenance of the universal order. Eventu-
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ally, the effort of each individual, human or not, goes into this huge whole.
And here, too, it is every aspect of a person which counts. The entire being
of the Hopi individual affects the balance of nature; and as each individual
develops his inner potential, so he enhances his participation, so does the
entire universe become invigorated.

Contemporary ecological rhetoric tends to blur the wealth of impli-
cations that follow from the integration of the individual, community,
and environment into a ““universal order.” Since Lee penned these lines,
almost every one of her words have become the cheap coin of the “hu-
man potential” movement. Preliterate cultures, in fact, often begin with
a cosmology consisting of the conclusions that our current bouquet of
mystics profess to attain. To organic societies, the puzzling cosmological
issue is not life, which exists everywhere and in all things; the puzzle is
death, the inexplicably unique condition of nonliving and hence nonbe-
ing. “Soul,” in some sense, permeates the entirety of existence; the
“dead” matter that science has given us since the Renaissance, as Hans
Jonas has so sensitively pointed out, “was yet to be discovered—as in-
deed its concept, so familiar to us, is anything but obvious.” What is
most natural to organic societies is an aboundingly fecund, all-encom-
passing “livingness” that is integral to its knowingness, a world of life
that “occupies the whole foreground exposed to man’s immediate view.
... Earth, wind, and water—Dbegetting, teeming, nurturing, destroy-
ing—are anything but models of ‘mere matter.””

The direct involvement of humanity with nature is thus not an ab-
straction, and Dorothy Lee’s account of the Hopi ceremonials is not a
description of “primitive man'’s science,” as Victorian anthropologists
believed. Nature begins as life. From the very outset of human con-
sciousness, it enters directly into consociation with humanity—not
merely harmonization or even balance. Nature as life eats at every re-
past, succors every new birth, grows with every child, aids every hand
that throws a spear or plucks a plant, warms itself at the hearth in the
dancing shadows, and sits amidst the councils of the community just as
the rustle of the leaves and grasses is part of the air itself—not merely a
sound borne on the wind. Ecological ceremonials validate the “citizen-
ship” nature acquires as part of the human environment. “The People”
(to use the name that many preliterate communities give to themselves)
do not disappear into nature or nature into “the People.” But nature is
not merely a habitat; it is a participant that advises the community with
its omens, secures it with its camouflage, leaves it telltale messages in
broken twigs and footprints, whispers warnings to it in the wind’s voice,
nourishes it with a largesse of plants and animals, and in its countless
functions and counsels is absorbed into the community’s nexus of rights
and duties.

What the ecological ceremonial does, in effect, is socialize the natural
world and complete the involvement of society with nature. Here, the
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ceremonial, despite its naively fictive content, speaks more truthfully to
the richly articulated interface between society and nature than concepts
that deal with the natural world as a “matrix,” “background,” or worse,
“precondition” for the social world. Indeed, far from dealing with na-
tureas an “It” or a “Thou” (to use Martin Buber’s terms), the ceremonial
validates nature as kin, a blooded, all-important estate that words like
citizen can never attain. Nature is named even before it is deified; it is
personified as part of the community before it is raised above it as “su-
pernature.” To the pygmies of the Ituri forest, it is “Ndura” and to the
settled Bantu villagers the same word strictly designates the forest that
the pygmies regard as a veritable entity in itself, active and formative in
all its functions.

Hence, the very notion of nature is always social at this point in
human development—in an ontological sense that the protoplasm of
humankind retains an abiding continuity with the protoplasm of nature.
To speak in the language of organic society, the blood that flows be-
tween the community and nature in the process of being kin is circulated
by distinct acts of the community: ceremonials, dances, dramas, songs,
decorations, and symbols. The dancers who imitate animals in their ges-
tures or birds in their calls are engaged in more than mere mimesis; they
form a communal and choral unity with nature, a unity that edges into
the intimate intercourse of sexuality, birth and the interchange of blood.
By virtue of a community solidarity that such widely bandied terms as
stewardship can hardly convey, organic societies “hear” a nature and
“speak” for a nature that will be slowly muffled and muted by the “civi-
lizations” that gain historic ascendency over them. Until then, nature is
no silent world or passive environment lacking meaning beyond the dic-
tates of human manipulation. Hence, social ecology has its origins in
humanity’s initial awareness of its own sociality—not merely as a cogni-
tive dimension of epistemology but as an ontological consociation with -

the natural world.
I do not mean to deny the old

epistemological canon that human beings see nature in social terms,
preformed by social categories and interests. But this canon requires
further articulation and elaboration. The word social should not sweep
us into a deluge of intellectual abstractions that ignore the distinctions
between one social form and another. It is easy to see that organic soci-
ety’s harmonized view of nature follows directly from the harmonized
relations within the early human community. Just as medieval theology
structured the Christian heaven on feudal lines, so people of all ages
have projected their social structures onto the natural world. To the Al-
gonquians of the North American forests, beavers lived in clans and
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lodges of their own, wisely cooperating to promote the well-being of the
community. Animals also had their magic, their totem ancestors (the
elder brother), and were invigorated by the Manitou, whose spirit nour-
ished the entire cosmos. Accordingly, animals had to be conciliated or
else they might refuse to provide humans with skins and meat. The
cooperative spirit that formed a basis for the survival of the organic com-
munity was an integral part of the outlook of preliterate people toward
nature and the interplay between the natural world and the social.

We have yet to find a language that adequately encompasses the
quality of this deeply imbedded cooperative spirit. Expressions like
“love of nature” or “communism,” not to speak of the jargon favored by
contemporary sociology, are permeated by the problematical relation-
ships of our own society and mentality. Preliterate humans did not have
to “love” nature; they lived in a kinship relationship with it, a relation-
ship more primary than our use of the term love. They would not distin-
guish between our “esthetic” sense on this score and their own func-
tional approach to the natural world, because natural beauty is there to
begin with—in the very cradle of the individual’s experience. The poetic
language that awakens such admiration among whites who encounter
the spokesmen for Indian grievances is rarely “poetry” to the speaker;
rather, it is an unconscious eloquence that reflects the dignity of Indian
life.

So too with other elements of organic society and its values: cooper-
ation is too primary to be adequately expressed in the language of west-
ern society. From the outset of life, coercion in dealing with children is
so notably rare in most preliterate communities that western observers
are often astonished by the gentleness with which so-called primitives
deal with the most intractable of their young. Yet in preliterate com-
munities the parents are not “permissive”; they simply respect the per-
sonality of their children, much as they do that of the adults in their
communities. Until age hierarchies begin to emerge, the everyday be-
havior of parents fosters an almost unbroken continuity in the lives of
the young between the years of childhood and adulthood. Farley Mo-
watt, a biologist who lived on the Canadian barrens among the last rem-
nant band of the Ihalmiut Eskimo, noted that if a boy wished to become
a hunter, he was not scolded for his presumption or treated with
amused condescension. To the contrary, his father seriously fashioned a
miniature bow and some arrows that were genuine weapons, not toys.
The boy then went out to hunt, encouraged by all the traditional words
of good luck that the Thalmiut accorded an experienced adult. On his
return, Mowatt tells us,

He is greeted as gravely as if he were his father. The whole camp wishes to
hear of his hunt, and he can expect the same ridicule at failure, or the same
praise if he managed to kill a little bird, which would come upon a full-
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grown man. So he plays, and learns, under no shadow of parental disap-
proval, and under no restraint of fear.

The Thalmiut are not exceptional. The inherently nonauthoritarian
relationships Mowatt encountered between Eskimo children and adults
is still quite common in surviving organic societies. It extends not only to
ties between: children and adults but also to the prevailing notions of
property, exchange, and leadership. Here again, the terminology of
western society fails us. The word property connotes an individual ap-
propriation of goods, a personal claim to tools, land, and other re-
sources. Conceived in this loose sense, property is fairly common in
organic societies, even in groups that have a very simple, undeveloped
technology. By the same token, cooperative work and the sharing of
resources on a scale that could be called communistic is also fairly com-
mon. On both the productive side of economiclife and the consumptive,
appropriation of tools, weapons, food, and even clothing may range
widely—often idiosyncratically, in western eyes—from the possessive
and seemingly individualistic to the most meticulous, often ritualistic,
parceling out of a harvest or a hunt among members of a community.

But primary to both of these seemingly contrasting relationships is
the practice of usufruct, the freedom of individuals in a community to
appropriate resources merely by virtue of the fact that they are using
them. Such resources belong to the user as long as they are being used.
Function, in effect, replaces our hallowed concept of possession—not
merely as a loan or even “mutual aid,” but as an unconscious emphasis
on use itself, on need that is free of psychological entanglements with
proprietorship, work, and even reciprocity. The western identification
of individuality with ownership and personality with craft—the latter
laden with a metaphysics of selfhood as expressed in a crafted object
wrested by human powers from an intractable nature—has yet to
emerge from the notion of use itself and the guileless enjoyment of
needed things. Need, in effect, still orchestrates work to the point where
property of any kind, communal or otherwise, has yet to acquire inde-
pendence from the claims of satisfaction. A collective need subtly
orchestrates work, not personal need alone, for the collective claim is
implicit in the primacy of usufruct over proprietorship. Hence, even
the work performed in one’s own dwelling has an underlying collective
dimension in the potential availability of its products to the entire
community.

Communal property, once property itself has become a category of
consciousness, already marks the first step toward private property—
just as reciprocity, once it toc becomes a category of consciousness,
marks the first step toward exchange. Proudhon’s celebration of “mu-
tual aid” and contractual federalism, like Marx’s celebration of commu-
nal property and planned production, mark no appreciable advance
over the primal principle of usufruct. Both thinkers were captive to the
notion of interest, to the rational satisfaction of egotism.
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There may have been a period in humanity’s early development
when interest had not yet emerged to replace complementarity, the dis-
interested willingness to pool needed things and needed services. There
was a time when Gontran de Poncins, wandering into the most remote
reaches of the Arctic, could still encounter “the pure, the true Eskimos,
the Eskimos who knew not how to lie”—and hence to manipulate, to
calculate, to project a private interest beyond social need. Here, commu-
nity attained a completeness so exquisite and artless that needed things
and services fit together in a lovely mosaic with a haunting personality
of its own.

We should not disdain these almost utopian glimpses of humanity’s
potentialities, with their unsullied qualities for giving and collectivity.
Preliterate peoples that still lack an “I' with which to replace a “we” are
not (as Levy-Bruhl was to suggest) deficient in individuality as much as
they are rich in community. This is a greatness of wealth that can yield a
lofty disdain for objects.* Cooperation, at this point, is more than just a
cement between members of the group; it is an organic melding of iden-
tities that, without losing individual uniqueness, retains and fosters the
unity of consociation. Contract, forced into this wholeness, serves
merely to subvert it—turning an unthinking sense of responsibility into
a calculating nexus of aid and an unconscious sense of collectivity into a
preening sense of mutuality. As for reciprocity, so often cited as the
highest evocation of collectivity, we shall see that it is more significantin
forming alliances between groups than in fostering internal solidarity
within them.

Usufruct, in short, differs qualitatively from the quid pro quo of reci-
procity, exchange, and mutual aid—all of which are trapped within
history’s demeaning account books with their “just” ratios and their
“honest” balance sheets. Caught in this limited sphere of calculation,
consociation is always tainted by the rationality of arithmetic. The hu-
man spirit can never transcend a quantitative world of “fair dealings”
between canny egos whose ideology of interest barely conceals a
mean-spirited proclivity for acquisition. To be sure, social forces were to
fracture the human collectivity by introducing contractual ties and culti-
vating the ego’s most acquisitive impulses. Insofar as the guileless peo-
ples of organic societies held to the values of usufruct in an unconscious
manner, they remained terribly vulnerable to the lure, often the harsh
imposition, of an emerging contractual world. Rarely is history notable
forits capacity to select and preserve the most virtuous traits of human-
ity. But there is still no reason why hope, reinforced by consciousness

* The potlatch ceremonies of the Northwest Coast Indians of America, in fact, no longer
clearly reflect the wealth of community that leads to disdain for objects. These “’disaccumu-
lation” ceremonies already fetishize the giving qualities from which they may have been
derived, but they remain impressive evidence of more innocent forms of usufruct that
lacked all connotations of prestige and social recognition.
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and redolent with ancestral memories, may not linger within us as an
awareness of what humanity has been in the past and what it can be-
come in the future.

ontractual relations—or more
properly, the “treaties” and “oaths” that give specifiable forms to com-
munity life—may have served humanity well when compelling need or
the perplexities of an increasingly complex social environment placed a
premium on a clearly defined system of rights and duties. The more
demanding the environment, the more preliterate peoples must expli-
cate the ways in which they are responsible for each other and how they
must deal with exogenous factors—particularly nearby communities—
that impinge on them. Need now emerges as an ordering and structur-
ing force in institutionalizing the fairly casual, and even pleasurable,
aspects of life. Sexual, kinship, reciprocal, federative, and civil areas of
the community must acquire greater structure—to deal not only with a
more pressing nature but particularly one that includes adjacent com-
munities staking out claims of their own to a common environment.
Such claims are internalized by the community itself as a system of shar-
ing. And not only do interests now arise that imnust be carefully and later
meticulously articulated, but, ironically, they also arise from individuals
who begin to feel that they carry visibly heavier burdens and responsi-
bilities within the community. These individuals are the nascent “op-
pressed” (often women) and those we might regard as the nascent
“privileged.”

Men and women in preliterate communities need each other not
only to satisfy their sexual desires but also for the material support they
give to each other.* Their marriage establishes a primary division of la-
bor—a sexual division of labor with a sexualized economy as well—that
tends to apportion hunting and pastoral tasks to men, including the
defense of the community and its relationship to the outsider, and do-
mestic, food-gathering, and horticultural responsibilities to women. By
a sexual division of labor, I do not mean merely a biological one, impor-

* It is not always clear how pressing these sexual desires are from a heterosexual stand-
point. My own studies of early sexuality suggest a degree of “polymorphous perversity,”
to use Freud’s perverse formulation, as a communal phenomenon—and even more, of
bisexuality and homosexuality—that would appall even our own “liberated” age. So ubig-
uitous is this sexuality that what the anthropologist may discreetly describe as masturba-
tion is, in fact, intercourse with all natural things, particularly animals. Hence, marriage
may well involve more economic considerations and social bonds than sexual ones—and
sexuality may be latent with a richer animistic meaning than we can ever hope to envision.
The sexuality thatimbues early technics itself has not yet been fully explored, together with
the way it defines work in preliterate society.
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tant as the biological dimension may be, but an economy that acquires
the very gender of the sex to which it is apportioned. Nor was it neces-
sarily men who formulated the apportionment of the community’s ma-
terial activities between the sexes. More likely than not, in my view, it
was women who made this apportionment with a sense of concern over
the integrity of their richly hallowed responsibilities and their personal
rights. Only later did the emergence of more complex and hierarchical
social forms turn their domestic roles against them. This development,
as we shall see, was to come from a male envy that must be carefully
unravelled.

At a low subsistence level and in a fairly primal community, both
divisions of labor are needed for the well-being, if not the survival, of all
its members; hence, the sexes treat each other with respect. Indeed, the
ability of a man or woman to perform well in this division of labor pro-
foundly influences the choice of a mate and preserves the integrity of a
marriage—which is often dissolved by the woman, whose responsibili-
ties in sheltering, feeding, and raising the young visibly outweigh the
man’s usefulness in discharging these all-important functions. Given
the woman’s de facto role in the early community’s social arrangements,
our obsessive preoccupation with “primitive monogamy” seems almost
preposterous—if it weren’t so plainly ideological and obfuscatory.

The blood-tie and the rights and duties that surround it are em-
bodied in an unspoken oath that comprised the only visible unifying
principle of early community life. And this bond initially derives from
woman. She alone becomes the very protoplasm of sociality: the ances-
tress that cements the young into lasting consociation, the source of the
blood that flows in their veins, the one who nourishes a commonality of
origins, the rearer who produces a mutuality of shared physical and
spiritual recognition that extends from infancy to death. She is the in-
structress in the basic ways of life, the most indisputable personification
of community as such, conceived as an intimate familial experience. The
young, who first see each other as kin—as common flesh, bone, and
blood through their mother—Ilater see each other with an intense sense
of identity through her memory, and only faintly in the father, whose
physical features they closely resemble.

With the commonality of blood comes the commanding oath that
ordains unequivocable support between kin. This support entails not
only sharing and devotion but the right to summon an unquestioned
retribution on those who injuriously despoil the blood of a kinsperson.
Beyond the obvious material needs that must be satisfied for survival
itself, the claims of the blood oath provide the first dictates that the pri-
mal community encounters. They are the earliest communal reflexes
that emerge from human consociation, although deeply laden with mys-
tery. Community, through the blood oath, thus affirms itself with each
birth and death. To violate it is to violate the solidarity of the group
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itself, to challenge its sense of communal mystery. Hence, such viola-
tions, be they from within the group or from without, are too heinous to
contemplate. Only later will dramatic changes in the most fundamental
premises of organic society make kinship and its claims a consaously
debatable issue and a subject for ceremonial exploration.*

Mere reflexes, however, are too binding, too defensive, too rigid
and self-enclosing to permit any broader social advances. They do not
allow for a social solidarity based on conscious alliances, on further so-
cial constructions and elaborations. They constitute an inward retreat
into a guardedness and suspicion toward all that is exogenous to the
community—a fear of the social horizon that lies beyond the limited
terrain staked out by the blood oath. Hence, necessity and time demand
that ways be found to place the community in a much larger social ma-
trix. Obligations must be established beyond the confines of the self-en-
closed group to claim new rights that will foster survival—in short, a
broader system of rights and duties that will bring exogenous groups
into the service of the community in periods of misfortune and conflict.
Limited by the blood oath, allies are difficult to find; the community,
based on association through kinship alone, finds it impossible to recog-
nize itself in other communities that do not share common ancestral
lineages. Unless such lineages can be created by intermarriages that re-
create the blood oath on its primal terms of shared kinship, new oaths
must be devised that, while secondary to blood, can find a comparable
tangibility in things. Claude Levi-Strauss’s notion to the contrary not-
withstanding, women are decidedly not such “things” that men can
trade with each other to acquire allies. They are the origins of kinship
and sociality—the arché of community and its immanent power of soli-
daritg—not little pastries that can be savored and traded away in a Pari-
sian bistro.

Even “things” as such do not suffice, for they suggest a system of
accounts and ratios that stand at odds with organic society’s practice of
usufruct. Hence, before things can become gifts—Ileave aside their later
debasement into commodities—they first become symbols. What ini-
tially counts for early preliterate peoples is not a thing’s usefulness in the
economy of organic society but its symbolism as the physical embodi-
ment of reciprocity, of a willingness to enter into mutual obligation.
These are the treaties that extend beyond the blood oath into social

* Powerful as the Oresteia may be psychologically to the modern mind, I would thus regard
Aeschylus’s trilogy, which deals as much with kinship as it does with mother-right and the
claims of citizenship over those of blood-ties, as a haunting Greek ceremonialrather than a
well-crafted drama. Only now, perhaps, in our defenseless isolation and monad-like con-
dition as socially alienated beings can we sense the power of the trilogy over an ancient
Greek audience that had yet to exorcise the blood oath and tribal custom from their en-
chanted hold on the human psyche.
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oaths: the early elaboration of the biological community into human so-
ciety, the first glimmerings of a universal humanitas that lies beyond the
horizon of a universal animalitas.

As preliterate communities extended their range of acquired “rela-
tives,” the traditional kinship nexus was probably increasingly perme-
ated by the social. Marriage, reciprocity, the ritualisticadoption of stran-
gers as blood relatives, and intracommunity institutions like fraternities
and totemic societies must have produced a slow consolidation and lay-
ering of responsibilities, particularly in more dynamic organic societies,
that were'to be richly articulated by custom and ritual. From this social
substance there began to emerge a new civil sphere parallel to the older
domestic sphere.

That this civil sphere was free of coercion and command is indicated
by our evidence of “authority” in the few organic societies that have
survived European acculturation. What we flippantly call ““leadership”
in organic societies often turns out to be guidance, lacking the usual
accoutrements of command. Its “power” is functional rather than politi-
cal. Chiefs, where they authentically exist and are not the mere creations
of the colonizer’s mind, have no true authority in a coercive sense. They
are advisors, teachers, and consultants, esteemed for their experience
and wisdom. Whatever “power” they do have is usually confined to
highly delimited tasks such as the coordination of hunts and war expe-
ditions. It ends with the tasks to be performed. Hence, it is episodic
power, not institutional; periodic, not traditional—like the “dominance”
traits we encounter among primates.

Our entire language is permeated by historically charged euphe-
misms that acquire a reified life of their own. Obedience displaces alle-
giance, command displaces coordination, power displaces wisdom, ac-
quisition displaces giving, commodities displace gifts. While these
changes are real enough historically with the rise of hierarchy, class, and
property, they become grossly misleading when they extend their sov-
ereignty to language as such and stake out their claim to the totality of
social life. When used as tools in ferreting out the memory of humanity,
they do not help to contrast present to past and reveal the tentative
nature of the existing world and of prevailing patterns of human behav-
ior; to the contrary, they assimilate the past to the present and in the
very pretence of illuminating the past, they cunningly conceal it from
our eyes. This betrayal by language is crassly ideological and has served
authority well. Behind the inextricable web of history, which so often
prevents us from viewing a long development from the point of its ori-
gins and beclouds us with an ideology of “hindsight,” lies the even
more obfuscating symbolism of a language nourished by deception. For
remembrance to return in all its authenticity, with the harsh challenge it
presents to the existing order, it must retain its fidelity to the arché of
things and attain a consciousness of its own history. In short, memory
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itself must “remember” its own evolution into ideology as well as the
evolution of humanity it professes to reveal.*

nthropological etiquette re-
quires that I occasionally sprinkle my remarks with the usual caveats
about my use of “selective data,” my proclivity for “rampant specula-
tion,” and my “normative interpretation” of disputable research mate-
rials. Accordingly, the reader should realize that by interpreting the
same material differently, one could show that organic society was ego-
tistical, competitive, aggressive, hierarchical, and beleaguered by all the
anxieties that plague “civilized” humanity. Having made this obeisance
to convention, let me now argue the contrary. A careful review of the
anthropological data at hand will show that communities like the Hopi,
Wintu, Thalmiut, and others cited here and in the following pages were
not culturally unique; indeed, where we find an organic society in which
our modern values and traits prevail, this usually can be explained by
unsettling technological changes, invasions, problems of dealing with a
particularly difficult environment, and, above all, by contacts with
whites.

Paul Radin, summing up decades of anthropological experience, re-
search, and fieldwork, once observed:

If I were asked to state briefly and succinctly what are the outstanding fea-
tures of aboriginal civilizations, I, for one, would have no hesitation in an-
swering that there are three: the respect for the individual, irrespective of
age or sex; the amazing degree of social and political integration achieved by
them; and the existence of a concept of personal security which transcends
all governmental forms and all tribal and group interests and conflicts.

These features can be summarized as: complete parity or equality be-
tween individuals, age-groups and sexes; usufruct and later reciprocity;
the avoidance of coercion in dealing with internal affairs; and finally,
what Radin calls the “irreducible minimum”—the “inalienable right” (in
Radin’s words) of every individual in the community “to food, shelter
and clothing” irrespective of the amount of work contributed by the
individual to the acquisition of the means of life. “To deny anyone this
irreducible minimum was equivalent to saying that a man no longer ex-
isted, that he was dead”—in short, to cut across the grain of the world
conceived as a universe of life.

* Lest I be misunderstood as contending that any current trends inlinguistics, communica-
tions theory, and semiology have created the tools for the renewal of remembrance, I
would like to emphasize that this work will be done by anthropologists and historians,
insofar as they remain sufficiently self-critical of their own use of language and its ever-
changing historical context.
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I do not mean to imply that any existing “primitive” communities
can be regarded as models for early periods of human social develop-
ment. They are the remnant bands of a long history that has always
towed them along ways far removed from an ancestral world that sepa-
rated humanity from animality. More likely than not, the solidarity that
existed in Radin’s ““aboriginal civilizations,” their high respect for the
natural world and the members of their communities, may have been far
more intense in prehistory, when there were none of the divisive politi-
cal and commercial relations of modern capitalism that have so grossly
distorted existing organic societies.

But culture traits do not exist in a vacuum. Although they may be
integrated in many different and unexpected ways, certain characteristic
patterns tend to emerge that yield broadly similar institutions and sensi-
bilities, despite differences in time and location. The cultural facts of
dress, technics, and environment that link prehistoric peoples with ex-
isting “primitives” is so striking that it is difficult to believe that Siberian
mammoth hunters of yesteryear, with their fur parkas, bone tool kit,
and glaciated surroundings were so dissimilar from the Arctic seal
hunters of de Poncin’s day. The physical pattern that has fallen together
here has a unity that justifies a number of related cultural inferences.

Thus, the presence of female figurines, obviously laden with magi-
cal or religious significance, in the debris of a prehistoric hunting camp
or a Neolithic horticultural village suggests the reasonable probability
that the community accorded women a social prestige that would be
difficult to find in the patriarchal societies of pastoral nomads. Indeed,
such a community may even have traced its lineage system through the
mother’s name (matrilineal descent). If paleolithic bone implements are
etched with cult-like drawings of animals, we have adequate reason to
believe that the community had an animistic outlook toward the natural
world. If the size of prehistoric house foundations is noteworthy for the
absence of large individual dwellings and the adornments in burial sites
exhibit no conspicuous wealth, we can believe that social equality ex-
isted in the community and that it had an egalitarian outlook toward its
own members. Each trait, found singly, may not be convincing support
for such general conclusions. But if they are all found together and if
they are sufficiently widespread to be characteristic of an entire social
era, it would certainly require a hard-nosed empirical outlook and an
almost perverse fear of generalization not to accept these conclusions.

Z n any case, some ten thousand
years ago, in an area between the Caspian Sea and the Mediterranean,
nomadic bands of hunter-gatherers began to develop a crude system of
horticulture and settle down in small villages, where they engaged in
mixed farming. They were followed quite independently some four or
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five thousand years later in a similar development by Indians of central
Mexico. The development of horticulture, or gardening, was probably
initiated by women. Evidence for this belief comes from studies of my-
thology and from existing preliterate communities based on a hoe-gar-
dening technology. In this remote period of transition, when a sense of
belonging to a relatively fixed soil community increasingly replaced a
nomadic outlook, social life began to acquire entirely new unitary quali-
ties that (to borrow a term devised by Erich Fromm) can best be called
matricentric. By using this term, I do not wish toimply that women exer-
cised any form of institutional sovereignty over men or achieved a com-
manding status in the management of society. I merely mean that the
community, in separating itself from a certain degree of dependence on
game and migratory animals, began to shift its social imagery from the
male hunter to the female food-gatherer, from the predator to the pro-
creator, from the camp fire to the domestic hearth, from cultural traits
associated with the father to those associated with the mother.* The
change in emphasis is primarily cultural. ““Certainly ‘home and mother’
are written over every phase of neolithic agriculture,” observes Lewis

* Since these lines were first penned (1970), a number of works have been published that
push back certain features of this image to the Paleolithic hunting-gathering period of
human development and even earlier, to a more remote hominid foraging stage. Allowing
for a number of differences between them, these writers generally view hunting-gathering
communities as truly pacific, egalitarian, and probably matricentricsocieties. This image is
sharply contrasted to the modern farmer’sworld (in my view, patently colored by the traits
of more modern tight-fisted peasants) centered around a calculating, stolid, and sullen
male, to borrow Paul Shepard’s imagery, who presides over a large, obedient family that
has been lured from a more carefree life based on hunting to a hardworking, day-long
discipline based on food cultivation. Marshall Sahlins has even described the hunting-
gathering “stone-age economy” as the “original affluent society”” inasmuch as needs were
so few, the tool-kit so simple, and the accoutrements of life so portable that men, at least,
enjoyed very leisurely lives and considerable personal autonomy. Elizabeth Fisher has
carried this pristine image of hunting-gathering to a point where she argues that matriar-
chy really existed only when men did not associate coitus with conception, an association
that first occurred when seeds were planted in the soil and animals bred—more accurately,
in my view, selected—for their docility.

I do not share these views. Indeed, I not only find them simplistic but regressive.
Leaving aside the significance of such crucial social developments as writing, urbanity,
fairly advanced crafts and technics, and even the rudiments of science—none of which
could have been developed by Paleolithic nomads—I hold that the case for hunting-gath-
ering as humanity’s “golden age” is totally lacking in evolutionary promise. But an analyti-
cal excursus into the issues raised by Shepard, Sahlins, and Fisher does not belong in a
general work of this kind. However, it cannot be ignored at a time when the need for a new
civilization threatens to evoke atavisticfeelings against any kind of civilization, indeed, to
foster a new “survivalist” movement that is antisocial, if not fascistic, in character. Let me
note that this trend is not a “return” to the supposed self-sufficiency of the Paleolithic
hunter, with all his alleged virtues, buta descent into the depths of bourgeois egotism with
its savage ideology of the “lifeboat ethic.” As for the more readable and well-argued ac-
counts of the hunting-gathering case, the reader should consult Marshall Sahlins’s Stone-
Age Economics (New York: Adine-Atherton, Inc., 1972), Paul Shepard’s The Tender Carnivore
and the Sacred Game (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1973), and Elizabeth Fisher’s
Woman'’s Creation (New York: Anchor Books/Doubleday, 1979).
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Mumford, “and not least over the new village centers, at least identifi-
able in the foundations of houses and graves.” One can agree with
Mumford that it was woman who probably

tended the garden crops and accomplished those masterpieces of selection
and cross-fertilization which turned raw wild species into the prolific and
richly nutritious domestic varieties; it was woman who made the first con-
tainers, weaving baskets and coiling the first clay pots. ... Without this .
long period of agricultural'and domestic development, the surplus of food
and manpower that made urban life possible would not have been forth-
coming.*

Today, one would want to replace some of Mumford’s words, such
as his sweeping use of “agriculture,” which men were to extend beyond
woman'’s discovery of gardening into the mass production of food and
animals. We would want to confine “home and mother” to early phases
of the Neolithic rather than “every phase.” Similarly, where the selec-
tion of edible plant varieties ends and cross-fertilization for new ones
begins is a highly blurred interface in the prehistory of food cultivation.
But the spirit of Mumford’s remarks is even more valid today than it was
two decades ago, when a heavy-handed, male-oriented anthropology
would have rejected it as sentimental.

If anything, woman'’s stature in inscribing her sensibilities and her
hands on the beginnings of human history has grown rather than di-
minished. It was she who, unlike any other living creature, made the
sharing of food a consistent communal activity and even a hospitable
one that embraced the stranger, hence fostering sharing as a uniquely
human desideratum. Birds and mammals, to be sure, feed their young
and exhibit extraordinary protectiveness on their behalf. Among mam-
mals, females provide the produce of their bodies in the form of milk
and warmth. But only woman was to make sharing a universally social
phenomenon to the point where her young—as siblings, then male and
female adults, and finally parents—became sharers irrespective of their
sex and age. It is she who turned sharing into a hallowed communal
imperative, not merely an episodic or marginal feature.

* Whether many edible plant varieties were consciously selected or developed spontane-
ously under conditions of cultivation is arguable. Erich Isaac and C. D. Darlington incline
toward the view that spontaneous selection accounted for the early development of cereals
and other plant varieties. Levi-Strauss, on the other hand, contends that most of the tech-
nological advances achieved by neolithic agriculturists (including transforming “a weed
into a cultivated plant”) “required a genuinely scientific attitude, sustained and watchful
interest and a desire for knowledge forits own sake.” That preliterate communities achieve
a remarkably sensitive and knowledgeable adaptation to their environments is certainly
true, but a “watchful interest” nourished by grim need is a far cry from ““a genuinely
scientific attitude,” which even an Archimedes lacked during the heights of the Hellenistic
era. See Erich Isaac, The Geography of Domestication (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall,
Inc., 1970); C. D. Darlington, “The Origins of Agriculture,” Natural History, VolLXXIX,
No.5; Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966).
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Finally, we cannot ignore the fact that woman’s foraging activities
helped awaken in humanity an acute sense of place, of oikos. Her nur-
turing sensibility helped create not only the origins of society but liter-
ally the roots of civilization—a terrain the male has arrogantly claimed
for himself. Her. “stake in civilization” wag different from that of the
predatory male: it was more domestic, more pacifying, and more caring,
Her sensibility ran deeper and was laden with more hope than the
male’s, for she embodied in her very physical being mythology’s ancient
message of a lost “golden age” and a fecund nature. Yet ironically she
has been with us all the time with a special genius and mystery—one
whose potentialities have been brutally diminished but ever present as a
voice of conscience in the bloody cauldron that men have claimed for
their “civilization.”

The benign qualities nurtured in this Neolithic village world are per-
haps no less significant than its material achievements. A close associa-
tion exists between communal management of land and matrilineal de-
scent in surviving gardening cultures. Clan society, perhaps a slow
reworking of totemic cults in hunting bands, may have reached its apo-
gee in this period and, with it, a communal disposition of the land and
its products. “To live with” had probably become “to share,” if the two
expressions were ever different in their meaning. In the remains of early
Neolithic villages, we often sense the existence of what was once a
clearly peaceful society, strewn with symbols of the fecundity of life and
the bounty of nature. Although there is evidence of weapons, defensive
palisades, and protective ditches, early horticulturists seem to have
emphasized peaceful arts and sedentary pursuits. Judging from the
building sites and graves, there is little evidence, if any, that social in-
equality existed within these communities or that warfare marked the
relationships between them.

Presiding over this remote world was the figure and symbolism of
the Mother Goddess, a fertility principle so old in time that its stone
remains have even been found in Paleolithic caves and encampments.
Hunter-gatherers, early horticulturists, advanced agriculturists, and the
priests of “high civilizations”” have imparted utterly contradictory traits
to her—some deliciously benign, others darkly demonic. But it is more
than fair to assume that in the early Neolithic, the priests had not yet
sculpted the cruel, Kali-like image into her figure. Apparently, like De-
meter, she was more of a feminine principle, latent with loving and
mourning, not the mere fertility symbol—the magic thing that endeared
her to hunter-gatherers. That she could not remain untainted by patri-
archy is obvious from a reading of the Odyssey, in which the island-hop-
ping seafarers debase woman and her domain to cruel chthonic en-
chantresses who devour the trusting warriors in distress.

What strongly reinforces interpretations of the goddess as a more
giving principle is the unqualified nature of mother-love itself in con-
trast to the conditional love associated with patriarchy. Erich Fromm, in
the provocative essays he prepared for the Institute for Social Research,
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noted that woman’s love, compared with that of the judgmental patri-
arch who provides love as a reward for the child’s performance and
fulfillment of its duties, "is not dependent on any moral or social obliga-
tion to be carried out by the child; there is not even an obligation to
return her love.” This unconditional love, without expectation of any
filial reward, yields the total deobjectification of person that makes hu-
manness its own end rather than a tool of hierarchy and classes. To
assume that the goddess did not symbolize this untainted sense of iden-
tification is to question her association with the feminine—in short, to
turn her into a god, which priestly corporations were to do later with
extraordinary deftness. Odysseus, in degrading Demeter to Circe, also
reveals how the lovely sirens might have charmed humans and beasts
into a sense of commonality with each other. Homer’s epic, however,
will forever hide from us the intriguing possibility that their song origi-
nally gave to humanity the music of life rather than the luring melody of

death.
H ow close the early Neolithic

village world may have been to that of the early Pueblo Indians, which
the most hardened white invaders were to describe in such glowing
terms, may never be known. Yet the thought lingers that, at the dawn of
history, a village society had emerged in which life seemed to be unified
by a communal disposition of work and its products; by a procreative
relationship with the natural world, one that found overt expression in
fertility rites; by a pacification of the relationships between humans and
the world around them. The hunter-gatherers may have left the world
virtually untouched aside from the grasslands they cleared for the great
herds, but such an achievement is safely marked by its absence of activ-
ity. There is a want of environmental artistry, of a landscape that has
been left the better for humanity’s presence, one that has the breath of
mind as well as spirit bestowed upon it. Today, when the hunter-gath-
erer’'s mere parasitism of the environment has emerged as a virtue in
juxtaposition to contemporary man'’s insane exploitation, we tend to fet-
ishize restraint to the point of passivity and nondoing. Yet the matricen-
tric horticulturists managed to touch the earth and change it, but with a
grace, delicacy, and feeling that may be regarded as evolution’s own
harvest. Their archaeology is an expression of human artfulness and
natural fulfillment. Neolithic artifacts seem to reflect a communion of
humanity and nature that patently expressed the communion of hu-
mans with each other: a solidarity of the community with the world of
life that articulated an intense solidarity within the community itself. As
long as this internal solidarity persisted, nature was its beneficiary.
When it began to decay, the surrounding world began to decay with
it—and thence came the long wintertime of domination and oppression
we normally call “civilization.”




The
Emergence of
Hierarchy

T he breakdown of early Neo-
lithic village society marks a decisive turning point in the development
of humanity. In the millenia-long era that separates the earliest horticul-
tural communities from the “high civilizations” of antiquity, we witness
the emergence of towns, cities, and finally empires—of a qualitatively
new social arena in which the collective control of production was sup-
planted by elitist control, kinship relations by territorial and class rela-
tions, and popular assemblies or councils of elders by state bureau-
cracies.

This development occurred very unevenly. Where settled agricul-
tural communities were invaded by pastoral nomads, the shift from one
social arena to another may have occurred so explosively that it acquired

-apocalyptic proportions. Languages, customs, and religions seemed to

replace each other with bewildering rapidity; old institutions (both

heavenly and earthly) were effaced by new ones. But such sweeping

changes were rare. More often than not, past and present were subtly

melded together into a striking variety of social forms. In such cases, we

witness a slow assimilation of traditional forms to new ends, a repeated

use of old relationships for new purposes. In the complex interpenetra-

tion of old by new, early social forms may have lingered on through the

entire span of post-Neolithic history. Not until the emergence of capital-}
ism did the peasant village and its cultural repertory disappear as the?
locus of rural life—a fact that will be of considerable importance when

we consider humanity’s legacy of freedom.
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Actually, the most complete shift occurred in the psychic apparatus
of the individual. Even as the Mother Goddess continued to occupy a
foremost place in mythology (but often adorned with the demonic traits
required by patriarchy), women began to lose whatever parity they had
with men—a change that occurred not only in their social status but in
the very view they held of themselves. Both in home and economy, the
social division of labor shed its traditional egalitarian features and ac-
quired-an increasingly hierarchical form. Man staked out a claim for the
superiority of his work over woman’s; later, the craftsman asserted his
superiority over the food cultivator; finally, the thinker affirmed his sov-
ereignty over the workers. Hierarchy established itself not only objec-

tively, in the real, workaday world, but also sub]ectlvely, in the individ-

between sub]ect and object, humaruty and nature, Difference was recast
from its traditional status as unity in diversity into a linear system of
separate, increasingly antagonistic powers—a system validated by all
the resources of religion, morality, and philosophy.

hat accounts for these vast

changes in humanity’s development, aside from the meteoric impact of
the great historical invasions? And were their darker, often bloody as-
pects the unavoidable penalties we had to pay for social progress? Our
answers to these questions touch on one of the major social problematics
of our time—the role of scarcity, reason, labor, and technics in wrench-
ing humanity from its “brutal” animal world into the glittering light of
“civilization,” or in Marxian terminology, from a world dominated by
"necessity” to one dominated by “freedom.” My use here of the word
dominated is not to be taken lightly; its implications for Marxian theory
will be examined later in this work. For the present, let me note that
Enlightenment and, more pointedly, Victorian ideologies—the ideolo-
gies that Marx shared in their broad contours with liberal economists—
explained “man’s ascent” from Neolithic “barbarism” to capitalism in
strikingly similar ways. These explanations are worth reexamining—not
so much to refute them but to place them in a larger perspective than
nineteenth-century social theory could possibly attain.

According to these views, history’s onward march from the stone :
age to the modern occurred primarily for reasons related to technologi- -
cal development: the development of advanced agricultural techniques,
increasing material surpluses, and the rapid growth of human popula- !
tions. Without the increases in material surpluses and labor “resources”
that Neolithic society first began to make possible, humanity could
never have developed a complex economy and political structure. We
owe theadvent of “civilization” to the early arts of systematic food culti-
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vation and increasingly sophisticated tools like the wheel, kiln, smelter,
and loom. All these provided an increasing abundance of food, clothing,
shelter, tools, and transportation. With this basic reserve of food and
technics, humanity acquired the leisure time to gain a greater insight
into natural processes and settled into sedentary life-ways from which
emerged our towns and cities, a large-scale agriculture based on grains,
the plow, and animal power, and finally a rudimentary, machine tech-
nology.

But this development, presumably so rich in promise for humanity’s
self-fulfillment, has not been free of a Janus-faced ambiguity, of its dark
side and treacherous aspects. The stream of human progress has been a
divided one: The development toward material security and social com-
plexity has generated contrapuntal forces that yield material insecurity
and social conflict unique to “civilization” as such. On the one side,
without the agrarian economy that the early Neolithic introduced, soci-
ety would have been mired indefinitely in a brute subsistence economy
living chronically on the edge of survival. Nature, so the social theorists
of the past century held, is normally “stingy,” an ungiving and decep-
tive “mother.” She has favored humanity with her bounty only in a few
remote areas of the world. Rarely has she been the giving nurturer cre-
ated in distant times by mythopoeic thought. The “savage” of Victorian
ethnography must always struggle (or “wrestle,” to use Marx’s term)
with her to perpetuate life—which is ordinarily miserable and mercifully
brief, tolerable at times but never secure, and only marginally plentiful
and idyllic. Humanity’s emergence from the constrictive world of natu-
ral scarcity has thus been perceived as a largely technical problem of
placmg the ungiving forces of nature under social command, creating
and increasing surpluses, dividing labor (notably, separating crafts from
agrlculture) and sustaining intellectually productive urban elites. Thus,
given the leisure time to think and administer society, these elites could
create science, enlarge the entire sphere of human knowledge, and so-
phisticate human culture.* As Proudhon plaintively declared, echoing
the. prevailing spirit of the time:

Yes, life is a struggle. But this struggle is not between man and man—it is
between man and Nature; and it is each one’s duty to share it.

* How much this entire ideological complex of rescuing “savages” from the trials of nature,
of paganism, and of the ignorance of modern technology, not to speak of profligate values,
accorded with the colonialist mentality of Europe and America is difficult to emphasize.
Economistic interpretations of human social development, whether liberal or Marxian,
provided a superb ideological rationale for bringing “savages” into history by placing them
under Euro-American sovereignty, not only to “civilize” them culturally but to “industrial-
ize” them technically. For Marx this consideration was all-important in his treatment of the
colonial world, but it was no less important for such rugged imperialists as Kipling, H
Rider Haggard, and Leopold of Belgium.
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Marx assumed the same view toward the “burden of nature.” But he
placed considerable emphasis on human domination as an unavoidable
feature of humanity’s domination of the natural world. Until the devel-
opment of modern industry (both Marx and Engels argued), the new
surpluses produced by precapitalist technics may vary quantitatively,
but rarely are they sufficient to provide abundance and leisure for more
than a fortunate minority. Given the relatively low level of preindustrial
technics, enough surpluses can be produced to sustain a privileged class
of rulers, perhaps even a substantial one under exceptionally favorable
geographic and climatic conditions. But these surpluses are not suffi-
cient to free society as a whole from the pressures of want, material
insecurity, and toil. If such limited surpluses were equitably divided
among the multitudes who produce them, a social condition would
emerge in which “want is made general,” as Marx observed, “and with
want the struggle for necessities and all the old shit would necessarily be
reproduced.” An egalitarian division of the surpluses would merely
yield a society based on equality in poverty, an equality that would sim-
ply perpetuate the latent conditions for the restoration of class rule. Ulti-
mately, the abolition of classes presupposes the “development of the
productive forces,” the advance of technology to a point where every-
one can be free from the burdens of “want,” material insecurity, and
toil. As long as surpluses are merely marginal, social development oc-
curs in a gray zone between a remote past in which productivity is too
low to support classes and a distant future in which it is sufficiently high
to abolish class rule.

Hence emerges the other side of humanity’s drama: the negative
side of its development, which conveys the real meaning of the “social
problem as used by Marxian theorists. Technical cal progress exacts a pen-

problem of natural scarcity, the development of techmcs ‘entails the Te- e
duction of humamty to a technical force. People become instruments of "
production, just like the tools and machines they create. They, in turn, .

are subject to the same forms of coordination, rationalization, and con-

trol that society tries to impose on nature and inanimate technical in-

struments. Labor is both the medium whereby humanity forges its own

self-formation and the ob]ect of social manipulation. It involves not only

the pro]ectlon of human powers into free expression and selfhood but

their repression by the performance principle of toil into obedience and

self-renunciation. Self-repression and social repression form the md1spen— ,
sable counterpoint to personal emancipation and social emancipation.

For the present, it is important to ask if the problematic I have so
summarily presented is quite as autonomous as earlier social theorists
have claimed. Is it an inescapable drama—a dialectic that is woven into
the human condition as the very substance of history? Does our “disem-
beddedness” from nature, our “ascent to civilization,” and our human
fulfillment involve a penalty—the domination of human by human as a
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precondition for the domination of nature by humanity—that may well
turn the “success” of this historic project into a grim mockery by yield-
ing the dehumanization of humanity and the immolation of society?

I .| n trying to answer these ques-
tions, we are again burdened by all the paradoxes created by hindsight.
The drama that Victorian thought presents would seem irrefutable if
we were to look backward from a history layered by stages in which the
last stage imparts functions to the first such that every stage is a logical
social descendant of previous ones. There is a certain wisdom in the
view that the present enlarges the meaning of the past, which does not
yet know itself fully in the light of its “destiny.” But the notion of “des-
tiny’”” must never be simplified to mean predestiny. History might well
have followed different paths of development that could have yielded
“destinies” quite different from those confronting us. And if so, it is
important to ask what factors favored one constellation of possibilities
over others. For the factors that have shaped our own history are deeply
embedded in our sensibilities as the bad habits of the past—habits that
we will have to cope with if we are to avoid the dark side of the future
that lies before us.

Let us consider a factor that has played an important ideological role
in shaping contemporary society: the “stinginess” of nature. Is it a given
that nature is “stingy”” and that labor is humanity’s principal means of
redemption from animality? In what ways are scarcity, abundance, and
post-scarcity distinguishable from each other? Following the thrust of
Victorian ideology, do class societies emerge because enough technics,
labor, and “manpower” exist so that society can plunder nature effec-*
tively and render exploitation possible, or even inevitable? Or do eco-
nomic strata usurp the fruits of technics and labor, later to consolidate
themselves into clearly definable ruling classes?

; In asking these questions, I am deliberately reversing the way in
which Victorian social theorists have typically oriented such inquiries.
And I am asking not if the notion of dominating nature gave rise to the

 domination of human by human but rather if the domination of human

- by human gave rise to the notion of dominating nature. In short, did

! culture rather than technics, consciousness rather than labor, or hierarchies

| rather than classes either open or foreclose social possibilities that might

| have profoundly altered the present human condition with its diminish-
|ing prospects of human survival?

i Our contemporary commitment to the “logic of history” in its typi-
cally economistic form has made it difficult to provide a serious and
meaningful account of the explosive clashes between tradition and inno-
vation that must have occurred throughout history. Instead of looking at
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the past from the standpoint of its origins, we have made both past and
future captive to the same belief in economic and technical inexorability
that we have imposed on the present. Hence we have been serving up
the present as the history of the past—a typically economistic history
that slights the need for far-reaching changes in lifestyle, wants, sexual
status, definitions of freedom, and communal relations. Accordingly,
the stance we take with respect to human social development has a rele-
vance that goes beyond our consciousness of the past. Recast in a more
open and intellectually unconstrained manner, it may well provide us
with a vision that significantly alters our image of a liberated future.

ow easily we can slip into a
conventional historical stance can be seen from recent fervent controver-
sies around the meaning given to the concept of scarcity. It has become
rather fashionable to describe scarcity simply as a function of needs so
that the fewer our needs and the smaller our tool-kit, the more “abun-
dant,” even “affluent,” nature becomes. In its divine simplicity, this
contention removes the need to strike a balance between humanity’s
obvious potentialities for producing a rich literary tradition, science, a
sense of place, and a broad concept of shared humanity on the one side,
and, on the other, the limits that an oral tradition, magic, a nomadic way
of life, and a parochial sense of folkdom based on kinship place on these
potentialities. Actually, by emphasizing material affluence per se in
terms of needs and resources, this functional approach to scarcity subtly
capitulates to the very economistic stance it is meant to correct. It merely

recreates from a hunter- -gatherer viewpoint a calculus of resources and
wants that a bourgeois viewpoint imparted to social theory durmg the

last century.

At the risk of an excursus, which may try the reader’s patience, I
would like to discuss the-issue of scarcity in somewhat general terms
and then return to my more concrete account of the emergence of hier-
archy. Scarcity is not merely a functional phenomenon that can be de-
scribed primarily in terms of needs or wants. Obviously, without a suffi-
ciency in the means of life, hfe itself is impossible, and w1thout a.certain
excess in these means, life is degraded to a cruel struggle for survival,
irrespective of the level of needs. Leisure time, under these conditions,
is not free time that fosters intellectual advances beyond the magical,
artistic, and mythopoeic. To a large extent, the “time” of a community
on the edge of survival is “suffering time.” It is a time when hunger is
the all-encompassing fear that persistently lives with the community, a
time when the diminution of hunger is the community’s constant preoc-
cupation. Clearly, a balance must be struck between a sufficiency of the
means of life, a relative freedom of time to fulfill one’s abilities on the
most advanced levels of human achievement, and ultimately, a degree
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of self-consciousness, complementarity, and reciprocity that can be
called truly human in full recognition of humanity’s potentialities. Not
only the functional dictates of needs and wants but also a concept of
human beings as more than “thinking animals” (to use Paul Shepard’s
expression) must be introduced to define what we mean by scarcity.

These distinctions raise a second and perhaps more complex prob-
lem: scarcity can not only impair human survival but also impede the
actualization of human potentialities, Hence, scarcity can be defiried in
terms of its biological impact and also its cultural consequences. There s
a point at which society begins to intervene in the formation of needs to
produce a very special type of scarcity: a socially induced scarcity that
expresses social contradictions. Such scarcity may occur even when
technical development seems to render material scarcity completely un-
warranted. Let me emphasize that I am not referring, here, to new or
more exotic wants that social development may turn into needs. A soci-
ety that has enlarged the cultural goals of human life may generate ma-
terial scarcity even when the technical conditions exist for achieving out-
right superfluity in the means of life.

The issue of scarcity is not merely a matter of quantity or even of
kind; it can also be a socially contradictory hypostatization of need as
such. Just as capitalism leads to production for the sake of production,
so too it leads to consumption for the sake of consumption. The great
bourgeois maxim, “grow or die,” has its counterpart in “buy or die.”
And just as the production of commodities is no longer related to their
function as use-values, as objects of real utility, so wants are no longer
related to humanity’s sense of its real needs. Both commodities and
needs acquire a blind life of their own; they assume a fetishized form, an
irrational dimension, that seems to determine the destiny of the people
who produce and consume them. Marx’s famous notion of the “fetishi-
zation of commodities” finds its parallel in a “fetishization of needs.”
Production and consumption, in effect, acquire suprahuman qualities
that are no longer related to technical development and the subject’s
rational control of the conditions of existence. They are governed in-
stead by an ubiquitous market, by a universal competition not only be-
tween commodities but also between the creation of needs—a competi-
tion that removes commodities and needs from rational cognition and
personal control. *

Needs, in effect, become a force of production, not a subjective
force. They become blind in the same sense that the production of com-

* Here, I cannot resist Karl Polanyi’s priceless observation: “Rational action as such is the
relating of ends to means; economic rationality, specifically, assumes means to be scarce.
But human society involves more than that. What should be the end of man, and how
should he choose his means? Economic rationalism, in the strict sense, has no answer to
these questions, for they imply motivations and valuations of a moral and practical order
that go beyond the logically irresistible, but otherwise empty exhortation to be ‘economi-
cal.” See Karl Polanyi, The Livelihoodof Man (New York: Academic Press, 1977), p. 13.
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modities becomes blind. Orchestrated by forces that are external to the
subject, they exist beyond its control like the production of the very
commodities that are meant to satisfy them. This autonomy of needs, as
we shall see, is developed at the expense of the autonomy of the subject.
It reveals a fatal flaw in subjectivity itself, in the autonomy and sponta-
neity of the individual to control the conditions of his or her own life,

To break the grip of the “fetishization of needs,” to dispel it, is to
recover the freedom of choice, a project that is tied to the freedom of the
self to choose. The words freedom and choice must be emphasized: they
exist cojointly and are tied to the ideal of the autonomous individual
who is possible only in a free society. Although a hunter-gatherer com-
munity may be free from the needs that beleaguer us, it must still an-
swer to very strict material imperatives. Such freedom as it has is the
product not of choice but of limited means of life. What makes it “free”
are the very limitations of its tool-kit, not an expansive knowledge of the
material world. In a truly free society, however, needs would be formed
by consciousness and by choice, not simply by environment and tool-kits.
The affluence of a free society would be transformed from a wealth of
things into a wealth of culture and individual creativity. Hence, want
would depend not only on technological development but also on the
cultural context in which it is formed. Nature’s ““stinginess” and technol-
ogy’s level of development would be important, but only as secondary
factors in defining scarcity and need.

The problems of needs and scarcity, in short, must be seen as a
problem of selectivity—of choice. A world in which needs compete with
needs just as commodities compete with commodities is the warped
realm of a fetishized, limitless world of consumption. This world of lim-
itless needs has been developed by the immense armamentorium of ad-
vertising, the mass media, and the grotesque trivialization of daily life,
with its steady disengagement of the individual from any authentic con-
tact with history. Although choice presupposes a sufficiency in the
means of life, it does not imply the existence of a mindless abundance of
goods that smothers the individual’s capacity to select use-values ration-
ally, to define his or her needs in terms of qualitative, ecological, human-
istic, indeed, philosophical criteria. Rational choice presupposes not
only a sufficiency in the means of life with minimal labor to acquire
them; it presupposes above all a rational society.

Freedom from scarcity, or post-scarcity, must be seen in this light if it
is to have any liberatory meaning. The concept presupposes that indi-
viduals have the material possibility of choosing what they need—not
only a sufficiency of available goods from which to choose but a trans-
formation of work, both qualitatively and quantitatively. But none of these
achievements is adequate to the idea of post-scarcity if the individual does not
have the autonomy, moral insight, and wisdom to choose rationally. Consum-
erism and mere abundance are mindless. Choice is vitiated by the asso-
ciation of needs with consumption for the sake of consumption—with
the use of advertising and the mass media to render the acquisition of
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good an imperative—to make “need” into “‘necessity” devoid of rational
judgment. What is ultimately at stake for the individual whose needs
are rational is the achievement of an autonomous personality and self-
hood. Just as work, to use Marx’s concepts, defines the subject’s identity
and provides it with a sense of the ability to transform or alter reality, so
needs too define the subject’s rationality and provide it with a capacity
to transform and alter the nature of the goods produced by work. In
both cases, the subject is obliged to form judgments that reflect the ex-
tent to which it is rational or irrational, free and autonomous or under
the sway of forces beyond its control. Post-scarcity presupposes the
former; consumerism, the latter. If the object of capitalism or socialism is to
increase needs, the object of anarchism is to increase choice. However much
the consumer is deluded into the belief that he or she is choosing freely,
the consumer is heteronomous and under the sway of a contrived ne-
cessity; the free subject, by contrast, is autonomous and spontaneously
fulfills his or her rationally conceived wants.

In summary, it is not in the diminution or expansion of needs that
the true history of needs is written. Rather, it is in the selection of needs
as a function of the free and spontaneous development of the subject
that needs become qualitative and rational. Needs are inseparable from
the subjectivity of the “needer” and the context in which his or her per-
sonality is formed. The autonomy that is given to use-values in the for-
mation of needs leaves out the personal quality, human powers, and
intellectual coherence of their user. It is not industrial productivity that
creates mutilated use-values but social irrationality that creates mutilated users.

Scarcity does not mean the same thing when applied to a ““savage,”
peasant, slave, serf, artisan, or proletarian, any more than it means the
same thing when it is applied to a chieftain, lord, master, noble, guild-
master, or merchant. The material needs of a “’savage,”” peasant, slave,
serf, artisan, and proletarian are not so decisively different from each
other, but the most important differences that do arise derive from the
fact that their individual definitions of scarcity have changed signifi-
cantly as a result of differences between need structures. Often, the
needs of these oppressed classes are generated by their ruling-class
counterparts. The history of white bread in the anthropology of needs,
forexample, is a metaphor for the extent to which tastes associated with
gentility—not with physical well-being and survival—are turned into
the needs of the lowly as compellingly, in the fetishism of needs, as the
very means of survival. Similarly, the ascetic rejection by the lowly of
their rulers’ needs has functioned as a compensating role in imparting to
the oppressed a lofty sense of moral and cultural superiority over their
betters. In both cases, the fetishism of needs has impeded humanity in
using its technics rationally and selecting its needs consciously.

Our own skewed concepts of scarcity and needs are even more com-
pelling evidence of this fetishism. Until comparatively recent times,
needs retained some degree of contact with material reality and were
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tempered by some degree of rationality. For all the cultural differences
that surrounded the concept of scarcity and needs in the past, their
fetishization was almost minimal by comparison with our own times.
But with the emergence of a complete market society, the ideal of both
limitless production and limitless needs became thoroughly mystified—
no less by socialist ideologues than by their bourgeois counterparts. The
restraints that Greek social theorists like Aristotle tried to place on the
market, however much they were honored in the breach, were com-
pletely removed, and objects or use-values began to infiltrate the lofty
human goals that society had elaborated from the days of their concep-
tion in the polis. The ideals of the past, in effect, had become so thor-
oughly bewitched by things that they were soon to become things rather
than ideals. Honor, today, is more important as a credit rating than a
sense of moral probity; personality is the sum of one’s possessions and
holdings rather than a sense of self-awareness and self-cultivation. One
can continue this list of contrasts indefinitely.

Having demolished all the ethical and moral limits that once kept it
in hand, market society in turn has demolished almost every historic
relationship between nature, technics, and material well-being. No
longer is nature’s “’stinginess” a factor in explaining scarcity, noris scar-
city conceived as a function of technical development that explains the
creation or satisfaction of needs. Both the culture and the technics of
modern capitalism have united to produce crises not of scarcity but of
abundance or, at least, the expectation of abundance, all chit-chat about
“diminishing resources” aside. Western society may accept the reality of
economic crises, inflation, and unemployment, and popular credulity
has not rejected the myth of a “stingy” nature that is running out of raw
materials and energy resources. Abundance, all the more because it is
being denied for structural economic reasons rather than natural ones,
still orchestrates the popular culture of present-day society. To mix solid
Victorian metaphors with contemporary ones: if “savages” had to per-
form heroic technical feats to extricate themselves from the “claw-and-
fang” world of the jungle and arrive at a sense of their humanity, then
‘modern consumers of market society will have to perform equally heroic
ethical feats to extricate themselves from the shopping malls and recover
their own sense of humanity.

To “disembed” themselves from the shopping mall, they may re-
quire more powerful agents than ethics. They may well require a super-
fluity of goods so immense in quantity that the prevailing fetishism of
needs will have to be dispelled on its own terms. Hence, the ethical
limits that were so redolent with meaning from Hellenic times onward
may be inadequate today. We have arrived at a point in history’s account
of need where the very capacity to select needs, which freedom from
material scarcity was expected to create, has been subverted by a strictly
appetitive sensibility. Society may well have to be overindulged to re-
cover its capacity for selectivity. To lecture society about its “insatiable”
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appetites, as our resource-conscious environmentalists are wont to do,
is precisely what the modern consumer is not prepared to hear. And to
impoverish society with contrived shortages, economic dislocations,
and material deprivation is certain to shift the mystification of needs
over to a more sinister social ethos, the mystification of scarcity. This
ethos—already crystallized into the “life-boat ethic,” “triage,” and a
new bourgeois imagery of “claw-and-fang” called survivalism—marks

the first steps toward ecofascism.
Z f terms like scarcity and need

are so conditional, once humanity is assured survival and material well-
being, why did history betray the rich humanistic ideals it was to create
so often in the past—especially when an equitable distribution of re-
sources could have made them achievable? At the threshold of history,
as a reading of the ancient texts indicates, an inertial tendency devel-
oped in which the attainment of the few to a high estate was inextricably
identified with the debasement of the many to a low estate. The bas
reliefs of Mesopotamia and Egypt, and later the writings of Plato and
Aristotle, leave no doubt that the precondition for the emergence of
tribal “big men” involved not only material sufficiency but cultural infe-
riority. Power, personality, and social immortality are entangled com-
pletely with powerlessness, depersonalization, and often genocide.
“Big’”” and “small” have never been differences in size, socially speaking,
but differences in contrast, just like “needs” and “luxuries” or “’scarcity”
and “security.” Even to a mind as perceptive as Aristotle’s, the greatness
of the Hellenes was nature’s compensation for the deficiencies of the
barbarians. This notion, so compelling in all the relationships between
ruler and ruled, often favors display over personal wealth, generosity
over acquisition, hardiness over comfort, and self-denial over luxury. It
is the former traits, rather than the latter, that elevate the “well-born”
over the “ill-born.” Much that. passes for luxury in the precapitalist
world was a lavish exhibition of power rather than pleasure. Repression
has commonly been the affirmation of authority, not merely of exploita-
tion, and we often misinterpret history when we suppose that the knout
has been applied solely to extract labor rather than obedience. Indeed,
the ruling classes of the past have dealt with the ruled as children, not
merely as toilers—a fit that has its template as much in patriarchy as it
does in technics.

But how did these hierarchical values crystallize out of the egalitar-
ian communities I have described up to now? What social substance
gave them reality long before classes and states emerged to give them
almost unchallenged power? To ignore the increases in productivity and
population of the early Neolithic would be as simplistic as to make them
the all-important factor that changed early society’s complementary
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values into later society’s egocentric ones. Growing surpluses and
“manpower” are much too weighty a fact to be ignored in explaining
humanity’s movement into history.

But here, too, we encounter a paradox that reverses the conven-
tional interpretation surpluses in goods and labor are given in producing
“civilization.” The Neolithic villagers were more a species of homo col-
lectivicus than the homo economicus we are today. Their social outlook
was shaped by the habits of usufruct and the norms of the irreducible
minimum, not by appetites of acquisition and rivalry. Cast into the ava-
ricious and atomized world of capitalism, they would be horrified by
the impersonal relationships and grasping egotism of bourgeois society.
Thus, the psychological, institutional, and cultural problems these vil-
lagers faced in dealing with their new surpluses must have been formi-
dable. How could they dispose of them without transgressing the com-
munity’s norms of usufruct, complementarity and the irreducible
minimum? How could they preserve the harmony and unity of the com-
munity in the face of new possibilities for differentials of wealth?

To answer these questions in terms of today’s social standards
would have been impossible, for these standards had yet to be devised.
Many other standards, often totally at odds with our own, were adopted
—most notably, disaccumulation rather than accumulation, of which the
potlatch ceremonies of the Northwest Coast Indians are an extreme ex-
ample. Even if we look beyond tribal life to more politically organized
societies, we witness an orgy of mortuary construction and the rearing
of lavish public buildings of which Egypt’s pyramids and Mesopotamia’s
ziggurats are extreme examples of another kind. Conventional theories
based on class analyses to the contrary notwithstanding, rulership
rested less on proprietorship, personal possessions, wealth, and
acquisition—in short, the objects that confer power—than it did on the
symbolic weight of status, communal representation, religious authority,
and the disaccumulation of goods that the Neolithic village had
hallowed.

Hence, the moral premises of the early Neolithic village were never
totally discarded until millenia later, with the emergence of capitalism.
They were manipulated, modified, and often grotesquely distorted. But
they persisted like an incubus within the new order of relationships—a
menacing force from the past, always lurking within society as the mem-
ory of a “golden age.” It is difficult to understand how notions of scar-
city, emerging surpluses, technical advances, and authoritarian values
could have contributed to the formation of classes and the State in the
face of the distributive problems surpluses created for these egalitarian
societies. The resistance of the Neolithic village to social forms like class,
private property, acquisitiveness, and even patriarchy may well have
exceeded the difficulties that “free market” capitalism encountered in
removing the resistance of English agrarian society to a market economy
(to borrow from Karl Polanyi’s account). Just as we must look within the
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medieval world to find the germinal bourgeois spirit that eventually dis-
solved the manor and guilds of feudal society, so we must look within
the primordial community to find the early embryonic structures that
transformed organic society into class society. These structures must be
regarded as more fundamental than classes. They were hierarchies
rooted in age, sex, and quasi-religious and quasi-political needs that cre-
ated the power and the material relationships from which classes were
formed. Given organic society’s emphasis on usufruct, complemen-
tarity, and the irreducible minimum, it is difficult to believe that class
rule, private property, and the State could have emerged, fully accou-
tred and omnipresent, largely because surpluses rendered their exis-

tence possible.
rganic societies, even the most

egalitarian, are not homogeneous social groups. Each member of the
community is defined by certain everyday roles based on sex, age, and
ancestral lineage. In early organic societies, these roles do not seem to
have been structured along hierarchical lines, nor do they seem to have
involved the domination of human by human. Generally, they simply
define the individual’s responsibilities to the community: the raw mate-
rials, as it were, for a functional status in the complex nexus of human
relationships. Lineage determines who can or cannot marry whom, and
families related by marriage are often as obligated to help each other as
are kin directly related by blood ties. Age confers the prestige of experi-
ence and wisdom. Finally, sexual differences define the community’s
basic division of labor.

Even before material surpluses began to increase significantly, the
roles each individual played began to change from egalitarian relation-
ships into elites based increasingly on systems of obedience and com-
mand. To make this assertion raises a number of very provocative ques-
tions. Who were these emerging elites? What was the basis of their
privileges in early society? How did they rework organic society’s forms
of community status—forms based on usufruct, a domestic economy,
reciprocity, and egalitarianism—into what were later to become class
and exploitative societies? These questions are not academic: they deal
with emotionally charged notions that still lurk to this very day in the
unconscious apparatus of humanity, notably the influence of biological
facts, such as sex, age, and ancestry on social relationships. Unless these
notions are carefully examined and the truths separated from the un-
truths, we are likely to carry an archaic legacy of domination into what-
ever social future awaits us.

Of the three roles cited, the sex-linked and age-linked are the most
important and somewhat intertwined in the development of the hierar-
chies that preceded social classes and economic exploitation. For the
purposes of clarity, however, we must explore these roles separately. To
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argue over whether the socialization of individuals into sex-related roles
is based on biological facts would be to belabor the obvious; the physical
differences between men and women clearly produce different sex-re-
lated capacities, at least in materially undeveloped societies. But the na-
ture of these capacities and the extent to which they are reflected by the
status of women in preliterate communities are issues that have been so
highly colored by cultural biases that rarely are they adequately exam-
ined in the anthropological literature. Melville Jacobs rightly warns us
that:

Anthropologists of Euro-American origins face a problem of examining
their projections of ideas and feelings about women’s status into another
sociocultural system. To put it badly, judgements by anthropologists about
the status of the feminine sex, when the provenience of such scientists is in
western civilization whose women occupied a low status throughout the
Christian era, are at once suspect if they have not obtained word-for-word
native comments and then closely analyzed both them and overt behavior.
And this is not a kind of research which can be completed in a day or two.

Such research has yet to be completed for most cultures, despite genera-
tions of sharp dispute in modern anthropology.

The fact is that male biases toward women almost consistently color
what little research has been done on this touchy subject. Even though
they may deny it, men (including the older generation of anthropolo-
gists) tend to believe that women are physically “weak” and that they
inherently depend on men for their material survival in nature. In more
imaginative moments, they regard women as emotionally “fragile” and
innately lacking a capacity for “abstract thought.”*

These notions find no support from disinterested research. Al-
though women are normally physically weaker and shorter than men of
the same ethnic background, the word weaker, here, is a relative term: it
is relative to the muscular differences between women and men, not to
the survival tasks that are imposed on humanity by the natural world.
Male prejudice notwithstanding, women who have engaged in arduous

* How deeply ingrained these notions are in the male mind can be seen by examining the
attitudes of male radicals, many of whom earnestly raised the banner of female emancipa-
tion as a basic social issue. Marx, for example, in response to personal questions by one of
his daughters, remarked that what he liked most in a woman was “weakness.” Robert
Briffault, a Marxian anthropologist of the 1920s, whose three-volume work, The Mothers,
was (despite all its deficiencies) a monumental critique of social biases toward women and
their historical contributions, nevertheless concluded that “women are constitutionally
deficient in the qualities that mark the masculine intellect. . . . Feminine differs from mas-
culine intelligence in kind; it is concrete, not abstract; particularising, not generalising. The
critical, analytical, and detached creative powers of the intellect are less developed in
womenthanin men.” See ErichFromm, ed., Marx’s Concept of Man (New York: Frederick L.
Ungar, Inc., 1959), p. 296; Robert Briffault, The Mothers (New York: The MacMillan Co.,
1927), Vol. 111, p. 507.
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work for most of their lives can match men in most physically demand-
ing tasks, as many anthropological accounts of preliterate communities
unwittingly reveal. They can certainly learn to hunt as well as men,
given the opportunity to do so; normally, in fact, they catch whatever
small animals they can find as part of their food-gathering activities. In
many cultures, women not only collect the community’s plant food, but
they also do most of the fishing. If the family’s shelter is a small one, it is
usually they who build it, not the men. Women show as much endur-
ance as men on long marches, and they commonly carry the same or
heavier burdens.*

Where women haven’t been conditioned into abject passivity, their
emotional fortitude and mature behavior often make the men seem like
spoiled children. As to their capacity for “abstract thought,” women
probably contributed a sizable number of religious formulators—the
true “generalizers” in preliterate communities—to the prehistory of hu-
manity, as the wide prevalence of Celtic and Nordic shamannesses and
prophetesses attests. Nor should we forget, here, that the oracular mes-
sages at Delphi, on which the leading men of ancient Greece counted for
guidance, were delivered by priestesses. If it was priests who inter-
preted these cryptic messages to suppliants, this may well have been a
patriarchal modification of a more archaic practice, when female proph-
etesses and chtonic “matriarchal” goddesses occupied a preeminent reli-
gious position in organic society.

So much for the “innate” limitations that men so often attribute to
women. As for their early status, a careful survey of food-gathering and
hunting communities reveals that women enjoyed a higher degree of
parity with men than we have been commonly led to believe. Both sexes
occupy a distinctly sovereign role in their respective spheres, and their
roles are much too complementary economically to make the domina-
tion of women by men the comfortable social norm that biased white
observers served up generations ago to allay the guilt-feelings of Victo-
rian patriarchs. In daily life, women withdraw into a sorority based on
their domestic and food-gathering activities and men into a fraternity of
hunters. There, both sexes are completely autonomous. The sharply
etched distinctions between “home” and the “world” that exist in mod-
ern society do not exist in organic communities. There, home and world
are so closely wedded that a man, shut out from a family, is literally a
nonsocial being—a being who is nowhere. Although the male tends,

* To cite only one of many examples: Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, who spent many months
with the Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert, describes one of their young women, Tsetchwe,
slight-boned and well under five feet, who entered the camp with a sackload of melons and
firewood after food-gathering on the plains. With her infant son riding on it, Tsetchwe’s
load “must have weighed almost a hundred pounds . . .”—and this load was not carried by
the women for just a few feet or yards. See Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, The Harmless People
(New York: Vintage Books, 1958), p. 90.
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even in many egalitarian communities, to view himself as the “head” of
the family, his stance is largely temperamental and accords him no spe-
cial or domestic power. It is simply a form of boastfulness, for the hard
facts of life vitiate his pretenses daily. Woman'’s food-gathering activities
usually provide most of the family’s food. She not only collects the food,
but prepares it, makes the family’s clothing, and produces its containers,
such as baskets and coiled pottery. She is more in contact with the
young than the male and takes a more “commanding” role in their de-
velopment. If her husband is too overbearing, she can unceremoniously
put him out of the hut or simply return to her own family where she and
her children are certain of being provided for no matter what her family
thinks of her decision. As she ages, her experience becomes a revered
source of wisdom; she becomes a “matriarch” in many cases, the head of
the family in fact, if not in form.

What women in preliterate communities distinctly do lack is the
male’s mobility. The human child’s protracted development and depen-
dency—a long period of mental plasticity that is vitally necessary for
elaborating a cultural continuum—restricts the mother’s capacity to
move about freely. The primal division of labor that assigned hunting
tasks to the male and domestic tasks to the female is based on a hard
biological reality: A woman, coupled to a noisy infant, can scarcely be
expected to practice the stealth and athleticism needed to hunt large
animals. By its very nature, the mother-child relationship limits her to
comparatively sedentary lifeways. Moreover, if woman is not weak in
terms of her capacity to do hard work, she is certainly the “weaker sex”
when pitted against armed, possibly hostile men from an alien commu-
nity. Women need their men not only as hunters but also as guardians of
the family and the group. Men become the community’s guardians not
by virtue of usurpation, but because they are better equipped muscu-
larly in a materially undeveloped culture to defend their community
against hostile marauders.*

Without saying as much, Elizabeth Marshall Thomas recounts an
episode that sums up this hard reality in a striking fashion. As she and
her party approached a suspicious group of Bushmen, the band “drew
back and together, the women behind the men, babies in their arms,
and watched us hostilely.” This is a very primeval tableau. It must have
occurred countless times over the ages—the women, with babies in
their arms behind the men, their protectors. And it is also a very reveal-
ing tableau, latent with major implications for the future development of
the early group. For not only hunting, but also defense and later war are

* These observations on the male’s well-developed muscular capacities are not meant to
deny the female’s considerable strength. The physical differences between the sexes are
relative. Early society made the most of these differences because it had to, but it did not
fetishize them or polarize them as we do into “strong men” and “fragile women.” Nor did
it extend their physical differences to character and personality.
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part of the male’s division of labor. Insofar as these responsibilities re-
quire the conscious administrative coordination of people and re-
sources, they are not merely hard biological facts of life; instead, they
are uniquely social facts, or what we, in the modern world, are likely to

call political.
A s bands began to increase in

size and number, as they began to differentiate into clans, tribes, tribal
federations and make war on each other, an ever larger social space
emerged that was increasingly occupied by men. Men tended to become
the clan headsmen or tribal chiefs and fill the councils of tribal federa-
tions. For all of this was “men’s work,” like hunting and herding ani-
mals. They had the mobility and physical prowess to defend their own
communities, attack hostile communities, and thereby administer an ex-
trabiological, distinctly social sphere of life.

In communities where matrilineal descent carried considerable-cul-
tural weight and woman'’s horticultural activities formed the basis of
economic life, she assumed social roles very similar in form to those of
the man'’s. Usually, she occupied these roles on the clan level, rarely on
the tribal one. Moreover, she almost invariably shared her social role
with males. In a matricentric society, these males were her brothers, not
her husband. What woman'’s social eminence in matricentric communi-
ties reveals, however, is that the male’s rising position in social affairs
results not from any conscious degradation of woman to a domestic
“unworldly” sphere. To the contrary, what it clearly shows is that, in the
beginning at least, the male did not have to “usurp” power from the
female; indeed, social “power” as such did not exist and had yet to be
created. The social sphere and the man’s position in it emerged natu-
rally. The primordial balance that assigned complementary economic
functions to both sexes on the basis of parity slowly tipped toward the
male, favoring his social preeminence.

But here Imust introduce a discordant note. Even as the scale tipped
slowly toward the male, his increasing preeminence began to alter the
temperament of the primeval group. The social sphere emerged not only
as an elaboration of the role in the division of labor; it also tended to
assimilate his temperament as a hunter, a guardian, and eventually as a
warrior. Doubtless, the new development toward a male-oriented cul-
ture occurred very slowly and with many lapses, generally modified by
the shifting economic roles of the sexes in the course of social develop-
ment. In largely food-gathering societies, the community seems to be
essentially matricentric in culture and temperament; so, too, in early
horticultural societies. On the other hand, in predominantly hunting
and pastoral societies, a patricentric culture and temperament seems to
predominate. Yet, on this obscure shifting ground of prehistory, one
senses a slow crystallization of social norms and moods along male-ori-
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ented lines, even before elaborate hierarchies and economic exploitation
emerge. With the rise of cities, the biological matrix of social life is al-
most completely shattered. Kinship ties are replaced by civic ties; the
natural environment by a man-made environment; the domestic sphere
by a political sphere. Not only patricentricity but patriarchy, for which
there is no female analogue in organic communities, come into their
own completely.*

But this development occurs much later. For the present let us ex-
amine the differences in temperament between the two sexes and deter-
mine if the shift from a matricentric to a patricentric outlook introduced
the elements of domination into preliterate societies.

The male, in a hunting community, is a specialist in violence. From
the earliest days of his childhood, he identifies with such “masculine”
traits as courage, strength, self-assertiveness, decisiveness and athleti-
cism—traits necessary for the welfare of the community. The commu-
nity, in turn, will prize the male for these traits and foster them in him.
If he becomes a good hunter, he will be highly regarded by everyone: by
envious men and admiring women, by respectful children and emula-
tive youths. In a society preoccupied with the problem of survival and
obliged to share its resources, a good hunter is an asset to all.

Similarly, the female is a specialist in child rearing and food-gather-
ing. Her responsibilities focus on nurture and sustenance. From child-
hood she will be taught to identify with such “feminine” traits as caring
and tenderness, and she will be trained in comparatively sedentary
occupations. The community, in turn, will prize her for these traits
and foster them in her. If she cultivates these traits, she will be high-
ly regarded for her sense of responsibility to her family, her skill and
artfulness. In a matricentric society, these traits will be elevated into
social norms that could well be described as the temperament of the
community. We find this temperament today in many American In-
dian and Asian villages that practice horticulture, even if the kinship
system is patrilineal. Similarly, in a patricentric society, “masculine”
traits will be elevated into the norms of a community temperament,
although they rarely coexist with matrilineal systems of kinship.

There is no intrinsic reason why a patricentric commuruty, merely
because it has a “masculine” temperament, must be hierarchical or re-
duce women to a subjugated position. The economic roles of the two
sexes are still complementary; without the support that each sex gives to

* Here, I mustreiterate the point that a “matriarchy,” which implies the domination of men
by women, never existed in the early world simply because domination itself did not exist.
Hence, Levi-Strauss’s ““proof,” so widely cited these days, that men have always “ruled”
women because no evidence exists that women ever “ruled” men is simply irrelevant.
What is really at issue is whether “rule” existed at all. When Levi-Strauss assumes that
“rule” always existed, he merely projects his own social outlook into early society—ironi-
cally a typically masculine trait to which even Simone de Beauvoir falls victim in her splendid
work, The Second Sex.
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the other, the community will disintegrate. Moreover, both sexes still
enjoy complete autonomy in their respective spheres. In projecting our
own social attitudes into preliterate society, we often fail to realize how
far removed a primordial domestic community is from a modern politi-
cal society. Later, in a review of early mythology, I shall show that the
concept of power is still highly amorphous and undifferentiated in the
primordial world. As long as the growing civil sphere is a pragmatic
extension of the male’s role in the division of labor, it is merely that and
no more. Even while the civil sphere is expanding, it is still rooted in
domestic life and, in this sense, enveloped by it; hence, the numinous
power that surrounds woman in the most patricentric of primordial so-
cieties.

Only when social life itself undergoes hierarchical differentiation
and emerges as a separate terrain to be organized on its own terms do
we find a conflict between the domestic and civil spheres—one that
extends hierarchy into domestic life and results not only in the sub-
jugation of woman, but in her degradation. Then, the distinctively
“feminine” traits, which primordial society prizes as a high survival asset,
sink to the level of social subordination. The woman’s nurturing capaci-
ties are degraded to renunciation; her tenderness to obedience. Man’s
“masculine” traits are also transformed. His courage turns into ag-
gressiveness; his strength is used to dominate; his self-assertiveness
is transformed into egotism; his decisiveness into repressive reason. His
athleticism is directed increasingly to the arts of war and plunder.

Until these transformations occur, however, it is important to know
the raw materials from which hierarchical society will raise its moral and
social edifice. The violation of organic society is latent within organic
society itself. The primal unity of the early community, both internally
and with nature, is weakened merely by the elaboration of the commu-
nity’s social life—its ecological differentiation. Yet, the growing civil
space occupied by the male is still enveloped in a natural matrix of
blood-ties, family affinities, and work responsibilities based on a sexual
division of labor. Not until distinctly social interests emerge that clash
directly with this natural matrix and turn the weaknesses, perhaps the
growing tensions, of organic society into outright fractures, will the
unity between human and human, and between humanity and nature,
finally be broken. Then power will emerge, not simply as a social fact,
with all its differentiations, but as a concept—and so will the concept of

freedom.
o find what is perhaps the one

primary group that, more than any other in preliterate communities,
transects kinship lines and the division of labor—that in its own right
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forms the point of departure for a separate social interest as distin-
guished from the complementary relations that unite the community
into a whole—we must turn to the age group, particularly to the com-
munity’s elders. To be born, to be young, to mature, and finally to grow
old and die is a natural fact—as much as it is to be a woman, a man, or
belong to a blood-lineage group. But the older one becomes, the more
one acquires distinct interests that are not “natural.” These interests are
uniquely social. The later years of life are a period of diminishing physi-
cal powers; the declining years, a period of outright dependency. The
aging and the aged develop interests that are tied neither to their sexual
roles nor to their lineage. They depend for their survival ultimately on
the fact that the community is social in the fullest sense of the term; that
it will provide for them not because they participate in the process of
production and reproduction, but because of the institutional roles they
can create for themselves in the social realm.

The sexes complement each other economically; the old and the
young do not. In preliterate communities, the old are vital repositories
of knowledge and wisdom, but this very function merely underscores
the fact that their capacities belong largely to the cultural and social
sphere. Hence, even more than the boasting self-assertive male who
may be slowly gaining a sense of social power, the aging and the aged
tend to be socially conscious as such—as a matter of survival. They
share a common interest independent of their sex and lineage. They
have the most to gain by the institutionalization of society and the emer-
gence of hierarchy, for it is within this realm and as a result of this
process that they can retain powers that are denied to them by physical
weakness and infirmity. Their need for social power, and for hierarchi-
cal social power at that, is a function of their loss of biological power.
The social sphere is the only realm in which this power can be created
and, concomitantly, the only sphere that can cushion their vulnerability
to natural forces. Thus, they are the architects par excellence of social life,
of social power, and of its institutionalization along hierarchical lines.

The old can also perform many functions that relieve young adults
of certain responsibilities. Old women can care for the children and un-
dertake sedentary productive tasks that would otherwise be performed
by their daughters. Similarly, old men can make weapons and teach
their sons and grandsons to use them more effectively. But these tasks,
while they lighten the burdens of the young, do not make the old indis-
pensable to the community. And in a world that is often harsh and
insecure, a world ruled by natural necessity, the old are the most
dispensable members of the community. Under conditions where food
may be in short supply and the life of the community occasionally endan-
gered, they are the first to be disposed of. The anthropological literature is
replete with examples in which the old are killed or expelled during
periods of hunger, a practice that changes from the episodic into the cus-
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tomary in the case of communities that normally leave their aged mem-
bers behind to perish whenever the group breaks camp and moves to a
different locale.

Thus, the lives of the old are always clouded by a sense of insecu-
rity. This sense is incremental to the insecurity that people of all ages
may feel in materially undeveloped communities. The ambiguity that
permeates the outlook of the primordial world toward nature—a shift-
ing outlook that mixes reverence or ecological adaptation with fear—is
accented among the aged with a measure of hatred, for insofar as fear is
concerned they have more to fear from nature’s vicissitudes than do the
young. The nascent ambiguities of the aged toward nature later give rise
to Western “civilization’s” mode of repressive reason. This exploitative
rationality pits civil society against domestic society and launches social
elites on a quest for domination that, in a later historical context, trans-
forms insecurity into egotism, acquisitiveness, and a craze for rule—in
short, the social principle graduated by its own inner dialectic into the
asocial principle. Here, too, are the seeds for the hatred of eros and the
body, a hatred, in turn, that forms the archetypal matrix for willful ag-
gression and the Thanatic death wish.

Initially, the medium by which the old create a modicum of power
for themselves is through their control of the socialization process. Fa-
thers teach their sons the arts of getting food; mothers, their daughters.
The adults, in turn, consult their parents on virtually every detail of life,
from the workaday pragmatic to the ritual. In a preliterate community,
the most comprehensive compendium of knowledge is inscribed on the
brains of the elders. However much this knowledge is profferred with
concern and love, it is not always completely disinterested; it is often
permeated, even if unconsciously, by a certain amount of cunning and
self-interest. Not only is the young mind shaped by the adults, as must
necessarily be the case in all societies, but it is shaped to respect the
wisdom of the adults, if not their authority. The harsh initiation ceremo-
nies that many preliterate communities inflict on adolescent boys may
well have the purpose of using pain to “brand” the elders” wisdom on
young minds, as a number of anthropologists contend; but I would also
suggest that it “brands” a sense of their authority as well. The aged,
who abhor natural necessity, become the embodiment of social neces-
sity: the dumb “cruelty” that the natural world inflicts on them is trans-
mitted by social catalysis into the conscious cruelty they inflict on the
young. Nature begins to take her revenge on the earliest attempts of
primordial society to control her. But this is nature internalized, the na-
ture in humanity itself. The attempt to dominate external nature will
come later, when humanity is conceptually equipped to transfer its so-
cial antagonisms to the natural world outside. By drinking at the magic
fountain of wisdom, however, the educators are educated into the tem-
perament of repressive rationality. The toll demanded by nature in the
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Norse cosmography is already being claimed: the wounded eye of Odin
begins to lose its vision.

n fairness to primordial soci-
ety, we must note that hierarchy founded merely on age is not institu-
tionalized hierarchy. Rather, it is hierarchy in its most nascent form:
hierarchy embedded in the matrix of equality. For age is the fate of ev-
eryone who does not die prematurely. To the extent that privileges ac-
crue to the elders, everyone in the community is heir to them. Inasmuch
as these privileges vary with the fortunes of the community, they are
still too tenuous to be regarded as more than compensations for the
infirmities that elders must suffer with the aging process. The primor-
dial balance that accords parity to all members of the community,
women as well as men, is thereby perpetuated in the privileges accorded
to the old. In this sense they cannot be regarded simply as privileges.

What is problematical in the future development of hierarchy is how
the elders tried to institutionalize their privileges and what they finally
achieved. Radin, in a perceptive if overly ruthless discussion of age-
linked hierarchy, notes that the elders in food-gathering communities
“almost always functioned as medicine-men of some kind or another,”
and, with the development of clan-agricultural societies, acquired their
“main strength” from the “rituals and ritualistic societies which they
largely controlled.” Social power begins to crystallize as the fetishization
of magical power over certain forces of nature. In trying to deal with this
dialectical twist, we must refocus our perspective to include an entirely
unique mode of social sensibility and experience, one that is strikingly
modern: the sensibility and experience of the elder cum shaman.

The shaman is a strategic figure in any discussion of social hierarchy
because he (and, at times, she, although males predominate in time)
solidifies the privileges of the elders—a general stratum in the primor-
dial community—into the particularized privileges of a special segment
of that stratum. He professionalizes power. He makes power the privi-
lege of an elect few, a group that only carefully chosen apprentices can
hope to enter, not the community as a whole. His vatic personality es-
sentially expresses the insecurity of the individual on the scale of a social
neurosis. If the male hunter is a specialist in violence, and the woman
food-gatherer a specialist in nurture, the shaman is a specialist in fear.
As magician and divinator combined in one, he mediates between the
suprahuman power of the environment and the fears of the community.
Weston La Barre observes that in contrast to the priest, who “implores
the Omnipotent,” the shaman is “psychologically and socially the more
primitive. of the two . ... External powers invade and leave his body
with practiced ease, so feeble are his ego boundaries and so false his
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fantasies.” Perhaps more significant than this distinction is the fact that
the shaman is the incipient State personified. As distinguished from
other members of the primordial community, who participate coequally
in the affairs of social life, the shaman and his associates are profes-
sionals in political manipulation. They tend to subvert the innocence
and amateurism that distinguishes domestic society from political soci-
ety. Shamans “banded informally [together] even in the simplest food-
gathering civilizations,” notes Radin. “As soon as the clan political pat-
terns emerged we find them formally united together, either in one
group or separately.” Bluntly stated, the shamanistic groups to which
Radin alludes were incipient political institutions.

Their political role is given greater emphasis by Weston La Barre in
his massive study of shamanism and crisis cults:

Every cultist ingroup is incipiently an autonomous entity, a closed society, a
political unit, and therefore every Church is a potential State. Overempha-
sized in explaining crisis cults, the political has been curiously neglected in
most studies of shamanism. Both North American and Siberian shamans

. were often leaders as well as protectors of their groups; and South
American shaman-messiahs commonly combined political and magical
power over men and cosmos alike. Paul Roux has studied the power equally
over the elements and political events among the shamans of Genghis
Khan; and Rene de Nebesky-Wojkowitz has shown that the state oracle or
ceremonial divination in Tibet is a prophetic trance of distinctly shamanistic
character. The ancient Chinese wu were political shamans too. Clearly the
Asiatic and American shaman has the same traditional roots, and his iritrin-
sic political aspect reappears strikingly in the messianic ghost dance
prophets of North America and in the god-kings and shaman-chiefs of
South America, Amazonian and Andean alike.

For several pages thereafter, La Barre adduces data of a similar character
for almost every area of the world and nearly every early civilization,
including the Greco-Roman.

But the shaman'’s position in primordial society is notoriously inse-
cure. Often highly remunerated for his magical services, he might be as
vindictively attacked, perhaps assassinated outright, if his techniques
fail. Thus, he must always seek alliances and, more significantly, foster
the creation of mutually advantageous power centers for his protection
from the community at large. As a quasi-religious formulator, a primi-
tive cosmologist, he literally creates the ideological mythos that crystal-
lizes incipient power into actual power. He may do this in concert with
the elders, enhancing their authority over the young, or with the youn-
ger but more prominent warriors, who tend to form military societies of
their own. From them, in turn, he receives the support he so direly
needs to cushion the ill-effects that follow from his fallibility. That he
may compete with these powers and attempt to usurp their authority is
irrelevant at this period of development. The point is that the shaman is
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the demiurge of political institutions and coalitions. He not only vali-
dates the authority of the elders with a magico-political aura but, in his
need for political power, he tends to heighten the “masculine” tempera-
ment of a patricentric community. He exaggerates the aggressive and
violent elements of that temperament, feeding it with mystical suste-

nance and supernatural power.
omination, hierarchy, and the

subordination of woman to man now begin to emerge. But it is difficult to
delineate in this development the emergence of organized economic
classes and the systematic exploitation of a dominated social stratum. The
young, to be sure, are placed under the rule of a clan or tribal gerontoc-
racy; the elders, shamans, and warrior chiefs, in turn, acquire distinct
social privileges. But so ingrained in society are the primordial rules of
usufruct, complementarity and the irreducible minimum that the econ-
omy of this early world proves to be surprisingly impervious to these
sociopolitical changes. “The majority of aboriginal tribes,” observes Ra-
din, “possessed no grouping of individuals based on true class distinc-
tions.” He adds that ““Slaves not a few of them had, but, while their lives
were insecure because they had no status, they were never systematically
forced to do menial work or regarded as an inferior and degraded class in
our sense of the term.” Men of wealth there were, too, in time, but as
Manning Nash observes, “in primitive and peasant economies leveling
mechanisms play a crucial role in inhibiting aggrandizement by individ-
uals or by special groups.” These leveling mechanisms assume a variety
of forms:

forced loans to relatives or co-residents; a large feast following economic
success; a rivalry of expenditures like the potlatch of the Northwest Coast
Indians in which large amounts of valuable goods were destroyed; the ritual
levies consequent on holding office in civil and religious hierarchies in
Meso-America; or the giveaways of horses and goods of the Plains Indians.
Most small-scale economies have a way of scrambling wealth to inhibit rein-
vestment in technical advance, and this prevents crystallization of class
lines on an economic base.

In fact, independent wealth, the most precious of personal goals in
bourgeois society, tends to be highly suspect in preliterate societies. Of-
ten, it is taken as evidence that the wealthy individual is a sorcerer who
has acquired his riches by a sinister compact with demonic powers.
Wealth so acquired is “treasure,” bewitched power concretized, the stuff
from which mythology weaves its Faustian legends. The very “indepen-
dence” of this wealth—its freedom from direct social control—implies a
breach with the most basic of all primordial rules: the mutual obligations
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imposed by blood ties. The prevalence of the lineage system, as distin-
guished from “civilization’s” territorial system, implies that, even if hi-
erarchy and differentials in status exist, the community consists of kin;
its wealth, as Patrick Malloy observes, must be “used to reinforce or
expand social relations,” not weaken or constrict them. Wealth can be
acquired only within the parameters of the lineage system, and it effec-
tively filters down to the community through the workings of the “level-
ing system.” As Malloy astutely observes: the “richest man” in the com-
munity will frequently “be the worst off because he has given all of his
material wealth away.” He has definite obligations “to provide gifts
when requested, take care of bride-wealth, and other important func-
tions critical to the survival of the community.”

Thus, nature still binds society to herself with the primal blood oath.
This oath validates not only kinship as the basic fact of primordial social
life, but its complex network of rights and duties. Before hierarchy and
domination can be consolidated into social classes and economic exploi-
tation; before reciprocity can give way to the “free exchange” of com-
modities; before usufruct can be replaced by private property, and the
"irreducible minimum” by toil as the norm for distributing the means of
life—before this immensely vast complex can be dissolved and replaced
by a class, exchange, and propertied one, the blood oath with all its
claims must be broken.

Hierarchy and domination remain captive to the blood oath until an
entirely new social terrain can be established to support class relations
and the systematic exploitation of human by human. We must fix this
preclass, indeed, preeconomic, period in social development clearly in
our minds because the vast ideological corpus of “modernity”’—capital-
ism, particularly in its western form—has been designed in large part to
veil it from our vision. Even such notions as primitive communism, ma-
triarchy, and social equality, so widely celebrated by radical anthropolo-
gists and theorists, play a mystifying role in perpetuating this veil in-
stead of removing it. Lurking within the notion of primitive communism
is the insidious concept of a “’stingy nature,” of a “natural scarcity” that
dictates communal relations—as though a communal sharing of things
is exogenous to humanity and must be imposed by survival needs to
overcome an “innate” human egoism that “modernity” so often identi-
fies with “’selfhood.” Primitive communism also contains the concept of
property, however “communal” in character, that identifies selfhood
with ownership. Usufruct, as the transgression of proprietary claims in
any form, is concealed by property as a publicinstitution. Indeed, “com-
munal property” is not so far removed conceptually and institutionally
from “public property,” “nationalized property,” or collectivized prop-
erty” that the incubus of proprietorship can be said to be removed com-
pletely from sensibility and practices of a “communist” society. Finally,
“matriarchy,” the rule of society by women instead of men, merely al-
ters the nature of rule; it does not lead to its abolition. “Matriarchy”
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merely changes the gender of domination and thereby perpetuates
domination as such.

“Natural scarcity,” “property,” and “rule” thus persist in the very
name of the critique of class society, exploitation, private property, and
the acquisition of wealth. By veiling the primordial blood oath that con-
strains the development of hierarchy and domination into class society,
economic exploitation, and property, the class critique merely replaces
the constraints of kinship with the constraints of economics instead of
transcending both to a higher realm of freedom. It reconstitutes bour-
geois right by leaving property unchallenged by usufruct, rule unchal-
lenged by nonhierarchical relationships, and scarcity unchallenged by
an abundance from which an ethical selectivity of needs can be derived.
The more critical substrate of usufruct, reciprocity, and the irreducible
minimum is papered over by a less fundamental critique: the critique of
private property, of injustice in the distribution of the means of life, and
of an unfair return for labor. Marx’s own critique of justice in his remarks
on the Gotha Program remains one of the most important contributions
he made to radical social theory, but its economistic limitations are evi-
dent in the tenor of the work as a whole.

These limitations acquire an almost stark character in the European
centricity of his sense of history, particularly as revealed in his emphasis
on the “progressive role of capitalism” and his harsh metaphors for the
noncapitalist world. Is it true, as Marx emphasized, that “human pro-
gress,” after mastering “the results of the bourgeois epoch, the market
of the world and the modern powers of production” by placing them
“under the common control of the most advanced peoples” (notably,
Europeans) will “cease to resemble that hideous pagan idol, who would
not drink the nectar but from the skulls of the slain”? These remarks
reveal Victorian arrogance at its worst and patently neglect the vital
“prehistory” that the nonwestern world had elaborated over many mil-
lenia of development.

It is important to remember that class society is not the creation of
humanity as a whole. In its most ruthless form, it is the “achievement”
of that numerically small proportion of “advanced peoples” who were
largely confined to Europe. By far, the great mass of human beings who
occupied the planet before the Age of Exploration had developed alter-
natives of their own to capitalism, even to class society. By no means do
we have the right to regard them as arrested societies that awaited the
gentle caress of “civilization” and the sculpting of the crucifix. That their
social forms, technologies, cultural works, and values have been de-
graded to mere “anthropologies” rather than histories in their own right
is testimony to an intellectual atavism that views anything but its own
social creations as mere “remains” of its “prehistory” and the “archaeol-
ogy” of its own social development.

What we so arrogantly call the “stagnation” of many non-European
societies may well have been a different, often highly sensitive, elabora-

7t
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tion and enrichment of cultural traits that were ethically and morally
incompatible with the predatory dynamism Europeans so flippantly
identify with “progress” and “history.” To fault these societies as stag-
nant for elaborating qualities and values that Europeans were to sacrifice
to quantity and egoistic acquisition tells us more about European con-
ceptions of history and morality than non-European conceptions of so-
cial life. ‘

Only now, after our own “pagan idols” such as nucleonics, biologi-
cal warfare, and mass culture have humiliated us sufficiently, can we
begin to see that non-European cultures may have followed complex
social paths that were often more elegant and knowledgeable than our
own. Our claims to world cultural hegemony by right of conquest has
boomeranged against us. We have been obliged to turn to other cultures
not only for more humane values, more delicate sensibilities, and richer
ecological insights, but also for technical alternatives to our highly mysti-
fied “powers of production”—powers that have already begun to over-
power us and threaten the integrity of life on the planet. But until re-
cently, our prevailing system of domination not only blinded us to the
full history of our own social development; it also prevented a clear un-
derstanding of alternative social developments—some vastly better than
our own, others as bad but rarely worse. If these developments are
to provide us with alternative ethical and technical pathways to a better
future, we must first reexamine the vast legacy of domination that has so
far blocked our vision.



Epistemologies
of Rule

T he shift from hierarchical to
class societies occurred on two levels: the material and the subjective. A
clearly material shift was embodied in the emergence of the city, the
State, an authoritarian technics, and a highly organized market econ-
omy. The subjective shifts found expression in the emergence of a re-
pressive sensibility and body of values—in various ways of mentalizing
the entire realm of experience along lines of command and obedience.
Such mentalities could very well be called epistemologies of rule, to use a
broad philosophical term. As much as any material development, these
epistemologies of rule fostered the development of patriarchy and an
egoistic morality in the rulers of society; in the ruled, they fostered a
psychic apparatus rooted in guilt and renunciation. Just as aggression
flexes our bodies for fight or flight, so class societies organize our psy-
chic structures for command or obedience.

A repressive rationality, not to be confused with reason as such,
rendered the social change from organic society to class society highly
ambiguous in character. Reason has always identified human fulfillment
with a consciousness of self, with logical clarity, and with salvation from
humanity’s complete absorption into the misty world of the mythopoeic.
Even matters of faith and religion have been interpreted rationally—as
highly systematic theologies rationally derived from a few fundamental
beliefs. But this vast project of humanization—from organic to class
society—occurred without a clear ethical basis for human fulfillment,
one that had a definite rational content. Hence the emergence of class
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society was to be burdened from its outset by a paradox: how can rea-
son, conceived as a tool or method for achieving ethical goals, be inte-
grated with reason conceived as the inherent feature or meaning of these
ethical goals?

Tragically, it was not left to reason alone, as the great thinkers of the
Enlightenment so optimistically believed, to resolve this paradox. Crises
have riddled class society from its inception. In the western world, at
least, they have produced a legacy of domination so formidable that it
threatens to push us into an abyss that may engulf social life itself. The
result has been the emergence of a misplaced antirationalism so blister-
ing and introverted in its hostility to mind that it has literally lost sight of
the legacy of domination itself. In surrendering mind to intuition, ra-
tionality to mere impulse, coherence to eclecticism, and wholeness to a
mystical “oneness,” we may very well reinforce this legacy if only be-
cause we refuse to dispel it with the means of rational analyses.

In our reaction to Enlightenment thought, we must rescue reason
withoutbecoming “rationalistic,” without reducing reason to mere tech-
nique. Rarely has society been so direly in need of a clear understanding
of the way we mentalize rule and of the history of domination than
today, when the very survival of humanity is at stake. In any case, it is
only in the use of reason rather than in rationalizing about reason that
mind reveals its promises and pitfalls. It would be better to use our
rational faculties and reflect on them later than to lose them altogether
to a dark heritage that may obliterate mind itself.

T he material and subjective
levels on which hierarchical societies crystallized into class societies are
not sharply separable. Or to use the language of Victorian social
thought, we cannot comfortably speak of one level as the “base” for the
other; both, in fact, are inextricably intertwined. The city, which from
the beginnings of history appears as the “effect” of basic changes from
kinship to territorialism, is so crucially important as the arena for dis-
solving the blood oath that it can only be regarded as a “cause,” how-
ever ancillary it seems to important changes in technics and ideology. In
fact, urban life from its inception occupies such an ambiguous place in
the commonsense logic of cause and effect that we would do well to use
these concepts gingerly.

This much is clear: the blood oath which, more than any single fac-
tor, held together primordial values and institutions with a certain de-
gree of integrity, could only be surmounted after the claims of blood ties
could be replaced by those of civic ties. Only after the territorial system
began to dissolve the kinship system or, at least, attenuate its nexus of
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responsibilities, could hallowed terms like brother and sister cease to be
compelling natural realities.* Thereafter, “brotherhood” increasingly
came to mean a commonality of material and political interests rather
than those of kinship, and “sisters” were to become the means for estab-
lishing alliances—for uniting males into social fraternities based on mili-
tary, political, and economic needs.

The social and cultural impact of these material and subjective fac-
tors, so clearly rooted in the development of the city and State, can
hardly be overstated. Humanity was to cling to the primal blood oath
with such tenacity that primordial social forms often remained intact
even after they had been divested of their content. In many cases, the
clans were not immediately destroyed; often they were retained and like
the extended family persisted as mere shadows of the past. In fact, they
were subtly reworked in certain societies into instrumentalities of the
newly emerging State—first, in the service of early priestly corpora-
tions, later, in vestigial form, in the service of the military chieftains and
kings.

gHere,' we sense the ideological activities of the early priesthood that
had emerged from a reworking of shamanism. By freeing itself from the
social vulnerabilities of the shaman, whose body constituted a mere ves-
sel for spirits, the priestly corporation had acquired the role of a cosmic
brokerage firm between humanity and its increasingly anthropomorphic
deities—deities no longer to be confused with the nature spirits that
peopled the environment of organic society. Theology began to gain as-
cendancy over divination. Seemingly rational accounts of the origins,
workings, and destiny of the cosmos—laden with an epistemology of
rule—tended to replace magic. By emphasizing the “guilt” of the hu-
man “wrong-doer” and the “displeasure” of the deities, the priestly cor-
poration could acquire an immunity to failure that the shaman had al-
ways lacked. The technical failures of the shaman, which typically
rendered his social status so insecure in primordial society, could be
reinterpreted by the emerging priesthood as evidence of the moral fail-
ure of the community itself. Drought, diseases, floods, locust infesta-
tions, and defeats in warfare—to cite the Biblical afflictions of ancient

* This is not to say that the emergence of cities immediately conferred citizenship on its
occupants, irrespective of their ethnic or social status. Quite to the contrary: ethnicity,
whether real or fictive, still formed the juridical basis for urban consociation; only gradually
did the city wean its dwellers from the realities or myths of a common ancestry. The most
vulnerable victim of urban society was the clan or, perhaps more generally, corporate ties
and responsibilities based on kinship. Until Roman times, when the exigencies of empire
required loyalty from widely disparate ethnic groups, cities accorded privileges of one kind
or another and in varying gradations to members, who shared claims to acommon ances-
try, rather than to strangers, who were often confined to separate quarters of the city as
were Jews in the ghettoes of the medieval world.
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humanity—were reinterpreted as the retribution of wrathful deities for
communal wrong-doing, not merely as the dark work of malevolent
spirits. Technical failure, in effect, was shifted from the priestly corpora-
tion to a fallen humanity that had to atone for its moral frailties. And
only priestly supplications, visibly reinforced by generous sacrifices in
the form of goods and services, could redeem humanity, temper the
punitive actions of the deities, and restore the earlier harmony that ex-
isted between humanity and its gods. In‘time, sacrifice and supplication
became a constant effort in which neither the community nor its priestly
corporation could relent. When this effort was institutionalized to the
extent that the episodic became chronic, it created the early theocracies
that go hand-in-hand with early cities, whose foci were always the tem-
ple, its priestly quarters, its storehouses, craft shops, and the dwellings
of its artisans and bureaucracies. Urban life began with an altar, not
simply a marketplace, and probably with walls that were meant to de-
fine sacred space from the natural, not simply as defensive palisades.

It is breathtaking to reflect on the intricate variety of ideological
threads in this new tapestry, with its stark insignias of class and material
exploitation. By converting mundane nature spirits and demons into
humanlike supernatural deities and devils, the priestly corporation had
cunningly created a radically new social and ideological dispensation—
indeed, a new way of mentalizing rule. The guardian deity of the com-
munity increasingly became a surrogate for the community as a whole—
literally, a personification and materialization of a primal solidarity that
gradually acquired the trappings of outright social sovereignty. Ludwig
Feuerbach was to unwittingly mislead us when he declared that our
humanlike gods and goddesses were the projections of humanity itself
into a larger-than-life religious world; actually, they were the projection
of the priestly corporation into an all-too-real pantheon of social domi-
nation and material exploitation.

In any case, the communal lands and their produce, once available
to all by virtue of the practice of usufruct, were now seen as the endow-
ment of a supernatural deity whose earthly brokers voiced its wishes,
needs, and commandments. Ultimately, they acquired theocratic sover-
eignty over the community, its labor, and its produce. Communal prop-
erty, to toy with a contradiction in terms, had emerged with a vengeance
as the communism of the godhead and its earthly administrators. The
communal whole, which had once been at the disposition of the com-
munity as a whole, was now placed at the disposition of the deified
“One,” if only a patron deity in a supernatural pantheon, who in the
very role of personifying the community and its unity had turned it into
an obedient congregation ruled by a priestly elite. The nature spirits
who had peopled the primordial world were absorbed into tutelary dei-
ties. The Mother Goddess who represented the fecundity of nature in all
its diversity, with its rich variety of subdeities, was trampled down by
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the “Lord of Hosts,” whose harsh moral codes were formulated in the
abstract realm of his heavenly Supernature.

The clan, too, like the priestly corporation, was transformed into an
economic corporation. Community, once conceived as the vital activity
of communizing, became the source of passive communal labor, a mere
instrument of production. Communal traits were valued insofar as they
lent themselves to technical coordination, exploitation, and ratio-
nalization—a very ancient commentary on the exploitative nature of a
communism structured around hierarchy. Hence clan society, far from
being initially effaced, was used against itself to produce a wealth of
material objects. The priestly corporation, in effect, had become a clan
unto itself that raised itself like the Hebrew Levites above all clans. It
had become something quite new: a class.

- Accumulated wealth, now conceived as the sum of humanity’s ma-
terial sacrifices to the deities, was divested of the demonic traits that
organic society had imputed to treasure. The wealthy temples that
emerged in the Old World and New are testimony to a sacralization of
accumulated wealth; later, of booty as the reward of valor; and finally,
tribute as the result of political sovereignty. Gifts, which once symbol-
ized alliance between people in mutual support systems, were now
transformed into tithes and taxes for supernatural and political security.
This steady reworking of the communal clans into labor forces, of com-
munal lands into proprietary sacerdotal estates, of conciliatory myths
into repressive religious dramas, of kinship responsibilities into class
interests, of hierarchical command into class exploitation—all were to
appear more like shifts of emphasis in traditional systems of right rather
than marked ruptures with hallowed customs. Leaving the catastrophic.
effects of invasions aside, primordial society seems to have been se-
duced into the new social disposition of class society without clearly
departing from the outlines of organic society.

But it was not within the temple precincts alone that these changes
occurred. Fairly recent data from Mesopotamia and Robert McAdams's
admirable comparisons of Mesoamerica with Mesopotamia reveal that
the civil sphere of the male warrior was as deeply implicated in trans-
forming organic society into class society as the sacerdotal sphere of the
priestly corporation. The priesthood has the power of ideology—by no
means insignificant, but a power that relies on persuasion and convic-
tion. The warrior has the power of coercion—one that relies on the more
compelling effects of physical prowess, weaponry, and violence. While
the interests of the priestly corporation and the military society inter-
twine, at times quite intimately, they often unravel and oppose each
other. The warrior who confronts his opponent tends to be more de-
manding and certainly more thoroughgoing in the exercise of his inter-
ests than the priest who stands between the community and its deities
as a sacerdotal agent or broker. Neither the ideologies nor the institu-
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tions these different historical figures create are identical or even cal-
culated to produce the same social effects. The warrior societies that
emerged within organic society were more thoroughgoing in uprooting it
than the priestly corporations that emerged outside it—after it had al-
ready undergone considerable modification by hierarchical institutions
and relegated shamanistic practices to a folk magic and medicine. The
warriors supplanted their theocratic predecessors, actually leaning to all
appearances on the very ideological changes that the theocracies had
produced. Hence, it was the warrior chieftain and his military compan-
ions from whom history recruited its classical nobility and its manorial
lords, who produced the political State, and later, the centralized mon-
archy with priestly vestiges of its own. This largely military fraternity
cut across the lineage system of clan society with the power of a battle ax
and eventually all but destroyed its hold on social life. And again, the
clans persisted, like the capulli of the Aztecs and the ascriptive family
units of Sumerian society, although they were steadily divested of social
power.

Theocracies are not incompatible with certain democratic features of
tribal life, such as popular assemblies and councils of elders. Insofar as
the privileges of the priestly corporation are respected, tribal democracy
and theocracy may actually reinforce each other institutionally—the
one, dealing with the material concerns of the body politic, the other
dealing with the material concerns of the temple and the sacred. Be-
tween them, an active division of functions may emerge that the frater-
nal military societies can only regard as a humiliating restriction of their
hunger for civil power. The earliest conflicts between Church and State
were initially, in fact, three-way conflicts that involved the democratic
claims of the clans—and, ultimately, their complete removal from the
conflict.

s I have argued for years, the
State is not merely a constellation of bureaucratic and coercive institu-
tions. It is also a state of mind, an instilled mentality for ordering reality.
Accordingly, the State has a long history—not only institutionally but
also psychologically. Apart from dramatic invasions in which conquer-
ing peoples either completely subdue or virtually annihilate the con-
quered, the State evolves in gradations, often coming to rest during its
overall historical development in such highly incomplete or hybridized
forms that its boundaries are almost impossible to fix in strictly political
terms.

Its capacity to rule by brute force has always been limited. The myth
of a purely coercive, omnipresent State is a fiction that has served the
state machinery all too well by creating a sense of awe and powerless-
ness in the oppressed that ends in social quietism. Without a high de-
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gree of cooperation from even the most victimized classes of society
such as chattel slaves and serfs, its authority would eventually dissipate.
Awe and apathy in the face of State power are the products of social
conditioning that renders this very power possible. Hence, neither
spontaneous or immanent explanations of the State’s origins, economic
accounts of its emergence, or theories based on conquest (short of con-
quests that yield near-extermination) explain how societies could have
leaped from a stateless condition to a State and how political society
could have exploded upon the world.

Nor was there ever a single leap that could account for the immense
variety of states and quasi-states that appeared in the past. The early
Sumerian state, in which the governing ensi, or military overlords, were
repeatedly checked by popular assemblies; the Aztec state, which was
faced with a tug-of-war between the capulli and the nobility; the Hebrew
monarchies, which were repeatedly unsettled by prophets who invoked
the democratic customs of the “Bedouin compact” (to use Ernst Bloch’s
term); and the Athenian state, institutionally rooted in direct democ-
racy—all of these, however much they differ from each other and con-
flict with the centralized bureaucratic states of modern times, constitute
very incomplete developments of the State. Even the highly bureaucratic
Pharoanic State of the Ptolemies left much of Egyptian village life un-
touched, despite its demands for taxes and corvee labor. The centralized
states that emerged in the Near East and Asia were not as invasive of
community life at the base of society as is the modern State, with its
mass media, highly sophisticated surveillance systems, and its authority
to supervise almost every aspect of personal life. The State, in the au-
thentically finished, historically complete form we find today, could
have emerged only after traditional societies, customs, and sensibilities
were so thoroughly reworked to accord with domination that humanity
lost all sense of contact with the organic society from which it originated.

Clan society was not effaced in a single or dramatic stroke, any more
than the State was to be established in a single historical leap. Until they
were neutralized as a social force, the clans still retained large areas of
land during the early urban phase of society. The warrior societies, for
their part, reinforced their military power with economic power by
claiming the lands of conquered peoples, not of their own folk, as pri-
vate booty. Extratribal conquest, in effect, was to lead to the war chief-
tain’s aggrandizement with large private estates, often worked by their
aboriginal inhabitants as serfs. As for the warrior societies that clustered
around the chieftains, the most permanent spoils of battle and Vlctorfy
were the lands they carved out as their own demesnes—estates, in e
fect—which they then elaborated into an internal manorial hierarchy of
villeins, tenants, serfs, and slaves. Judging from Mesoamerican data,
the manorial economy eventually began to outweigh the capulli econ-
omy in sheer acreage and produce. Indeed, Sumerian records and Span-
ish accounts of Aztecsociety tell a woeful tale of the gradual sale of the
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clan lands to the manors and the reduction of the food cultivators, free or
captive, to a serf-like or tenant status.* Beyond the city walls, in the more
remote areas of the society, village life still retained much of its vitality.
The old ways were to remain, however faintly and vestigially, into mod-
ern times. But the blood oath, with its highly variegated customs and
rituals, became more symbolic than real. Class society had supplanted
hierarchical society, just as hierarchical society had supplanted the egali-
tarian features of organic society.

This sweeping shift from social ties based on kinship, usufruct, and
complementarity to classes, proprietorship, and exploitation could not
have occurred without concomitant changes in technics. Without the
large-scale, animal-powered plow agriculture, now generally managed
by males, that replaced woman’s digging stick and hoe, it is difficult to
conceive that surpluses would have arisen in sufficient quantity to sup-
port professional priests, craftsmen, scribes, courts, kings, armies, and
bureaucracies—in short, the vast paraphernalia of the State. Yet several
cultural paradoxes confront us. Aztec society, despite its obvious class
structure, exhibited no technological advances beyond the simplest
pueblo communities. Among American Indian societies we find no
plows that furrow the earth, no wheels for transportation although they
appear in Aztec toys, no domestication of animals for agricultural pur-
poses. Despite their great engineering feats, there was no reduction of
food cultivation from a craft to an industry. Conversely, in societies
where plows, animals, grains, and great irrigation systems formed the
bases for agriculture, primordial communal institutions were still re-
tained together with their communal distributive norms. These societies
and their values persisted either without developing classes or by coex-
isting, often ignominiously, with feudal or monarchical institutions that
exploited them ruthlessly—but rarely changed them structurally and
normatively. ,

More commonly than not, humanity either did not “advance” into
class society or did so only in varying degrees. Plow agriculture, grains,
and the elaboration of crafts may have provided the necessary condition
for the emergence of cities, classes, and exploitation in many areas of the
world, but they never provided sufficient conditions. What renders Eu-
ropean society, particularly in its capitalist form, so historically and mor-
ally unique is that it surpassed by far every society, including the Near

* The sale of the clan lands should not be regarded as evidence for the right to freely
alienate traditional community lands. The new feudal dispensation that normally followed
the rise and later the weakening of military kingships still viewed land as the locus for a
nearly sacred sense of place, not as mere “real estate.” Most likely, the clan lands that were
sold to the emerging nobility were viewed as a transfer of title within the community, and
between the clan-folk and their military leaders. Even Aristotle could not buy land in
Athens because he was not a native Athenian, however renowned his fame and influential
his teachings. Greek though he was, in Athens he was still a stranger, not a citizen.
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Eastern ones in which it was rooted, in the extent to which economic
classes and economic exploitation—indeed, economics as we know it
today—-colonized the most intimate aspects of personal and social life.
The centrality of the city in achieving this transformation can hardly
be overemphasized. For it was the city that provided the territory for
territorialism, the civic institutions for citizenship, the marketplace for
elaborate forms of exchange, the exclusivity of quarters and neighbor-
hoods for classes, and monumental structures for the State. Its timbers,
stones, bricks, and mortar gave enduring tangibility to social, cultural,
institutional, and even moral changes that might have otherwise re-
tained the fugitive quality of mere episodes in humanity’s convoluted
history or simply been absorbed back into nature, like an abandoned
field reclaimed by forest. By virtue of its endurance and growth, the city
crystallized the claims of society over biology, of craft over nature, of
politics over community. Like the cutting edge of class society’s battle-
axe, it fought back the ever-invasive claims of kinship, usufruct, and
complementarity, affirming the sovereignty of interest and domination
over sharing and equality. For a conquering army to obliterate a culture’s
city was to annihilate the culture itself; to reclaim the city, be it a Jerusa-
lem or a Rome, was to restore the culture and the people who had cre-
ated it. On the very urban altars of the blood oath, the city drained
kinship of its content while exalting its form, until the husk could be
discarded for a mere reproductive unit we euphemistically call the “nu-

clear family.”
owever sweeping these objec-

tive changes toward class society may have been, they are not nearly as
challenging as the changes that had to be achieved in the subjective realm
before classes, exploitation, acquisition, and the competitive mentality
of bourgeois rivalry could become part of humanity’s psychic equip-
ment. We gravely misjudge human nature if we see it only through an
epistemology of rule and domination, or worse, class relationships and
exploitation. Howard Press has observed that “’separation is the arche-
typal tragedy.” But there are different ways to separate. Although this
“tragedy” may be necessary to allow the individual to discover his or
her uniqueness and identity, it should not have to assume the socially
explosive form of rivalry and competition between individuals.

A phenomenology of the self has yet to be written that takes into
account the conciliatory and participatory aspects of self-formation. The
“I"” that emerges from the welter of “its,” the magic boundary that the
infant must cross to distinguish itself from the undifferentiated experi-
ences that flood its sensorimotor apparatus, is not the product of antag-
onism. Fear has to be learned; it is a social experience—as is hatred. The
commonly accepted ideology that the enlargement of egocentricity is the
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authentic medium in which selfhood and individuality come into their
own is a bourgeois trick, the rationale for bourgeois egotism. This notion is
contradicted by Piaget’s life-long researches into the early years of child-
hood. As he observes,

Through an apparently paradoxical mechanism whose parallel we have de-
scribed apropos of the egocentrism of thought of the older child, it is pre-
cisely when the subject is most self-centered that he knows himself the
least, and it is to the extent that he discovers himself that he places himself
in the universe.

Accordingly, Piaget finds that language, reflective thought, and the or-
ganization of a spatial, causal, and temporal universe become possible
“to the extent that the self is freed of itself by finding itself and so as-
signsitselfa place as a thing among things, an event among events.”

Early humanity could never have survived without being (in Piaget’s
sense) ““a thing among things, an event among events.” Social Darwin-’
ism aside, creatures specialized in the powerful neurophysical capacity
to mentalize and conceptualize,, to plan and calculate would have de-
stroyed themselves in a Hobbesian war of all against all. Had reason,
with its capacity for calculation, been used to divide and destroy rather
than unite and create, the very human quality of humanity would-have
turned upon itself and the species immolated itself ages ago, long before
it devised its armamentarium of modern weaponry.

Organic society’s conciliatory sensibility finds expression in its out-
look in dealing with the external world—notably in animism and magic.
Basically, animism is a spiritual universe of conciliation rather than an
aggressive form of conceptualization. That all entities have “souls”’—a
simple “identity of spirit and being,” to use Hegel’s words—is actually
lived and felt. This outlook pervades the practice of simple preliterate
peoples. When Edward B. Tylor, in his classic discussion of animism,
notes that an American Indian “will reason with a horse as if rational,”
he tells us that the boundaries between things are functional. The Indian
and the horse are both subjects—hierarchy and domination are totally
absent from their relationship. “The sense of an absolute psychical dis-
tinction between man and beast, so prevalent in the civilized world, is
hardly to be found among lower (sic) races.” The very epistemology of
these “lower races” is qualitatively different from our own.

Preliterate epistemology tends to unify rather than divide: it person-
ifies animals, plants, even natural forces and perfectly inanimate things
as well as human beings. What are often mere abstractions in our minds
acquire life and substance in the preliterate animistic mind. To the ani-
mist, man’s soul, for example, is his breath, his hand, his heart, or other
such clearly substantial entities.

This animistic outlook in its many modifications will pervade the
mind long after the passing of organic society. Our difficulty in dealing
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with the seemingly paradoxical qualities of Greek philosophy stems from
the tension between its animistic outlook and secular reason. Thales and
the Ionian thinkers, although apparently rationalistic in the sense that
their outlook was secular and based on logical causality, neverthe-
less saw the world as alive, as an organism, “in fact,” as Collingwood
observes, “as an animal.” It is something “ensouled . .. within which
are lesser organisms having souls of their own; so that a single tree or a
single soul, is according to:[Thales], both a living organism in itself and
also a part of the great living organism which is the world.” This animis-
tic outlook lingers on in Greek philosophy well into Aristotle’s time;
hence the dlfﬁculty we encounter in neatly classifying Hellenic thought
into “idealist”” and “materialist” compartments.

Magic, the technique that the animist employs to mampulate the
world, seems to violate the conciliatory epistemology of this sensibility.
Anthropologists tend to describe magical procedures as “primitive
man’s” fictive techniques for “coercion,” for making things obey his
will. A closer view, however, suggests that it is we who read this coer-
cive mentality into the primordial world. By magically imitating nature,
its forces, or the actions of animals and people, preliterate communities
project their own needs into external nature; it is essential to emphasize
that external nature is conceptualized at the very outset as a mutualistic
community. Prior to the manipulative act is the ceremonious supplica-
tory word, the appeal to a rational being—to a subject—for cooperation
and understanding. Rites always precede action and signify that there
must be communication between equal participants, not mere coercion.
The consent of an animal, say a bear, is an essential part of the hunt in
which it will be killed. When its carcass is returned to the camp, Indians
will put a peace pipe in its mouth and blow down it as a conciliatory
gesture. Simple mimesis, an integral feature of magic and ritual, implies
by its very nature unity with the “object,” a recognition of the “object’s”
subjectivity. Later, to be sure, the word was to be separated from the
deed and become the authoritarian Word of a patriarchal deity. Mimesis,
in turn, was to be reduced to a strategy for producing social conformity
and homogeneity. But the ritual of the word in the form of incantations
and work songs reminds us of a more primordial sensibility based on
mutual recognition and shared rationality.

I do not mean that organic society lacked a sense of particularity in
the manifold of this experiential unity. To the animist, bears were bears
and not bisons or human beings. The animist discriminated between
individuals and species as carefully as we do—often exhibiting a re-
markable attention to detail as revealed in late Paleolithic cave paintings.
The repressive abstraction of the individual bear into a bear spirit, a uni-
versalizing of the spirit of bears that denies their specificity, is, I suspect,
a later development in the elaboration of the animistic spirit. In render-
ing the individual bear subject to manipulative forms of human preda-
tion, generalization in this form marks the first steps toward the objecti-
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fication of the external world. Before there were bear spirits there were
probably only individual bears, as Tylor suggests, when he tells us that
if “an Indian is attacked and torn by a bear, it is that the beast fell upon
him intentionally in anger, perhaps to revenge the hurt done to another
bear.” A bear that has will, intentionality, and knows anger is not a mere
epiphenomenon of a bear spirit; it is a being in its own right and auton-
omy. ‘

yBy abstracting a bear spirit from individual bears, by generalizing
from the particular to the universal, and further, by infusing this process
of abstraction with magical content, we are developing a new epistemol-
ogy for explaining the external world. If the individual bear is merely an
epiphenomenon of an animal spirit, it is now possible to objectify nature
by completely subsuming the particular by the general and denying the
uniqueness of the specific and concrete. The emphasis of the animistic
outlook thereby shifts from accommodation and communication to
domination and coercion.

This intellectual process probably occurred in gradual steps. The
Orpheus legend, one of the most archaic in mythology, is still based on
the notion of a guardian spirit rather than a master of animals. Orpheus
charms the animal universe into reconciliation and harmony. He is a
pacifier in a brute world of “claw and fang.” From the Orpheus legend,
we sense the existence of a time when pacification and abstraction were
not mutually exclusive processes. But effect a slight shift in the emphasis
of the legend and we pass from the imagery of a guardian of animals
into that of a master of animals. This shift is probably the work of the
shaman who, as Ivar Paulson suggests, concomitantly embodies the
protector of game—the master of their spirits—and the helper of the
hunter. The shaman magically delivers the hunted animal into the
hands of the hunter: he is the master implied in mastery. As both elder
and professional magician, he establishes the new, quasi-hierarchical
boundaries that subvert the old animistic outlook.

That hallowed process called Reason, of generalization and classifi-
cation, appears very early in an involuted and contradictory form: the
fictive manipulation of nature begins with the real manipulation of hu-
manity. Although the shaman’s efforts to give greater coherence to the
world will become social power that confers upon humanity greater
control over the external world, the shaman and, more precisely, his
successor—the priest—initially divides this world to manipulate it.
Women, as shamannesses or priestesses, are no more immune to this
phenomenon than men. In either case, Weston La Barre is certainly cor-
rect in saying that early hunter-gatherers projected the social structure
of secular power onto the supernatural just as other groups do: “The fit
of myth to the social structure of a hunting band is exact. Myth antici-
pated no later social dispensation, for religion reflected only the then
contemporary social structure.”

Moreover, as we can suspect, the shamans and priests are always at
work. They not only generalize and formulate, but they regeneralize
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and reformulate. The early coalitions they form with the elders and war-
rior-chiefs, later the conflicting issues they face with the emergence of
increasingly complex agricultural societies, place new demands upon
their ideological ingenuity which, in turn, lead to new generalizations
and formulations. After their death, the more renowned shamans and
priests become the raw materials for producing godheads. A compro-
mise is struck between animism and religion, one that phases shaman-
ism into the priestly corporation. The early deities reveal this new meld-
ing by combining an animal face with a human body or vice versa, as in
the cases of the Sphinx and the Minotaur. Inexorably, this process of
continual substitution yields a pantheon of deities that are entirely hu-
man, even in their capricious behavior.

As society slowly develops toward hierarchy and then into class
structures, so too do the deities. In a hierarchical society that is still satu-
rated with matricentric traditions, the foremost deity is the Mother God-
dess, who personifies fertility and soil, the cojoined domains of sexual-
ity and horticulture. In a well-entrenched patricentric society—one that
introduces the male, his beasts, and the plow into food cultivation—the
Mother Goddess acquires a male consort, to whom she gradually yields
her eminence as patriarchy becomes prevalent. This process continues
onward across the threshold of “civilization” into urban societies until
the socialization of the deities leads to political theogonies. If the com-
munity confers in assemblies, so too do the deities; if the impact of war
on primitive urban democracies leads to the establishment of a supreme
ruler, a supreme deity also tends to emerge. As long as the world is
under the sway of shamanistic and, more significantly, priestly media-
tion, it tends to remain embedded in a religious matrix. Nor does it ever
free itself of the mythopoeic and religious as long as human dominates
human. Social divisions are obscured by myth and mythology: even the
warrior-chieftain tries to validate his social status by becoming a priest or
a deity. Authoritarian social forces are made to appear as natural forces,
like the deities that personify or seem to manipulate them.

I ! here nature is touched by the

works of the food cultivator, humanity had no difficulty in devising dei-
ties that are part of the earth and domestic hearth: folk gods and folk
goddesses whose behavior was often determined by seasonal cycles
or human supplication. Wars, catastrophes, famines, and great misfor-
tunes occurred, to be sure, but they occurred against the background of
natural order. The deities of Mesopotamia, for example, may seem more
unruly and harsher than those that presided over the destiny of Egypt;
the behavior of the river in the former land was less predictable and
more destructive than that of the latter. Significant as they may be, how-
ever, the differences between the deities in the two great alluvial civili-
zations were differences in degree rather than in kind. Nature was still a
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nurturing mother who provided care and solicitude. She bestowed lush
harvests and security to the community who revered her and never
failed to provide her with a ceremonial bounty of its own.

But contrast these well-tilled lands with the arid steppes and the
parched desert of the Bedouin. Here, insecurity and conflict between
patriarchal warrior-shepherds over water rights and herds are a chronic
human condition, and it is easy to see why new deities begin to emerge
who assume a more terrible visage than that of the agriculturalists’ na-
ture spirits, gods, and goddesses. Here, nature seems very much like
a clenched fist that capriciously stamps out man and his herds. No do-
mestic hearth exists from which he can warm his soul after the labors of
the day; only the nomad’s camp with its ambience of impermanence.
Nor are there lush fields, crisscrossed by cool streams. For the Bedouin,
only the heavens are blue, presided over by a scorching sun. The wide
horizon, broken by stark mountains and plateaus, instills a sense of the
infinity of space, of the transcendental and other-worldly. Woman, the
embodiment of fecundity and a relatively benign nature to the agricul-
turist, has no symbolic place in this stark universe—except perhaps as a
mere vessel to produce sons, herdsmen, and warriors. She is not so
much exploited as simply degraded. *

These pastoral nomads, separated from agriculture by climatic
changes or by population pressures on the land, are an expelled, ever-
wandering, and restless people. They are accursed by the very chtonic
deities that still linger among them as ghosts of a lost Eden. As herds-
men, they are a people who live mainly among domestic beasts, each of
which is an alienable quantum; the mere number of animals the patriarch
owns is a measure of his wealth and prestige. Power and fortune can be
determined with numerical exactness: by the size of one’s herds and the
number of one’s sons. From these people-—historically the Hebrews,
who articulate the pastoral sensibility par excellence—a new epistemol-
ogy of rule and a new deity will emerge, based on the infinite, the harsh
expression of male will, and the often cruel negation of nature. As noted
by H. and H. A. Frankfort,

The dominant tenet of Hebrew thought is the absolute transcendence of
God. Yahweh is not in nature. Neither earth nor sun nor heaven is divine;
even the most potent natural phenomena are but reflections of God’s great-
ness. It is not even possible to name God . .. . He is holy. That means he is
sui generis . . . . It has been rightly pointed out that the monotheism of the

* This description is admittedly a Weberian “ideal type.” It does not take into account the
many variations and complexities that enter into Bedouin or, more generally, pastoral
ecology. There is now general agreement that pastoralism represents a late development,
in fact, a spin-off from agricultural society, not the intermediate “stage” between hunting
and agricultural “stages” to which it was assigned by nineteenth-century anthropologists.
Hence the later patriarchal structure and values are mixed with matricentric traditions from
earlier ways of life. This fact may explain the equivocal position of women in the Hebrew
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Hebrews is a correlate of their insistence on the unconditioned nature of
God. Only a God who transcends every phenomenon, who is not condi-
tioned by any mode of manifestation—only an unqualified God can be the
one and only ground of all existence.

Behind such cosmogonies lies the dialectic of a contradictory rationality,
at once liberating and repressive—as reason embedded in myth. Doubt-
lessly, real intellectual powers are being exercised; they are actualizing
themselves with mythopoeic materials. The graduation of animistic
thought from the individual to the species, from bears to the “bear
spirits,” is an obvious preliminary to a conception of natural forces as
humanly divine. The deities are subtle evidence of humanity’s presence
in nature as a natural force in its own right.

It is tempting, here, to see the steppe lands and particularly the
desert as domineering environments that brought humanity into subju-
gation to nature and to view the Bedouin as involved in a bitter “strug-
gle” with nature. Yet such an image would be very simplistic. To the
Bedouin, the starkness of the nomad’s arid world was often seen as a
source of purification, indeed of moral and personal freedom. To the
great Hebrew prophets, most notably figures like Amos, the desert was
aboveall the land to which one returned to find the strength of character
and moral probity to fight injustice. Hence the nobility that was imputed
to the herdsman, who, wandering with his flocks and left to his own
thoughts, came closer to the deity than the food cultivator. His contact
with the desert imbued him with a sense of righteousness. The signifi-
cance of the Semitic contribution to our western sensibility lies not sim-
ply in the patriarchal edge it gave to the already existing hierarchies of
agricultural societies—a contribution I have emphasized here for heuris-
tic purposes. It also lies in the moral probity and transcendental mental-
ity that generalized the concrete image of nature so prevalent among
peasant peoples into a Supernature that was as strikingly intellectual as
it was willful in its abstractness.

Hence with the Hebrews, religion exhibits a growing tendency to
abstract, to classify, and to systematize. For all its obvious contradic-
tions, the Hebrew Bible is a remarkably coherent account of humanity’s
evolution into society. Even in the Hebrews’ devaluation of natural phe-
nomena we have a break with mythopoeic thought as such, a rupture
with phenomena as fantasy, a willingness to deal with life on realistic
and historical terms. Social history, as the will of God, replaces natural

Bible and in many existing pastoral communities today. Nor do all pastoral communities
confine themselves to shepherding. They will cultivate food when they can and have
peacefully interacted with farming communities at all levels of development throughout
history, both trading with them or grazing their flocks on the stubble of harvested farm-
land. My concern, here, is primarily with what is unique to the pastoral world, not what it
shares with the many horticultural and agricultural communities that were to become
objects of pastoral invasions.
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history as the cosmogony of spirits, demons, and divine beings. The
Hebrews, as the Frankforts emphasized,

propounded not a speculative theory, but revolutionary and dynamic teach-
ing. The doctrine of a single, unconditional, transcendent God rejected
time-honored values, proclaimed new ones, and postulated a metaphysical
significance for history and for man’s actions.

The destiny of man moves to the center of the intellectual stage: it is his
fate and that of his species, albeit in the form of the “chosen people,”
that forms a central theme in the Hebrew Bible.

But an antithetical rationality permeates this “revolutionary and dy-
namic teaching.” With the Hebrews, the epistemology of rule comes
into its own as a transcendental conception of order. Domination becomes
sui generis: it divides the indivisible by fiat. Merely to relegate the He-
brew Yahweh to a monotheistic preemption of a multifarious nature or
even the human deities who peopled the pagan world is a simplifica-
tion. Indeed, such efforts had been in the air for centuries before Juda-
ism had acquired eminence by turning, in its Christian form, into a
world religion. Nor were the Hebrews the only people to regard them-
selves as chosen; this is a tribal archaism that most preliterate and later
literate people symbolize in their ethnic nomenclature when they de-
scribe themselves as “The People” and others as strangers” or “barbar-
ians.”

What renders the Hebrew Bible unique is that it is self-derivative:
God'’s will, as it were, is God. No cosmogony, morality, or rationality is
necessary to explain it, and man’s duty is to obey unquestioningly.
When Moses first encounters Yahweh and asks for his name, the reply is
a damning intonation: “I am that I am.” And further: “I Am hath sent
me unto you.” What Moses confronts is not merely an only God or a
jealous one; he confronts a nameless God whose transcendence closes
Him to all being beyond His own existence and will. The concrete now
completely becomes the mere product of the universal; the principle, by
which animism and early cosmogonies are to evolve from the particular
to the general, has been totally reversed. The order of things emerges
not from nature to Supernature, but from Supernature to nature.

Characteristically, the biblical notion of creation “is not a speculative
cosmogony,” Rudolph Bultmann observes, “but a confession of faith in
God as Lord. The world belongs to him and he upholds it by his
power.” This world is now pervaded by hierarchy, by ruler and ruled,
over whom presides that nameless abstraction, the Lord. Man, viewed
from the Lord’s eyes, is an utterly abject creature, yet, viewed from ours,
a hierarch in his own right. For the Lord ordains that Noah will be
"feared” by “every beast of theearth,” by “every fowl in the air,” and by
"all that moveth upon the earth and . .. all the fishes of the sea.” The
communication that the animist magically achieves with the hunted ani-
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mal, first as an individuated being and later as an epiphenomenon of a
species-spirit, is not transformed into “fear.” That animals can feel
“fear” still acknowledges their subjectivity—a feeling, ironically, they
share with people who are inspired by the “fear of God”—but it is a
subjectivity that is placed under human domination.

Equally as significant, people too are caught in a nexus of human
domination. Biblical power is the mana that all masters can use against
their slaves: ruler against ruled, man against woman, the elders against
the young. Hence we need have no difficulty in understanding why the
Hebrew Bible becomes a universalized document: the supreme code of
the State, school, workshop, body politic, and family. It is mana that has
acquired metaphysical trappings which make it virtually invulnerable to
the incredulity an increasingly secularized world brings to the mana of
the warrior chieftain, divine king, and domestic patriarch. “Hebrew
thought did not entirely overcome mythopoeic thought,” observe the
Frankforts. “It created, in fact, a new myth—the myth of the Will of
God.” Yet more than myth is involved in Yahweh'’s injunctions. Behind
the stories, episodes, and history that the Hebrew Bible contains is a
nascent philosophical apriorism that links human sovereignty with ag-
gressive behavior. The perpetuation of hierarchy, in effect, appears as a
matter of human survival in the face of inexorable forces.

Yahweh’s will completes the growing separation between subject
and object. More significantly, His will divided the two not simply as
particulars that make for a richer wholeness, but antagonistically: the
object is subjugated to the subject. They are divided as opposites that
involve a denial of the concrete, of facticity, and of the body by the ab-
stract, the universal, and the mind. Spirit can now be opposed to reality,
intellect to feeling, society to nature, man to woman, and person to per-
son, because the order of things as expressed by Yahweh's “I Am” has
so ordained it. One does not have to invoke custom, law, or theory to
explain this order; the transcendental Will of God—a god who is sui
generis—has ordered this dispensation. It is not for man to question His
omnipotence.

This religious separation of the world’s order in terms of sovereignty
rather than complementarity was to serve its acolytes well. For the
emerging ruling classes and the State, it provided an ideology of unrea-
soned obedience, of rule by fiat and the powers of supernatural retribu-
tion. And it had achieved this sweeping transformation not by invoking
nature and her deities—the “bear spirit,” the part-human and part-ani-
mal deities typified by Egyptian religio-animism, or by the irascible an-
thropomorphic deities of Sumer and Greece—but by invoking a com-
pletely disembodied, abstract, and nameless Supernature that allowed
for the codification of pure belief without the constraints of empirical
reality. The desert landscape of the Bedouin merely sharpened this ide-
ology but did not form it, for the “Bedouin compact” tends to belie its
political claims of unrestricted sovereignty. Indeed, it is doubtful that an
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ideology so demanding of subservience and obedience by patriarchs as
well as their wives, children, and retainers could have come from simple
Bedouins who were soon to settle down to an agricultural way of life.
This ideology was patently fashioned by priests and military com-
manders, by stern lawgivers and Spartan-like soldiers so clearly em-
bodied in the figure of a Moses. That the Lord demands from Moses a
tent of goat’s hair for his earthly dwelling suggests that the ideology, in
its early parts in the Hebrew Bible, was formulated when the confeder-
ated Hebrew tribes were pushing their way into Canaan. Later it was
elaborated, after their conquest of theland, into a richly humanistic and
highly idealistic ethical document.*

ith the Greeks, the epistemol-

ogy of rule is transformed from a moral principle, based on faith, into an
ethical principle, based on reason. Although mythopoeic thought is
never absent from the Hellenic cultural legacy, it either takes on a highly
intellectualized form or is preempted by mind, or nous. The Greek realm
of reason is not focused on Supernature; its authentic locus is the polis,
or the so-called city-state.

Like the Semitic patriarchal clan, the polis, too, is partly shaped by a
compelling natural environment: mountains that wrinkle the Greek
promontory and foster a high degree of communal autonomy and per-
sonal virtuosity in nearly all tasks from agriculture to metallurgy and
war. The word amateur is Latin in origin, but it accurately reflects the
Hellenic predisposition to a modest degree of competence in all fields,
for balance and self-sufficiency (autarkeia), that has so characteristically
marked mountain-dwelling communities in the past and placed the im-
print of self-reliance, character, hardiness, and a freedom-loving spirit
on their inhabitants. For such peoples, independence of spirit tended to
become an end in itself, although their isolation could also yield a nar-
row parochialism that militated against any real breadth of vision.

Hellenic intellectualism was centered primarily in the coastal and
island poleis of antiquity, where a rare balance was struck between the
free-ranging spirit of their mountain origins and the cosmopolitan spirit
of their maritime contacts. Within these poleis, specifically the Athenian,

* Ironically, the morally demanding and antinaturalistic Bedouin values of the Hebrew
Bible played a more formative role in the New Testament than the Old, despite Christian-
ity’s gospel of love. In the period directly preceding the emergence of the Roman Empire,
Judaism acquired a highly ethical character. The Hebrew prophets, particularly Amos,
imbued Judaism with a commitment to justice and a hatred of tyranny so intense that the
ancient Jews revolted incessantly against the Roman imperium—Ileading finally to the de-
struction of Judea as a national entity. By Jesus’s time, the Pharisees had reworked the
Deuteronomic Code into one of the most humane in the ancient world. The Mosaic lex
talionis, with its demand for “an eye for an eye,” had been replaced by monetary compen-
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a new dualism emerged: Home, or oikos, and the agora (a marketplace
which, in time, was transformed into a highly variegated civic center)
were counterposed to each other. The agora, more broadly, the polis it-
self “was the sphere of freedom,” as Hannah Arendt has noted, echoing
the motif of Aristotle’s Politics. To the extent that home and polis were
related to each other,

it was a matter of course that the mastering of the necessities of life in the
household was the condition for freedom of the polis. ... What all Greek
philosophers, no matter how opposed to polis life, took for granted is that
freedom is exclusively located in the political realm, that necessity is primar-
ily a prepolitical phenomenon, characteristic of the private household orga-
nization, and that force and violence are justified in this sphere because
they are the only means to master necessity—for instance, by ruling over
slaves—and to become free. Because all human beings are subject to neces-
sity, they are entitled to violence toward others; violence is the prepolitical
act of liberating oneself from the necessity of life for the freedom of the
world.

This epistemological dualism between necessity and freedom, a dualism
utterly alien to Hebrew monistic thought, rested on such sweeping as-
sumptions about nature, work, individuality, reason, woman, freedom,-
and technics that it would require a separate work to deal with them
adequately. Here, I offer a cursory examination of some of these as-
sumptions, with particular reference to the western legacy of domina-
tion, and leave their implications to a later study.

To begin with, Greek rationality did not quite foster a rejection of
nature. A nature tamed by man, notably the orderly fields of the agricul-
turalist and the sacred groves of the deities, was a pleasing desideratum.
They were refreshing to the eye and to the spirit. Nature, in this form,
was infused with reason and sculpted by human creativity. What the
Greeks thoroughly feared and resisted was wild, untamed nature (as
Havelock Ellis was to emphasize)—a barbarian nature, as it were. Wild
nature was not merely prepolitical; it was beyond the realm of order.
Neither reason nor necessity could find a home in the tangle of the un-
bridled forest and its perils. The Greek notion of man’s domination of
nature—a notion that was no less real than the modern—could not find
fixity and meaningfulness there. In the Greek mind, the polis, which
included its well-tilled environs, waged a constant battle against the en-

sation; corporal punishment was greatly restricted; the use of ordeal to determine female
adultery was abolished; finally, both.debtors and slaves were treated with a degree of
consideration that was virtually unprecedented for the time. As Hyam Maccoby’s Revolu-
tion in Judea (New York: Taplinger Publishing Co., 1980) indicates, the interface between
Judaism and Christianity was crassly, almost cynically rewritten by the Hellenistic authors
of the existing gospels. According to Maccoby these authors distorted beyond all recogni-
tion Jesus’s nationalistic goals, the ethical ideas of his Nazarene followers, and the activist
message of the Jerusalem Church led by Jesus’s brother, James.
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croachment of the unruly natural world and its barbarian denizens.
Within its confines, the polis created a space not only for discourse, ra-
tionality, and the “good life,” but even for the oikos, which at least had
its own realm of order, however prepolitical in character. Underpinning
the supremacy of the polis over the oikos was a more universal dualism,
the supremacy of order or kosmos over meaningless dissolution or chaos.
All of Greek nature philosophy took these intellectual coordinates—par-
ticularly as they referred to the coherence of the polis against the forces
for incoherence—as their basic reference points. The love of wild nature
was to come later, with the European Middle Ages.

By the same token, Greek rationalism did not denigrate work and
materiality. Indeed, the Athenian yeoman, the hoplite who as farmer-cit-
izen formed the military backbone of the classical democracy, worked
hand-in-hand with his hired help and such slaves as he could afford to
own. Often, this small labor force shared the same fare and material
conditions of life. The Greek love of the human body, of athleticism, and
respect for physical form is proverbial. What Greek rationalism thor-
oughly denigrated—and we speak of its elites—was the toil associated
with trade and the pursuit of gain. For in the marketplace lay the forces
that threatened to undermine the Hellenic ideal of self-sufficiency, bal-
ance, and limit—that is, of the kosmos that could be undermined so eas-
ily by chaos when the vigilance of reason was relaxed.

In a widely quoted passage, Aristotle articulated this fear with a
clarity that is characteristically Hellenic. There are some people who

believe that getting wealth is the object of household managenient and the
whole idea of their lives is that they ought either to increase their money
without limit, at any rate not to lose it. The origin of this disposition in men
is that they are intent upon living only, and not upon living well; and, as
their desires are unlimited, they also desire that the means of gratifying
them should be without limit.

For Aristotle, the threat of the unlimited lies not only in imbalance and
dependence; it also lies in the subversion of form—without which iden-
tity itself dissolves and the meaningful is supplanted by the meaning-
less.

Hence, even more than the equipoise provided by balance, the
Greeks sought an orderly arrangement of the dualities they had intro-
duced into the western intellectual tradition: the duality between nature
and society, work and free time, sensuousness and intellect, individual
and community. The dualities existed and acquired meaning only be-
cause they existed contrapuntally, each in opposition to and in conjunc-
tion with the other. The genius of reason was to recognize and adjust
the tension between them by giving both epistemological and social pri-
ority to the second term in the duality over the first. Even the polis,
conceived as the realm of freedom, was continually beleaguered by the
problem of whether the community would be capable of maintaining an
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identity between the collective interest and the individual. “In Athenian
ideology the state was both superior and antecedent to its citizens,” ob-
serves Max Horkheimer. As it turned out, at least for a brief period of
time:

This predominance of the polis facilitated rather than hindered the rise of
the individual: it effected a balance between the state and its members, be-
tween individual freedom and communal welfare, as nowhere more elo-
quently depicted than in the Funeral Oration of Pericles.

But in the Hellenic mind, order always had to resist disorder—kos-
mos to resist chaos. This imagery is essential in achieving any under-
standing of how the Greeks—and every European ruling class that was
to follow the decline of the polis—were to think about the human condi-
tion. Its accolades to balance and equipoise notwithstanding, the pre-
dominant note in Hellenic thought was always a hierarchical organiza-
tion of reality. It was always stated in rational and secular terms, but we
cannot forget that chaos had a very mundane and earthy substantiality
in the form of a large population of slaves, foreigners, women and po-
tentially unruly freedmen who were placed in an inferior status within

the polis or had no status at all.
he principal architects of

Greece’s hierarchical epistemology—Plato and Aristotle—had a long
philosophical pedigree rooted in pre-Socratic nature philosophy. How
to account for domination of literally half of the polis, its women, and a
very substantial number of slaves? How to deny civil and political rights
to the alien residents and freedmen who literally infested the polis and
provided for its most essential day-to-day services? These questions had
to be resolved on rational terms, without recourse to myths that opened
the door to chaos and its dark past.

For both Plato and Aristotle, a rational answer required intellectual
objectivity, not the divine revelation and deified Will of early Hebrew
social thought. The notion of human equality (which the Bible does not
exclude and which its greatest prophets, in fact, emphasized) had to be
impugned on naturalistic grounds—an ordered rational nature that the
Greek mind could accept. Here, both Plato and Aristotle agreed. But
they were divided on the locus of this nature, the actual cauldron in
which differences between people could be stratified in systems of com-
mand and obedience. '

Plato’s strategy was, in many ways, the more atavistic: Differences
in individual capacities and performances stem from differences in
souls. The few who are equipped to rule—the guardians in Plato’s ideal-
ized society (mistitled The Republic)—are born with “gold” and “silver”
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souls. Those with “gold” souls are destined by their inborn spiritual
qualities to be the philosopher-rulers of the polis; those with “silver”
souls, its warriors. The two are trained alike in a rigorous regimen that
fosters athleticism, communal sharing of all possessions and means_of
life—a family-like solidarity that essentially turns the entire stratum into
a large oikos—and a Spartan-like denial of luxuries and comfort. Later,
the visibly “gold” and “silver” souls are functionally separated—the
former, to develop their intellectual and theoretical qualities, the latter
to elaborate their capacity to fulfill practical, generally military, responsi-
bilities.

The remainder of the population—its farmers, craftsmen, and mer-
chants, who have “bionze” or “iron” souls—are hardly mentioned. Ap-
parently, they will enjoy more secure lives sculpted by their guardians.
But their lifeways do not appear to be very different from that of the
commoners in Plato’s day. The Republic is thus essentially authoritar-
ian—in some respects, totalitarian. The philosopher-rulers are free to
blatantly (or “nobly,” in Plato’s words) lie to the entire populace in the
interests of social unity and purge the polis of “ignoble” ideas and litera-
ture. Here, Plato notoriously includes Homeric poetry and probably the
contemporary drama in his day that he viewed as degrading to human-
ity’s image of the gods.

On the other hand, women in the guardian stratum enjoy complete,
indeed unrestricted, equality with men. Plato, having removed the oikos
from the life of the ruling class and replaced it with a form of domestic
communism, has shifted the realm of necessity, of the prepolitical, to the
shoulders of the commoners. With inexorable logic, he sees no reason
why women in the guardian stratum should now be treated any differ-
ently from the men. Hence, all that is to limit their activities—be it war,
athletics, education, or philosophical pursuits—are their physical abil-
ities. They may be philosopher-rulers no less than men of comparable
intellectual stature. Nor are the “gold” or “silver” souls that “mutate,”
as it were, among the commoners to be kept from entering the guardian
stratum. Similarly, “bronze” or “iron” souls that appear among the chil-
dren of the guardians are to be plucked from the ruling stratum and
placed among the commoners.*

Despite all the accolades The Republic was to receive over the centu-
ries after it was composed, it is not a utopia, a vision of a communist
society, or in any sense of the term a democracy. It is an ideal form, an
eidos, in Plato’s metaphysical world of forms. What must be empha-
sized, here, is that Plato’s rationality is ruthlessly, even cynically or play-
fully, hierarchical. The polis, if it was to survive from Plato’s viewpoint,
had to yield to the “cruelty of reason,” so to speak, and follow the full

* Plato’s tripartite theory of souls was not laid to rest in The Republic. It surfaced again in
very radical Gnostic theories of late antiquity and in embattled Christian heresies of the
Middle Ages and the Reformation. See Chapters 7 and 8.
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logic of domination. Without hierarchy and domination, there can be no
kosmos, no order. The Greeks—and they alone are of concern to Plato—
must drastically alter the polis along the lines dictated by a repressive
epistemology.

For Aristotle, The Republic’s rationalistic ideality is misplaced. Its
theoretical purity removes it from his category of practical reason to
which the formulation, of a rational polis and its administration belong.
Hence Aristotle stands at odds with Plato’s ““cruelty of reason,” which
dematerializes the pragmatic problems of ordering the polis along work-
able lines. His Politics undertakes a severe critique of the ideal polis as
such, including Plato’s and those proposed by his predecessors. Perhaps
no work was to exercise a more profound influeiice on western social
thought. What counts for our purposes is Aristotle’s intensely critical
strategy and concerns. Reason must exorcise its own myths, notably
Plato’s attempt at ideality and its proclivity to remove itself from the
practical problems of social administration and reconstruction.

Aristotle’s principal concerns in the Politics are distinctly those of his
time: slavery, the nature of citizenship, and the rational classification of
poleis that validates the choice of one type over another. Throughout,
reason must be informed by ethics and by the desire of rational man to
lead the “good life,” which by no means is confined to the material. The
work clearly establishes a rational basis for slavery and patriarchy, and a
political meritocracy as the authentic arenas for citizenship. For Aristo-
tle, the Greeks have been endowed by geography, climate, and their
innate intellectual qualities to rule not only the barbarians, but also
slaves and women—both of whom are “prepolitical” and benefit pro-
foundly by the “higher” mental faculties of their male masters. Given
the woman'’s and slave’s “inferior” rationality, their inability to formu-
late policies and meaningful courses of behavior, they, no less than their
masters, benefit from his “superior” rationality and his capacity to give
them direction and govern their nonrational behavior. Slavery and pa-
triarchy, in effect, are seen as the gifts of reason, not its chains.

Despite their differences, Plato and Aristotle elaborated social theo-
ries with-a consistency and logic that must have seemed impeccable to
many of their successors. And both laid not only the foundations for a
rational social philosophy but established a repressive epistemological
tradition that spans entire ages of western thought. Various sociobiolo-
gies were to draw their inspiration from Platonistic and neo-Platonic
theories. Aristotelian theory was to acquire an incredible composite leg-
acy that reaches into Thomistic theology and, despite its severe class
orientation, into “’scientific socialism.”

Most important of all, the two thinkers, indeed Hellenic thought as
a whole, universalized hierarchy as rational—perhaps democratic when
possible, often totalitarian when necessary. By its very existence, the
polis created a new tradition in western notions of citizenship and im-
parted to them an unprecedented secularity that gave modern social
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thought its authentic foundations. It also created the issues that were to
beleaguer the western mind and praxis for centuries to come—and a
thoroughly repressive mentality for dealing with them. For better or
worse, we are in no sense free of this legacy’s worldliness, candor, and
logic. Cross-fertilized with Hebrew thought, European intellectuality
was born in classical Athens and wound its way through the centuries
until, like it or not, we still remain its heirs.

T he Hebrew and Hellenic men-
talities were similar in their firm commitment to hierarchical relations
structured around faith or rationality. Objectively, we have come a long
way from the cunning of the priestly corporation in turning clan values
against organic society; from the rise and commanding role of the war-
rior-chieftains and their entourages in the expansion of the male’s civil
sphere; from the disintegration of a communal economy into a manorial
one; and finally, from the emergence of the city as the arena for dissolu-
tion of kinship relationships and the blood oath by citizenship, class
interests, and the State. We have seen how the transcendental will of
Yahweh and the rational elements of Hellenic epistemology have struc-
tured differentia along antagonistic lines, violating the animist’s sense of
complementarity and interpretation of concrete reality along concilia-
tory lines.

The legacy of domination thus develops as a manipulation of pri-
mordial institutions and sensibilities against each other, often by mere
shifts of emphases in social reality and personal sensibility. Abstraction
and generalization, whether as faith or reason, are used not to achieve
wholeness or completeness but to produce a divisive antagonism in the
objective and subjective realms. Other possible epistemologies, which
might have favored a more “relaxed opening of the self to insight,” to
use Alvin Gouldner’s words, have been ignored in favor of “values cen-
tering on mastery and control.” This needlessly divisive development
can be seen as a betrayal of society and sensibility to what the western
mind has claimed foritself as the “history of mankind.” Now that we are
beginning to reap the terrible harvest of this betrayal, we must challenge
the claims of that history to sovereignty.

But the story of this betrayal does not end with these institutional
and subjective changes. It reaches further into the core of the psyche by
internalizing hierarchy and domination as eternal traits of human na-
ture. More than Yahweh's will and classical antiquity’s rationality are
needed to secure rule as an integral feature of selfhood. This feature
entails not only humanity’s commitment to its own self-repression
through faith and reason; it must also police itself internally by acquiring
a self-regulating “reality principle” (to use Freud’s terms) based on guilt
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and renunciation. Only then can the ruled be brought into full complic-
ity with their oppression and exploitation, forging within themselves
the State that commands more by the power of the “inner voice” of
repentance than the power of mobilized physical violence.

Neither Freud nor Marx have helped us fully understand this
process. Each in his own way has absolved “civilization,” specifically its
western form, from its very real guilt in formulating a reality principle
based on rule. By making self-repression (Freud) and self-discipline
(Marx) the historic knout for achieving mastery over nature—and ulti-
mately Freud’s view, no less than Marx’s, comes down to precisely this
Victorian social project—they have made domination an indispensable
phase or moment in the dialectic of civilization. Whether as sublimation
or production, the self-mastery of humanity persists as a precondition
for social development.

Terms like repression, renunciation, and discipline, used in their
typical psychological sense, have all too often been euphemisms for op-
pression, exploitation, and powerlessness. And they have been shrewd-
ly linked to “historic purposes” that have never served the ends of “civi-
lization,” whatever these may be, but simply the aggrandizement and
power of elites and ruling classes. To a large extent, the theoretical
corpus of Marx and Freud blur and conceal the extent to which such
attempts to manipulate the self are actually extensions of class interests
into selfhood. But it is now becoming patently clear that these interests
are forging an apathetic, guilt-ridden, will-less psyche that serves not to
foster social development but to subvert it. The mastery of human by
human, both internally and externally, has actually begun to erode self-
hood itself. By rendering personality increasingly inorganic, it has been
pulverizing the very self that presumably lends itself to repression and
discipline. In terms of contemporary selfhood, there is simply very little
left to shape or form. “Civilization” is “advancing” not so much on the
back of humanity but, eerily enough, without it.

More recently, sociobiology has provided its own reinforcement to
this Freudo-Marxian “paradigm.” The notion that the human brain, as a
product of biological evolution, contains primal autonomic, “animalis-
tic,” and, capping them both, “higher,” more complex cerebral compo-
nents that must modify, repress, or discipline the raw impulses of the
“lower” “animalistic’”’ brain to avoid behavioral and social disorder is
patently ideological. Its genesis in Hellenic dualism is obvious. That we
have layered brains that perform many functions unthinkingly is doubt-
lessly neurologically sound. But to impute to specific layers social func-
tions that are distinctly biased by hierarchical and class interests; to cre-
ate an all-embracing term like “civilization” that incorporates these
interests into a biology of the mind; and, finally, to foster a Victorian
hypostatization of work, renunciation, guilt, sublimation, and discipline
in the service of industrial production and profitable surpluses—all of
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this is to anchor the shibboleths of Yahweh’s will and Hellenic repressive
rationality in evolution and anatomy.

o render this ideological de-
velopment more clearly, let us return to certain assumptions that are
built into psychoanalytic categories and see how well they hold up an-
thropologically. When speaking of organic societies, is it meaningful to
say that social life creates a repressive “reality principle’”? That the need
for productive activity requires the deferral of immediate satisfaction
and pleasure? That play must give way to work and complete freedom
to social restrictions that make for security? Or, in more fundamental
terms, that renunciation is an inherent feature of societal life and guilt is
the constraint that society instills in the individual to prevent the trans-
gression of its rules and mores?

I admit that these questions greatly simplify the role that the Freud-
ians and Freudo-Marxians assign to a repressive rationality. Yet it is pre-
cisely at levels where psychoanalytic arguments are most simplified that
we find the most important differences between organic and hierarchi-
cal societies. Perhaps the best general answer that might be given to all
of these questions is this: there is very little to renounce or repress
when very little has been formed. The sharply etched instincts that psy-
chologists of the past imputed to human nature are now known to be
rubbish. A human nature does exist, but it seems to consist of proclivities
and potentialities that become increasingly defined by the instillation of
social needs. The sexual instinct becomes an object of repression when
society overstimulates it and concomitantly frustrates what it has exag-
gerated in the first place—or, of course, when society just blocks the
adequate satisfaction of minimal biosexual needs. Even pleasure, con-
ceived as the fulfillment of desire or as a broad “principle” (to follow
Freudian nomenclature), is socially conditioned. If immediate gratifica-
tion is frustrated by the natural world itself, no renunciatory apparatus
is required to “repress” this “need.” The “need,” if it exists at all, simply
cannot be fulfilled, and what is most human about human nature is that
human beings can know this harsh fact.

In organic societies, social life more or less approximates this state of
affairs. Nature generally imposes such restrictive conditions on human
behavior that the social limits encountered by the individual are almost
congruent with those created by the natural world. The “superego” and
“ego,” to use Freudian categories, formed by the child seem to be (as
they so often are in fact) the products of natural limitations transmuted
into social relationships. The sharp tension between the child and its
parents and between the individual and society, which repression pre-
supposes, is attenuated by the fact that the natural world forms the ma-
trix for the social world and places limits on its development. Stated in
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Freudian terms, the “pleasure principle” is formed by the “’reality princi-
ple.” The two are simply not distinguishable from each other to the extent that
they are in hierarchical and class societies. Hence, they barely exist as sepa-
rate principles, and the antagonism between them is virtually meaning-
less. The receptive sensibility, so characteristic of organic society, has yet
to be subverted by the demanding, aggressive attitude that provides
“civilization” with its rationale for repressive reason and institutions.

Accordingly, organic societies do not make the moral judgments
we continually generate against transgressions of our social rules. In the
preliterate world, cultures are normally concerned with the objective ef-
fects of a crime and whether they are suitably rectified, not with its sub-
jective status on a scale of right and wrong. “Viewed from certain Afri-
can data, a crime is always a wrong done to society which has been
detected,” notes Paul Radin. “A wrong committed in full knowledge
that it was such but which has not been detected is simply a fact that has
no social consequences.” While there may be a “spiritual” dimension to
a “wrongdoer’s state of mind,” there is “'no feeling of sin in the Hebrew-
Christian'meaning of the term.” All that society asks of the wrongdoer is
that he or she merely recognize that an offense has been committed
against the harmony of the community. If the offense is redressed, no
stigma is attached to the action. “This serves, as a matter of fact, as the
best and most effective deterrent to wrongdoing,” Radin emphasizes
with characteristic utilitarian fervor. He goes on to note that when a
Bantu was asked

whether he was penitent at the time he committed a certain crime and the
native answered, “No, it had not been found out then,” there was no cyni-
cism implied nor was this a sign of moral depravity. No disturbance in the
harmony of the communal life had occurred.

The native may feel shame if the transgression is discovered or may lose
face as a result of public disapproval, but he or she does not feel guilt,
notably, an internalized sense of self-blame and anxiety that evokes re-
pentance and a desire for atonement.*

Guilt and repentance, as distinguished from shame and the practical
need to redress the effects of a social transgression, become character
traits with the emergence of morality. Historically, the formulation of
moral precepts is initially the work of the prophet and priest; later, in its

* My quotations are drawn from Paul Radin’s excellent work, The World of Primitive Man
(New York: Henry Schuman, Inc., 1953). Apparently independently of Radin, E. R. Dodds
made the distinction between a shame-culture and a guilt-culture around the same time,
based largely on early Hellenic materials. See E. R. Dodds: The Greeks and the Irrational
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951). That I have not drawn extensively on
Dodds’ work is due merely to oversight. His work was not known to me when these lines
were written.
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more sophisticated forms, as ethics, it is the realm of the philosopher
and political thinker. These precepts reflect an entirely different mental
state than what occurs in organic society. To say that social transgres-
sions are “bad” and that obedience to society’s mores is “good” is quite
different from saying that one behavior upholds the harmony of the
group and that another disrupts it. “Good” and “bad” are moral and
later ethical judgments. They are not delimited exclusively to acts. What
makes “good” and “bad” particularly significant is that they are evi-
dence of the subtle introjections of social codes into the individual’s
psyche: the judgments individuals make when they take counsel with
their consciences—that enormously powerful product of socialization.
We shall later see that morality, particularly as it phases into its rational
form as ethics, fosters the development of selfhood, individuality, and a
new cognizance of the good and the virtuous. Here, I am primarily con-
cerned with those highly opaque emotional sanctions called customs.
Viewed from this perspective, morality was devised to mystify and con-
ceal a once-unified, egalitarian system of behavior. The seemingly moral
standards of that community were centered not around the “sinfulness”
of behavior or the unquestioning commands of a patriarchal deity and a
despotic State, but around the functional effects of behavior on the integ-
rity and viability of the community.*

With the breakdown of the organic community, privilege began to
replace parity, and hierarchical or class society began to replace egalitar-
ian relationships. Moral precepts could now be used to obscure the mu-
tilation of organic society by making social values the subject-matter of
ideological rather than practical criteria. Once acts were transferable
from the real world to this mystified realm, society’s rules were free to
mystify reality itself and obscure the contradictions that now emerged in
the social realm.

But, as yet, this process was merely the ideological side of a more
crucial restructuring of the psyche itself. For morality not only staked
out its sovereignty over overtbehavior as restraints on “immoral” acts; it
went further and assumed guardianship against the “evil” thoughts that
beleaguered the individual’s mind. Morality demands not only behav-
ioral “virtue” but spiritual, psychic, and mental as well. The rational
evaluation of right and wrong is ignored. That was to be left to ethics.
Hierarchy, class, and ultimately the State penetrate the very integument

* This distinction is worth elaborating further with two examples. What the Bantu people
blame “is not cheating, nor stealing,” observes W.C. Willoughby, “but a clumsiness of
operation that leads to detection.” This “amoral” attitude was to linger on into historical
times as a behavioral norm in Sparta, the least developed of the Greek city-states. As part
of their military training, Spartan youth were sent out to rob citizens of their own commu-
nity and kill serfs or helots who were suspected of aggressive attitudes toward their mas-
ters. What was shameful, not evil, was thefactthat they were caught. To the Hebrews and
Athenians, by contrast, cheating and stealing were regarded as intrinsically reprehensible,
not merely as social acts but as violations of divine commandment or rational behavior.
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of the human psyche and establish within it unreflective internal powers
of coercion and constraint. In this respect, they achieve a “sanitizing”
authority that no institution or ideology can hope to command. By using
guilt and self-blame, the inner State can control behavior long before
fear of the coercive powers of the State have to be invoked. Self-blame,
in effect, becomes self-fear—the introjection of social coercion in the
form of insecurity, anxiety and guilt.

Renunciation now becomes socially meaningful and “morally” i
valuable to history’s ruling elites because there really is somethlng to
renounce: the privileges of status, the appropriation of material sur-
pluses, even the lingering memory of an egalitarian order in which work
was pleasurable and playful and when usufruct and the irreducible min-
imum still determined the allocation of the means of life. Under the
conditions of class rule, a “pleasure principle” does, in fact, emerge. And
it stands sharply at odds with a “reality principle” whose limits were
once congruent with those imposed by nature. To the extent that the
ruling few are freed from these limits by the toiling many, the tension
between the two principles is increasingly exacerbated; it assumes the
form not only of a social trauma, notably, as class conflict, but also of
psychic trauma in the form of guilt, renunciation, and insecurity.

But here the Freudian drama completely deceives us—and reveals
an extraordinary reactionary content. The fact that nature’s limits consti-
tute the only “reality principle” of organic society is ignored; indeed, it is
displaced by a mythic “pleasure principle” that must be constrained by
guilt and renunciation. Cooperative nature is turned into predatory na-
ture, riddled by egoism, rivalry, cruelty, and the pursuit of immediate
gratification. But “civilization,” formed by rationality, labor, and an.
epistemology of self-repression, produces a “reality principle” that
holds unruly nature under its sovereignty and provides humanity with
the matrix for culture, cooperation, and creativity. Freud’s transposition
of nature and “civilization” involves a gross misreading of anthropology
and history. A “reality principle” that, in fact, originates in nature’s
limits, is transmuted into an egoistic pursuit for immediate gratifica-
tion—in short, the very “pleasure principle” that social domination has
yet to create historically and render meaningful. The natural home of
humanity, to borrow Bloch’s terminology, which promotes usufruct,
complementarity, and sharing, is degraded into a Hobbesian world of all
against all, while the “civilized” home of humanity, which fosters ri-
valry, egotism, and possessiveness, is viewed as a Judeo-Hellenic world
of morality, intellect, and creativity. Freud’s drastic reshuffling of the
"’pleasure principle” and “reality principle” thus consistently validates
the triumph of domination, elitism, and an epistemology of rule. Di-
vested of what Freud calls “civilization,” with its luxuriant traits of dom-
ination, repressive reason, and renunciation, humanity is reduced to the
"state of nature” that Hobbes was to regard as brutish animality.

Shame has no place in this Freudian universe—only guilt. “Civiliza-
tion,” whose ends this specious “reality principle” is meant to serve,
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turns out to be precisely the class and exploitative society unique to
western capitalism—a “civilization” of unadorned domination and so-
cial privilege.* Freud’s congruence of views with Marx is often remark-
able in their common orientation toward “civilization.” For Freud, work
“has a greater effect than any other technique of living in the direction of
binding the individual more closely to reality; in his work he is at least
securely attached to a part of reality, the human community.”

Ultimately, it is not the ends of “civilization” that are served by the
Freudian “reality principle” but the ends of the “pleasure principle” that
the ruling elites have preempted for themselves. It is not nature that
fosters an unruly psychic animality with its appetite for immediate grati-
fication, but a hierarchical “reality principle”’—an epistemology of
rule—one that rests on domination and exploitation. The truly brutish
“mob” that Freud fearfully associated with the ascendency of aggressive
instincts over sweet reason exists on the summits of “civilization,”” not at
itsbase. Freud’s pessimism over the fate of “civilization” may have been
justified, but not for the reasons he advanced. It is not a repressed hu-
manity whose aggressiveness threatens to extinguish “civilization” to-
day but the very architects of its superego: the bureaucratic institutions
and their “father-figures” that rule society from above.

* The similarity of the Freudian drama with the Hobbesian has not received the attention it
deserves. Perhaps no one more than Hobbes would agree with Freud’s view that individ-
ual liberty “is not a benefit to culture. It was greatest before any culture, though indeed it
had little value at that time, because the individual was hardly in a position to defend it.”
Further: “The desire for freedom that makes itself felt in a human community may be a
revolt against some existing injustice and so may prove favourable to a further develop-
ment of civilization and remain compatible with it. But it may also have its origin in the
primitive roots of the personality, still unfettered by civilizing influences, and so become a
source of antagonism to culture.” See Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents (Lon-
don: The Hogarth Press, Ltd., 1930), p. 60.



The
Legacy of

Domination

T he hierarchical origins of mo-
rality occur in the early and classical forms of family organization—in
the moral authority claimed by its male head. The Bible provides ample
evidence of the sovereignty enjoyed by the patriarch in dealing with his
wives and children. To put it bluntly, they were his chattels, like the
animals that made up his herds. His power over them lacked all re-
straint but that evoked by compassion and by the feeling of immortality
he derived from the living products of his loins. Whether or not the son
be cast in the image of the father, both are nevertheless made in the
image of the deity who thereby unites them by covenant and blood. The
demanding characteristics of father-love, in contrast to the selfless char-
acteristics of mother-love, represent the male’s resolution of his quarrel
with eternity. The Hebrew patriarchs required no heaven or immortal
soul, for both of them existed in the physical reality of their sons.

More intriguing, however, is the paternal authority claimed by the
Greeks, whose philosophers tried to give moral precepts a rational or
ethical—not a divine—sanction. Initially, the head of the household oc-
cupied an almost regal position with respect to other members of the
family. Despite the rational dimension Hellenic philosophy tried to im-
part to social relationships, however, its capacity to invade the family
was initially limited. As E.R. Dodds was to observe in a fascinating
study of the issue:
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Over his children his authority is in early times unlimited: he is free to
expose them in infancy [that is, engage in infanticide] and in manhood to
expel an erring or rebellious son from the community, as Theseus expelled
Hippolytus, as Oeneus expelled Tyedeus, as Trophios expelled Pylades, as
Zeus himself cast out Hephaestos from Olympus for siding with ‘his
Mother.

Until well into the sixth century B.C., the son “had duties but no rights;
while his father lived, he was a perpetual minor.” In its classical form,
patriarchy implied male gerontocracy, not only the rule of males over
females. The young, irrespective of their sex, were placed rigorously
under the moral and social authority of the oldest members of the fam-
ily.

The Greek patriarch’s commanding position over the private lives of
his wards was to be sharply attenuated by the State, which was to stake
out its own claims over young males whom it needed for bureaucrats
and soldiers. But in that shadowy period of transition when the late
Neolithic phased into Bronze-Age and Iron-Age “civilizations,” when
strongly patriarchal invaders were to overwhelm settled, often matri-
centric, cultures, male-oriented family structures formed the basic social
elements of the community and starkly imprinted wide-ranging values
on social life. Indeed, they helped to prepare the moral underpinnings
of political institutions and the State—ironically, the very structures by
which they were to be ultimately absorbed.

Even before social classes emerged and the priesthood established
quasi-political temple despotisms over society, the patriarch embodied
in a social form the very system of authority that the State later em-
bodied in a political form. In the next chapter, we shall examine the
curious dialectical tension between the patriarchal family and the State
that gave rise to ideas of justice and ethics—a dialectic in which the
father was transformed from a tyrant into a judge and later from a judge
into a teacher. But until patriarchal power was attenuated by political
forces, it was the father who embodied not only a prepolitical morality of
social domination, but more specifically, a morality that entailed visions
of the domination of nature.

The earliest victim of this domineering relationship was human na-
ture, notably, the human nature of woman. Although patriarchy repre-
sents a highly authoritarian form of gerontocracy in which the elders
initially began to rule society as a collective whole, woman increasingly
lost her parity with man as the latter gained social ascendency over the
domestic sphere of life with the expansion of his civil sphere. Patricen-
tricity and finally patriarchy came completely into their own. By the
same token, woman became the archetypal Other of morality, ulti-
mately the human embodiment of its warped image of evil. That the
male still opposes his society to woman’s nature, his capacity to produce
commodities to her ability to reproduce life, his rationalism to her "in-
stinctual” drives has already received enough emphasis in the anthro-
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pological and feminist literature. Accordingly, woman enters into man’s
moral development as its antipode—the antithetical and contrasting fac-
tor par excellence—in shaping its tenets. Personally, she has no part “in
the efficiency on which [the male’s] civilization is based,” observe
Horkheimer and Adorno in their superb discussion of her status:

It is man who has to go out into an unfriendly world, who has to struggle
and produce. Woman is not a being in her own right, a subject. She pro-
duces nothing but looks after those who do; she is a living monument to a
long-vanished era when the domestic economy was self-contained.

In a civilization that devalues nature, she is the “image of nature,” the
“weaker and smaller,” and the differences imposed by nature between
the sexes become “the most humiliating that can exist in a male-
dominated society . . . a key stimulus to aggression.”*

Yet woman haunts this male “civilization” with a power that is mozre
than archaic or atavistic. Every male-oriented society must persistently
exorcise her ancient powers, which abide in her ability to reproduce the
species, torearit, to provide it with a loving refuge from the “unfriendly
world,” indeed, to accomplish those material achievements—food culti-
vation, pottery, and weaving, to cite the most assured of woman'’s tech-
nical inventions—that rendered that world possible, albeit on terms
quite different from those formulated by the male.

Even before man embarks on his conquest of man—of class by
class—patriarchal morality obliges him to affirm his conquest of woman.
The subjugation of her nature and its absorption into the nexus of patri-
archal morality forms the archetypal act of domination that ultimately
gives rise to man’s imagery of a subjugated nature. It is perhaps not
accidental that nature and earth retain the female gender into our own
time. What may seem to us like a linguistic atavism that reflects a long-
gone era when social life was matricentric and nature was its domestic
abode may well be an on-going and subtly viable expression of man’s
continual violation of woman as nature and of nature as woman.

The symbolism of this violation already appears early in primordial
ceremonies, almost as though the wish is father to the act and its ritual-
istic affirmation in mere drama is a harbinger of its later reality. From the
depths of the Ituri forest to the gilded confines of the Church, woman is

* The principal weakness of this moving statement is the extent to which the authors ignore
woman'’s productive role in the very economy the male preempts. Unwittingly, they rein-
force the image, so currentin their own time, that woman is always confined to a domestic
world—one that is literallyy conceived as a shelter—and her functions in the world of labor
are minimal. In fact, the primordial domestic economy, which Horkheimer and Adorno
exile to prehistory, was one in which woman was far from “sheltered,” indeed, one in
which she was of the world no less than the man, but a world whose environment was
largely domestic rather than civil.
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raised up to her appropriate eminence all the more to cast her down in
subjugation to man. Even the central African pygmies, Turnbull’s Forest
People, have the equivalent of Eve or Pandora, who alternately seduces
and succors the male, but in the end must never be permitted to “domi-
nate” him. Her association with the arts of “civilization” is permeated
by an envious negativity. Eve seduces Adam into eating the fruit of the
tree of right and wrong, only to afflict him with the curse of knowledge.
Her Hellenic sister, Pandora, exposes man to theills that follow the loss
of allinnocence. And the Sumerian “harlot” who sleeps with Enkidu in
the Gilgamesh Epic irrevocably denatures him by separating him from
his friends, the beasts of the plains and forest. The Odyssey is a spiteful
expedition through history in which the epic exorcises the ancient fe-
male deities by ridiculing them as perverse harridans.

But patriarchal morality reduces woman not merely to a generalized
Hegelian Other who must be opposed, negated, and contained, as Si-
mone de Beauvoir emphasized a generation ago; it particularizes this
otherness into a specific hatred of her inquisitiveness, of her probing
subjectivity and curiosity. Even in denying woman’s “being in her own
right,” man affirms it by damning Eve for responding to the serpent,
Pandora for daring to open the box of afflictions, and Circe for her
power of prevision. A gnawing sense of inferiority and incompleteness
stamps every aspect of the newly emergent male morality: evil abounds
everywhere, pleasure and the senses are deceptive, and the chaos that
always threatens to engulf the kosmos must be constantly warded off lest
nature reclaim “civilization.” Ironically, there is no denial, here, of
woman’s subjectivity but a shrieking fear of her latent powers and the
possibility that they may be stirred back into life again.

Hence, patriarchal morality must bring her into complicity with the
male’s ever-tremulous image of her inferiority. She must be taught to
view her posture of renunciation, modesty, and obedience as the intrin-
sic attributes of her subjectivity, in short, her total negation as a person-
ality. It is utterly impossible to understand why meaningless wars, male
boastfulness, exaggerated political rituals, and a preposterous elabora-
tion of civil institutions engulf so many different, even tribal, societies
without recognizing how much these phenomena are affirmations of
male activity and expressions of his “supremacy.” From the mindless
and incessant conflicts that New Guinean peoples wage between them-
selves to the overly meticulous institutionalization of political forms, the
male is ever-active and “overburdened” by his responsibilities—often
because there is so little for him to do in primordial communities and
even in many historical societies. But his increasing denigration of
woman and his transposition of otherness from a conciliatory to antago-
nistic relationship generates a hostile ambience in society—a meanness
of spirit, a craving for recognition, an aggressive appetite, and a terrify-
ing exaggeration of cruelty—that is to render man increasingly prone to
the victimization of his own kind. The slave is the male incarnation of
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the long-enslaved woman: a mere object to be possessed and used by
the canons of patriarchal morality. The structuring of otherness antago-
nistically, which Hegel celebrated as the first steps toward self-identity,
becomes an epistemology that devaluates humanity into an aggregate of
mere objects, a psychological regression that ultimately leads to the ar-
rogant conception of human beings as the mere embodiment of labor.

As victim and aggressor, woman and man are thus brought into
blind complicity with a moral system that denies their human nature
and ultimately the integrity of external nature as well. But latent forever
in the repressive morality that emerges with patriarchy is a smoldering
potentiality for revolt with its explosive rejection of the roles that social-
ization has instilled in all but the deepest recesses of human subjectivity.
The moral constraints imposed by patriarchy and finally by class rule
remain a constant affront to human rationality. From the ashes of moral-
ity arises the program of a new approach to right and wrong—a rational
discipline called ethics—that is free of hierarchically instilled patterns of
behavior. From ethics will emerge rational criteria for evaluating virtue,
evil, and freedom, not merely blame, sin, and their penalties. Ethics
may try to encompass morality and justify its epistemologies of rule, but
it is always vulnerable to the very rational standards it has created to
justify domination.

Self-denial and the increasingly heightened contradictions of rule
create tensions so inherently destabilizing to “civilization” that class so-
ciety must always be armored—not only psychologically by the State it
cultivates within the individual, but physically by the State it institution-
alizes. AsPlato reminded the Athenians, the slave’s natureis an unruly
one, a philosophical formulation for a condition that could periodically
become an explosive social reality. Where morality and psychic introjec-
tion fail to contain mounting social and personal contradictions, class
society must have recourse to outright coercion—to the institutionalized
system of force we call the political State.

etween society and the fully
developed political State there is ultimately a historical point where the
psychic constraints created by repressive socialization and morality be-
gin to deteriorate. No longer can social and personal contradictions be
resolved by means of discourse. All thatremains is recourse to the threat
of brute violence. Precapitalist society never shunned this possibility or
cloaked it with sanctimonious homilies about the sacredness of life. It
candidly admitted that coercion was its ultimate defence against social
and popular unrest.

One might conjecture that the State as an instrument of organized
violence evolved from the open exercise of violence. This has been the
thesis of many radical theorists such as Proudhon. Yetthere is much that
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so reductionist a view leaves unanswered historically, as both Marx and
Kropotkin implied in a number of their writings.* The State did not sim-
ply explode on the social horizon like a volcanic eruption. Pastoral inva-
sions may have accelerated its development dramatically, but a leap
from stateless to State forms is probably a fiction.

The fact that the State is a hybridization of political with social insti-
tutions, of coercive with distributive functions, of highly punitive with
regulatory procedures, and finally of class with administrative needs—
this melding process has produced very real ideological and practical
paradoxes that persist as major issues today. How easily, for example,
can we separate State from society on the municipal, economic, na-
tional, and international levels? Is it possible to do so completely? Have
State and society become so inextricably interwoven that a free society is
impossible without certain State features such as the delegation of au-
thority? In short, is freedom possible without the “depoliticized” State
Marx was to proffer, or a “minimum” State, as some of his “libertarian”
acolytes have contended? An attempt to answer these questions must be
deferred to the closing chapters of this book. For the present, what con-
cerns us are those attributes of the State that have meshed it with society
to a point where our ability to distinguish between the two is completely
blurred.

Clearly, a distinction must first be made between social coercion and
social influence. Despite their similarities, the two are not identical: We-
ber’s charismatic leader at the beginnings of history is hardly the same as
an impersonal bureaucracy near its end. The first is personal; the sec-
ond, institutional. To take this distinction still further, hierarchical rela-
tionships that are based on personality are notoriously loose, ad hoc,
and easily disassembled, like the “dominance-submission hierarchies”
ethologists so readily impute to primates. Bureaucratic relationships, by
contrast, are notoriously rigid, sclerotic, and intentionally divested of all
personality. They tend to be self-perpetuating and self-expansive. As
mere instruments of rule, bureaucratic structures are quintessentially hi-
erarchical; indeed, they are the political expression of objective power, of

* In Marx’s case, I refer to the very curious formulation in The Civil War in France that
treedom “consists in converting the State from an organ superimposed upon society into
one completely subordinated to it”—a formulation that calls not for the ultimate abolition
of the State but suggests that it will continue to exist (however differently it is reconstituted
by the proletariat) as a “nonpolitical” (i.e., administrative) source of authority. In Kro-
potkin’s case, I refer to the belief he shared with Bakunin that the State was a “historically
necessary evil” and his elaboration of the virtues of the medieval commune as a quasi-lib-
ertarian form of social life with only limited regard for its political trappings. There is a
much larger question that anarchism, particularly its syndicalist variant, has not clearly
faced: exactly what forms of the State’s administrative organ would disappear if the pyram-
idal structure advanced by syndicalist theory were actually realized? Martin Buber, in his
Paths in Utopia, exploited such paradoxes in his criticism of Kropotkin and his snide refer-
ence to Bakunin’s notion of the regenerative effects of revolution.
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power that “merely”” happens to be executed by people who, as bureau-
crats, are totally divested of personality and uniqueness. Accordingly,
for many areas of the modern world, such people have been turned
almost literally into a State technology, one in which each bureaucrat is
interchangeable with another including, more recently, with mechanical
devices.*

The difference between social coercion and social influence is clearly
seen in seemingly hierarchical societies that are still politically undevel-
oped. The fairly stratified Northwest Coast Indians provide a good ex-
ample that could easily be extended to include the more sophisticated
cultures of Polynesia. These Indian societies had slaves, and presumably
the very “last and lowliest citizen knew his precise hereditary position
with an [exactly] defined distance from the chief,” observes Peter Farb.
But, in point of fact, they could hardly be called State-structured com-
munities. The chief “had no political power and no way to back up his
decisions.” His social influence was based on prestige. He lacked any
“monopoly of force.” If he failed to perform his duties to the satisfaction
of the community, he could be removed. Indeed, despite the highly
stratified structure of these communities, they were not a “class society”
in any modern sense of the term. Stratification was based on whether
one was more closely related by blood ties to the chief or less related—
literally, to use Farb’s term, a matter of “distance from the chief.” In
short, lineage determined status, not economic position or institutional
gradations. “"To insist upon the use of the term ‘class system’ for North-
west Coast society,” observes P. Drucker, “means that each individual
was in a class by himself”—a situation that more closely resembles pri-
mate “hierarchies” than the institutionalized stratification we associate
with a class society.

Whatinitially characterizes the emergence of the State is the gradual
politicization of important social functions. From Indian American to the
most distant reaches of Asia, we find considerable evidence that per-
sonal status roles, very similar in principle to the chieftainships of the
Northwest Coast Indians, were slowly transformed into political institu-
tions, a transformation that involved not only coercion but the satisfac-
tion of genuine social needs. One of the principal needs these institu-
tions satisfied was the redistribution of goods among ecologically and
culturally disparate areas. In the absence of local markets, the kingly
figures who rose to prominence in the Nile valley, on the Mesopotamian
plains, in the Peruvian mountains, and in the river valleys of India and

* The great Stalinist purges of the last generation attest to the loss of any human dimension
in bureaucratic rule. The nearly genocidal proportions which these purges were to assume
among the Stalinist bureaucrats themselves are vivid evidence that virtually everyone in
the system was seen to be expendable and easily liquidated, to use the barbarous official
term for mass arrests and murders.
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China made it possible for the produce of food cultivators, hunters, ani-
mal herders, and fishermen to reach communities, including adminis-
trative cities, that might otherwise have had access to only a limited
variety of goods. Although similar functions had been performed earlier
by temple storehouses on a local scale, the monarchs of ancient civiliza-
tions graduated these functions to an imperial scale.

Moreover, they also served to buffer periods of “feast” and “fam-
ine.” The story of Joseph is more than a Biblical parable on consanguin-
eal responsibilities and allegiances. It exemplifies autocratic ideology
that intermingles the social with the political principle in the mystified
world of prophetic dreams. Joseph embodies the combined roles of the
clairvoyant with the vizier, the mythopoeic figures with the calculating
rational functionary. If Gilgamesh reminds us of the warrior who must
be socialized from deity into king, Joseph reminds us of a still earlier
change: the tribal shaman who is to become an explicitly political figure
before society and the State are clearly distinguishable. His story, in fact,
confronts us with one of the paradoxes of the past that remains with us
today: where does the political seer (from the charismatic leader to the
constitutional theorist) end and the social administrator, pure and sim-
ple, begin? Indeed, where can the State be distinguished from the so-
cially pragmatic functions it begins to absorb? These are no idle ques-
tions, as we shall see, for they haunt us continually in our attempts to
reconstruct a vision of a free and human social future.

Joseph is also one of the earliest political professionals, and profes-
sionalism is a hallmark of statism—the abolition of social management
as an “amateur” activity.* Canons of efficiency become a political moral-
ity in themselves, thereby replacing the still unarticulated notion of in-
formal, presumably inefficient forms of freedom. Even more than Yah-
weh, the State is a jealous god. It must preempt, absorb, and
concentrate power as a nutritive principle of self-preservation. This
form of political imperialism over all other prerogatives of society pro-
duces a rank jungle of metaphysical statist ideologies: the Enlighten-
ment’s identification of the State with society, Hegel's concept of the
State as the realization of society’s ethical idea, Spencer’s notion of the
State as a “biological organism,” Bluntschli’s vision of the State as the
institutionalization of a “collective will,”” Meyer’s idealization of the
State as an organizing principle of society. One can go on indefinitely
and selectively piece together a corporative vision of the State that easily
lends itself to Fascist ideology.

* The ritualistic side of Joseph’s acquisition of power, which is later to be secularized into the
electoral ritual, is one of the most compelling passages in the drama: “And Pharoah took
off his signet ring from his hand, and put it upon Joseph’s hand, and arrayed him in
vestures of fine linen, and put a gold chain about his neck. And he made him toride in the
second chariot which he had; and they cried before him: ‘Abrech’; and he set him all over
the land of Egypt.” (Genesis 41: 52—-41, Masoretic Text)



The Legacy of Domination 127

Historically, the State obliterates the distinction between govern-
ance and administration. The so-called primitive peoples in organic soci-
eties were acutely conscious of this difference. The closer we come to
cultures organized in bands and comparatively simple tribes, the more
“rule” is an ad hoc, noninstitutionalized system of administration. Even
the Crow Indian military and religious societies (actually, club-like fra-
ternities) are examples not of government but of administration. In con-
trast to the permanent institutionalized structures based on obedience
and command that government presupposes even on the most rudi-
mentary levels, Crow societies were marked by a rotation of functions
and by episodic sovereignty for very limited and well-defined ends.
Such sovereignty as these societies enjoyed over the community as a
whole was largely functional: they primarily policed the bison hunts, a
project whose success involved a high degree of coordination and disci-
pline.

To call these activities “governmental” rather than “administrative”
and to see in them evidence of a fully developed State rather than politi-
cal functions of the most rudimentary kind is not mere word-play. It
reflects conceptual confusion at its worst. In political ideologies of all
types, the abuse of terms like government and administration turn the
State into the template for a free society, however much its functions are
reduced to a “minimum.” Ultimately, this confusion provides the State
with the ideological rationale for its maximum development, notably the
Soviet-type regimes of Eastern Europe. Like the market, the State
knows no limits; it can easily become a self-generating and self-expand-
ing force for its own sake, the institutional form in which domination for
the sake of domination acquires palpability.

The State’s capacity to absorb social functions provides it not only
with an ideological rationale for its existence; it physically and psycho-
logically rearranges social life so that it seems indispensable as an orga-
nizing principle for human consociation. In other words, the State has an
epistemology of its own, a political one that is imprinted upon the
psyche and mind. A centralized State gives rise to a centralized society;
a bureaucratic State to a bureaucratic society; a militaristic State to a
militaristic society—and all develop the outlooks and psyches with the
appropriate “therapeutic” techniques for adapting the individual to
each.

In restructuring society around itself, the State acquires superadded
social functions that now appear as political functions. It not only man-
ages the economy but politicizes it; it not only colonizes social life but ab-
sorbs it. Social forms thus appear as State forms and social values as
political values. Society is reorganized in such a way that it becomes
indistinguishable from the State. Revolution is thus confronted not only
with the task of smashing the State and reconstructing administration
along libertarian lines; it must also smash society, as it were, and recon-
struct human consociation itself along new communal lines. The problem
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that now faces revolutionary movements is not merely one of reappro-
priating society but literally reconstituting it.*

ut this melding of State and
society, as we shall see, is a fairly recent development. Initially, what
often passes for the State in the sociological literature of our time is a
very loose, unstable, indeed, even a fairly democratic ensemble of insti-
tutions that have very shallow roots in society.- Popular assemblies of
citizens are rarely complete State forms, even when their membership is
resolutely restricted. Nor are chieftainships and rudimentary kingships
easily resolvable into authentic political institutions. During early stages
of antiquity, when councils and centralized institutions begin to assume
State-like forms, they are easily unravelled and governance returns
again to society. We would do well to call the tenuous political institu-
tions of Athens guasi-State forms, and the so-called Oriental despotisms
of antiquity are often so far-removed from village life that their control of
traditional communities is tenuous and unsystematic.

The medieval commune is marked by equally striking ambiguities in
the relationships between State and society. What renders Kropotkin’s
discussion of the commune so fascinating in Mutual Aid is his very loose
use of the term State to describe its system of self-governance. As he
emphasizes,

Self-jurisdiction was the essential point, and self-jurisdiction meant self-ad-
ministration. But the commune was not simply an autonomous part of the
State—such ambiguous words had yet to be invented by that time—it was a
State in itself. It had the right of war and peace, of federation and alliance
with its neighbors. It was sovereign in its own affairs, and mixed with no
others. The supreme political power could be vested in a democratic forum,
as was the case in Pskov, whose vyeche sent and received ambassadors,
concluded treaties, accepted and sent away princes, or went on without
them for dozens of years; or it was vested in, or usurped by, an aristocracy
of merchants or even nobles as was the case in hundreds of Italian and
middle European cities. The principle, nevertheless, remained the same:
The city was a State and—what is perhaps more remarkable—when the
power in the city was usurped by an aristocracy of merchants or even no-
bles, the inner life of the city and the democratism of its daily life did not
disappear: they depended but little upon what could be called the political
form of the State.

* By this I mean creating a qualitatively new society, not merely establishing ““work democ-
racy,” an “equitable distribution of goods,” or even “expropriating the expropriators”—
i.e., retaining capitalism without its capitalists. Lenin’s assertion that “socialism is state
capitalism for the benefit of the people” reveals the bankruptcy of the socialist project of
appropriating the present society while unthinkingly perpetuating its old perverse traits
within the “new” one. Nor do economistic libertarian movements offer us a qualitatively
new alternative, however anti-authoritarian their goals.
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Given Kropotkin’s highly sophisticated anarchist views, these lines
are remarkable—and they actually cast considerable light on the forma-
tion of the State as a graded phenomenon. The State acquires stability,
form, and identity only when personal loyalties are transmuted into de-
personalized institutions, power becomes centralized and professional-
ized, custom gives way to law, and governance absorbs administration.
But the decisive shift from society to the State occurs with the most
supreme political act of all: the delegation of power. It is not insignificant
that heated disputes, both theoretically and historically, have revolved
about this crucially important act. Social contract theory, from Hobbes to
Rousseau, recognized in the delegation of power an almost metaphysi-
cal centrality. The social contract itself was seen as an act of personal
disempowerment, a conscious surrender by the self of control over the
social conditions of life. To Hobbes and Locke, to be sure, the delegation
of power was restricted by the security of life (Hobbes) and its extension
through labor into the sanctity of property (Locke).

Rousseau’s views were sterner and more candid than those of his
British predecessors. In a widely quoted passage in The Social Contract,
he declared:

Sovereignty, for the same reason as it makes it inalienable, cannot be repre-
sented. It lies essentially in the general will, and will does not admit of
representation: it is either the same, or other; there is no intermediate possi-
bility. The deputies of the people, therefore, are not and cannot be its repre-
sentative: they are merely its stewards, and can carry through no definitive
acts. Every law the people has not ratified in person is null and void—is, in
fact, not a law. The people of England regards itself as free: but it is grossly
mistaken: it is free only during the election of members of parliament. As
soon as they are elected, slavery overtakes it, and it is nothing.

Removed from the general context of The Social Contract, this passage
can be easily misunderstood. But what is important is Rousseau’s clear
distinction between deputation and delegation, direct democracy and
representation. To delegate power is to divest personality of its most
integral traits; it denies the very notion that the individual is competent to
deal not only with the management of his or her personal life but with
its most important context: the social context. Certainly early societies did
not deal with the issue of delegated power in terms of selfhood and its
integrity, but the historical record suggests that they functioned as
though these issues profoundly influenced their behavior.

The problem of delegated power emerged most clearly in the affairs
of the “city-state.” Indeed, beyond localized social areas, the problem
itself becomes elusive and obscure if only because it loses its human
scale and comprehensibility. In Sumerian history according to Henri
Frankfort, the earliest “city-states” were managed by “equalitarian as-
semblies,” which possessed “freedom to an uncommon degree.” Even
subjection to the will of the majority, as expressed in a vote, was un-
known. The delegation of power to a numerical majority, in effect, was
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apparently viewed as a transgression of primal integrity, at least in its
tribal form. “The assembly continued deliberation under the guidance
of the elders until practical unanimity was reached.” As the city-states
began to expand and quarrel over land and water-rights, the power to
wage war was conferred on an ensi or “‘great man.” But this delegation
of power would revert to the assembly once a conflict between the “city-
states” came to an end. As Frankfort notes, however,

The threat of an emergency was never absent once the cities flourished and
increased in number. Contiguous fields, questions of drainage and irriga-
tion, the safe-guarding of supplies by procuring safety in transit—all these
might become matters of dispute between neighboring cities. We can follow
through five or six generations a futile and destructive war between Umma
and Lagash with a few fields of arable land as the stakes. Under such condi-
tions the kingship [bala] seems to have become permanent.

Even so, there is evidence of popular revolts, possibly to restore the old
social dispensation or to diminish the authority of the bala. The records
are too dim to give us a clear idea of all the issues that may have pro-
duced internal conflicts within Sumerian cities, but a leap from tribalism
to despotism is obvious myth.

The issue of delegating power while affirming the competency of
the body politic achieves an extraordinary degree of consciousness and
clarity in classical Athens. Perikles” Funeral Oration is one of the most
remarkable vestiges we have of polis democracy, as reconstructed by one
of its opponents, Thukydides. The oration celebrates not only civic duty
and freedom; it strongly affirms the claims of personality and private
freedom. Athens’ laws “afford equal justice to all in their private differ-
ences,” Perikles is reported to have declared, and ““class considerations”
do not “interfere with merit; nor again does poverty bar the way. If a
man is able to serve the polis, he is not hindered by the obscurity of his
position.” Political freedom

extends also to our ordinary life. There, far from exercising a jealous surveil-
lance over each other, we do not feel called upon to be angry with our
neighbour for doing what he likes, or even indulge in those injurious looks
which cannot fail to be offensive, although they inflict no positive penalty.
But all this ease in our private relations does not make us lawless as citizens.

From these personally exhilarating observations, for which there is
no available precedent in the classical literature, the oration builds up to
a keen worldly sense of Athens as a polis that transcends the confines of
a tradition-bound community:

We throw open our city to the world, and never by alien acts exclude for-
eigners from any opportunity of learning or observing, although the eyes of
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an enemy may occasionally profit by our liberality, trusting less in system
and policy than to the native spirit of our citizens; while in education, where
our rivals from their very cradles by a painful discipline seek after manli-
ness, at Athens we live exactly as we please and yet are just as ready to
encounter every legitimate danger.

Perikles’ confidence in the integrity of the polis is built upon his expan-
sive confidence in the integrity of its citizens. Here, the Athenian ideal
of citizenship as the physical reality of the body politic—indeed, as soci-
ety incarnated into an assembled community of free individuals who
directly formulate and administer policy—finds a conscious expression
that it does not achieve again until very recent times. To Perikles, all
Athenians are to be viewed as competent individuals, as selves that are
capable of self-management, hence their right to claim unmediated sov-
ereignty over public affairs. The genius of Athens lies not only in the
completeness of the polis but in the completeness of its citizens, for
while Athens may be “the school of Hellas,” Perikles doubts “if the
world can produce a man, who where he has only himself to depend
upon, is.equal to so many emergencies and graced by so happy a versa-
tility, as the Athenian.” The Greek concept of autarkeia, of individual
self-sufficiency graced by an all-roundedness of selfhood, forms the au-
thentic basis of Athenian democracy. Not surprisingly, this famous pas-
sage, which begins with a paean to the community, Athens, ends with
its warmest tribute to the individual—the Athenian.

We have very few statements, including the declarations of human
rights produced by the great revolutions, that bear comparison with
Perikles’. The great oration exhibits a sensitive balance between commu-
nity and individual, and an association of social administration with
competence that rarely achieves comparable centrality in later state-
ments on freedom. It is not in “god” that the Athenian polis placed its
“trust,” but in itself. The practice of a direct democracy was an affirma-
tion of citizenship as a process of direct action. Athens was institution-
ally organized to convert its potentially monadic citizenry from free-
floating atoms into a cohesive body politic. Its regular citizen assemblies
(Ecclesia), its rotating Council of Five Hundred (Boule), and its court
juries that replicated in the hundreds the poiis in miniature, were the
conscious creations of a public realm that had largely been fostered intui-
tively in tribal societies and were rarely to rise to the level of rational
practice in the centuries to follow. The entire Athenian system was orga-
nized to obstruct political professionalism, to prevent the emergence of
bureaucracy, and to perpetuate an active citizenry as a matter of design.
We may rightly fault this democracy for denying power to slaves,
women, and resident aliens, who formed the great majority of the pop-
ulation. But these traits were not unique to Athens; they existed
throughout the Mediterranean world in the fifth century B.C. What was
uniquely Athenian were the institutional forms it developed for a mi-
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nority of its population—forms that more traditional “civilizations” ren-
dered into the privilege of only a very small ruling class.

Conlflicts over delegation and deputation of power, bureaucracy,
and the citizen’s claims to competence appear throughout history. They
recur in the medieval commune, in the English, American, and French
revolutions, in the Paris Commune of 1871, and even recently in the
form of popular demands for municipal and neighborhood autonomy.
Like a strange talisman, these conflicts serve almost electrically to disso-
ciate the social claims of the State from the political claims of society. The
issue of public competence penetrates the ideological armor that con-
ceals State functions from social to separate governance from adminis-
tration, professionalism from amateurism, institutionalized relations
from functional ones, and the monopoly of violence from the citizens in
arms. Athenian institutions were unique not merely because of their
practices, but because they were the products of conscious intent rather
than the accidents of political intuition or custom. The very practice of
the Athenians in creating their democratic institutions was itself an end;
it was equivalent to the polis conceived as a social process.

A very thin line separates the practice of direct democracy from di-
rect action.* The former is institutionalized and self-disciplined; the lat-
ter is episodic and often highly spontaneous. Yet a relationship between
an assembled populace that formulates policies in a face-to-face manner
and such actions as strikes, civil disobedience, and even insurrection can
be established around the right of a people to assume unmediated con-
trol over public life. Representation has been validated by an elitist belief
that the only select individuals (at best, selected by virtue of experience
and ability, at worst, by birth) are qualified to understand public affairs.
Today, representation is validated by instrumental reasons, such as the
complexity of modern society and its maze of logistical intricacies.

Hellenic democracy acquired a particularly onerous—actually, fear-
some—reputation as a “‘mobocracy,” which is a modern translation of its
opponents’ views in the fifth century B.C., perhaps because it revealed
that direct action could be institutionalized without being bureaucra-
tized. Hence, direct action could be turned into a permanent process—a
permanent revolution—not merely a series of episodic acts. If it could be
shown that direct action as a form of self-administration serves to stabi-
lize society, not reduce it to chaotic shambles, the State would be placed
in the dock of history as a force for violence and domination.

* The most common definitions of direct action are usually exemplary rather than theoreti-
cal. They consist of citing strikes, demonstrations, “‘mob violence,” sit-ins of all kinds and
in all places, Ghandian civil disobedience, and even vigilantism. In all such cases, our
attention is directed to events rather than goals and theoretical generalizations. What unites
this behavior under the term “direct action” is the unmediated intervention of people into
affairs that are usually resolved by parliamentary debates and legislation. People take over
the streets; they may even occupy the parliamentary structures and rely ‘on their own
action rather than on political surrogates to achieve certain ends.
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A few important questions remain. Under what social conditions
can direct action be institutionalized as a direct democracy? And what
are the institutional forms that could be expected to produce this
change? The answers to these questions, like others we have raised,
must be deferred to the closing portions of the work. What we can rea-
sonably ask at this point is. what kind of citizen or public self—what
principle of citizenship and selfhood—forms the true basis for a direct
democracy? The common principle that legitimates direct action and di-
rect democracy is a body politic’'s commitment to the belief that an as-
sembled public, united as free and autonomous individuals, can deal in
a competent, face-to-face manner with the direction of public affairs.

No concept of politics has been the target of greater derision and
ideological denunciation by the State, for it impugns every rationale for
statehood. It substitutes the ideal of personal competency for elitism,
amateurism for professionalism, a body politic in the protoplasmic sense
of a face-to-face democracy for the delegation and bureaucratization of
decision-making and its execution, the re-empowerment of the individ-
ual and the attempt to achieve agreement by dialogue and reason for the
monopoly of power and violence. From the State’s viewpoint, the public
“usurpation” of social affairs represents the triumph of chaos over kos-
mos. And if the legacy of domination has had any broader purpose than
the support of hierarchical and class interests, it has been the attempt to
exorcise the belief in public competence from social discourse itself. Al-
though direct democracy has received more gentle treatment as an ar-
chaism that is incompatible with the needs of a “complex” and “sophis-
ticated” society, direct action as the training ground for the selfhood,
self-assertiveness, and sensibility for direct democracy has been consis-
tently denounced as anarchy, or equivalently, the degradation of social

life to chaos.*
: ne society—capitalism, in both

its democratic and totalitarian forms—has succeeded to a remarkable
degree in achieving this exorcism—and only in very recent times. The
extraordinary extent to which bourgeois society has discredited popular
demands for public control of the social process is the result of sweeping
structural changes in society itself. Appeals for local autonomy suggest
politically naive and atavistic social demands only because domination

* Unfortunately, the cause of direct democracy and direct action has not always been well
served by its acolytes. On the whole, the most mischievous example of this disservice is the
very common view that direct action is merely a “tactic” or “strategy,” not a sensibility that
yields the selfhood necessary for self-management and direct democracy. Nor is elitism
alien to self-styled “libertarians” who use high-minded ideals and gullible followers as
stepping stones to personal careers and social recognition.
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has become far more than a mere legacy. It has sedimented over every
aspect of social life. Indeed, the increasingly vociferous demands for
local control may reflect the extent to which community itself, be it a
municipality or a neighborhood, is faced with extinction. _

What makes capitalism so unique is the sweeping power it gives to
economics: the supremacy it imparts to homo economicus. As Marx, who
celebrated this triumph as an economic historian with the same vigor he
was to condemn it as a social critic, observed:

The great civilizing influence of capital [lies in] its production of a stage of
society in comparison to which all earlier ones appear as mere local develop-
ments of humanity and as nature-idolatry. For the first time, nature becomes
purely an object of humankind, purely a matter of utility; ceases tobe recog-
nized as a power for itself; and the theoretical discovery of its autonomous
laws appears merely as a ruse so as to subjugate it under human needs,
whether as an object of consumption or as a means of production.

Much of this quotation was written in bad faith, for no one was more
mindful in his day that the fear of capital and attempts to contain it on
ethical grounds reach back to Aristotle’s time and even earlier. But the
effects of capitalism and its historical uniqueness are accurately repre-
sented. In every precapitalist society, countervailing forces (all “nature-
idolatry” aside) existed to restrict the market economy. No less signifi-
cantly, many precapitalist societies raised what they thought were
insuperable obstacles to the penetration of the State into social life. Iron-
ically, Marx, more so than the major social theorists of his day, recog-
nized the power of village communities to resist the invasion of trade
and despotic political forms into society’s abiding communal substrate.

In Capital, Marx meticulously explored the remarkable capacity of
India’s traditional village society to retain its archetypal identity against
the corrosive effects of the State. As he observed:

Those small and extremely ancient Indian communities, for example, some
of which continue to exist to this day, are based on the possession of the
land in common, on the blending of agriculture and handicrafts and on an
unalterable division of labor, which serves as a fixed plan and basis for
action whenever a new community is started. . . . The law which regulates
the division of labour in the community acts with the irresistable authority
of alaw of nature, while each individual craftsman, the smith, the carpenter
and so on, conducts in his workshop all the operations of his handicraft in
the traditional way, but independently; without recognizing any authority.
The simplicity of the productive organism in these self-sufficing communi-
ties which constantly reproduce themselves in the same form and, when
accidentally destroyed, spring up again on the same spot and with the same
name—this simplicity supplies the key to the riddle of the unchangeability
of Asiatic societies, which is in such striking contrast with the constant dis-
solution and refounding of Asiatic states, and their never-ceasing changes
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of dynasty. The structure of the fundamental economic elements of society
remains untouched by the storms which blow up in the cloudy regions of
politics.

Again, one could wish for a less economistic and perhaps less technical
interpretation of the Asian village whose elaborate culture seems to
completely elude Marx’s attention in these passages. So overwhelming
was this cultural “inertia” that nothing short of genocidal annihilation
could overcome its capacity to resist invasive economic and political
forces.*

A similar role was played by the guilds of medieval Europe, the
yeomanry of Reformation England, and the peasantry of western Eu-
rope. Well into the twentieth century, farmers in townships (or compar-
atively isolated farmsteads) and urban dwellers were locked into clearly
definable neighborhoods, extended families, strong cultural traditions
and small, family-owned retail trade. These systems coexisted with the
burgeoning industrial and commercial apparatus of capitalist America
and Europe. Although a market economy and an industrial technology
had clearly established their sovereignty over these areas, the self re-
tained its own nonbourgeois refuge from the demands of a purely capi-
talistic society. In home and family (admittedly patricentric and paro-
chial), in town or neighborhood, in a personalized retail trade and a
relatively human scale, and in a socialization process that instilled tradi-
tional verities of decency, hospitality, and service, society still preserved
a communal refuge of its own from the atomizing forces of the market
economy.

By the middle of the present century, however, large-scale market
operations had colonized every aspect of social and personal life. The
buyer-seller relationship—a relationship that lies at the very core of the
market—became the all-pervasive substitute for human relationships at
the most molecular level of social, indeed, personal life. To “buy
cheaply” and “sell dearly” places the parties involved in the exchange
process in an inherently antagonistic posture; they are potential rivals
for each other’s goods. The commodity—as distinguished from the gift,
which is meant to create alliances, foster association, and consolidate
sociality—leads to rivalry, dissociation, and asociality.

* Most notably the massive uprooting of village populations and the engineered “fam-
ines” carried out by the British more than a century ago in India and the wholesale slaugh-
ter of country people by the Americansin Indochina. Perhaps it will seem uncharitable, but
I must add that the Americans inadvertently performed a great service for the cause of
“socialism” when they destroyed the Vietnamese village society. Whatever the future of
southeast Asia may hold, I am convinced that this service will coincide admirably with the
schemes of the North Vietnamese Communists for establishing collective farms and foster-
ing industrial development—just as the genocidal destruction of the Russian village by
Stalin in the 1930s paved the way for “’socialism” in the Soviet Union.
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Aside from the fears that philosophers from Aristotle to Hegel have
articulated in their concern for the dissociative role of a commerce and
industry organized for exchange, society itself had long buffered ex-
change with a social etiquette of its own—one that still lingers on in the
vestigial face-to-face archaic marketplace of the bazaar. Here, one does
not voice a demand for goods, compare prices, and engage in the mar-
ket’s universal duel called “bargaining.” Rather, etiquette requires that
the exchange process begin gracefully and retain its communal dimen-
sion. It opens with the serving of beverages, an exchange of news and
gossip, some personal chit-chat, and, in time, expressions of admiration
for the wares at hand. One leads to the exchange process tangentially.
The bargain, if struck, is a bond, a compact sealed by time-honored ethi-
cal imperatives.

The apparently noncommercial ambience of this exchange process
should not be viewed as mere canniness or hypocrisy. It reflects the
limits that precapitalist society imposed on exchange to avoid the latent
impersonality of trade, as well as its potential meanness of spirit, its
insatiable appetite for gain, its capacity to subvert all social limits to pri-
vate material interest, to dissolve all traditional standards of community
and consociation, to subordinate the needs of the body politic to egoistic
concerns.

But it was not only for these reasons that trade was viewed warily.
Precapitalist society may well have seen in the exchange of commodities
a return of the inorganic, of the substitution of things for living human
relationships. These objects could certainly be viewed symbolically as
tokens of consociation, alliance and mutuality—which is precisely what
the gift was meant to represent. But divested of this symbolic meaning,
these mere things or commodities could acquire socially corrosive traits.
Left unchecked and unbuffered, they might well vitiate all forms of hu-
man consociation and ultimately dissolve society itself. The transition.
from gift to commodity, in effect, could yield the disintegration of the
community into a market place, the consanguinal or ethical union be-
tween people into rivalry and aggressive egotism.

That the triumph of the commodity over the gift was possible only
after vast changes in human social relationships has been superbly ex-
plored in the closing portion of Capital. I need not summarize Marx’s
devastating narration and analysis of capitalist accumulation, its “gen-
eral law,” and particularly the sweeping dislocation of the English peas-
antry from the fifteenth century onward. The gift itself virtually disap-
peared as the objectification of association. It lingered on merely as a
byproduct of ceremonial functions. The traditional etiquette that buf-
fered the exchange process was replaced by a completely impersonal,
predatory—and today, an increasingly electronic—process. Price came
first, quality came later; and the very things that were once symbols
rather than mere objects for use and exchange were to become fetish-
ized, together with the “needs” they were meant to satisfy. Suprahu-
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man forces now seemed to take command over the ego itself. Even self-
interest, which Greek social theory viewed as the most serious threat to
the unity of the polis, seemed to be governed by a market system that
divested the subject of its very capacity to move freely through the ex-
change process as an autonomous buyer and seller.

Ironically, modern industry, having derived from archaic systems of
commerce and retailing, has returned to its commercial origins with a
vengeful self-hatred marked by a demeaning rationalization of trade it-
self. The shopping mall with its extravagant areas delivered over to
parked motor vehicles, its sparcity of sales personnel, its cooing “mu-
zak,” its dazzling array of shelved goods, its elaborate surveillance sys-
tem, its lack of all warmth and human intercourse, its cruelly deceptive
packaging, and its long check-out counters which indifferently and im-
personally record the exchange process—all speak to a denaturing of
consociation at levels of life that deeply affront every human sensibility
and the sacredness of the very goods that are meant to support life itself.

What is crucially important here is that this world penetrates per-
sonal as well as economic life. The shopping mall is the agora of modern
society, the civic center of a totally economic and inorganic world. It
works its way into every personal haven from capitalist relations and
imposes its centricity on every aspect of domestic life. The highways
that lead to its parking lots and its production centers devour communi-
ties and neighborhoods; its massive command of retail trade devours the
family-owned store; the subdivisions that cluster around it devour farm-
land; the motor vehicles that carry worshippers to its temples are self-
enclosed capsules that preclude all human contact. The inorganic re-
turns not only to industry and the marketplace; it calcifies and
dehumanizes the most intimate relationships between peoplein the pre-
sumably invulnerable world of the bedroom and nursery. The massive
dissolution of personal and social ties that comes with the return of the
inorganic transforms the extended family into the nuclear family and
finally delivers the individual over to the purveyors of the singles’ bars.

With the hollowing out of community by the market system, with its
loss of structure, articulation, and form, we witness the concomitant
hollowing out of personality itself. Just as the spiritual and institutional
ties that linked human beings together into vibrant social relations are
eroded by the mass market, so the sinews that make for subjectivity,
character, and self-definition are divested of form and meaning. The
isolated, seemingly autonomous ego that bourgeois society celebrated
as the highest achievement of “modernity” turns out to be the mere
husk of a once fairly rounded individual whose very completeness as an
ego was possible because he or she was rooted in a fairly rounded and
complete community.

As the inorganic replaces the organic in nature, so the inorganic
replaces the organic in society and personality. The simplification of the
natural world has its uncanny parallel in the simplification of society and
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subjectivity. The homogenization of ecosystems goes hand in hand with
the homogenization of the social environment and the so-called individ-
uals who people it. The intimate association of the domination of human
by human with the notion of the domination of nature terminates not
only in the notion of domination as such; its most striking feature is the
kind of prevailing nature—an inorganic nature—that replaces the or-
ganic nature that humans once viewed so reverently.

We can never disembed ourselves from nature—any more than we
can disembed ourselves from our own viscera. The technocratic ““uto-
pia” of personalized automata remains a hollow myth. The therapies
that seek to adjust organic beings to inorganic conditions merely pro-
duce lifeless, inorganic, and depersonalized automata. Hence, nature
always affirms its existence as the matrix for social and personal life, a
matrix in which life is always embedded by definition. By rationalizing
and simplifying society and personality, we do not divest it of its natural
attributes; rather, we brutally destroy its organic attributes. Thus nature
never simply coexists with us; it is part of every aspect of our structure
and being. To turn back natural evolution from more complex forms of
organic beings to simpler ones, from the organic to the inorganic, entails
the turning back of society and social development from more complex
to simpler forms.

The myth that our society is more complex than earlier cultures re-
quires short shrift; our complexity is strictly technical, not cultural; our
effluvium of “individuality” is more neurotic and psychopathic, not
more unique or more intricate. “Modernity” reached its apogee between
the decades preceding the French Revolution and the 1840s, after which
industrial capitalism fastened its grip on social life. Its career, with a
modest number of exceptions, has yielded a grim denaturing of human-
ity and society. Since the middle of the present century, even the ves-
tiges of its greatness—apart from dramatic explosions like the 1960s—
have all but disappeared from virtually every realm of experience.

What has largely replaced the sinews that held community and per-
sonality together is an all-encompassing, coldly depersonalizing bu-
reaucracy. The agency and the bureaucrat have become the substitutes
for the family, the town and neighborhood, the personal support struc-
tures of peoples in crisis, and the supernatural and mythic figures that
afforded power and tutelary surveillance over the destiny of the individ-
ual. With no other structure to speak of but the bureaucratic agency,
society has not merely been riddled by bureaucracy; it has all but be-
come a bureaucracy in which everyone, as Camus was wont to say, has
been reduced to a functionary. Personality as such has become congru-
ent with the various documents, licenses, and records that define one’s
place in the world. More sacred than such documents as passports,
which are the archaic tokens of citizenship, a motor vehicle license liter-
ally validates one’s identity, and a credit card becomes the worldwide
coinage of exchange.
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Thelegacy of domination thus culminates in the growing together of
the State and society—and with it, a dissolution of the family, commu-
nity, mutual aid, and social commitment. Even a sense of one’s personal
destiny disappears into the bureaucrat’s office and filing cabinet. History
itself will be read in the microfilm records and computer tapes of the
agencies that now form the authentic institutions of society. Psychologi-
cal categories have indeed ““become political categories,” as Marcuse ob-
served in the opening lines of his Eros and Civilization, but in a pedes-
trian form that exceeds his most doleful visions. The Superego is no
longerformed by the father or even by domineering social institutions; it
is formed by the faceless people who preside over the records of birth
and death, of religious affiliation and educational pedigree, of “‘mental
health” and psychological proclivities, of vocational training and job ac-
quisition, of marriage and divorce certificates, of credit ratings and bank
accounts; in short, of the endless array of licenses, tests, contracts,
grades, and personality traits that define the status of the individual in
society. Political categories have replaced psychological categories in
much the same sense that an electrocardiograph has replaced the heart.
Under state capitalism, even economic categories become political cate-
gories. Domination fulfills its destiny in the ubiquitous, all-pervasive
State; its legacy reaches its denouement in the dissolution, indeed, the
complete disintegration, of a richly organic society into an inorganic
one—a terrifying destiny that the natural world shares with the social.

Reason, which was expected to dispel the dark historic forces to
which a presumably unknowing humanity had been captive, now
threatens to become one of these very forces in the form of rationaliza-
tion. It now enhances the efficiency of domination. The great project of
western speculative thought—to render humanity self-conscious—
stands before a huge abyss: a yawning chasm into which the self and
consciousness threaten to disappear. How can we define the historical
subject—a role Marx imputed to the proletariat—that will create a soci-
ety guided by selfhood and consciousness? What is the context in which
that subject is formed? Is it the workplace, specifically, the factory? Or a
new emancipated polis? Or the domestic arena? Or the university? Or
the countercultural community?

With these questions, we begin to depart from the legacy of domina-
tion and turn to countervailing traditions and ideals that may provide
some point of departure for a solution. We must turn to the legacy of
freedom that has always cut across the legacy of domination. Perhaps it
holds some clue to a resolution of these problems—problems which,
more than ever, leave our era suspended in uncertainty and riddled by
the ambiguities of rationalization and technocratic power.



Justice—
Equal and
Exact

he notion of “freedom” does

not seem to exist in organic society. As we saw earlier, the word is sim-
ply meaningless to many preliterate peoples. Lacking any institutional-
ized structure of domination, they have no way of defining a condition
that is still intrinsically part of their social lives—a condition into which
they grow without the elaborate hierarchical and later class structures of
the late Neolithic and of “civilization.” As “freedom” and “domination”
are not in tension with each other, they lack contrast and definition.

But the very lack of distinction between “freedom” and “domina-
tion” leaves organic society unguarded against hierarchy and class rule.
Innocence exposes the community to manipulation on the most elemen-
tary levels of social experience. The elders, shamans, later the patri-
archs, priestly corporations, and warrior chieftains, who are to corrode
organic society, need only produce shifts in emphasis from the particu-
lar to the general—from specific animals to their spirits; from zoomor-
phic to anthropomorphic deities; from usufruct to communal property;
from demonic treasure to kingly storehouses; from gifts to commodities;
finally, from mere barter to elaborate marketplaces.

History may have been bloody and its destiny may be a universal
tragedy with heroic efforts and lost possibilities punctuating its long ca-
reer. But a body of hopeless ideals and a meaningless movement of
events it was not. With the loss of innocence appeared new concepts
that were to have a highly equivocal effect on social development, a
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certain ideological armoring, a growth of intellectual powers, anincreas-
ing degree of individuality, personal autonomy, and a sense of a univer-
sal humanitas as distinguished from folk parochialism. To be expelled
from the Garden of Eden can be regarded, as Hegel was to say, as an
important condition for its return—but on a level that is informed with a
sophistication that can resolve the paradoxes of paradise.

The universalization of ideas acquires its most beguiling intellectual
form in the ever-expansive meaning people give to freedom. Once un-
freedom emerges to yield the notion of freedom, the notion acquires a
remarkable logic of its own that produces, in its various byways and
differentia, a richly articulated body of issues and formulations—a veri-
table garden from which we can learn and from which we can pluck
what we want to make an attractive bouquet. From the loss of a society
that was once free comes the vision of an admittedly embellished, often
extravagantly fanciful golden age—one that may contain norms even
more liberatory in their universality than those which existed in organic
society. From a "“backward-looking” utopianism, commonly based on
the image of a bountiful nature and unfettered consumption arises a
"forward-looking” utopianism based on the image of a bountiful econ-
omy and unfettered production. Between these two extremes, religious
and anarchic movements develop a more balanced, although equally
generous, vision of utopia that combines sharing with self-discipline,
freedom with coordination, and joy with responsibility.

Almost concomitantly with this utopian development, largely “un-
derground” in nature, we witness the open emergence of justice—first,
as a surrogate for the freedom that is lost with the decline of organic
society, later as the ineffable protagonist of new conceptions of freedom.
With justice, we hear the claims of the individual and the ideal of a
universal humanity voice their opposition to the limits imposed on per-
sonality and society by the folk collective. But freedom, too, will divide
and oppose itself as mere “happiness” (Marx) and extravagant “plea-
sure” (Fourier)—as we shall see in the chapters that follow. So, too, will
labor—conceived as the indispensable toil in which every society is an-
chored or as the free release of human powers and consociation even in
the realm of demanding work.

Coherence requires that we try to bring these various components of
the legacy of freedom together. Coherence also requires that we try to
interlink our project with nature to impart rationality not only to social
but also to natural history. We must explore the values, sensibilities, and
technics that harmonize our relationship with nature as well as our-
selves. Coherence finally requires that we try to bring together the
threads of these shared histories—natural and social—into a whole that
unites differentia into a meaningful ensemble, one that also removes hi-
erarchy from our sense of meaning and releases spontaneity as an in-
formed and creative nisus.
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But a strong caveat must here be raised: ideas, values, and institu-
tions are not mere commodities on the shelves of an ideological super-
market; we cannot promiscuously drop them into shopping carts like
processed goods. The context we form from ideas, the ways we relate
them, and the meanings we impart to them are as important as the com-
ponents and sources from which our “whole” is composed. Perhaps it is
true, as the world of Schiller seemed to believe, that the Greeks said
everything. Butif so, each thinker and practitioner said it in very specific
ways, often rooted in very limited social conditions and for very differ-
ent purposes. We can never return to the setting in which these ideas
were formed—nor should we try. It is enough that we understand the
differences between earlier times and our own, earlier ideas and our
own. Ultimately, we must create our own context for ideas, if they are to
become relevant to the present and future. And we must discern the
older contexts from which they emerged—all the more not to repeat
them. To put it quite bluntly, freedom has no "“founding fathers,” only
free thinkers and practitioners. If it had such “fathers,” it would also be
direly in need of morticians to inter it, for that which is “founded” must
always answer to the claims of mortality.

reedom, conceived as a cluster
ofideals and practices, has a very convoluted history, and a large part of
this history has simply been unconscious. It has consisted of unstated
customs and humanistic impulses that were not articulated in any sys-
tematic fashion until they were violated by unfreedom. When the word
freedom did come into common usage, its meaning was often con-
sciously confused. For centuries, freedom was identified with justice,
morality, and the various perquisites of rule like “free time,” or else it
was associated with “liberty” as a body of individual, often egoistic,
rights. It acquired the traits of property and duties, and was variously
cast in negative or positive terms such as “freedom from . ..” or "free-
dom for. . .."”

Not until the Middle Ages did this Teutonic word (as we know it)
begin to include such metaphysical niceties as freedom from the realm of
necessity or freedom from the fortunes of fate, the Ananke and Moira
that the Greeks added to its elucidation. The twentieth century has
made a mockery of the word and divested it of much of its idealistic
content by attaching it to totalitarian ideologies-and countries. Thus, to
merely “define”” so maimed and tortured a word would be utterly naive.
To a large extent, freedom can best be explicated as part of a voyage of
discovery that begins with its early practice—and limits—in organic so-
ciety, its negation by hierarchical and class “civilizations,”” and its partial
realization in early notions of justice.
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Freedom, an unstated reality in many preliterate cultures, was still
burdened by constraints, but these constraints were closely related to
the early community’s material conditions of life. It is impossible to
quarrel with famine, with the need for coordinating the hunt of large
game, with seasonal requirements for food cultivation, and later, with
warfare. To violate the Crow hunting regulations was to endanger every
hunter and possibly place the welfare of the entire community in jeop-
ardy. If the violations were serious enough, the violator would be beaten
so severely that he might very well not survive. The mild-mannered
Eskimo would grimly but collectively select an assassin to kill an unman-
ageable individual who gravely threatened the well-being of the band.
But the virtually unbridled “individualism” so characteristic of power
brokers in modern society was simply unthinkable in preliterate soci-
eties. Were it even conceivable, it would have been totally unacceptable
to the community. Constraint, normally guided by public opinion, cus-
tom, and shame, was inevitable in the early social development of hu-
manity—not as a matter of will, authority, or the exercise of power, but
because it was unavoidable.

Personal freedom is thus clearly restricted trom a modern view-
point. Choice, will, and individual proclivities could be exercised or ex-
pressed within confines permitted by the environment. Under benign
circumstances, behavior might enjoy an extraordinary degree of latitude
until it was restricted by the emergence of blatant social domination. But
where domination did appear, it was a thankless phenomenon which,
more often than not, yielded very little of that much-revered western
shibboleth, “dynamism,” in the social development of a community.
Polynesia, with its superb climate and rich natural largesse of produce,
was never the better for the emergence of hierarchy, and its way of life
was brought to the edge of sheer catastrophe by European colonizers.
“Where nature is too lavish, she keeps [man]| in hand, like a child in
leading strings,” Marx was to disdainfully observe of cultures in benign
environments that were often more devoted to internal elaboration than
“social progress.” “It is not the tropics with their luxuriant vegetation,
but the temperate zone, that is the mother country of capital.”

But organic society, despite the physical limitations it faced (from a
modern viewpoint), nevertheless functioned unconsciously with an im-
plicit commitment to freedom that social theorists were not to attain un-
til fairly recent times. Radin’s concept of the irreducible minimum rests
on an unarticulated principle of freedom. To be assured of the material
means of life irrespective of one’s productive contribution to the com-
munity implies that, wherever possible, society will compensate for the
infirmities of the ill, handicapped, and old, just as it will for the limited
powers of the very young and their dependency on adults. Even though
their productive powers are limited or failing, people will not be denied
the means of life that are available to individuals who are well-endowed



144 The Ecology of Freedom

physically and mentally. Indeed, even individuals who are perfectly ca-
pable of meeting all their material needs cannot be denied access to the
community’s common produce, although deliberate shirkers in organic
society are virtually unknown. The principle of the irreducible minimum
thus affirms the existence of inequality within the group—inequality of
physical and mental powers, of skills and virtuosity, of psyches and
proclivities. It does so not to ignore these inequalities or denigrate them,
but on the contrary, to compensate for them. Equity, here, is the recogni-
tion of inequities that are not the fault of anyone and that must be ad-
justed as a matter of unspoken social responsibility. To assume that ev-
eryone is “equal” is patently preposterous if they are regarded as
“equal” in strength, intellect, training, experience, talent, disposition,
and opportunities. Such “equality” scoffs at reality and denies the com-
monality and solidarity of the community by subverting its responsibili-
ties to compensate for differences between individuals. It is a heartless
“equality,” a mean-spirited one that is simply alien to the very nature of
organic society. As long as the means exist, they must be shared as
much as possible according to needs—and needs are unequal insofar as
they are gauged according to individual abilities and responsibilities.

Hence, organic society tends to operate unconsciously according to
the equality of unequals—that is, a freely given, unreflective form of social
behavior and distribution that compensates inequalities and does not
yield to the fictive claim, yet to be articulated, that everyone is equal.
Marx was to put this well when, in opposition to “bourgeois right”” with
its claim of the “equality of all,” freedom abandons the very notion of
"“right” as such and “inscribes on its banners: from each according to his
ability, to each according to his needs.” Equality is inextricably tied to
freedom as the recognition of inequality and transcends necessity by
establishing a culture and distributive system based on compensation
for the stigma of natural “privilege.”

The subversion of organic society drastically undermined this prin-
ciple of authentic freedom. Compensation was restructured into re-
wards, just as gifts were replaced by commodities. Cuneiform writing,
the basis of our alphabetic script, had its origins in the meticulous rec-
ords the temple clerks kept of products received and products dis-
persed, in short, the precise accounting of goods, possibly even when
the land was “communally owned’ and worked in Mesopotamia. Only
afterwards were these ticks on clay tablets to become narrative forms of
script. The early cuneiform accounting records of the Near East prefig-
ure the moral literature of a less giving and more despotic world in
which the equality of unequals was to give way to mere charity. Thereaf-
ter “right” was to supplant freedom. No longer was it the primary re-
sponsibility for society to care for its young, elderly, infirm, or unfortu-
nates; their care became a “private matter’” for family and
friends—albeit very slowly and through various subtly shaded phases.
On the village level, to be sure, the old customs still lingered on in their
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own shadowy world, but this world was not part of “civilization”—
merely an indispensable but concealed archaism.

ith the coming of the warriors
and their manorial economy, a new social disposition arose: the warrior
code of might. But mere coercion alone could not have created the rela-
tively stable society, largely feudal in structure and values, that is de-
scribed for us in such detail by the Homeric poets. Rather, it was the
ethos of coercion—the mystification of courage, physical prowess, and a
“healthy” lust for combat and adventure. It was not might as such but
the belief in the status, indeed, the mana, that might conferred on the
individual that led to an ideology of coercion, which the victor and his
victim mutually acknowledged and celebrated. Accordingly, fortune it-
self—a derivative of the goddess of chance Tyche (Greek), or Fortuna
(Latin)—acquired the form of a metaphysical principle. Very few expres-
sions, possibly incantations, are older than the “casting of the die” and
the “fortunes of war.” Tyche and Fortuna now emerged as the distinct
correlates of bronze-age warrior athleticism.

These bronze-age societies were clearly class societies, and wealth in
the form of booty garnered by raids abroad and surpluses at home fig-
ured profoundly in their notions of fortune. “The world of Agamemnon
and Achilles and Odysseus was one of petty kings and nobles,” ob-
serves M. L. Finley, “who possessed the best land and considerable
flocks, and lived a seignorial existence, in which raids and local wars
were frequent.” Power and social activity centered around the noble’s
household, which was in fact a fortress. Power in this society “de-
pended upon wealth, personal prowess, connexions by marriage and
alliance, and retainers.” Wealth was indeed a cruicial factor: its accumu-
lation and acquisition determined the capacity of a noble to acquire re-
tainers, who were often little less than mercenaries, to acquire arms, and
to wage war. Marriage was less an instrument of clan alliances than of
dynastic power; the Homeric noble acquired land and wealth, not
merely kinsmen, with a favorable match. In fact, the “alliances” he es-
tablished were marked by a great deal of treachery and faithlessness,
features that are characteristic of a political society rather than a tribal
one. Tribal society was clearly waning:

There is no role assigned to tribes or other large kinship groups. In the
twenty years Odysseus was away from Ithaca, the nobles [suitors of Penel-
ope, Odysseus’ wife| behaved scandalously toward his family and his pos-
sessions; yet his son Telemachus had no body of kinsmen to whom to turn
for help, nor was the community fully integrated. Telemachus’ claims as
Odysseus’ heir were acknowledged in principle, but he lacked the |material
and physical | power to enforce them. The assassination of Agamemnon by
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his wife Clytaemnestra and her paramour Aegisthus placed an obligation of
vengeance on his son Orestes, but otherwise life in Mycenae went on un-
changed, except that Aegisthus ruled in Agamemnon’s place.

Apparently, these dynastic quarrels, assassinations, and usurpa-
tions were not of special concern to the “masses,” who lived an un-
chronicled inner life in their obscure cornmunities. They simply went
abouttheir own business, working their own parcels of land or the “best
land” explicitly owned by the nobles. They herded the nobles’ “consid-
erable flocks.” As a class apart, theirs was also an interest apart. No-
where in the Homeric narratives do they seem to have intervened in the
conflicts of the heroes. So considerably weakened were the powers of
the democratic tribal institutions and so extensively had kinship ties
been replaced by territorial ties and class relationships that when Tele-
machus pleaded his case against the suitors to the assembly of Ithaca,
the assembly “took no action, which is what the assembly always did in
the two [Homeric] poems.” Homer’s nobles, to be sure, stilllived by an
aristocratic code of honor, “including table fellowship, gift-exchange,
sacrifice to the gods and appropriate burial rites,” but this aristocratic
code and its obvious roots in early society were now continually violated
by greed, acquisitiveness, and egotism.

The nobles of the Odyssey were an exploitative class—not only mate-
rially but psychologically, not only objectively but subjectively. The
analysis of Odysseus (developed by Horkheimer and Adorno) as the
nascent bourgeois man is unerring in its ruthless clarity and dialectical
insight. Artifice, trickery, cunning, deception, debasement in the pur-
suit of gain—all marked the new “discipline” that the emerging rulers
imposed on themselves to discipline and rule their anonymous under-
lings. “To be called a merchant was a grave insult to Odysseus,” Finley
observes; “men of his class exchanged goods ceremoniously or they
took it by plunder.” Thus was the primordial code of behavior honored
formally. But “valor” became the excuse for plunder, which turned into
the aristocratic mode of ““trade.” Honor had in fact acquired its commod-
ity equivalent. Preceding the prosaic merchant with goods and gold in
hand was the colorful hero with shield and sword.

Indeed, the commodity continued to make its pedestrian way
against all codes. In Homeric times there is “seafaring and a vital con-
cern for trade, more exactly for the import of copper, iron, gold and
silver, fine cloths and other luxuries,” notes Finley. “Even chieftains are
permitted to go on expeditions for such purposes, but generally trade
and merchandising seem to be the business of foreigners.” Thus is
status adorned, affirmed, and its appetite for accoutrements and lux-
uries (the material substance of privilege) satisfied by the statusless.

Here, we witness a radically new social dispensation. When chief-
tains, however few in number, are prepared to intermingle with for-
eigners, indeed pedestrian traders, and truck with them, even the war-
rior code is in the balance. Might as right can no longer enjoy its high
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prestige in society’s distribution of goods. A new ethos had to emerge if
the integrity of trade and the security of traders was to be preserved and
port cities were to become viable commercial centers. Piracy and looting
could only be episodic: their rewards were indeed the mere bounty and
spoils of war. And the nobles of bronze-age Greece were by no means
ossified creatures of custom and tradition. Like their peers in England,
millenia later (as the enclosure movements of the fifteenth century on-
ward were to show), they were governed by naked self-interest and by
an increasing desire for the better things of life.

The new code that was now to supplant valor and coercion also had
a very old pedigree, notably in a reciprocity that had become standard-
ized and lost its "“accidental form” (to use Marx’s terminology) as a mode
of exchange; indeed, one that was built on a clear and codifiable notion
of equivalents. The notion of equivalence, as distinguished from usufruct,
the irreducible minimum, and the equality of unequals, was not without
its cosmic grandeur in the literal sense of a formal, quantifiable, even
geometric order. Tyche and Fortuna are too irascible to support the
spirit of calculation, foresight, and rationality required by systematic
commerce. Chance is in the “lap of the gods,” and in Homeric Greece,
these deities were hardly the most stable and predictable of cosmic
agents. Until capitalism completed its hold on social life, merchants
were the pariahs of society. Their insecurities were the most conspic-
uous neuroses of antiquity and the medieval world, hence their need for
power was not merely a lust but a compelling necessity. Despised by all,
disdained even by the ancient lowly, they had to find firm and stable
coordinates by which to fix their destinies in a precarious world.
Whether as chieftain or as statusless trader, he who would venture on
the stormy waves of commerce needed more than Tyche or Fortuna by
which to navigate.

The new code that edged its way into those preceding it picked up
the principle of an exact, quantifiable equivalence from advanced forms
of reciprocity, but without absorbing their sense of service and solidar-
ity. Might was brought to the support of fair-dealings and contract, not
merely to violent acquisition and plunder. The cosmic nature of equiva-
lence could be validated by the most dramatic features of life. “Heaven
and hell . . . hang together,” declare Horkheimer and Adorno—and not
merely in the commerce of the Olympian gods with the chtonic deities,
of good with evil, of salvation with disaster, of subject with object. In-
deed, equivalence is as ancient as the very notions of heaven and hell,
and is to have its own involuted dialectic as the substitution of Dike for
Tyche and Justitia for Fortuna.

In the heroic age that celebrated Odysseus’ long journey from Troy
to Ithaca, men still traced equivalence back to its “‘natural” origins:

Just as the Gemini—the constellation of Castor and Pollux—and all other
symbols of duality refer to the inevitable cycle of nature, which itself has its
ancient sign in the symbol of the egg from which they came, so the balance
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held by Zeus, which symbolizes the justice of the entire patriarchal world,
refers back to mere nature. The step from chaos to civilization, in which
natural conditions exert their power no longer directly but through the me-
dium of human consciousness, has not changed the principle of equiva-
lence. Indeed, men paid for this very step by worshipping what they were
once in thrall to only in the same way as all other creatures. Before, the
fetishes were subject to the law of equivalence. Now- equivalence has itself
become a fetish. The blindfold over Justitia’s eyes does not only mean that
there should be no assault upon justice, but that justice does not result in
freedom.”™

Justitia, in fact, presides over a new ideological dispensation of
equality. Not only is she blindfolded; she also holds a scale by which to
measure exchange fairly—"equal and exact.” Guilt and innocence are
juridical surrogates for the equitable allotments of things that appear in
the marketplace. Indeed, all scales can ever do is to reduce qualitative
differences to quantitative ones. Accordingly, everyone must be equal
before Justitia; her blindfold prevents her from drawing any distinctions
between her supplicants. But persons are very different indeed, as the
primordial equality of unequals had recognized. Justitia’s rule of equal-
ity—of equivalence—thus completely reverses the old principle. Inas-
much as all are theoretically “equal” in her unseeing eyes, although of-
ten grossly unequal in fact, she turns the equality of unequals into the
inequality of equals. The ancient words are all there, but like the many
changes in emphasis that placed the imprint of domination on tradi-
tional values and sensibilities, they undergo a seemingly minor shift.

Accordingly, the rule of equivalence, as symbolized by the scales in
Justitia’s hand, calls for balance, not compensation. The blindfold pre-
vents her from making any changes of measure due to differences
among her supplicants. Her specious “equality” thus yields a very real
inequality. To be right is to be “just” or “straight,” and both, in turn,
negate equality on its own terms. Her “just” or “straight” judgment
yields a very unbalanced and crooked disposition that will remain con-
cealed to much of humanity for thousands of years—even as the op-
pressed invoke her name as their guardian and guide.

Rarely has it been possible to distinguish the cry for Justice with its
inequality of equals from the cry for Freedom with its equality of un-
equals. Every ideal of emancipation has been tainted by this confusion,

* These sparkling remarks were written by Horkheimer and Adorno. But they err seriously
on one account: “the fetishes” were not “’subject to the law of equivalence,” although there
can be no doubt that “equivalence itself has become a fetish.” Similarly, both men accept a
commonplace fallacy (prevalent when they composed their book) that the “shaman wards
off danger by means of . . . equivalence |which| regulates punishment and reward in civili-
zation.” Here, too, the writers impute to the primordial world, even to the shaman, the
sensibility of exchange—or a cosmic marketplace that had yet to be established. See Max
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York: Herder and
Herder, 1972), pp. 16-17.
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which still lives ot in the literature of the oppressed. Usufruct has been
confused with public property, direct democracy with representative
democracy, individual competence with populist elites, the irreducible
minimum with equal opportunity. The demand of the oppressed for
equality acquires, as Engels put it, “a double meaning.” In one instance,
it is the “spontaneous reaction against the social inequalities, against the
contrast of rich and poor ... surfeit and starvation; as such it is the
expression of the revolutionary instinct and finds its justification in that,
and indeed only in that.” In the other instance, the demand for equality
becomes a reaction against justice as the rule of “equivalence” (which
Engels sees simply as the “bourgeois demand for equality”), and “in this
case it stands and falls with bourgeois equality itself.” Engels goes on to
emphasize that the demand of the oppressed for equality (“the proletar-
ian demand for equality”) is “the demand for the abolition of classes.”
But more than the abolition of classes is involved in freedom. In more
general terms, “the proletarian demand for equality” is a demand for
the “injustice” of an egalitarian society. It rejects the rule of equivalence
for the irreducible minimum, the equalization by compensation of ines-
capable inequalities, in short, the equality of unequals. This demand has
been repeatedly thrown out of focus, often for centuries at a time, by
stormy battles for Justice, for the rule of equivalence.

he realm of justice, however,
also prepares the ground for freedom by removing the archaisms that
linger on from the folk world of equality. Primordial freedom with its
rule of the irreducible minimum and its equality of unequals was strik-
ingly parochial. Aside from its lavish code of hospitality, organic society
made no real provisions for the rights of the stranger, the outsider, who
was not linked by marriage or ritual to the kin group. The larger world
beyond the perimeter of “The People” was “inorganic,” to use Marx’s
appropriate term. Loyalties extended in varying degrees of obligation to
those who shared the common blood oath of the community and to
allies united by material systems of gift reciprocity. The notion of a hu-
manity in which all human beings are considered united by a common
genesis was still largely alien. Primordial peoples may be inquisitive,
shy, or cordial toward strangers—or they may kill them for the most
whimsical reasons. But they owe the stranger no obligation and are
bound by no code that requires respect or security for the unpredictable
new being that is in their midst—hence, the unpredictability of their
own behavior. Even Hellenic society, despite its high claims to rational-
ity, did not advance to a point where the resident alien enjoyed au-
thentic social, much less political, rightsbeyond the security and protec-
tion the polis owed to everyone who lived within its precincts. For much
of the ancient world, this dubious status of the stranger was a distinctly
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widespread condition, despite the crucial services such aliens per-
formed for the community and its citizens.

Breaking the barriers raised by primordial and archaic parochialism
was the work of Justitia and the rule of equivalence. And far from consti-
tuting an authentic “break,” the changes came very slowly. Nor were
these changes the work of abstract theorists or the fruits of an intellec-
tual awakening. The agents for the new juridical disposition in the
rights of city dwellers were the strangers, who often serviced the city
with craft or commercial skills. They were helped by the oppressed gen-
erally, who could hope to escape the whimsies and insults of arbitrary
rule only by inscribing their rights and duties in an inviolable, codified
form. Justitia, Dike, or whatever name she acquires in the “civilizations”
of antiquity, is in large part the goddess of the social and ethnic outsider.
Her rule of equivalence honors the plea for equity, which must be clearly
defined in a written legal code if her scale and sword can redress the
inequities that the “outsider” and the oppressed suffer under arbitrary
rule. Thus, Justitia must be armed not only with a sword but with the
“legal tablets” that unequivocally define rights and duties, security and
safety, rewards and punishments.

The earliest of these legal tablets, the Babylonian Code of Ham-
murabi (ca. 1790 B.C.), still contains distinct class biases and the instru-
mentalities of class oppression. Like the Mosaic lex talionis, the rule of
equivalence is enforced with all the fury of class vengeance. The price
for social infractions is paid with eyes, ears, limbs, and tongues, not to
speak of life itself. But the Code does not try to conceal the “unequal”
class nature of this vengeance: nobles get the better of commoners, men
of women, and freemen of slaves. Here, the appropriation of primordial
society’s equality of “unequals,” however perverted its form, still claims
its penalty. But the Code also weights privilege with a greater burden of
social responsibility. Although the nobles of Hammurabi’s time “pos-
sessed a great many perquisites of rank,” as Howard Becker and Harry
Elmer Barnes tell us, “including the right to exact heavily disproportion-
ate retaliation for personal injuries ... [they] could also be more se-
verely punished for their offenses and, guilty or not, had higher fees to
pay.”

The later codes were to free themselves from most of these inequita-
ble “archaisms.” From the eighth century B.C. onward, we can observe
in Hebrew Palestine and in Greece a steady unfolding of the dialectic of
justice: the slow transformation of organic society’s equality of unequals
into class society’s inequality of equals. The Mosaic lex talionis was fully
established as the law of the land, despite such token concessions to the
poor in the Deuteronomic Code as mortgage restrictions, the release
every seventh year of Hebrew bondsmen from debt slavery, and the
hallowing of the fiftieth year as a “’jubilee” in which everyone reacquires
their possessions. Like the injunction in Leviticus that every debt slave
be treated as a “hired servant and as a sojourner,” these gestures were
largely symbolic. Debt slavery alone, with its humiliating status of cra-
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ven service, violated the very soul of the ancient desert democracy—the
”’Bedouin compact”’—around which the Hebrew tribes were united dur-
ing their invasion of Canaan. That it could have entered into the juridical
life of the community at all was a cruel acknowledgement of the com-
pact’s dissolution.

In Athens, the reforms initiated by Solon opened the way to juridi-
cal equality based on political equality, or what has been called Hellenic
democracy. Justice now openly functioned as the rule of equivalence,
the rule of commodity equivalence, which produced new classes and
inequities in personal power and wealth even as it guarded the demos,
the people of Athenian ancestry, from the exercise of arbitrary social
power. Yet within the framework of a society presumably governed by
law instead of persons, it was only the demos that had complete custody
of the political system. Perikles’ funeral oration may mark a secular and
rational ascent in the direction of recognizing the existence of a humani-
tas, but it provides us with no reason to believe that the “barbarian”
world and, by definition, the “outsider,” were on a par with the Hellene
and, juridically, the ancestral Athenian.

In fact, Athenian alien residents not only lacked the right to partici-
pate in assemblies like the Ecclesia and the Boule or in the jury system;
they had no explicit juridical rights of their own beyond the security of
their property and lives. As we know, they could buy no land in the
polis. Even more strikingly, they had no direct recourse to the judicial
system. Their cases could only be pleaded by citizens in Athenian
courts. That their rights were thoroughly respected by the polis may
speak well for its ethical standards, but it also attests to the exclusivity of
the ruling elite whose intentions, rather than laws, were the guarantors
of the alien’s rights.

Aristotle, an alien resident of Athens, does not equivocate on the
superiority of the Hellenes over all other peoples. In citing the failure of
the highly spirited “barbarians” of the north to organize into poleis that
could “rule their neighbors,” he reveals the extent to which he, together
with Plato, identified the polis with social domination. Moreover, he
rooted the capacity of the Hellenes to form poleis, to’be free,”” and to be
“capable of ruling all mankind” in their ethnic origins and their exis-
tence as the Hellenic genos.* Blood, as well as geography, confers the
capacity to rule. Aristotle sees the Hellenes as diversified such that
“some have a one-sided nature” and “others are happily blended” in

# Hannah Arendt reminds us that the word humanitas, withits generous implications of a
universal human commonality, is Latin, not Greek. In Attic Greek, the term for “mankind”
is pan to anthropinon, which is often misleadingly translated as the word “humanity.” Cer-
tainly, to Aristotle (unless I misread his Politics), the phrase refers to “man” as a biological
datum, not a social one. Initself, the word has no distinctive jualities aside from the obvious
differences that separate human beings from animals. Hence, in Aristotle’s eyes, there
would always be “men” innately destined to rule and others innately destined to obey.
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spiritedness and intelligence. But to him the ability to form poleis, to
“rule,” is a “natural quality” that allows for no social qualifications.

The formal disappearance of the blood group into a universal hu-
manitas that sees a common genesis for every free individual was not to
receive juridical recognition until late in antiquity, when the Emperor
Caracalla conferred citizenship on the entire nonslave male population
of the Roman Empire. It may well be that Caracalla was as eager to
enlarge the tax base of the Empire as he was to prop up its sagging sense
of commonality. But the act was historically unprecedented. For the first
time in humanity’s evolution from animality to society, an immense
population of highly disparate strangers ranging throughout the Medi-
terranean basin were brought together under a common political rubric
and granted equal access to laws that had once been the privilege of only
a small ethnic group of Latins. Juridically, at least, the empire had dis-
solved the exclusivity of the folk, the kin group, that had already de-
volved from tribal egalitarianism into an aristocratic fraternity of birth.
According to the strictures of late Roman law, genealogy was dissolved
into meritocracy and the blood relationship into a territorial one, thereby
vastly enlarging the horizons of the human political community.

Caracalla’s edict on citizenship was reinforced by a growing, centu-
ries-long evolution of Roman law away from traditional patriarchal abso-
lutism and the legal subordination of married women to their husbands.
In theory, at least, the notion of the equality of persons was very much
in the air during late imperial times. By the third century A.D., Roman
“natural law”’—that combined body of jurisprudence variously called
the ius naturale and the ius gentium—acknowledged that men were equal
in nature even if they fell short of this condition in society. The depar-
ture this idea represented from Aristotle’s concept of “mankind” was
nothing less than monumental. Even slavery, so basic to Roman eco-
nomic life, had been placed at odds with the Hellenic notion of the
slave’s inborn inferiority. To Roman jurists of the imperial period, servi-
tude now derived not from the natural inferiority of the slave but, as
Henry Maine has observed, “from a supposed agreement between vic-
tor and vanquished in which the first stipulated for the perpetual ser-
vices of his foe; and the other gained in consideration the life which he
had legitimately forfeited.” Chattel slavery, in effect, was increasingly
viewed as contractual slavery. Although Roman society never ceased to
view the slave as more than a “talking instrument,” its legal machinery
for dealing with slaves was to belie this degradation by the restrictions
imposed in late imperial times on the appallingly inhuman practices of
the republican period.

he notion of a universal hu-
manity would probably not have remained more than a political strategy
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for fiscal and ideological ends were it not for the emergence of a new
credo of individuality. The word humanity is a barren abstraction if it is
not given existential reality by self-assertive personalities who enjoy a
visible degree of autonomy. Such beings could hardly be created by an
imperial edict. To the extent that organic society declined, so too did the
intense sense of collectivity it had fostered. A new context had to be
created for the individual that would render it functional in an increas-
ingly atomized world. Not that classical antiquity or the medieval world
ever produced the random, isolated, socially starved monads who peo-
ple modern capitalist society. But the waning of primordial society
placed a high premium on a new type of individual: a resourceful, com-
paratively self-sufficient, and self-reliant ego that could readily adapt
itself to—if not “command”—a society that was losing its human scale
and developing more complex political institutions and commercial ties
than any human community had known in the past.

Such individuals had always existed on the margins of the early
collective. They were ordinarily given a certain degree of institutional
expression if only to provide a safety valve for marked personal idiosyn-
cracies. Tribal society has always made allowances for aberrant sexual
behavior, exotic psychological traits, and personal ambition (the “big
man” syndrome)—allowances that find expression in a high degree of
sexual freedom, shamanistic roles, and an exaltation of courage and
skill. From this marginal area, society recruited its priests and warrior-
chieftains for commanding positions in later, more hierarchical institu-
tions.

But this development is not simply one of breakdown and recompo-
sition. It occurs on a personal level and a social level—egocentric and
sociocentric. Viewed on the personal level, the individual accompanies
the emergence of “civilization” like a brash, unruly child whose cries
literally pierce the air of history and panic the more composed, tradi-
tion-bound collectivity that continues to exist after the decline of organic
society. The ego’s presence is stridently announced by the warrior,
whose own “ego boundaries” are established by transgressing the
boundaries of all traditional societies. The Sumerian hero Gilgamesh,
for example, befriends the stranger, Enkidu, who shares his various
feats as a companion, not a kinsman. Valor, rather than lineage, marks
their myth-beclouded personal traits.

But misty, almost stereotyped figures like Gilgamesh seem like met-
aphors for individuality rather than the real thing. More clearly etched
personalities like Achilles, Agamemnon, and the Homeric warriors are
often cited as the best candidates for western conceptions of the newly
born ego. “The model of the emerging individual is the Greek hero,”
observes Max Horkheimer in his fascinating discussion of the rise and
decline of individuality. “Daring and self-reliant, he triumphs in the
struggle for survival and emancipates himself from tradition as well as
from the tribe.” That these qualities of daring and self-reliance were to
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be prized in the Greco-Roman world is accurate enough, but it is doubt-
ful if the model is properly placed. In fact, the most striking egos of the
archaic world were not the bronze-age heroes celebrated by Homer but
the iron-age antiheroes so cynically described by Archilochus. Indeed,
Archilochus himself was the embodiment of this highly unique person-
ality. He links a hidden tradition of the ego’s self-assertion in organic
society with the calculating individual of emerging “civilization.”

Unlike a quasi-mythical despot like Gilgamesh or a newly-arrived
aristocrat like Achilles, Archilochus speaks for a remarkable breed: the
displaced, wandering band of mercenaries who must live by their wits
and cunning. He is no Homeric hero but rather something of an armed
bohemian of the seventh century B.C. His self-possession and libertar-
ian spirit stand in marked contrast to the disciplined lifeways that are
congealing around the manorial society of his day. His very existence
almost seems improbable, even an affront to the heroic posture of his
era. His occupation as the itinerant soldierreflects the sweeping decom-
position of society; his arrogant disdain for tradition exudes the negativ-
ity of the menacing rebel. What cares he for the shield he has abandoned
in battle? “Myself I saved from death; why should I worry about my
shield? Let it be gone: I shall buy another equally good.” Such senti-
ments could never have been expressed by a Homeric hero with his
aristocratic code of arms and honor. Nor does Archilochus judge his
commanders by their mein and status. He dislikes a “tall general, strid-
ing forth on his long legs; who prides himself on his locks, and shaves
his chin like a fop. Let him be a small man,” he declares, “perhaps even
bow-legged, aslong as he stands firm on his feet, full of heart.”

Archilochus and his wandering band of companions are the earliest
record we have of that long line of “masterless men” who surface re-
peatedly during periods of social decomposition and unrest—men, and
later women, who have no roots in any community or tradition, who
colonize the world’s future rather than its past. Their characters are
literally structured to defy custom, to satirize and shatter established
mores, to play the game of life by their own rules. Marginal as they may
be, they are the harbingers of the intensely individuated rebel who is
destined to “turn the world upside down.” They have broad shoulders,
not puny neuroses, and express themselves in a wild, expletive-riddled
poetry or oratory. Society must henceforth always warily step aside
when they appear on the horizon and silently pray that they will pass by
unnoticed by its restive commoners—or else it must simply destroy
them.

But these are the few sharply etched personalities of history, the
handful of marginal rebels whose significance varies with the stability of
social life. Their fortunes depend upon the reception they receive by
much larger, often inert, masses of people. On another, more broadly
based level of history, the notion of individuality begins to percolate into
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these seemingly inert “masses,” and their personalities are emancipated
not by Archilochus and his type but by society itself, which has a need
for autonomous egos who are free to undertake the varied functions of
citizenship. The development of the individual on this social level, in
short, is not an isolated, idiosyncratic personal phenomenon; it is a
change in the temper, outlook, and destiny of millions who are to peo-
ple “civilization” for centuries to come and initiate the history of the
modern ego up to the present day. Just as the contemporary proletariat
was first formed by severing a traditional peasantry from an archaic ma-
norial economy, so the relatively free citizen of the classical city-state,
the medieval commune, and the modern nation-state was initially
formed by severing the young male from an archaic body of kinship
relationships.

ike the blood oath, the patriar-
chal family ‘constituted a highly cohesive moral obstacle to political au-
thority—not because it opposed authority as such (as was the case with
organic society) but rather because it formed the nexus for the authority
of the father. Ironically, patriarchy represented, in its kinship claims, the
most warped traits of organic society in an already distorted and chang-
ing social world.* Here, to put it simply, gerontocracy is writ large. It
answers not to the needs of the organic society’s principle of sharing and
solidarity but to the needs of the oldest among the elders. No system of
age hierarchy has a more overbearing content, a more repressive mode
of operation. In the earliest form of the patriarchal family, as we have
seen, the patriarch was answerable to no one for the rule he exercised
over the members of his family. He was the incarnation, perhaps the
historical source, of arbitrary power, of domination that could be sanc-
tioned by no principle, moral or ethical, other than tradition and the
ideological tricks provided by the shaman. Like Yahweh, he was the
primal “I” in a community based on the “we.” To a certain extent, this
implosion of individuation into a single being, almost archetypal in na-
ture, is a portent of widespread individuality and egotism, but in a form
so warped that it was to become the quasi-magical personification of
Will before a multitude of individual wills were to appear.

Justice slowly transformed the patriarch’s status, first by turning the
feared father into the righteous father, just as it transformed Yahweh

* Here I must again guard the reader against confusing patriarchy with patricentricity.
Even the term patriarchal state can be misused if we fail to see the perpetual antagonism
between the State and any kind of autonomous family unit.
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from a domineering, jealous God into a just God. Patriarchy, in effect,
ceased to be mere arbitrary authority. It became juridical authority that
was answerable to certain precepts of right and wrong. By turning the
crude, warrior morality of “might is right” into the rule of equivalence
and the lex talionis of equity, justice produced the transition from mere
arbitrary coercion to coercion that must be justified. Coercion now had
to be explained according to concepts of equity and inequity, right and
wrong. Justice, in effect, provided the transition from arbitrary and even
supernatural power to juridical power. From a tyrant, the patriarch be-
came a judge and relied on guilt, not merely fear, to assert his authority.

This transformation of the patriarch’s status occurred as a result of
genuine tensions in the objective world. The elaboration of hierarchy,
the development of incipient classes, and the early appearance of the
city and State combined as social forces to invade the family and stake
out a secular claim on the role of the patriarch in the socialization and
destiny of the young. Organized religions, too, staked out their own
claim. Women were largely excluded from this process of secularization
and politicization; they remained the chattels of the male community.
But the young men were increasingly called upon to take on social re-
sponsibilities as soldiers, citizens, bureaucrats, craftsmen, food cultiva-
tors—in short, a host of duties that could no longer be restricted by
familial forms.

As society shifted still further from kinship to territorial forms, from
broadly hierarchical to specifically class and political forms, the nature of
patriarchy continued to change. Although patriarchy retained many of
its coercive and juridical traits, it became increasingly a mode of rational
authority. Young men were granted their birthright as citizens. No
longer were they merely sons; the father was obliged to guide his family
according to the ways of reason. He was not simply the just father, but
also the wise father. In varying degrees, conditions now emerged for
devaluing the patriarchal clan-family and for its substitution by the pat-
ricentric nuclear family, the realm of a highly privatized monogamous
relationship between two parents and their offspring. Under the aegis of
justice, the State acquired increasing control over the highly insulated
domestic world—initially, by dissolving the internal forces that held the
patriarchal family together with its own juridical claims.*

* Atvarious times, it should be added, this was done to politicize the family and turnitinto
an instrument for the State or, for that matter, the Church. The Puritan family comes to
mind when we speak of extreme examples of religious zealotry, but by no means were
Anabaptists and utopistically oriented religious tendencies in the Reformation immune to
theocratic types of family structures. The most damning examples of this development
were the family relations fostered by the Nazi regime in Germany and the Stalinist regime
in Russia. Neither men nor women were to benefit by these totalitarian family entities,
which only superficially restored the role of the paterfamilias in all its atavistic splendor in
order to colonize his children in the Hitler Youth and the Young Pioneers.
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he dissolution of the all-en-
compassing patriarchal “I” into fairly sovereign individuals with “ego-
boundaries” of their own gained greater impetus with the expansion of
the polis into the cosmopolis—with the small, self-enclosed “city-state”
into the large, open “world city” of the Hellenistic era. With the growing
role of the stranger as craftsman, trader, and sea-faring merchant, the
notion of the demos united by blood and ethical ties into a supreme col-
lective entity gave way to the claims of the individual. Now, not merely
citizenship but the private interests of the wayfaring ego, partly shaped
by the problems of economic interest, became the goals of individuality.
The cosmopolis is a tremendous commercial emporium and, for its time, a
merchant’s playground. We can closely trace the individual’s fortunes
from the kinship group and from the enclave of the patriarch, into the
“city-state,” particularly the Athenian polis, where individuality as-
sumes richly articulated civic qualities and a vibrant commitment to po-
litical competence. From the “brother” or “sister” of organic society, the
individual is transformed into the “citizen” of political society, notably
the small civic fraternity.*

But as the civic fraternity expands in scope beyond a humanly com-
prehensible scale, the ego does not disappear; it acquires highly privat-
ized, often neurotic, traits that center around the problems of a new
inwardness. It retreats into the depths of subjectivity and self-preoccu-
pation. The cosmopolis does not offer the social rewards of the polis—a
highly charged civicism, an emphasis on the ethical union of competent.
citizens, or firm bonds of solidarity or philia.

Nor does it offer a new sense of community. Hence, the ego must
fall back on itself, almost cannibalistically as we shall see in our own era,
to find a sense of meaning in the universe. Epicurus, the privatized phi-
losopher of retreat par excellence, offers it a garden in which to cultivate its
thoughts and tastes—with a wall, to be sure, to block it off from the
bustle of a social world it can no longer control. Indeed, the State itself
takes its revenge on the very insolent creature it helps to create: the
“world citizen,” who is now helpless under the overbearing power of a
centralized imperial apparatus and its bureaucratic minions.

Nevertheless, the ego requires more than a place, however well-cul-
tivated, in which to find its bearings. Divested of its niche in the polis, it

* For the wary reader, I wish to note that I use the term “political society” here, in the
Hellenic sense of the polis as a society, not in the modern sense of a State. The polis was not
quite a State, the views of many radical theorists notwithstanding. Institutionally, in fact, it
was a direct democracy whose equivalent, at least along formal lines, we have rarely seen
since the dissolution of organic society.
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must find a new niche in the cosmopolis—or, as any cosmopolis literally
suggests, in the kosmos. Humanitas now becomes a kosmos, a new princi-
ple for ordering experience; and the “city-state,” like the folk world be-
fore it, becomes an object of ideological derision. Initially, this derisive
outlook takes the form of the politically quietistic philosophy of Stoicism
that the educated classes embrace in late antiquity.

The Stoics, whose ideas were to nourish the Christian clergy for
centuries to come, brought the fruits of justice—the individuated ego
and the ideal of “universal citizenship”—into convergence with each
other during the age of the cosmopolis and Empire. Epictetus, whose
writings appeared during one of the most stable periods of the Imperial
Age, radically clears the ground for this new, rather modern, type of
ego. From the outset, he harshly derides the polis’s sense of exclusivity
as atavistic:

Plainly you call yourself Athenian or Corinthian after that more sovereign
realm which includes not only the very spot where you were born, and all
your household, but also that region from which the race of your forebears has
come down to you.

But this is patently absurd, he declares, and shallow:

When a man has learned to understand the government of the universe and
has realized that there is nothing so great or sovereign or all-inclusive as this
frame of things wherein men and God are united, and that from it comes
the seeds from which are sprung not only my father or grandfather, but all
things that are begotten and that grow upon the earth, and rational crea-
tures in particular—for these alone are by nature fitted to share in the soci-
ety of God, being connected with Him by the bond of reason—why should
he not call himself a citizen of the universe and a son of God?

In its universality and sweep, this statement voiced nearly two
thousand years ago matches the most fervent internationalism of our
own era. But here Epictetus was formulating not a program for institu-
tional change but rather an ethical stance. Politically, the Stoics were
utterly quietistic. Freedom, to Epictetus, consists exclusively of internal
serenity, of a moral insulation from the real world—one that is so all-in-
clusive that it can reject every material need and social entanglement,
including life itself. By the very nature of a “freedom” carried to such
quietistic lengths, it is impossible for any being

to be disturbed or hindered by anything but itself. It is a man’s own judge-
ment which disturbs him. For when the tyrant says to man, “I will chain
your leg,” he that values his leg says: “Nay, have mercy,” but he that values
his will says: “If it seems more profitable to you, chain it.”

In his own way, Max Stirner, the so-called individualistic anarchist of
the early nineteenth century, was to turn this Stoic notion of the utterly
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self-contained ego on its feet and infuse it with a militancy—indeed, an
arrogance—that would appall the Stoics. But in principle, both Epictetus
and Stirner created a utopistic vision of individuality that marke({’ a new
point of departure for the affirmation of personality in an increasingly
impersonal world.

ad this doctrine of worldly dis-
enchantment and personal withdrawal drifted off into history with the
empire that nourished it, later periods might have seen it merely as the
passionless voice of a dying era, like the exotic cults and world-weary
poems that intoned the end of antiquity. But Christianity was to rework
Stoicism'’s quietistic doctrine of personal will into a new sensibility of
heightened subjectivity and personal involvement, inadvertently open-
ing new directions for social change. It is easy—and largely accurate—to
say that the Church has been a prop for the State. Certainly Paul’s inter-
pretation of Jesus’ message to “render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s”
leaves the troubled world unblemished by any political and social chal-
lenges. Early Christianity had no quarrel with slavery, if we interpret
Paul’s injunctions correctly. Yet when Paul persuades Onesimus, the
runaway Christian slave, to return to his Christian master, Onesimus is
described as “that dear and faithful brother who is a fellow citizen of
yours,” for slave, master, and Paul are themselves ““slaves” to a higher
“Master in heaven.” “Citizen” and “slave,” here, are used interchange-
ably. Accordingly, Christianity entered into a deep involvement with the
fortunes of the individual slave. Between Christian priest and human
chattel there was a confessional bond that was literally sanctified by a
personal deity and by the intimate relationship of a sacred congregation.

This existential quality reflects a feature of Christianity that has sur-
vived every epoch since its appearance: Universal citizenship is mean-
ingless in the absence of real, unique, concrete citizens. The concept that
humanity is a “flock” under a single Shepherd attests to the equality of
all persons under a single loving God. They are equal not because they
share a political recognition of their commonality but rather a spiritual
recognition by their Father. In Jesus, social rank and hierarchy dissolve
before the leveling power of faith and love. On this spiritual terrain,
worldly masters can be less than their slaves in the eyes of God, the
wealthiest less than the poorest, and the greatest of kings less than their
lowliest subjects. An all-pervasive egalitarianism liberates the subject
from all ranks, hierarchies, and classes that are defined by social norms.
Not merely citizenship but the principle of equality of allindividuals and
the absolute value of every soul unites the citizens of the Heavenly City
into a “holy brotherhood.”

The worldly implications of this message are stated far more com-
pellingly in the exegetical literature of Augustine than in the holy writ of
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Paul. Like Epictetus and Paul, Augustine completely dissolves the genos
into a “Heavenly City” that invites humanity as a whole to become its
citizens. No folk ideology can admit this kind of conceptual framework
into its outlook of the world. By contrast, the Heavenly City—for
Augustine, its early voice is the universal Church—melds all diversity
among peoples,

all citizens from all nations and tongues [into] a single pilgrim band. She
takes no issue with that diversity of customs, laws, and traditions whereby
human peace is sought and maintained. Instead of nullifying or tearing
down, she preserves and appropriates whatever in the diversities of divers
races is aimed at one and the same objective of human peace, provided only
that they do not stand in the way of faith and worship of the one supreme
and true God.

Lest this be dismissed merely as Stoic and Pauline quietism—or worse,
clerical opportunism that renders the Church infinitely adaptable—
Augustine adds that the

Heavenly City, so long as it is wayfaring on earth, not only makes use of
earthly peace but fosters and actively pursues along with other human beings
a common platform in regard to all that concerns our pure human life and
does not interfere with faith and worship.

The Church does not merely render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s; it
replaces his claims to dominus by a clerical dominion and his claims to
deus by a heavenly deity:

This peace the pilgrim City already possesses by faith and it lives holily and
according to this faith aslongas, to attain its heavenly competition, it refers
every good act done for God or for his fellow man. I say “fellow man”
because, of course, any community life must emphasize social relationships.

Augustine’s ambiguities are more explosive and implicitly more rad-
ical than his certainties. Latent in these remarks is the potential quarrel
of Church with State that erupts with Pope Gregory VII and the investi-
ture crisis of the eleventh century. The ecumenicalism of the remarks
opens the way to outrageous compromises not only with paganism and
its overt naturalistic proclivities but to anarchic tendencies that demand
the rights of the individual and the immediate establishment of a Heav-
enly City on earth. The “peace of the pilgrim City” will be reduced to a
chimera by unceasing “heresies,” including demands for a return to the
communistic precepts and egalitarianism of the apostolic Christian con-
gregation. Finally, Augustine’s historicism admits not only of the indefi-
nite postponement of Christ’s return to earth (so similar to the unful-
filled promise of communism in the Marxian legacy) but also of the
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eventual certainty of Christ’s return to right the ills of the world in a
distant millenial era. Owing to his ambiguities, Augustine created im-
mense problems that beleaguered western Christianity for centuries and
enriched the western conception of the individual with not only a new
sense of identity but also a new sense of enchantment.

T he secularization of the indi-
vidual and the disenchantment of personality that came with Ma-
chiavelli’s emphasis on the amorality of political life and Locke’s notion
of the proprietary individual divested the self and humanity of their
utopian content. Tragically, both were reduced to objects of political and
economic manipulation. Christianity had made the self a wayfaring
soul, resplendent with the promise of creative faith and infused with the
spell of a great ethical adventure. Bourgeois notions of selfhood were
now to make it a mean-spirited, egoistic, and neurotic thing, riddled by
cunning and insecurity. The new gospel of secular individuality con-
ceived the self in the form homo economicus, a wriggling and struggling
monad, literally possessed by egotism and an amoral commitment to
survival.

From the sixteenth century onward, western thought cast the rela-
tionship between the ego and the external world, notably nature, in
largely oppositional terms. Progress was identified not with spiritual
redemption but with the technical capacity of humanity to bend nature
to the service of the marketplace. Human destiny was conceived not as
the realization of its intellectual and spiritual potentialities, but as the
mastery of “natural forces” and the redemption of society from a “de-
monic” natural world. The outlook of organic society toward nature and
treasure was completely reversed. It was nature that now became de-
monic and treasure that now became fecund. The subjugation of human
by human, which the Greeks had fatalistically accepted as the basis for a
cultivated leisure class, was now celebrated as a common human enter-
prise to bring nature under human eontrol.

This fascinating reworking of Christian eschatology from a spiritual
project into an economic one is fundamental to an understanding of
liberal ideology in all its variants—and, as we shall see, to Marxian so-
cialism. So thoroughly does it permeate the “individualistic” philoso-
phies of Hobbes, Locke, and the classical economists that it often re-
mains the unspoken assumption for more debatable social issues. With
Hobbes, the “state of nature” is a state of disorder, of the “war of all
against all.” The material stinginess of physical nature reappears as the
ethical stinginess of human nature in the isolated ego’s ruthless struggle
for survival, power, and felicity. The chaotic consequences that the
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“state of nature” must inevitably yield can only be contained by the
ordered universe of the State.

What is more important than Hobbes’ notion of the State is the
extent to which he divests nature of all ethical content. Even more un-
erringly than Kepler, who marvelled at the mathematical symmetry of
the universe, Hobbes is the mechanical materialist par excellence. Nature
is mere matter and motion, blind in its'restless changes and permuta-
tions, without goal or spiritual promise. Society, specifically the State, is
the realm of order precisely because it improves the individual’s chances
to survive and pursue his private aims. It is not far-fetched to say that
Hobbes’ ruthless denial of all ethical meaning to the universe, including
society, creates the intellectual setting for a strictly utilitarian interpreta-
tion of justice. To the degree that liberal ideology was influenced by
Hobbes’ work, it was forced to deal with justice exclusively as a means
to secure survival, felicity, and the pragmatics of material achievement.

Locke, who tried to soften this Hobbesian legacy with a benign con-
cept of human nature, deals more explicitly with external nature. But,
ironically, he does so only to degrade it further as the mere object of
human labor. Nature is the source of proprietorship, the common pool
of resources from which labor removes the individual’s means of life and
wealth. Whatsoever man “removes out of the State that Nature hath
provided, and left it in, he hath mixed his Labour with, and joyned to it
something that is his own, and thereby makes it his property.” Lest it be
thought that nature and labor join people together, Locke assures us
that the very opposite is the case:

It being by himremoved from the common state nature placed it in, hath by
this labour something annexed toit, that excludes the common right of other
Men. For this Labour being the unquestionable Property of the Labourer, no
man but he can have a right to what that is once joyned to, at least where
there is enough, and as good left in common for others.

What raises Locke beyond mere proprietary platitudes is the pro-
nounced function he imparts to labor. The isolated ego, which Hobbes
rescued from the hazards of mechanical nature by a political covenant,
Locke strikingly rescues by an economic one. So far, Hobbes and Locke
are as one in the extent to which they filter any spiritual qualities out of
their social philosophies. Where Hobbes is arrested by the problem of
human survival in a basically chaotic or meaningless world, Locke ad-
vances the higher claims of property and person, and perhaps more
strikingly for our age, the crucial role of labor in shaping that most fasci-
nating piece of property—the individual itself. For it is “Labour, in the
Beginning, [that] gave a Right of Property, where-ever any one was
pleased to imploy it, upon what was common,” and it was property
“which Labour and industry began” that underpinned the “Compact
and Agreement” that created civil society. The individual achieves its
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identity as the “Proprietor of his own Person, and the actions or Labour of
it.” Human activity, in effect, is human labor. How profoundly Locke
opened a gulf between Greco-Christian thought and liberalideology can
best be seen when we recall that for Aristotle, human activity is basically
thinking, and for Christian theology, spirituality.

This reduction of social thought to political economy proceeded al-
most unabashedly into the late nineteenth century, clearly reflecting the
debasement of all social ties to economic ones. Even before modern sci-
ence denuded nature of all ethical content, the burgeoning market econ-
omy of the late Middle Ages had divested it of all sanctity. The division
within the medieval guilds between wealthy members and poor ulti-
mately dispelled all sense of solidarity that had united people beyond a
commonality of craft. Naked self-interest established its eminence over
public interest; indeed, the destiny of the latter was reduced to that of
the former. The objectification of people as mere instruments of produc-
tion fostered the objectification of nature as mere “natural resources.”

Work too had lost its sanctity as a redemptive means for rescuing a
fallen humanity. It was now reduced to a discipline for bringing external
nature under social control and human nature under industrial control.
Even the apparent chaos that market society introduced into the guild,
village, and family structure that formed the bases of the preindustrial
world was seen as the surface effects of a hidden lawfulness in which
individual self-interest, by seeking its own ends, served the common
good. This “liberal” ideology persisted into the latter part of the twenti-
eth century, where it is celebrated not merely within the confines of
church and academy, but by the most sophisticated devices of the mass
media.

But what, after all, was this common good in a society that cele-
brated the claims of self-interest and naked egotism? And what redemp-
tion did onerous toil provide for ahumanity that had been summoned to
surrender its spiritual ideals for material gain? If liberalism could add
nothing to the concept of justice other than Locke’s hypostatization of
proprietorship, and if progress meant nothing more than the right to
unlimited acquisition, then most of humanity had to be excluded from
the pale of the “good life” by patently self-serving class criteria of justice
and progress. By the end of the eighteenth century, liberal theory had
not only been debased to political economy, but to a totally asocial doc-
trine of interest. That human beings acted in society at all could be ex-
plained only by the compulsion of needs and the pursuit of personal
gain. In a mechanical world of matter and motion, egotism had become
for isolated human monads what gravitation was for material bodies.

The most important single effort to provide liberalism with an ethi-
cal credo beyond mere proprietorship and acquisition was made in the
same year that the French sans culottes toppled the most luminous
stronghold of traditional society. In 1789, Jeremy Bentham published his
Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, advancing the most
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coherent justification for private interest as an ethical good. In a majestic
opening that compares with Rousseau’s Social Contract and Marx’s Com-
munist Manifesto, Bentham intoned the great law of utilitarian ethics:

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign mas-
ters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do,
as well as determine what we should do.

In any case, they “govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think.”
Thus caught up in the universal principles that predetermine our be-
havior irrespective of our wishes—a formula that lies at the heart of
scientism, whether liberal or socialist—Bentham abandoned “metaphor
and declamation” for a calculus of pain and pleasure, a system of moral
bookkeeping that identifies evil with the former and good with the lat-
ter. This utilitarian calculus is explicitly quantifiable: Social happiness is
seen as the greatest good for the greatest number. Here, social good
comprises the sum of pleasures derived by the individuals who make up
the community. To the sensory atomism of Locke, Bentham added an
ethical atomism of his own, both of which seem to form exact fits to a
monadic age of free-floating egos in a free-falling marketplace:*

Sumup all the values of all the pleasures on the one side, and those of all the
pains on the other. The balance, if it is on the side of the pleasure, will give
the good tendency of the act upon the whole and if on the side of pain, the
bad tendency of it upon the whole.

What applies to the individual, in Bentham’s view, can be extended to
the community as the sum of all good and bad tendencies to which each
of its members is exposed.

Rarely do we encounter in Justitia’s checkered career a more un-
adorned attunement of her scale to ethical quanta. Even acts that yield a
calculable predominance of pleasure or pain are atomized and lend
themselves, in Bentham’s view, to clearly delineable episodes, just like
chapters in a Richardson novel. What is striking about Bentham'’s ethical
atomism is the kind of rationality it employs. Aristotle’s ethics, too, was
built on the idea of happiness. But happiness in the Greek view was a
goal we pursued as an “an end in itself,” not as a “means to something

* In contrast to the philosophical radicalism that sees in atomic theories as far back as those
of Democritus and Epicurus evidence of an ascendant individualism, I would argue that
they are evidence of the dissolution of the self into a decadent individualism. Atomic or
atomistic theories, I suspect, do not achieve general acceptance when the self is well-
formed and well-rooted, but when its form and its roots have begun to wither and the
community base by which it is truly nourished has begun to disappear. The great individ-
uals of history like Perikles, Aeschylus, the Gracchi, Augustine, Rabelais, Diderot, Dan-
ton, and the like are rooted psychologically in viable and vibrant communities, not neuroti-
cally confined to gloomy attics and mummified by isolation like Dostoyevsky’s Raskolnikov
in Crime and Punishment.
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else.” It was derived from the very nature of human beings as distin-
guished from all other living things, a nature that could never be formu-
lated with the precision of mathematics. If happiness was a rational and
virtuous way of life, as Aristotle argued, it attained its full realization in
the contemplative mind and in an ethical mean that rose above excess of
any kind.

Bentham, by contrast, offered his readers no ethics in any traditional
sense of the term but rather a scientistic methodology based on a digital
calculation of pleasurable and painful units. The qualitative intangibles
of human sentiments were coded into arithmetic values of pleasure and
pain that could be cancelled or diminished to yield “surpluses” of either
happiness or misery. But to dismiss Bentham merely as an ethical book-
keeper is to miss the point of his entire approach. It is not the ethical
calculus that comprises the most vulnerable features of utilitarian ethics
but the fact that liberalism had denatured reason itself into a mere methodology
for calculating sentiments—with the same operational techniques that
bankers and industrialists use to administer their enterprises. Nearly
two centuries later, this kind of rationality was to horrify a less credu-
lous public as a form of thermonuclear ethics in which varying sums of
bomb shelters were to yield more or less casualties in the event of nu-
clear war.

That a later generation of liberals represented by John Stuart Mill
rebelled against the crude reduction of ethics to mere problems of func-
tional utility did not rescue liberalism from a patent loss of normative
concepts of justice and progress. Indeed, if interests alone determine
social and ethical norms, what could prevent any ideal of justice, indi-
viduality, and social progress from gaining public acceptance? The in-
ability of liberal theory to answer this question in any terms other than
practical utility left it morally bankrupt. Henceforth, it was to preach a
strictly opportunistic message of expediency rather than ethics, of me-
liorism rather than emancipation, of adaptation rather than change.

But we are concerned, for the moment, with liberalism not as a
cause or ideology, but rather as the embodiment of justice. Anarchism
and revolutionary socialism profess to be concerned with freedom. Fas-
cism is concerned neither with justice nor freedom but merely with the
instrumentalities of naked domination; its various ideologies are purely
opportunistic. Hence the fate of justice reposes with the fate of the ideas
of such serious thinkers as John Stuart Mill and his followers. Their
failure to elicit an ethics from justice that could rest on its rule of equiva-
lence leaves only Bentham's utilitarian ethics—a crude, quantitative the-
ory of pains and pleasures—as justice’s denouement.

Let us not deceive ourselves that Bentham’s methodology or, for
that matter, his ethics have dropped below the current ideological hori-
zon. It still rises at dawn and sets at dusk, resplendent with the multi-
tude of colors produced by its polluted atmosphere. Terms like “plea-
sure’”” and “pain” have not disappeared as moral homilies; they merely
compete with terms like “benefits” and "risks,” “gains” and “losses,”
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the “tragedy of the commons,” “triage,” and the “lifeboat ethic.” The
inequality of equals still prevails over the equality of unequals. What is
so stunning to the careful observer is that if justice never came to com-
pensate but merely to reward, its spirit has finally become mean and its
coinage small. Like every limited ideal, its history has always been
greater than its present. But the future of justice threatens to betray even
its claims to have upheld the “rights’” of the individual and humanity.
For as human inequality increases in fact, if not in theory, its ideology of
equivalence assails the ideal of freedom with its cynical opportunism
and a sleazy meliorism.



The
Legacy of
LT

T he most triumphant moment
of Justitia does not occur in her apotheosis as “bourgeois right,” when
the marketplace gives materiality to the rule of equivalence. Rather, it
occurs in those times of transition when justice is extricating itself from
the parochial world of organic society. This is the heroic moment of in-
nocence, before the materiality of equivalence in the form of the com-
modity reclaims an early idealism. At this time, justice is emergent, crea-
tive, and fresh with promise—not worn down by history and the musty
logic of its premises. The rule of equivalence is still loosening the grip of
the blood oath, patriarchy, and the civic parochialism that denies recog-
nition to individualism and a common humanity. It is opening society’s
door to personality with all its wild eccentricities and to the stranger as
the shadowy figure of the “outsider.” But by the bourgeois era, particu-
larly its nineteenth-century cultural apogee, individual fulfillment re-
veals itself as naked egotism, and the dream of a common humanity
becomes the threadbare cloak for harsh social inequalities. Penalty for
reward is inscribed all over the face of the century and measured out
unrelentingly in the cruel dialectic of the inequality of equals. Heaven
and hell indeed hang together, as Horkheimer and Adorno observe.
What, then, of freedom—of the equality of unequals? Where does it
begin to separate from the liberatory achievements of justice and pick up
its own thread of development? I do not mean a return to organic soci-
ety; instead, I mean a new advance that will include the individuality
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fostered by justice’s maxim of equals and the shared participation of the
individual in a common humanity.

The word “freedom” initially appears in a Sumerian cuneiform tab-
let that gives an account of a successful popular revolt against a highly
oppressive regal tyranny, thousands of years ago. In The Sumerians, Sa-
muel Noah Kramer tells us that “in this document . . . we find the word
‘freedom’ used for the first time in man’s recorded history; the word is
amargi which . .. means literally return to the mother.”” Alas, Kramer
wonders, “we still do not know why this figure of speech came to be
used for ‘freedom.”” Thereafter, “freedom” retains its features as a long-
ing to "return to the mother,” whether to organic society’s matricentric
ambience or to nature perceived as a bountiful mother. The classical
world is preoccupied with justice, fair dealings, individual liberty, and
enfranchisement of the outsider in the world city, rather than with free-
dom’s equality of unequals. Freedom is viewed as utopistic and fanciful,
and relegated to the underworld of repressed dreams, mystical visions,
and Dionysian “excesses” like the Saturnalia and other ecstatic mystical
rituals.

Astheory and an explicit ideal, freedom again rises to the surface of
consciousness with Christianity. When Augustine places the wayfaring
“Heavenly City” into the world as a force for social change, he also lo-
cates it in a meaningful, purposeful historical drama that leads to hu-
manity’s redemption. Hence humankind is removed from the meaning-
less recurring cycles of ancient social thought. Here we encounter the
radical face of history’s “double meaning” as it was developed by the
Christian fathers. According to Augustine, creation initiates a distinctly
linear, time-laden evolution analogous to the individual’s own stages of
life. The period from Adam to Noah is humanity’s childhood, Noah to
Abraham its boyhood, Abraham to David its youth, and David to the
Babylonian captivity its manhood. After this, history passes into two
concluding periods beginning with the birth of Jesus and ending with
the Last Judgment. Within this history, the heavenly and earthly cities
are engaged in an irreconcilable series of conflicts in which each
achieves episodic triumphs over the other. However, a dialectic of cor-
ruption and germination assures the triumph of the heavenly city over
the earthly. Redemption thus ceases to be the arbitrary whim of a deity;
it ceases, in effect, to be exclusively transcendental and becomes anthro-
pological. History imparts to faith a logic and intelligibility that inspires
hope, meaning, and action. Augustine’s view of redemption is prospec-
tive rather than retrospective; the “golden age” of the pagan now lies in
a historically conditioned future, one that is to be attained in a battle
with evil, rather than a long-lost natural past. In Augustine’s time, this
vision served to diffuse the millenarian hopes of the emerging Christian
world for an imminent Second Coming of Christ. But it later haunted
the Church like a postponed debt, whose claims must be honored by its
clerical creditors sooner or later.
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The decisive idea in Augustine’s work, observes Ernst Bloch, is that

for the first time a political utopia appears in history. In fact, it produces
history; history comes to be as saving history in the direction of the kingdom, as
a single unbroken process extending from Adam to Jesus on the basis of the
Stoic unity of mankind and the Christian salvation it is destined for.

By placing Christian eschatology in a historical context, Augustine initi-
ates a concept of utopia that is earthbound and future-oriented. History
has a goal that extends beyond cyclic return to a final culmination in the
practical affairs of humanity. Biblical narrative parallels personal devel-
opment; hence it ceases to be an inventory of miracles, rewards, and
punishments. The “world order,” in turn, ceases to be the consequence
of a transcendental world that exists beyond it, however much Augus-
tine permeates it with the Will of God. It is an order in which that Will is
immanent in the earthly world as well, an order that includes causally
related events as well as miraculous ones.

But Augustine not only provides us with the first notion of a politi-
cal utopia; he emphatically denigrates political authority. To be sure,
early Christianity had always viewed political entanglements as tainted.
Like the Stoics before them, the Church fathers of the late Roman world
articulated the individual’s feelings of increasing separation from all
levels of political power and social control. Gone were the popular as-
semblies of the polis, the hoplites or militias of citizen-farmers, the
citizen-amateurs chosen by lot to administer the day-to-day affairs of
the community. The Roman republic and, more markedly, the empire
had long replaced them with senatorial and imperial rulers, professional
armies, and an elaborate, far-flung bureaucracy. For Stoicism and Chris-
tianity to preach a gospel of abstinence from political activism merely
expressed in spiritual and ethical terms a situation that had become
firmly established as fact. It neither challenged the political order of the
time nor acquiesced to it, but merely acknowledged existing realities.

By contrast, Augustine did more than counsel indifference to politi-
cal authority; he denounced it. Franz Neumann, describing what- he
calls the “Augustinian position,” acutely notes the dual nature of this
denunciation. Augustine viewed politics as evil: “Political power is coer-
cion, even in origins and purpose.” For human to dominate human is
“unnatural’’:

Only at the end of history with the advent of the Kingdom of God can and
will coercion be dispensed with. From this philosophy derive two radically
different, yet inherently related, attitudes: that of total conformism and that
of total opposition to political power. If politics is evil, withdrawal is manda-
tory. Forms of government and objectives of political power become irrele-
vant. Salvation can be attained through faith, and early life should be a
mere preparation for it. Monasticism is the first consequence. By the same
token, however, the demand for the immediate destruction of politics and
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the establishment of a Kingdom of God may equally be supported by the
Augustinian premise. The Anabaptist movement [of the Reformation era]
was perhaps the most striking manifestation of the total rejection of society.

More accurately, the Anabaptists rejected the political world repre-
sented by the State.

The conflict latent in this dual message of political quietism and
messianic activism could hardly be suppressed once the Christian doc-
trine became increasingly secularized. The Church was the major factor
behind its own transformation from an other-worldly into a worldly
power—notably by its growing conflict with the temporal power to
which Pauline Christianity had entrusted humanity’s worldly destiny.
The most explosive of these conflicts developed in the eleventh century,
when Pope Gregory VII forbade the lay investiture of bishops and
claimed this authority exclusively for the Papacy. The dispute reached
its culmination when the Holy See excommunicated the Holy Roman
Emperor, Henry IV, for contumaciously resisting the Church’s claims,
and called upon Henry’s subjects to deny him fealty.

This was more than an extension of ecclesiastical power. Gregory
was asserting the higher authority of spiritual over political power. In so
doing, he challenged political power and placed it in a tainted ethical
light. Accordingly, the Pope traced political authority as such back to
evil and sin in a fashion that makes the Augustinian position seem tepid
by comparison. Thus, declaimed Gregory,

Who does not know that kings and rulers took their beginning from those
who, being ignorant of God, have assumed, because of blind greed and
intolerable presumption, to make themselves masters of their equals,
namely men, by means of pride, violence, bad faith, murder, and nearly
every kind of crime, being incited thereto by the prince of the world, the
Devil? ‘

Taken by themselves, these heady words match the most stinging
attacks that were to be leveled against political authority by the
revolutionary chiliastic leaders of the Reformation period.

Thereafter, Christian doctrine became increasingly social and secu-
lar until religious disputes barely concealed harsh clashes over the
implications of the Augustinian position. The eventual submission of
sacerdotal to secular power did not terminate these conflicts. To the
contrary, it made them outrageously worldly in character. In the twelfth
century, John of Salisbury bluntly turned his back on the feudal hierar-
chy of his day, a hierarchy based on the unquestioning obedience of
ruled to ruler, and proceeded to explore the validity of governance by
law. Tyranny—Dby which John meant the disregard of law as dictated by
the people—was beyond legitimation and could be overthrown by
force. This far-reaching, avowedly revolutionary position was drawn
not from the Christian father Augustine, but from the republican theo-



The Legacy of Fr