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1 
THE Lh~T fRONTIER 

"Listen! ·1 he rapids!" 

"FilH'WVll voy;igl'S, 
frtrl'wl'll s:,va~~t"; .. ," 

Cl:it1rll' lt'vi-Str;iuc;-; 

nie for,·st still prevents us frorn seeing the rivn hut th(' ro<H of crash­
in~ wau·r on grt<at rocks can be heard clearly. Fifll'<"n or twenty minutes of 
walking and we reach the canoe. None roo soon. I finish my trek like my 
companion. rnvl'rt>cl in dirt. my snout in th£' mud. crawling in humus that 
no sun will l'Vl:'r dry .... Still, playing lkrkt>tt's lv!olloy in the J\111;1z.ons is 
qui(e something . 

For cloSC' to two months, Jat"qUt'S l.izot and I have hem travrling 
through Vl·nl'7.Uela's southern tip. in the territory of the Yanomami Indians, 
known here as the Waika. Thdr country is the last unt"xplort·d (unt'xploit­
C'd) region of South J\mrl'ica. This cul-de-sac in the Amazon, part of hoih 
Veno.uela ;1rtd Br;1zil. h;1s up until now n·sistrd pc11l·tr;1tion tl1rr1uµ'h a vari 
rty of n<1tural ohstacil's: tht' unl>rokC'n forest. unnavigallk rivns loner onl' 
appro;1ches their sources). the rrn1otctll·ss of cvt·rything, illness. and malar­
ia. All of this is hcirdly attracrivt tC> colonizers. hut very favorable to tlw 

rirst publishe<l in Le.I' Tri11ps ,71,forfrrn('.S, No. /.'J8, fl.lay, 1971, pp. I ')l/-l 'J40 
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Y;inomami. cen•linly the last fret: pnm1t1ve society in Sou1h Anwrica and 
no douht tht· world. Politicians, t'ntreprt>neurs and investors haw kt thrir 
1 magi n aiions run wild. I ike the Conquistadors four cent uril's ago. set'i ng in 
this unknown south a llC'w and fabulous F.ldorado. where one could find 
everything: petroleum, diamonds. rare minerals. etc. In the meantime. thC' 
Yanornami remain tht· solt- masters of their territory. At presC'nt, many of 
thrm havr nrvrr SC'C'n thr White Man, as we used to say. and only twrnty 
ye(lrs ago. ;almost all wne oblivious to thr existence of the Na/Je. An 
incr('diblC' bonama for an C'thnologist. I.izot is studying these Indians, has 
already spent two years among them, which has nol been easy; he spC'~ks 
theit· langu<1ge very well and is now b('ginning another stay. I am acrnrn­
panying him for several months. 

We sprnt thr first two weeks in December shopping in C'i1r;1cas: a motor 
for the canoe. a rifle. f'ood and objects ro track with the I ndian.s. im·luding 
machetes. hatchets, kilOllll'l('rS or nylon fishing line, lflOUSalldS or f1sltltooks 
in all siZC'S, cases of m;itch boxes, dozens and do:t..rns of spools of thread 
(used fur tying feathers to arrows). beautiful red fabric: with which the men 
will make loincloths. From Paris we brought about a do:.::l·n kilos or finr 
ht>ads in black. whirr. ml and blue. l was surprised by thl· quantities, but 
l.izot simply said: "You'll see when we get 1here. This will go faster than you 
think." Thr Ymwmami arl· big c:onsumers: these preparations are necess;iry. 
not only for us to be well received. but to he received at all. 

A small two·<"nginr sea plane picks us up. Tht> pilot dorsn·r want to 
Lake all of our cargo because or its wdght. So we ltave Ill(' rood. We will 
rdy on the Indians. four hours later, after flying over the savanna. then 
over the heginnings of tile grrat Amazonian forest, we land 1200 kilome­
ters to the SOllth, at the rnntluence of the Ck<1rno and the Orinnrn, on a 
runway built Len years ago by rhe SalPsian mission. A hrkf slup, just long 
C'nough to grel't the missionary. a large. fncnclly, cheerful Italian with a 
prophet's be;ird; WC' load the canoC', the motor is a1tad1cd. ;incl we !rave. 
f:our hours uµstrC'am in a canoe. 

Shall wt praise the Orinoco? It deserves it. Ev<'n at its source, this river is 
nut young, but old and impatient. rolling forcefully from mC'anck1· to meandn. 
J'housands of kilometers fron1 its delta it is still vr1y wide. Were i l nol for the 
noise of th(• motor and the water ~liding beneath the hull. it would seem as 
'(hough Wt' wen.· not moving. There is no scene1y; everyihing is the samC', each 
sC'ction or space ickntical tu the next: water, sky, ;m<l on both banks. infmitc 
linc·s of swec1>ing forest.. .. We will soon srr all of chis from its intnior. Great 
wl1ilt· birds emerge from Crees and fly stupidly in front or us. Evc·ntually. they 
realize tht"y must tal·k and fly behind us. A few cortoises from time to time, an 
alligator, a large venomous stingrny blending in wi1h the sand bank .... Nothing 
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much. It is during the night that the animals come out. 
Twilight. Hillsides like pyramids rise from the dense vegetation. The 

Indians never climb them: evil spirits lurk there. We pass the mouth of the 
Mava<:a, a tributary of the kft bank. Several hundred meters to go. A shad­
owy ftgure wielding a sm;ill torch runs along a steep bilnk and catcht:s tht: 
rope we throw him: we havC' arrived at Mavaca. inhabited by thC' 
Hichaansiteri. Lizot h<1s built ii housC' here. very dos<' to their chabwzo (rol­
lccrive living qu;irters). A warm reunion for the ethnologist ;ind his savages; 
the Indians Me visibly happy to see him again (he is, it is true, a very gener­
ous white man). One qurstion is S('ttlrd immediately: lam his older brother .... 
Already the night is f11ll·d with the songs of shamans. 

We wasted no lime. The nC'xt clay at dawn. a visit to the Patanawateri. It 
is rather far: half a day or navigation, up river oncC' again, and then a full 
clay of walking, at an Indian's pace. Why this expedition! The motht:r of onC' 
of 1.iz.ot's young crC'w members is a native of this tribe, although MH· married 
into another. For several wrrks. she h;is been visiting hrr relatives. lkr son 
wants to see her. (This filial (ksirc actually masks a completely different 
desire. We will come back to this.) It gets a hit complicated in that the son's 
tribe (the fathrr's) and the mother's nativc tribe are itrch enemies. The young 
man, old enough to make a good warrior. quite simply risks being piern:d 
with an arrow if he shows up therC'. But the Patanawateri leader. the boy's 
maternal uncfr. informed the warriors: "Dcath to hc who touche'.' my sister's 
son! .. ln short. we can go. 

It is no picnic. Th<' C'ntire southern zone of the Orinoco is parricularly 
swampy: we are sometimes plunged waist level into flooded lowlands, our 
fret tangkd in roots, and have to pu!I away from the mud's sunion - we 
must, after all, keep up with thC' others, who burst out laughing when thC'y 
sec a Nabe having problems. We imagine all the furtive life forms in thl' 
water (great venomous snakes) and forgr ahead through the samC' forest, 
unexposed to sky or sun. Amazonia. a lost µaradisr? It depends on for 
whom. 1 find it rather infernal. Ll't us not spt:ak of it further. 

As night falls, we· set up camp in th(' nick of timC' at a temporary site. We 
sn up thC' hammocks. light the f'ires and cat what we have. mostly IJanan<lS 
grilled in ash. We· watch our nei~hbors to make sun:- they don't take more. 
Our guide, a mitl<lk-aged man. has bl·rn graced with an incredible appc·titt. 
I k would gladly finish off my share. He can wait. 

The next day around noon, a quick hath in a strram. This is etiquette; 
the chabuno is nor far off. and it is only fnting that we be clean wht7n we 
present ourselves. We lose no time penrtrating the very large- gardens where 
hundreds of' banana trees grow. Our two young boys paim their races with 
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ururn. A few strps away the grrat circular awning stands. We quickly make 
our way over to the srction occupied by lhr maternal aunts of our friend 
1 lebewr. A surprisr: with the exception of three or four old men, there is not 
a single man. lt is an enormous rhahu110, sheltering more than one hundred 
and fifty ptoplc. Srnres of Children play in the central area, skeletal dogs 
bark w1•akly. I [ebewe·s mother and aunts. squatting, launch into a long 
litany of recriminations again~;t their son and nephew. The motlwr finds him 
insufficiently attentive: "Tvc been waiting for you for so long. You hciven't 
cornr. What misfortune to have a son likr you!" /\s for him. stretched out in 
his hammo<:k, he affects the most total indifference. That done, we are 
received, that is to say, they bring us hot banana purer (entirely welcome). In 
ract. during our three-day visit. Ht'l>l'Wl''s mother. a fine <rnd charming s;iv­
agc lady, offers us f'ood at all hours of the day in small qu;intitics each time: 
forest fruits, little' crabs and swamp l"ish, tapir rnrar. Gi·een bananas grilled in 
ash <tccompany everything. This is like vacation; we cat. we swing in ham­
mocks, we chat, we fort. (Tlw Yanomami are true arrisrs in this n·gard. 
because of tht' ravorablc effects of the ban11nns. In the nocturn<1I silence, 
there is a const;rnt fusillade. As for our own decibrl level, ours are hard to 
hear. and hard for us to hear .... ) There are worse fates. 

To hr honest. the peaceful slowness of things is due in part to the 
ahsrnce of men. The women arc much more reserved, less givt'n to insolencl' 
than their husbands. who have all gone to war against an enemy tribe, the 
Hasuhut>trri. A Yanomami war is a surprise raid: they attack at dawn when 
people are still aSit't'p. ninging their arrows over the roofa. Those injun·d. the 
rare casu;iltics, are- most often accicknts, in the- way of the :irrow's fall. The 
allacki:rs tht'n lkr as quickly as possible. for the others immrdiat<'ly rnuntl·r­
attack. We would gladly hnvc awnited the w<1rriors· return 1·or it was. Liwt 
informed me, ;1 very impressive l'l'rcmony. But one- can never visit for long 
lid'on' hC'rnming a nuisance, <nd more-over. our comp;inions arl' ralhn anx-
1ou~ to kavt'. Tlll'y have done what they set out to do, and are not intereStt'd 
in prolnnginp; their stay. The day we arrived. Hebewe spoke with his 111other 
:H lrnµ"th. He qucstionl·d her about his rclatiVl's, wanting ro know who his 
cousins wnt'. l3u 1 th<' r;1sc;il is h;1rdly concerned with en1·khing his 
grnC":dogical knowle-dge; wh;it he w;rnts to know is who is he not rd<1ted to. 
in oth<.'r words. which girls hC' c::in slrrp with. Indeed. in his own triht - the 
Karohitm - he is related to aln10sr ('Vl'!)'On<' (all the women <ire off limits). 
lit must look for them elsewhere as a result. This is thr primary goal of his 
trip. I le will ;main it. At nightfall. his own aunts bring him a fourteen- or 
f1f1een- year-old girl. l ht•y are hoth in thr snn11: hammock. next to minl'. 
Ju<lging from 1lw •ommotion. thl' violent movements wresting the hammock. 
the stifled murmurs, it doesn't seem to bf' going wt'll, tilt' girl doC'sn'r w;int 
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to. They struggle for quite some time, she manages to gt't away. We make 
fun of Hebewe. But he doesn't give- up. for a few minutes lat('r, a darling 
cwelve- or thirteen- year-old girl comes in, her breasts bardy developed. She 
wants to. and their frolicking goes on all night. extremely disneetly. Ht must 
have had sex with her seven or eight times. Sht' can·t complain. 

A few minutes btfore leaving. the discribution of prt'st•nts. All those who 
want something get it, depending on our stoc:k ol' course. and al ways in 
exchange for something t'lse: <lrrowheads, quivers, feathers. earrings. or elsr 
a sort of credit: "Give me some fishing line. When you come back. 1"11 give 
you some fish." Among themselves. the Yanomami never give anyrhing for 
nothing. It is fitting to behave accordingly. Besides, the exch;rnge of goods is 
not only a transaction that satisfies both puties, it is an obligation: to rcl'uSl' 
an offer of exchange (it is practically unthinknlJle) would hL' interpreted as 
an act of hostility, as a perpl'tration whose end result could be war. "As for 
myself", I'm a very generous man. J\nd you?'" pcoplr say when they arrive 
here. "Do you have m;iny objects in your hag7 Uere, take tht:sc bananas." 

An exh<tusting return, al'rnmplislwd in a day. The boys are afraid of run­
ning into warriors on their way back; one- never knows what may happt·n. 
One of them insisc.s on taking Lizot's backpack: "Walk ahead wirh your rine. 
If the raiders attack. you will defrnd us." We arrive at tht' river in the 
evening, without having run inco anyone-. Dut along the way, they point out 
a small area off to tht.' side. Last year. <l warrior who was injured during an 
attack died here- en route. llis rnmpanions erecte-d a funeral pyre to burn tht' 
body and bring the ashes hack to the chabuno. 

Two days of rest at home. Wr need it. The Bichaansiteri make up a r<1tbt'r 
large rribe; they have divided themselves into two clrnbunos, om' on tht: 
right bank of the Orinoco. and ont' on the other side. A Sale-sian mission 
[there arr three in the area, all at the edgt' of the river) has been Sl'l up at the 
site of the first cliabuno, and the second, on our side, is inhabited by a fami­
ly of Yankt'e Protestants. They don't surprise nw, I've seen their likes t'1sc­
wliere: fanatic, brutish, practically illiterate. So much the brnn. It is a plea­
sure to confirm the vastness of l'vangelical failure. (The Salesians arc no 
more successful. but the Indians tolerate them more easily.) The- leader and 
~ham an of tht· right bank tribe comp Iain about the /\meri.can who preaches 
mccs~antly against the use of drugs, claims that the Hcko1ua (spirit::. invoked 
constantly \Jy thr sorcwers) do not exist, and that the lead<:r should givr up 
two of his three wiws. Amen! "That guy is starting to annoy us. This yt'ar 
we are going to rel.iuild the c/Jal>u110 much further away to distanC<: ours<:lves 
from him_" We heartily approve. What torment for this peasant from 
Arkansas to hear the drug-intoxicatt:d shamans dance and sing every night 
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in the chabuno .... This proves to him the devil's existence. 
Tumult. Shouting. A ceremonial procession in the middle of lhe after­

noon. Everyone is on the St<'l'P hank, the men art armed with bows and 
clubs. the kader brandishes his axe. What is this:> A man from the tribe 
<Kross the way has come to abduct a married woman. The offended party's 
peoplC' pile into canoes, cross thl' river and dC'mand justice from the others. 
And there, for at least an hour, there is an explosion of insults, hysterical 
vociferation, howled aC'cusation. II looks as though they will kill each orher 
off, and yet rhr whole thing is rather entertaining. Th(' old women from both 
camps arc veritable rabble-rousers. They rncourage th<' men to fight with 
terrifying rage and fury. The cuckold is motionless, kaning on his club: he is 
challenging the other man to fight one on one. Hut the man and his mistress 
havr lled into thr forest. As a r('sult. no durl. Little by little, the- clamor 
slop>, and everyone quitr simply gors back homr. Mud1 of it was thentrical, 
though the sincrrity of the actors cannot he denied. lksides. many men have 
large scars on the tops of their sh.'.lVed heads, rnllrcted during the course of 
these durls. As for the cuckold, ht" will gC't his wife back in a few d;iys, 
when, exhaustC'd from love and fasting. she rrrnler:s domestic lifC' . .She will 
surC'ly be punished. The Yanomanii arr not always gentle with thrir wives. 

Although not ;:is powerful as the Orinoco. thr Ocamo is a great river. Th<' 
landscape is as tedious as ever, a continuous forrst, hut navigating makes it 
lC'SS so: onr must look out for sand banks, rocks just beneath the water's sur­
face, enormous tre('s that block the currrnt. Here we are en route to the 
Upper Ocamo, territory of thC' Shiitari, as the southern Yanomami call them. 
Three Indians are with us, including Hebewr and the leader of the 
Bichaansiter i of the right hank . Just as we were kaving. he showed up 
dressed from head to toe in a shirt whose tails reached his calvc-s. pants, and, 
most surprising, tennis shoes. Usually, he is naked, as is almost everyone 
else, his penis attached by the foreskin to a small cord knotted around his 
waist. He t"xplains: "The Shiitari are great sorcerers. They will probably cast 
spells on all thC' paths. With thest', my fc·t·t will be protected." Ile wantC'd to 
come with us because his older brother whom he hasn't sn•n in at least 
twenty years lives there. As for us, we want to visit nt'w tribes and do busi­
ness with them. Since the whole trip is by watrr. we can bring a lot of 
objects with us; there is no weight limit as there is when on foot. 

The topography has gradually changed. A chain of hills dominates the 
right bank, the forest givt's way to a kind of savanna with sparsr vegetation. 
We can clearly see a waterfall. sparkling in the sun's rays. On this evt'ning's 
menu: a duck l.izot killed carlin today. r demand thill it be grilled and not 
hoilrd as usual. The Indians rnnsent reluctantly. While waiting for it to cook. 
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I wander off. Scarcely two hundred metns away, I come upon a te111porary 
campsite. This forl'St. for a whik 1nan surrounded l>y all of m1ture's hostili­
ties, teems with srcret human lift.; it is trnveled, crossed, inliab\ted by the 
Yanomami from top to bottom. It is rare to walk an hour or two without 
roming across a trace of their pas~age: campsites of hunters on expeditions. 
visiting tribes, groups of peoplr collecting wild fruit. 

The duck is soon cooked, overcooked even. We eat it. Even without salt, it 
is good. But only trn minutes l;:itn, our three companions l.wgin to whimper: 

"We're sick! We're so sick 1" 

·whar's wrong7 " 

"You made us eat raw meat! .. 
Their bad faith is cyniC'al. but there is somrthing comic in watching these 

sturdy men rub thrir bellies and look as though they will hurst into t<'ars. 
Surprised perhaps hy our trasing, they decide that to cure themselves they 
will havC' to eat a littk more. One goes off to fish. another (who knows how 
to shoot) takt'S thr ritle and tries to rrtrieve the forest partridge we heard 
singing in the vicinity ... One gunshot goes olT. and a partridge is killed. The 
tishcrman soon rt>turns with two big piranhas. These watrrs arc• swarming 
with the cannibal-fish. If the partridge flesh is delicious, the fish on thr other 
hand is tastC'lrss. This does not prevent the Indians from boiling everything 
all at once in a stew ... Soon, all tllat is left are the hones. 

The next day, we come across four canoes. The Yanomami go down the 
river to tradr with the downstrt'am tribes. Thr boats are filled with packages 
of drugs. All the Indians (at kast the men) are grrat users of eb<'1ur. and thC' 
sh(lmans would not be ahle to function without consuming (snorting) ir in 
wry strong dosagt"s. !3ut the trees that producr these hallucinogenic- seeds do 
not grow everywhere, so thM certain tribes. such as those of Sierra Parinrn. 
hardly have any <it rll. On thr other hand, the Shiitari maintain a quasi­
monopoly on production of thr drug; they do nol evrn need to cultivate the 
rrees. which grow naturally on the savanna of their region. They harv:~st 
much of it, and through successive trade agreemrnts from rrihe to tribe. 
d1cna eventually reachc>s those who are deprived or it. 

We stop for a few moments to chat with tht Indians. Upon learning that 
we've planned a visit to their homr. three of them - two young men ;;nd 
one older man - jump into our canoe and go hack up with us. Shortly 
bC'fore noon, we arrive at a small cove. These arC' the Aratapora rapids. 
t\C'cording to our passengers. the cl1abu110 is still far away. We havC', 1here­
fore, to unload thr canoe, cany thr haggagt' five hundred meters up the 
river, then pull the canot' through roaming waters. Tfir current is strong, but 
thrre arr a lot of us. Almost two hours of effort nonetheless. We· r('Sr for a 
moment at the rdge of the cove. The area is µretty, the forest less suffoc-at-

1 s 
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ing, r('vcaling a brach of ftnt' sand from which t'mergc rnormous houldas. 
Dozens of grooves. sonu: nwre than two centimeters dcrp. are rtrhed in the 
surface: these are blade polishers. Everything one might need for the manu­
facture of polishC'<l stone hatchets is hrre: the sand, tht' water. the stone. But 
it is not the Yanomami who desecrate the boulders this way; they do not 
know how to work with rock. From time to timr. they will find a polished 
hatchet in tht· forrst or ;1t the rivrr's edge. and think it the work of the spirits 
of the sky. Thry will usr it to cnish ebena seeds against the bottom of a day 
po1. Who were these patient polishers? We do not know. In any case, they 
wrr(' formrr occupants of current Yanomami territory and have disappeared, 
pro!JalJ!y ct·nturit's ago. 1\ll tlrnt rrmain are the trnres of their labor, scattered 
througl10u1 thr r('gion. 

We reload thC' canoe. head off and arrivt' fifteen minutes later: lhr 
chain11ro is actually quill' closl' lo the rapids. whose rushing we c:an still 
hear. The lndi;rns !lave lied to us. What they wanted was to show up at 
their home with Whitt' Men in a motor boat. They allowed us to struggle 
for two hours, wh(·n we could have easily finished the trip on foot. Now, 
tht:y arc bt:sidt' tht'msclves with prick and are aning cocky. The inhabitants 
(about fifty) are c:alling from che bank. Among them, a man with a goatrt·, 
our £licha<1nsiteri companion's brocller. They recognize each other immedi­
ately. Tht· older brother is v<:ry excited. gesticulates an<l talks a lot as he 
takt."s us to his house. The younger brother is no less happy, but doesn't let 
it show, as h fircing for a visitor. Stretched out in his hammock. one hand 
over hb mouth. an expression of feigned displeasure on his fact'. he lets 
some tim<' go by. I hen we have some banana puree. and we can rrlax. 
Such arc the rules of l'tiquette. 

To cdeliratt' rhe event. tht' older brother organizes a drug session and 
prepares the l:'be11a. Sewral men run under their trnts and reappear more 
or !l'S'> dressed up. Two robusr fellows have donnt·d long dresses: they are 
not awarl' of Lile diffnC'nCl' hi.:twetn men and women's clothing. Our cum­
panions. more accustornl·d to the business of white mrn, have no reserva­
lions about poking fun at these bumpkins . The missionaries h;1ve an imlJ(·­
cilic mania to distribule clothing Lo the Indians for which they havr 
ab<.,olutely 110 use, a!:> opposed Lo metallic tools. fishing line, c.:tc .. unckni­
alily more useful in that they f<iC'ilitate their work. Thesr sernnd-h~tnd 
clothes, soon filthy, ari.: pure prestige items for their m·w ownns. Tht· cri­
tique •·ontinurs when the food is offered: 'These people an· savages! They 
srrvr tht·ir guests ungutted fish! " 

Crushed, then dried and mixrd with anothrr vegetable substance. cbcna. a 
fmc. grn·n powdt·r, is ready to be consumed: " rred tuli~· is filled and your 
neighhor blows ii up your nose hy exhaling powerfully into your nostrils. All 
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the men. crouch<:d in a circle, take some. They sneeze, rough, griman:, spit, 
drool: the drug is good, pleasingly s1rong, eve1yone is happy. A good start to 
a shamanic session. The visiting brother, who holds a position of leadership in 
his tribe. is also a mid-level shaman. Lower level shamans treat their families 
or dogs. These animals, recently acquired from whites. occupy a place in the 
hirrarchy of beings approaching human: like people, they are burnt:d when 
they die. But the Indians have little respect for them: they scarrely ft-ed them. 
As a result, dogs have taken ovrr garbage collection at the chabunos. 

Thr most esteemed shamans exnTd others in experience, skill, the num­
btr of ,·hants th('y know. and spirits thry can invoke. Among thr I3ichaan­
siteri, thnc is on(' of this caliber. He officiaH·s almost daily. even when no 
one is sick (and so he nerds a lot of drugs). This is because the community 
must be constantly protected from the illnesses and rvil spirits that shamans 
from rnemy tribes mobilize against it. ! le himself makes sure lo expl'I all the 
diseases capable of annihilating the others. Among the Indians, a nation of 
ghoscs haunts the world of men. The chants, an obsessive repetition of the 
same melodic line. nevertheless allow for crrtain vocal variations: they 
sometimes osc-illate betwern ii Gr('gorian chant and µop music Brnutiful to 
hear, they match exactly the slow movement of the dance. the to and fro of 
arm~ crossed or raisl·d up along the tent awnings. Shamed he anyone who 
doubts the seriousnt'ss of these rites (it is, aftt:r all. a matter of life and 
death). And yet, the shaman will stop from time to time to tell his wife: 
"Hurry and hring some bananas to relative so-and-sol We forgot to give him 
some!·' Or else, approaching us: "Listen, Lizot! I need some fishing line!" 
And, quite simply. he continues his service. 

We have gone up thr Ocamo a bit once again to do some night hunting, 
which has brought us ;in unexpected encounter. A small Yanomami tribe 
has .iUst srt itself up at the rivt>r's edgt:, and their clwbuno is not quite: fin­
ishC'd. We are tlwir first whites, we an· thl' t'xotic ont'S this time. For us. they 
are hardly different from the othns. there are no surprises. All the tril1C'.s 
now possess mt'tall ic instruments. evt·n thosr with whom contat:t will not 
lie established for years. As a result. differences lirtwet•n groups at the rdgr 
of the Orinoco and those of the interior are slight: among the formt'r, there 
is a look of beggarliness (due to the clothes) but that is nor deeply 
ingrained, sinct' social and reli~ious life has not at all Ileen affected by the 
missionarirs' vain attt·m1Jts (at least not up until now). In short. tllcn· are no 
'civilized" Yanomami (with all the rt-pugnant degradation which that state 
signifies) to contrast with still "savage" Yanomami: tht'y art' all. l'qual!y, 
proud and warlike pagans. 

Four young men gesticulate on the hank. We dock. They are blessedly 
euphoric and do not hide it. Thdr excitement before the Nabt' is so great that 
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they have diffo:ulty expressing themselves; a torrent of worcis is halted by 
the clicking of their tongues. while tht'y hop in place and m11rk the rhythm 
by slapping their thighs. It is a true pleasure to see and hear them rejoice like 
this. The Shiilari are likable. Upon leaving, a frw hours later. we offer them 
three crocodiles that Lizot has killed. 

On the day of departure. we exchange our goods for drugs. Not for per­
sonal use, but to exchange with the- Parima tribes. which <He sorrly deprived 
of them. This will be an excellent passport for us. The leader is happy, he did 
good business with his brother's pC"ople. who promise to visit him again. In 
exd1ange for all his clothes (which he knows the missionaries will easily 
replace), he has ohtained a lot of cbcnu. As we push off from the shore. an 
incident: one of the two boys wt: took up river with us (he must have been 
about thirteen or fourteen ytars old) suddt>nly jumps into the canoe. He 
wants to go with us. see the rounrry. A woman - his mother - throws her­
self into the water to hold him back. He then sei7.es a he;ivy paddlr and tries 
to hit her. Other women come to the rescue and manage to extract him. rag­
ing madly. from the canoe. I It' hit<:s his mother. Yanomami society is vr1y 
liberal with rt>spect to boys. They are allowed ro do _just about ;mything they 
want. They me rven encouragl·d from early childhood to ckmonstralc· their 
violence and aggression. Children play gilrnes th;n arc often brutal, a r;1re 
thing among the Indians, and p<Hrnts ;ivoid consoling them wht'n. having 
rrceived a hit on the head with a stick. t hc-y come running and b;1wl: 

"Mother~ He hit me!" 
··Hit him harderl" 
The (desired) result of this pedagogy is that it forms warriors. 
We pass over the rapids easily. It is a reverse procession of the snme 

sp;~ce. It is just as dull. We spencJ lhe night camping in the open. We· have 
already slept a ft>w hours when suddenly there is a downpour. As quic.:kly as 
possible. we t:1ke clown the hammocks and somehow take shelter beneath 
large Jeaws. It passes, we go back to bed. go back 10 sleep. One hour later. ir 
starrs all over again: rain. waking up with a start. running for covC'r. etc /\ 
terrible New Yc.-:ir's Eve. 

Returning to Mavaca. we- karn the outcome of the comb<1t two wt•t•ks ear­
lier. which had set the Patanawatt-ri against the J !asubuetcri. The results arr 
grave: four deaths. it seems. (out of a unit of forty ro fifty men) amont the 
lat!cr, three by firearm. What happened? For this raid. the Patanawatc-ri allied 
with another tribe. the MahcktHlotcri. a very bellicose people, perrnilnently at 
war with almost all the tribes in I.he region. ("I hey would gladly do Lizot in; 
he is a friend of their enemit's.I One· of the thrc-(' Salesian miss ions was estab­
lished near their clwl1u11n. That says a lot about thl' failure of lht' priests who, 
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<Jfter close to fifteen years, haw not been ahlt> to trn1per the Indians' warlike 
ardor one iota. Just as well. This resistance is a sign of health. 

Still the fan remains that th C' Mahekocloteri possess three or four riflrs. a 
gift from the missionaries with the promise that they be used only for hunt­
ing and not for war. But t1y to convince warriors to renounce an easy victo­
ry. TheS'e <ire not saints. This time they fought like whites. but against the 
arrows of other Yanomami. This was not unforeseeable. The attackers - there 
must have been about twenty-four - IC't a volley of arrows fly over the 
clwbu110 at dawn, tht>n retreated into the forest. But instead of running hack 
to the path le<1ding to their territory. they waited for the counterattack. When 
a group is attackcd, the warriors must launch a counter-offensive. lest they 
he considered cowards. This would soon he known, and their clrabuno would 
become a target for other trihes (to carry off their women, steal their goods, 
and, quite simply. for the pleasure of war). The Hilsubueteri, thus, fell in 
ambush. The rifles, which they were not expecting at all, exploded, a man 
frll. The others ftnished him off with arrows. Stunned, his com pan ions fled 
in confusion. They threw themselves into the Orinoco to swim across it. And 
tht'Tl'. three of them perished. cwo from bullet wounds, one from an arrow. 
One of the wounded. fished out, rceeived a final blow: a bow thrust into his 
stomach .... The hatrt•d for the enemy is strong .... Now, the Hasubuctcri are 
prqiMing their revenge. Passions arc passed on from father to son . 

Somewhat panicked hy these events, the missionaries. strongly urg-ed by 
Lizot. decide to no longer furnish munitions to the Indians. A wise deeision. 
for the M11hrkodoteri. exalted by this initial success. would from now on use 
their riOes in every comb;it, and assured of their supl'riority, would multiply 
the raids. There could be large-scale slaughters that would have been prncti­
('ally impossilik with arrows. (Fxcqll in the very rare cases where a group 
invites another to a party with the delihcrate intention of massacring them 
upon arrival. It was in this way that several years ago thirty Bichaansiteri 
lost their lives. rrsponding to an invitation from southern tribes: they wrre 
treacherously shot hy arrows in the cliabuno.) 

We have spent the first three wc·eks of January pcacC'fully traveling back 
and forth between Mavaca and the tribes of thr Manaviche riverside, another 
tributary of the Orinoco. We art· famished and have been eating <1t the 
Indians' in short visits of two to three days. Even if there is no meat or fish, 
there are always bananas [more than six kinds arc cultivated). Staying with 
the Karohiteri. J.izot's best friends, 1s very pleasant. We relax thrn:. the peo­
ple are friendly, not very demanding, even given to kindness. The shaman 
offers me tapir mC'at and urges me to remain among them. This is a change 
from the other tribes where, having just arrived, one is immediately i1cc·ost­
td: "Give me this. give me that. I've run out of fishhooks. I nrrd a machete. 
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What do you haw in your bag? Your knife is niu: 1" And this goes on con­
stantly. They are tireless. and were it not for the strong imprt'ssion l.izot has 
made on them. they would quire simply try to steal our things. The few sen­
tences I have learned and rememl>er, having said them hundreds of times, 
are: "I don·1 have enough. There isn't any. We don't havt- any more. Wait! 
Later!"' The tiresome Yanomami. 

They do have a sense of humor and are quite prone to jokes. To start 
with. they avoid telling the truth on principle (even among themselves). 
They are incredible liars. /\s a result, a long process of vcrific;1tion and 
inspection is required to validate a pirc<> of information. When we wt·re in 
the Parima we crosst·d a road. When asked about its destin~tion, the young 
m<m who was guiding us said he didn't know (he had trnvekd rhis path 
maybe fifty ti mes). 

"Why are you lyingr 
"I don't know." 
When I asked the name of a bird one day. they g<:ve me tl1e term that 

signifies penis, another time. tapir. n1c young men are particularly droll: 
"Come with us into the gi1rden. We'll sodomize you!" 
During our visit with the Patanawatrri, lkbewt• calls over a boy around 

twelve years old: 
"Ir you let yourself be sodomizt'·d, !'II give you my rifle.·· 
Everyone bursts into laughter. It is a very good joke. Young men arr 

merciless with visitors their age. They are dragged into the gardens under 
some pretext and there, held down while the others unn1p their penis, the 
suprrnw humiliation. A running joke·: You 're slumbering innoc<>ntly in your 
hammock when ;m explosion plunges you into a nauseating cloud. An 
Indian has just farted two or three centimecers from your face ... 

Life in the cha/Jwws is generally monotonous. As rve1ywhere else. n1p­
tures in the customary order - wars, festivals. brawls. etc. - do not occur 
cv('ry day. The most evident activity is the prepmation of food ;'1.nd the 
prot·esses by which it is obtained (bows, 11rrows, ropc. cotton). Lt>t us not 
think for a minute that the Indians are undernourished. l:lrtwt't'n basic farm­
ing, hunting (g;1me is rtl<1tively abundant), fishing and harvesting, the 
Yanomami get along w1y well. An aflluent sm:irty, then, from n certain prr­
spC'Ctive, in that all people 's needs are met, even more than met. since there 
is surplus production, consumed during celebrations. But the ordrr of nee?s 
arr ascetically determined (in this senst', the missionaries cre<1t~ an art1f1nal 
nC'ed for unnecessary clothing <tnlOng certain tribes). i:urthnmorC>. ft:rtility, 
infanticide and natu;al selection assure tribes of a demographic optimum. we 
might s<1y. as much in quantity as in qu;iJity. The bulk of infant mortality 
occurs in the- first two yrars: the most resist<1nt survive. Hcncv, the nourish-
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ing, vigorous appearance of almost 1.:veryonl'., men and women. young and 
old. All of these bodies arl'. worthy of going nakt'd. 

le is uniformly said in South America that Indians are lazy. lndc-ed, they 
( Christians and do not deem it 11rc-essrny to earn th<'ir bread by the are no < • 

<.we at of their hrow. And since, in general. they are most conc-rrned with tak-
ing other people's lm·ad (only thrn do their hrows sweat), we see that for 
th rm joy and work fall outside or one another. That said, we should note 
that among the Yanomami, all the needs of society arr covered by an avn­
;rge of three hours of work per person, per day (for adults). Liwt calculatr.d 
lhis with chronometric rigor. This is nothing new. we already know that this 
b how it is in most primitive societies. Let us remember this at sixty when 
elem anding our rrti rement funds. 

It is a civilit.at[on of lrisurr since they spend twenty-one hours doing 
n<.l(hing. They keep themselves amused. Siestas, pr;1c-1ical jokes, argum~nts, 
drugs. eating, taking a dip. they managr to kill tim(·. Not to mention sex. 
Which is not to say that that is all they think <•bout, but it dcfinitdy 
counts. Ya peslii! This is often heard: I fc·d like h;1vi11g st> x1 ... One day, at 
Mavaca, a man and a woman struggle on the floor of a house. Ttwre arr 
cries, screams, protrsts, laughter. The wom;m, who srems to know what she 
wants, has slipped a hand hetween the man's legs and grabbed a testicle. 
At his slightest move to nee. a slight squeeze. This must hurt, but she 
doesn't let go: "She wants to copulate! She feds like copulating!·· And this, 
it st'em<>. is indeed what happens. 

As if relations hrrween people were not enough to nourish community 
life, natural phenomena become social events. This is becausr, in a certain 
way, chere is no nature: a climatic disorder, for example, immediately trans­
lates into cultural terms. One late afternoon among the Ki!rohiteri, a storm 
breaks out, preceded by violent whirlwinds which threaten to carry away tile 
roofs. lmmc:diately, all till' shamans (six or sr'Ven of them, the great one and 
lht' lesser ones) pusition themsdws along the tt'nts. scanding, attcmptin~ lo 
push back the tornado with great cries and grand gestures. Uzor ~ind I a:e 
recruited to contriburr our arms <ind voices. For this wind, these gusts, are 111 

fact evil spirits. surely sent by sh1inwns from an enemy tribe. 
Sharp cries, at onct· urgent and plaintive, sudcknly burst forth all ovrr 

Mavaca. About twenty women havt spread all around the cJ1aiw110. Each is 
armrd wich a fistful of twigs with which she bt'ats the ground. It looks as 
though they are tiying to extract something. This turns out to be the casr. A 
child is gravely ill. his soul hcis left him; the women are looking for it. sum­
moning it to reenter the body and restore health to the lit1k one. They fmd 
it. and, forming a line, push it in front of them in the direcf1on or the 
cfrabuno, w<iving tht'ir bouquets. Tht"y are both gracdul and fervent.... The 
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shaman stands brside us. Spontaneously, he starts telling the myth that is the 
basis and foundation of this fem;ilc- ritual. Liwt takes furious notes. Thl' man 
then asks whether women do rhr same thing in our country: "Yes. but that 
was long ago. We've forgotten everything." We feel poor. 

I have seen the rites of death as well. This was among the Karohiteri. ... 
Around midnight, the low chant of the shaman awakens us; he is trying to 
rnre someonr. This lasts for a while. then he is quiet. A grrat lament then 
risrs into the ni1'{ht, a tragic chorus of women before the irremediable: a 
child dies. The parents mid grandparents chant around the small cadaver 
curled in its mother's arms. All night, all morning, without a moment of 
i ntnruption. The nrx t day. the broken, hoarse voices are heartrending. The 
orher women of the tribr participate in the mourning in shifts, the men do 
not leave thC'ir hammocks. It is oppressive. Bl'neath the sun, the father, still 
chanting, prepares the pyre. Meanwhile. the grandmother dances around it, 
her de;1d grandson in a kind of sling: five or six steps forward, two or three 
back. All the women are united beneath the funeral te-nt, thr rnen surround 
the pyre, bows and arrows in their hands. 

When tht father places the body onto the pyre. the women burst into 
low sobs. all thC' men ciy. a similrtr pain goe·s through us. We cannot resist 
the contagion. The fathn breaks his bow and arrows and throws them into 
the fire'. Smoke risrs and the shaman rushes forward to make it to go straight 
up to tht.> sky, for it contains evils spirits. About f1vr· hours later, when the 
ashes are' cold. a close rdative takC's a basket and meticulously collects <my 
fragments of bone that werr not burnrd. Reduced to powdC'r and prrserved 
in a calabash. they will give rise to a funC'ral festival latl'r on. Tht· following 
day at dawn. C'veryonC' h<is gone down to the river - the women and chil­
drrn in order to purify themselves carefully, the men to w<1sh their arrows, 
soiled by the ba!rf ul emanations of smoke. 

Around the twentieth of .January, wr ;ire on the road for an expedition 
into the Sierra l'arim;i. We first have to go up the Orinoco for ;1Jmosr two 
days. As we p;bs the MahC'korloteri chobu110. scvvral Jndi;ins thremrn us 
with words and gestur('S. l.izo1 is careful to stay exz1ctly in thC' middle of 
the river; they would be quite wpable of lancing a frw arrows at us. Easy 
passage of the first rapid. A hugt' otter doz1·s on a rock, then plunges in, 
hardly disturhing the water's surfacr. Before we know it, our companions 
have srt up camp for i:hr night. cutting vmes with their treth. 1t is clear 
that were thl' supply of meta! to<ils suddenly to run out, ir would not have 
much b(';iring on the Indians: rhey would go back to thrir old methods (fire' 
replacing metal). Lizor kills a large capybara, hut we lose it. ;ind thl' cur­
rt'nt carries it off. Hoping that a trunk might havt· stopped it, wr look for it 
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for a.n hour. in vain. It's a shame, since this was at least fifty kilos of good 
rneat. We find a polisher here as well. The next day anothe-r rapid stops us, 
but we do not cross it, for, from here on in, we will continue on foot. 
Upriver. the Orinoro is practically unnavigable. Losing its majestic propor­
tions. it is transformed lit1le by tittk into a torrent. We are very close to its 
..;ource. discovered not too long ago. 

Our day ends, and w~ sprnd the night in the Shuimiwciteri clialJUno, 
wllicl1 dominatl'S a high, rocky imp;isse. The normal rites of welcome take 
pl;H·e, we give the chief drugs, which are rare hrrr, and which arl' immedi­
att'fy prepared and consumed ... Stay with us ... he insists ... Do not go to see 
tlH' others. They are bad!" These good apostles are hardly thinking of our 
welfare. What is bothering them are the presents that will be distributed to 
tl1e other tribes: they woulrt gladly be the recipients of this manna. They 
giv l' us a guide nonl.'thclrss. Quite often, a group will inv ite ano th er to 
rngagr in traclC'. then at the last minute decide that it has given more than 
1t has recdved. Without another thought, they will catch up to the others, 
who have left, and use threat to demand that the gifts be returnt.>d , 
alrhough tht"y themselves will not return what they have received from 
their partners. The idea of a contract would no doubt be laughable to them. 
Th~ i r word is one thing they would never dream of giving. We will have to 
dl'al with it as best we can. 

In the course of the night, the in<:reasingly loud cries or a sick young 
woman wake everyone up. The diagnosis is immediate: a ghost has seized 
the woman's animal double, an otter. The other women make tht:> patient 
walk up and down, imitating all the cries of the animal in order to m<ike it 
rn111e- hack. The treatmenr is effectivv. for at dawn, she wakes up curC'd .... 
Societies. om· might say, only allow thrmselves thosr illnesses th~y know 
how w treat; the f 1eld of pathology has more or less been mastered. It is no 
doubt because of this that our own civilization, able to discover so many 
new remedies through science and technology, is so hrsieged by illness. The 
way to a midd!C' ground lirtwC'rn the two is not evident. Too bad for us. 

1'!1e Parima is not really a chain of mountains with valleys below. It is 
r;ither a disorrkrly lterd of conir:!I ~ind pyr;unid-shapecl mount;1ins, pressed 
up against c·;ich other. often more than a thousand mrtc-rs high and scp;irat­
ed at their base by swampy lowlands. BC"tween the clwbw1os of th<.· region, 
thv paLhs follow rrtsts: we climb, dC'scend, climb again, etc. lt is an effort, 
hut all things considt-red, less tiring (if one is in good ht>alrh) than wallowing 
1lirough stagnating water or slipping on the rotten tret• trunks that serve as 
bridges. After four hours, we reach the !hirulJiteri. We ltardly stop there (ju<;r 
long enough to drop off sornt c/Jc11a so that we will bC' welcome on our way 
h<ick) dt-spite their insistence that we stay (again, a m<lltrr of the gifts to be 
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distributed to the others). Wt' forge ahead, and it is long. llappily, everything 
has an end. and toward evening. we come to the Matowatni. 

TI1ere are compensations. It was worth coming all this way. 
We penetrate the C'habuno and immediately thrre is an incrr:dihle ova­

tion. They recognize lizot. We are surroundtd by dozens of men brandishing 
bows and arrows, shouting and dancing around us: .. Sliori! Sliori! Brother­
in-law! Brother-in-law! Take thC'se bananas. and these! Wr are friends! Nohi! 
Friends!" When thcrr art' too many bunches in our outstretchr:d arms, they 
remove them and replace them with others. This is pure joy. Hallelujoih! flei! 
llPi! They allow us to rt:'sl a bit, but not long enough. For I am soon snapped 
up, sei7.ed and transporti:d by a bunch of fanatics yelling incomprehensible 
things in unison. What is this? 

r:irst of all, there is a visiting tribe in the (thercfnre overcrowded) 
d1abu110 th at has never see-n whit es. The mr n, in ti 111 iclawd at first, stay 
behind the others, barely d11ring to look at us (the womrn rcn1ain hrneath 
the awnings}. But thry soon lose the·ir reservations; they approach us, touch 
us. and from that moment on. tlH'rc is no stopping them. Sernnd, they are 
much more interested in me than in Lizot. Why? J cannot t:'Xplain this with­
out describing myself a bit. During our walks. we wrar shorts and tennis 
shoes and, of course. go hart'-chested. Our bodies are exposed. and conse­
quf'ntly, so is the body hair adorning my pecrnrnls (nothing extrenw. let me 
assure you). And this fascinates thr Indians who haw nothing more to show 
than 1.izot in this rei;ard. I am the first featherless biped they·vC' mt:'t. They do 
not hide their enthusiasm: ··A Jwi'! lie is so hairy! Wa koi! You art:' a strangt:' 
hairy man! Just like a hig anteater! He is a veritable anteater! Have you seen 
this hairy man?" They cannot get over it, raving and insisting that I takr a 
romplrte tour of the clwhw10 so that the women, lounging in their ham­
rnocks. might witness the spectacle from the comfort of their own homes. 
What to do? No one asks my opinion, and there I am, a strange ;1nimal 
paradt'd from awning to awning amidst a deafening chorus of excl;1mations 
(si:e above). Meanwhile, I am hardly in a state to rt'joice, since I feel rather 
like Jesus in the Passion. For the women are not content to look or touch: 
they pull, Lhey grab to sec if it is well-attached, and l have a very hard time 
protrcting my g11i/li·ry. Momcrits like thi<> stay wilh you. In the process, I've 
collected quite a frw banana~. Which is better than 11othi11g .... During all of 
this. lht 1::l1nrir<1l>le Lizot h;1s been doubled ov('r with l<iugiiter. 

During our st:iy, there was a beautiful shamanism session. Our drugs 
werr Wt'lcome. The sham<rn danC'ed and chanted and waged a tough battle' 
against an evil spirit. which he finally sucC'c·rdrd in imprisoning in a basket. 
I le then killed it with a hatchet ;ind, complrtdy exhaus!t'd by the strui;gk. 
fell to th~· floor. pant1n!!. rhe spec-1ators warmly encouraged him. 
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Instead of plunging deeper into tht'· Parima, we !lave turned back. This is 
no loss. We: have stoppt:'d at the lhiruhitrri clwb11110 where we briefly rested 
on the way. And here w~· WC'rC' able to attend the Yanomami's most sokmn 
festival . the rea/111, the: ritual consumption of the ashes of the dead. Some 
distance from the chahuno, we crossed a provisional campsite, occupied by 
~uest~ of the lhirubiteri. They wen· getting ready for the afternoon's festivi­
ws. hut they still found time to force our hand: a few CC!nS of hooks, a few 
spools of ftshing line; it's always the: same. 

The leader settles us next door to him in tht c!wbwro and offers us 
banan<'l and swel'I pota10 purer. He is in posse·ssion of an enormous pair of 
testicles which swing gracefully. They make a strong impression on us. lh{·ir 
O'Nllt'r seems to think he is normal. While thi: visitors arc getting ready, 
ti1ings are just as busy herr. [very n1an carefully tidies the front of his 
dwelling with little sweeps or his hand or a stm,11 broom. Soon thC' area is 
clt'i1red of droppings, bits of ;rnirrnil and fish bon('S, brok('·n liaskeis, fruit pits. 
and scraps of wood. When everything is clean, everyone got'S to !)rd and 
there is a brief resting period. 

!'hen the festival begins. As though propelkd, two hoys about twelve 
yc·ars old bursr into the cl1abu110, and nm. hows and <:nows r<:1ised, dancing 
around its entire circumference in opposite directions of each other. Tht·y 
inaugurace tht visitors' dance of introduction. Thl'y exit at the same time 
and an· immt'diatt'ly followed by two adokscents, and thrn by the men. two 
by two, singing. Every five or six steps. they stop and dance in place, some­
limrs flinging thrir wrapons to the floor. Somr brandish machetes or metal­
lic hatchets. Lizot points out that they usually exhibit the ob_jects that thry 
intl'nd to trade during the dance. This way the others know what to expect 
ahrad of time and can begin thrir calculations. 

Shouts and whistles stream from all the awnings: the spectators approve. 
applaud, cheer, yrll out thrir admiration at the top of their lungs. Arl' they 
lieing sincere? In getting to know the Yanomami, I am suspicious, and imag­
ln(' that secretly they must be saying to themselves, "These people are not 
even capable of dancing properly." I myself cannot hold back my prnise. J\11 
of them ;ire magnificently paint{·d. nnd circles and lines of urucu ancl black 
qenipa undulate and stir on tlwir naked bodies. Others are paintt:'d white. 
Some display sumptuous feather ornaments on their cars and arms. The 
hud afternoon light sparks the ridwsr hues of the forest. 

Once the men have paraded out in pairs (this time the women do not 
dance), they come together to do a sort of honorary walk to the same rhythm 
;md to the sound of the same chants. The point simply is: it is beautiful. 

As soon as the visitors have gone back Into the cl10bu110. the rite that is 
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the reason for this festival is celebrated. Men from hoth tribes who ;ire 
related to the dead person will eat his ashes. The women and children 
are excluded from the meal. An enormous leaf tied ilt both ends - it 
looks like' a rowboat - has hren filled to the brim with banana puree. I 
am not sure how much there is exactly. but it must be do7.ens of kilos. 
lhe ashes are blended into the purC'e, whose taste is probably not even 
altered. lt is cannibali:;m, to be sure, since the dead are being ratcn, but 
in a very attenuritC'd form compared to what exists elsewhere in South 
America. The participants crouch around the vessel and dip their cal­
abashes into it. The womC'n's chants of mourning set the atmosphere for 
th<' men's funereal banquet. All of this is carried out without ostC'nta­
tion: non-participants go on with their activities. or their p;1ssivity. And 
yet, the festival of the reallu is a crucial moment in tribal life. Sacred­
nc·ss is in the air. They would take a dim view of us were we to approach 
this Holy Communion. As for t<iking pictures, that would be unthink­
able .... Things involving dC'ath must be handled with care. 

It is then the hosts' turn to bC' polite to the visitors. P;tinted, feath­
ered and adorned, the men dancC'. But it is obvious that thC'y put less 
conviction into it than the others, no doubt thinking it is not worth 
the effort. Then the people proc·eed to thC' trade. The clrabu110 is 
buzzing. They display their riches, admire the size of arrowheads, the 
straightness of rods. the solidity of rope, the beauty of ornaments. 
Things come, go, all in relative silence and in great mutual distrust. 
The point is not to get a bad d('al. 

Night has fallC'n long- ago, but the festivities continue. The adoles­
cents of both tribes (there are about twenty or twenty-five) now cele­
brate a hunting ritual. Singing and dancing all together. bows and 
arrows raised, they make the night echo, hammering it with thrir steps. 
Their singing is full of glorious I ife. 

We have scarcely had a moment's rest. After the young hunters 
dance, the ritual of separation lasts until dawn, the two trib<.'s saying 
their good-byes. This consists of an oratorical duel. A man from one 
tribe, seated, shouts a series of sentences very loudly and very quickly, 
like- a psalmody. from the other encl of thC' chahuno his partner responds 
- he simply has to repeat what thC' othc-r has said without making a 
mistake, without omitting a single word. at the same speed. They don't 
say anything of particular significance to each other. they exchange 
news. r('pC'atC'd a thousand timts, the only prC'tC'xt an attempt to make 
thC' advC'rsary stumble and to ridicule him. When the two men have fin­
ished. two others replace them, and so on. 

At the first light of day. evC'rything stops. ThC' celebration is over. 
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lhe guests receive two enormous pac·k<1ges of food. meat and bananas prC'­
par<'d in ;idvance by thC' rcaliu's organizC'rS and WC'll-packc·d in leaves (the 
Yanon1<1nii are experts in p<ickaging). This is the signal for dC'parture. Silent 
<incl swift, they disappear into the forest. .. 

As we walkC'd toward the Orinorn, we stopped a moment to relieve our­
selves. The Indians ;m." always interesred in the way WC' pee. They crouch. 
The vulgarity of our way consists in letting the stream splash onto the 
g:rnund and make noise. One of them observed mC' carvfully. 

"You pee like an old man. It's all yellow." 
This was not a triumphant rMurn. hut, something mud1 more subtle. And 

when Liz.ot. who was walking ahead, shouted: "l.isten1 The rapids!" f did noc 
play coy, I did not say: .. Already?" I said lvt's go. 

A thousand years of w11rs. a thous;ind y(·ars or Ct'lebrationst That is my 
\vish for the Yanomami. Is chis pious? J'm afraid so. They are the last of thl' 
l>vsieged. A mortal shadow is being cast on all sides ... And afterwards? 
Perhaps WC' will feel betti:r once the fmal frontier of this ultimate frt:edom 
has been broken. Perhaps we will sleep without waking a single time .... SomC' 
day, then, oil derricks around thC' cliab1mos, diamond mines in the hil !sides. 
µolicc on the paths. boutiques on the riverbanks .... H<irmony e-v<.'rywhC're. 
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SAVAGE ETHNOGRAPHY 

(ON YANOAMA) 

Let us first say that no petry quibbling can alter the respect ;ind fondness 
Lhis hookl deserves. which. without hcsi1;i1ion. we can call gre;it. And let us 
;1lso hear w itnrss to the admiration that tbe c1u;1si-anonymous author of this 
startling book. Elena Valero, whose story was tape-recorded by the fortunate 
llalian doctor, Ettore Biocca. will rouse in the souls of all innocent rcadrrs. 
llaving given everybody their dur, let us proceed. 

This book is. we might say, an autobiography, recouming twenty-two 
years in a woman's \ifr. whi1.:h is neverthl'lcss not its central theme, fasrin;n­
ing as it might be. For through tht' prrsonal experience of Elena Valero, the 
social life of a primitivr society. captured in its most absolute otherness and 
its most sophisticated wealth, is braced, embr<Krd, described in dl'fl ;ind 
nuanced strokes: the Indian tribe of the Yanoama who liv(' at the 
Vc-nezuC'lan-Hrazilian border in t.he mountains of the Parima. The encountn 
bnween Elena Valero and the Indians took place in l C) 'l9. when she was 
tleven years old; a poisonrd arrow in hC'r stomilch established hrr first con-

first published in /'l/0111111e, c;1lticr I. vol. ix. 1%9. pp. '>8-6'.>. 
1 fllote Biocca. Y t11wm1111. Recir d '1111<' ji·111111e l1resilic1111c c11/e1·ee pnr le.\ 

/11d1e11s. Paris. Pinn. Trrrr ln11nai11e. 1968. 
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tact with them. A l>and of warriors attacked her family, poor whitt"s of Brazil 
in search of precious wood in an area as yet unexplored. The parents and the 
two brothers nc·d, leaving Elena in the hands of her assailants. an unwitting 
spectator to the most brut;il and u nexpccted rupture that one ran imagine in 
the life of a young girl (who could read and write and had had hc-r First 
Communion). The Indians kidnapped her and adopted her; she became a 
woman among them. then became the wife of two surr<.'ssive husbands. the 
mother of four boys. In I <J 6 \. a ft er twenty-two years, she abandonC'd the 
tribe and the forest to reenter the world of the whites. Thus, Elena Valero 
spent twenty-two years - scarcely believable for us - in an ;qiprenticcship, 
undergone at first in pain and tears, which then lessened and was r·ven 
experienced as happim·ss. in the savage life of the Yanoama Indians. One 
might say that through thr voice of this woman. whom fate threw into a 
world beyond our world. forcing her to integr;-ite, assimilatv ;md interiorize 
the· very s11bsra11cc of a cultural univrrse light-ye;il'~i away from her own as 
the most intimate part of herself. one might say, then, that through Elena 
Valera's voice, the Indians are actually speaking; th;1t thanks to her. the facr 
of their world and their being-in-this-world are gradually outlined through a 
free, unconstrained discourse, having come out of her own world. and not 
ours • .iuxt<lposed with the other without touching it. 

In short. for the first timt', miraculously, a primitive culture is being 
recounted by itself; the Ncolithic directly exhihits its marvels, an Indian soci­
ety describes ilselr fmm u·itl1i11. For the first time. we can slip into the egg 
without breaking the shell. without breaking and entering: a rare occasion 
that merits ctltbration. How was this possible? The answer is obvious: 
because one day Elena V4tlero decided to interrupt her great journey, the story 
of which would otht"rwbe never have been told. Thus, in 41 way, the Indian 
world rc.iectcd F.irna from its tn·ast, ctcspitt her long association with it, 
allowing us to prnetrate it through the bias of her book. The woman's depnr­
ture 1nvitt·s Lis to considrr the child's arrival, this "acculturation" ag;iinst the 
grain, which raises tlw question: how was Elena Valero ai>Jl' to bcrnrne so 
profoundly Indian ;111d yet n:ase to be so? The c;ise is interL'sling in two way-:,, 
first in that it concerns an exct"ption;il personality, secondly in that. through a 
re prrcussion. it shrds light on the opposite movement of' 1 ndians toward the 
white world, on this repugnant degrada!Jon that the cynic;tl or the naivl' do 
not hcsirnte to d1ristrn "acculturation." The young girl's age should co1111mind 
our attention. lfn entrance into the Indian world occurred violenlly. throu~h 
a kidnapping. But she was. it seems to us. at the perfect agt· both to deal with 
th<· tr;1uma and evt-ntually adapt to her new life. and to maintain a dist;mce 
from it. to take a step back. however small, which would prl'vent hrr from 
hecoming co11111fl'tely Indian ;ind would latN incite her lo ckddc to return to 

3 0 

!Hf ARC~fOIOGY Of VIOLENCE 

her first world, one she never tot;illy forgor.2 !fad she l>een a few years 
younger. that is, had she not yet perkctly integrated her own original civi­
.(i1.at1on. she would haw certainly made a radical !cap. would have become a 
y;inoama, and would never haw dreamt of leaving. 

Elena Val<'ro is not th<' only case of a white child abducted hy Indians. 
But they almost always disapp(·;ir forc-ver. The reason for this is simple: these 
very young children soon die, or more likely. lose all memory of their place 
of origin. Elena's difference, luckily for us, is that she was already irre­
versibly whirr at eleven years of :ige, a p('rson from the western world. In 
her story. we cle;lrly see that after twenty-two years, she had not completely 
forgotten her native Portuguese. which she still understood well. And let us 
nme that for many years after her capture. she could still recite a frw "Our 
F•·1tr1ers" and a frw "flail Mmys" if she found herself in a critical situ<:ition. 
On rlw other hand. had she been older, that is, almost fully grown (for a girl), 
she might not have been ablt" to withstand the shock. as well, and would not 
have manifested the surprising will to live which allowed her to emerge safe 
and sound from difficulties we can only imagine. While still preadolescent, 
she had to flee her hosts' c/l(Jbu110 and live in the forest alone for seven 
months without fire (her attempts, by the way, to make a fire through fric­
tion, the Indian method, were in vain). Consequently, her age and her per­
sonality surely made the task easier. And l<'t us not f orgct that this was a 
woman, that is, an individual much less vulnerable than a man. In other 
words. for a boy taken at the same age as she was, the work of learning the 
Indian world might not have been as easily accomplished. A sho1t time after 
her capture. the young girl met a Brazilian boy her age who had also been 
kidnapped. Suddenly, he was no longer spoken of. An abducted woman is an 
extra commodity for the community. a free gift, a bonanza. while a man is a 
taker of women giving nothing in exchange; the tribe would, in principl~. 

have nothing to gain by letting him live. 
Throughout the book, one notices that Elena Valero was as much .faced 

with the Indian world as i11 it: one can see her obvious pleasure in observa­
tion, a capacity for wonder, a tendency to question and compare. Ekna was 

) This to 11s establishes thr difftrcnce between a document such ;is YaHoama and 
thr autobtographirs of indigenous peoplts collected in other parts of the world. in 
Nonh America in partirnlar. An informant, no matter how great his talent and how 
good his Tlltmo1y, rtrnains too e11trcnchcr:1 in his own world. too close to ir. or else, 
fJll the contrary, too detached. for his world has bttn ckstroyed by contact with our 
c-ivilization Ultimately then. there is either thr impossihility of speaking, or fatal 
discourse. This is why an Indian could never have written Yanoamn and why this 
book is singular. 
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able to use thrse clrarly rthnographic trilents precisely because sht• did not 
allow herself to he engulfed hy Indian life. hecausc slH' had always main­
tainrd a bit of a distance. because she was alwttys Napagnouma. Daughter of 
Whites. not only to her Yanoama companions. hut to hersc·lf. The savage 
ethnology that our heroint' practices goes as far as contestation; for example, 
for a long time, sh<' remained skeptical of the Indians' religious beliefs and of 
the existence of the HC'J.w11ra, the spirits of plants, animals and nature:.' th:lt 
inspire the shamans and protect thr peopk. "The women tiskt·d me: 'Don't 
you believe in it"?" I repliC'd: 'No, I don't believe in it. I don't st•t· anything 
and I've never set'n a Hekocua." Certain practices inspired a repulsion in her 
that she rather imprudently neglected to conceal from the Indians, especially 
the endocannih<1I ritual during which the asht's of ckad relntives' bonl's are 
vonsunwd. There" in its most 11aked dimrnsion, appears a trace of our cul­
turt.', namely the horror provoked hy anthropophagy. Flt'na rdatcs the argu­
ment (for it is truly an argued dispwario) th11r sht had abour this with her 
husband. who said to lwr: .. You. you put your rel at ivt>.s underground where 
worms eat them; you don't love your people." To which she vehemently 
replied: "'What I say is true. You liurn thr body, thrn you g<1ther the n·m<iins 
and crush them . Fven after they are dead. you make them suffer. Then you 
put the ashes in a stew of bananas and you vat them. Fin<1lly, after having 
eaten thrm. you go into the forest an<I you shit tht"m out; rhe n-mains s<il! 
have to go through thilt.' The to11cl1a11•a lookc'(l at me seriously <1nd s<1id: 
·Never let anyone ever hrar you say that.'" I hrse facts and C1 thousand 01hers 
clearly show that Ekna preserved a certain frerdom in hn rt·lationship with 
the I ndi<1ns, that she <11ways made an effort 10 maintain her difference whik 
among them. This signifies that tlw idt"a of a return to her people never 
totally lef1 her, except. we should stress, during the time she was marrit•d to 
her f1rs1 husband, i:usiwe. In lite second part of her narrative, shl' draws a 
portrait of him filled with warmth and affrction. and u!timatdy with bitter­
ness as well, from which thc- crushing figure of a classic hero t·merg(~s. 

Without a doubt, Th&vet, whose Pourtraicts des l10111111es il/11strt:'s includes a 
portrait of the great chief Tupinan1ba Coni<Jmbec, could have aclded this one 
of Fusi we. Elena's very Indian modesty and discretion when SJ>C'<lking of her 
husband only furtlwr emphasizc:s the ckpth of the bond that united hc:r 10 

this man, rkspite the occasion<JI outbursts of r<Jge, <JS when he broke her arm 
witb a bludgeon ... , was staying wirh the Namurri," she recounts. when 
Fusiwe took her for his wife. "After that day. I no longer tried to escape. 
1:usiwe was big, he was strong." 

So much for Elena Valero. What of the horizon ilgainst which this life 's 
quasi - lq~endary trajectory is outlined? Legendary, indeed, in that this 
Eurydice rerurns from the beyond: a beyond in two srnsvs, we would say, 
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since primitive societi<'s sm·h as those of th<' Yanoama constitute the limit, 
the bcyond of our own civiliiation, ;ind perhaps. for this reason. th<' mirror 
of its own truth. and that, moreover, these very cultures are, from here on in , 
dt"ad or dying. Thus, in two sensrs, N<1pagnouma is a ghost. 

What of the Yanoama' The ethnographic richness of the book that 
drscribrs them is such that one has difficulty fully understanding the swarm 
of dt'tails. tht' dcptb and varkty of observarions mentioned in pas.-;ing, the 
precision <ind the <Jhundance in the description of multiplC' fact:>ts of these 
tribes· lives. Ahandoning, then, the idea of ret;iining the wealth of material 
tlial saturates the n<1rrativr. wt shall limit ourselves to pointing out a frw 
salient traits . Not without taking a moment, however. to suggesl a project 
wll iU1 might be of in t(·rt·st. It would consist of ordNi ng and ;in al yzing ;111 the 
raw matt~rial collected here and extracting from it - limiting our rt"ading to 
Ya1roa111a - a son of monographic study. the results of which would lh~·n be 
measured against those in the four volumcs that Biocca has dedic:att>d to 
tl1cse Indians. The comparison would perhaps be fniitful. 

The description of endoc<1nnibalism is partkul;irly noteworthy. The fact 
in itsl'lf h<' .s heen recogni7.ed for a long time. and we know that tilt' 
Amazonian Northwest is a bastion of ritual anthropophagy, albeit in a more 
anenuate.d form than in other regions. When a person dies. the body is 
rndos<'d 1n a basket and hung on a tree until the flesh disappears. or C'ls<' the 
body is hurnrd immC'diatdy. Bur in both c;1srs. thr hones arr g<1thrred, 
ground, reducC'd to powder and prrsnved in a calahash. Lillie by little. bast·d 
on (·eremonial needs, they are consumed in a puree of bananas. It is striking 
to come across the same theory of f·ndocannib<Jlism from rhe mouths of the 
Yanoama as that formulated by the Guayak i. And yet Guayaki anthro­
pophacy - unaltrnuatrd - is the exact opposite of that of the Yanoann 
since they grill the flesh and eat it and throw away the charred bones. Ru,t: 
in both rasf's, indigenous though! holds this ritual to be a means of reconcil­
ing the living and the- dr;-1d. One can also note· that in both rriues. dt·ad rda-
11vcs are ea_ten. collectively in lavish celebrations to which t"ven faraway 
friends are mvited and that. whether bone powder or grilled tlesh, m;m is 
never eilten ;ilone, but always blended into a vegetable suhstanre (hcrt>, 
banana puree, among the Guayaki, pi11do pith). Endocannihalism inscribes 
tlsdt' in_ a homogeneous space which surely stems from a single system 
ckspll<' its various forms. YC't can such a theory hC' r!;1horatrd without <Jlso 
including exornnnibalism, such as that which the Tupi-Gumani practice? 
And would not the two forms of anthropophagy fall within a field which a 
smgle analysis would unite? Volhard <incl Hoglar's hypothesis, in any case. 
which ~.rt.rculatC's Northern Am;izonian C'ndocannil>;~lism as "hrginning agri ­
culture, is not wholly conv'mcing. Ongoing r1:seard1 will perhaps shed more 
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light on this matter. (The chapter of the book entitled ·'F.ndorannibalism and 
the Elimination of Widows" remains a mystery to us, since it is a question 
neither of one nor the other nor of a relationship bt>tween tht two.) 

Equally invaluable are the very numerous indications that Ya11oama 
offers on the topic of shamanism. One can find complete and detailed 
descriptions of cures carried out by Yanoama doctors, literal transcriptions of 
ch:tnts through which the shamans invoke thrir lfrkoura, ··spirits" that pro­
tect men. To be a shaman. one must know the chants to call all the flckoura. 
One chapter shows us precisely how a young man learns this trade, under 
the strict guidance of elder doctors. His studies are not easy: abstinence. fast­
ing, repeated snorting of ebe11a. the hallucinogenic drug which thl' Yanoama 
put to such great use, the constant intellectual effort of remembering the 
chants that the masters teach; all of this drives thr neophyte to a state of 
physical rxhaustion and quasi-despair, nrcessary for winning the Hekouras· 
good grace and becoming worthy of thl'ir benevolence: "Father. hrre come 
the !fekouras; there are many of thl'!11. They are d;:mcing toward me, Father. 
Now. yes, now I, too, will be a lfrkoura! ... " We would be mistakt'n lo think 
of the Hek01.1ras as an instrumental vision: far from existing as nt>utral tools 
exterior to the shaman, content to invoke them and use them according to 
professional need, they become for him the very substance of his self, the 
root of his existencl', the very vital force that keeps him at once in the circle 
of men and in the realm of the gods. An indication of the shamans' omic 
status is one of the names that designates them: Helwura, precis<"ly. And the 
sober and tragic end of a young shaman, fatally wounded by an arrow, 
indeed demonstrates this: 'Turning toward his father. he murmured: Father, 
the last Hekoura near me, the one that made me live until your arrival, 
Pachoriwe [the monkey Hekoura] now abandons rm:. [. .. ] lie pressed himself 
against tht trunk, stiffened and died ... What do current conceptions of 
shamanistic phrnomena have to say about this? And what "possesses" this 
young man, allowing him to put off his death for several hours until he can 
gaze upon his father one last time and then, this final wish fulfil it'd, die? In 
reality, the meager categories of ethnological thought hardly nppe;ir capable 
of measuring the depth and density, or even the difference, of indigenous 
thought. Anthropology uncowrs, in the name of who knows what pallid cc:r­
taintiC'S, a field to which it remains blind (like the ostrich, perhaps?). one that 
fails to limit concepts such as mind, soul, body. and ecstasy hut <tt the cc·nter 
of which Death mockingly poses its question. 

Fate, which is perhaps not fatl', would have Napagnounia heconll' thl' 
wife of a chief, Fusi we, who already had four wives. Though shv was the fifth, 
she was not the last. She was visibly the favorite, and her husband L'nrour­
aged her to give orders to the others, at which she balked. But thi.lt is not the 
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question. What is of int>stimabll' interest to us is that, in speaking of her hus­
hand. she paints the very portrait of an Indian chief such as it appears in 
rrLurring fashion throughout thr rntire South American continent. We fmd 
once again the traits that ordinarily describe the model of political authority, 
of chieftainship among the Indians: oratorical tnfent, the gift of song, gen­
erosity. polygyny, valor. This loose enumeration does not signify that any sys­
tem organizes these properties or that any logic: ass~mbles them into a signifi­
cant wholr. Ouite the contrary. Let us simply say that the person of Fusiwe 
p.'rfe<:tly illustrntr·s the Indian conception of power. radically different frnrn 
our own. in that all efforts or thl' tribl' trnd prl'Cisely to separate chief'tainship 
and coercion and thus to render power powerless in a sense. Concretrly, a 
chirf - it would prrhaps ht" more apt to call him a dirrctor or guide - holds 
absolutely no power over his people, outside of that which is quitr difft'rCnt -
of his prestige among them and of the rtspect ll1at he is able to inspire. J[('nce 
the subtle game between the chief and his tribe, readable between the lines of 
l·ll'na·s narrntivc, which consists of the former knowing how to apprrciate 
and measure at every monwnt th\' intentions of tlH:' l~llter. in order to then 
make himself thc-ir spokesper50t1. A delicate task, with many fine points. to be 
accomplished under the tribe's discreet but vigilant control. Should the tribe 
loc<llr the slightest abuse of power (that is. the use of power). the chit'f"; prrs­
tige ends: he is abandoned for another more aware of his duties. ror having 
attcm1Hed to drag his tribr into a war expedition that it refusrd. for having 
COnfUSl'd his t/csirC and the tribe's intentions, fusiwe Tllinl'd himself. rors;tkl:'n 
by almost everyone, he nevertheless pl·rsistrd in waging liis war to finally die 
in it. For his death, almost solitary. was in fact a suicide: the suicide of a chief 
who could not bear the rrpudiation inflicted by his companions. one who, 
unable to survive as chief in the tyes of his people and his white wife, pre­
f nred to die as a warrior. lhe question of power in this kind of society, posrd 
properly, breaks with the acackmicisrn of simple descriprion (<1 pt'rspective 
close to and com pl icitous with the most tiresome exoticism) and points fan1il-
1arly to men of our society: the dividing line bC'twcC'n archaic socieliC's and 
"western" societies is perhaps less a matter of technir;al drvelopment than of 
the transformation of politicnl authority. llere, as well. is an area that would 
lie esst:ntial for till' scknC'l'S of man to karn to inhabit. if only to brtter occu­
py its own place in Westnn thought. 

ThC'rt is a circumstance. howl'ver. in which lndiC1n sol'irtil's rokrart' rhr 
provisional encounter bl'tween chidbinship and authority: war. perhaps rhe 
only momenr wherr a chirf agrvrs to givr ordC'rs and his mm to executl' 
them (and this still has to be examintd more closdy). Sincl' war is almost 
rnnstantly present in the text that we are dealing with, it leads us rn ask: 
what impressions will the reader. even the slightly forewarned reader, have 
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afterwC1rds? ThC'rt' is renson to fear that these impressions will be> unfavor­
tJ!llt'. What to think, indeed, of pt:'ople who ceasC'IC'ssly kill t';1ch other with 
rC'IC'ntless intensity, who do not hesitate to riddle with arrows todily those 
who only yt·stnday wfrr· their best friends? i\nd frorn rhen on, the illusions 
of the Noble S<ivage's peC1ceful habits collapse, since we only see war of lit­
ernlly everyone C1gC1inst t:veryone. the presociCll Stilte of man ClCcording to 
llobbC's. We should be clear: l!obbes· /Jellu111 om11iu111 co1ma on111cs does not 
correspond to an historic moment in hum<in tvolurion any more tlrnn 
Rousse;1u's s1;1tC' of naturl' dovs, although the abundan<.:e or warlike episodes 
migt11 suggest the contrary with regard to thC' Yano<1ma. First. El('na ValC'ro 's 
narrative spans twenty-two yc;1rs: secondly, she probably g:ive priority to 
reporting that whic'h impressed her most. namC'ly. comb<lt. Finally. let us not 
forget. without t1ying to n:duce the sot'iological importancl' of war in these 
cultures, that the arrival of whitC's cverywlwrC' in America - North as well as 
South - led almost automatirnlly to a doubling of hostility Clnd w<1r between 
tribes. These poinrs m<tde, it SC'ems to us that even the trrm war does not 
appropriately dC'sc-ribe the facts. for which l'ntitirs ~1r(' opposed!' Thes<' <He 
loC'al allied tribe;, that is, tribes th<tt trade their women, and who. as ;i result. 
arC' related to each other. We may h;we a hard time understanding how 
brothers-in-law can think of massacring e;1ch other. hut it seems clear that 
"war" among the Indians must first be thought of in terms of the circulation 
of women. who are never killed. In any casC', the Y<rnoama know this very 
well. and when possible, substitute the bloody confrontations using arrows 
with ritual combat using clubs, thanks to which vengeance can be played 
out. The result is that the boundcric:s between pe<1ce ;,nd violence, between 
marriage and w<1r, beconll' very blurred and that one of the merits of this 
book is to infuse this problem with incomparably lively matcri;il. 

A fmal word in conclusion: what or the m1der of such a work if he is an 
C'thnologist? It leaves him overwhelmed, but not satisfied. Indeed, compared 
to the teeming life of a primitive society, the scholar's discourse seems chc 
hesistant mumbling of a one-eyed stutterer. A somewhat biller book, then, 
leaving us with the CC'rtainty that we travel on the surface or meaning which 
slides a little further away with each step we take to approach it. But this is 
no longer 3 matter of ethnology. Things remaining wh;n they are, the lan­
guage of science (which is not being put into question in any way here) 
seems to remain, by destiny perh;ps. a discourse on Savages and not a dis­
course of Savagl's. We c;rnnot conquer the freedom, any mon" easily tt1an 
they. to be one and the cnhcr 3t once. to be here ancl there at the same time. 
without losing everything Clltogether and no longer residing anywherl'. And 
so each is refused the ruse of knowledge. which in becoming absolute. c:bol­
ishes itself in silence. 
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THf HIGHPOINT Of THf CRUISf 

The boat trnvels the last meters and washes smoothly onto the beach. 
The guide jumps on land and shouts: "Women and children first!", a joke 
mt't with joyous laughter. Hr gallanlly offers his arm to the women, and they 
disembark in lively commotion. They are all there, the Browns and the 
Murdocks, the Foxes and the Poages, the MacCurdys ;:ind 1he Cooks. Heforr 
departure, they were advised to cover themselves well, but sc·vcral of the 
men have opted for shorts. They slap themselves on the calves and scratch 
their large, pink knees which the mosquitoes have immedi<itely spotted. We 
aren't going to live our lives in air-conditioned hotels! You have to rough it 
from time to time, get in touch with nature. 

"We leave ag;-1in in two hours ... wmch your scalps!" 
This is pnh;ips the tenth contingent of tourists he has led to the Indian 

village. Routine for him. Why change his repartee? It is met with favor every 
time. But for these people, it is very different. They have paid a prC'tty penny 

First published in /es Trmps ,".fadcrnt·s, No. ).99-300, June-July, 1971, pp. 
214?-23'.iO. 
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to come here and see the savages. And for their money thry get the merciless 
sun. the blrnded odors of river and forest, thC" inserts, all of this strange 
world which they will bravely conqut·r. 

··with this light, I'm going to Sl't the aperture ;it ... '" 

Some dist;rnce away. we set• the domes or four or five greal collective 
livin~ quarters. Cameras purring and cli<.:king, thc- siege begins. 

"It was so interesting to sec those Negroes! What a curious thing those 
rituals are!'" 

" ... no more than ten dollars, I told him. In the rnd, it worked ... " 
"Thc.>'re vc-ry backward. 1"3ut much more likable lhan our own. don"t you 

think?'" 
"' .. .Then when I s;iw w<: could do the llahamas as wt~ll for the s;m1e price, 

1 said to my wife: that's it, we're- going ... " 
The little group advances slowly on rhe path lined wil 11 ururn trees. Mr. 

Hrown explains that the Indians painl thcmo;t'lves with the red juice of the 
fruit when thry go lo war. 

"I read this book, I don't remember what tribr it was on. Hut it doesn't 
matter, they're all thr same.'" 

Such erudition inspirc·s respect. 
"The Presrntrs? They"re _just fools. They said 1hey wen'" tired. Till' truth is, 

th~y we-re scared 1 Yes. scared of the Indians.'" 
The path goes lhrough a large garden. Mr. Murdock looks at tht hanana 

trees. He would very murh like to e~11 a fruit, hut it is a little high. hr would 
have t1J jump. I ll'sitating. he pulls off his hat for a moment and wipes his 
bald hc;1d. 

"At least you don't have to wony about getting scalped!'" 
lie gives up on the h;1n3na. Everyone is in a good mood. Hert they are at 

the end of the path. bl't\•l'er·n two or the t·normous huts. They stop a moment, 
as though at :l tlm:shold. The oval place is deserted, clean. unsettling. It 
seems like a demi city. 

"'This is where they do their dances at nighr.·· 
At the center is <1 pole decorated with black and while diamond sh<tpt·s. 

A very skinny dog sprinkles tl1e base of it, harks wenkly and trots <1way. 
"And l het that"s where they torture pt·oplt• at I he stake!" 
Mr. Brown is not c-ompktely surl'. bur hC' is the t·xpc·rt. Whispers, pic­

tures, de lici ous shudders. 
"Do you think they know how to spl·ak?" 
Yellow and green, rt"d and blue parrots and great macaws are taking a 

nap, perched 011 rooftops. 
"They could at least say somrtbing, comt' out, gn·et us. I <lon"t know." 
This is brroming disroncl"rting. this hravy siknc~. tile weight of the 
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hght. Fortun<1tely, the inhabitants begin t_o emerge from tiny openings, barc­
brl'asted womr·n, chlldren clinging to their skirts. men, too.' looking out from 
under their brows at the strangt'rs and laiily throMng bits of wood to the 
dogs. Confused conversations begin, tht' ladies w~nt to caress t.he ~eads or 
small children who run <iway. a young man with a wide grin ttrclessly 
rcprats: ··O.K.! Good Morning! O.K.!" Mr. Poage is delighted. 

"Well. old chap, hC'w goes it?" 
Hl' sla11s the back of the polyglot. In short, the ir<.> has been broken. we 

are at home with the savages, not everyone could say as much. Of coursr, tt 
is not exactly what we expected, but just the same. There they are. the 
1 ndians. Bows and arrows lean against the houses' palm-leaf walls. 

Everyone goes off on their own. There is clearly nothing to fear, and it is 
better not to crowd. for the photos and all. not to look re'11dy for war. 

OC'termined. Mr. Brown, followC'cl by his wife, makes his way toward the 
m•arcst Indian. He will methodically take a complete tour of the village. Two 
hours to get the tribe on film is not very much. Off to work. The man is sit­
ting in the shade of a small wooden bench in the shape of an animaL Fr~m 
time to time, he brings a baked clay tube to his mouth; he smokes his pipe 
without displacing his gaze. which seems to sec nothing. Ile doesn't even 
ninch when Mr. Brown plants himself in front of him. His black locks tumblf' 
ovt·r his shoulders. rt'vealing rhe large empty holes in his pierced rars. 

As Mr. Brown is about to acr, some-thing stops him. What am I going to 
say to him? I'm not going to mil him Mister, after all. And if I address him 
casually, he might get mad and throw a wrench inro the works. 

"'What do you tJ1ink? !low would you addrt>ss this ... th is man?" 
".Just don't say anything. ln any rase, he surely wouldn't understand.'" 
!Ir approaches and utters. somewhere between injunction and request: 

'"Photo." 
Thf' I ndi;1n's eyes travel from Mr. Brown's feet to his knc·(·S. 
"One peso ." 
Good. At least he knows what money is. We should have k.nown .. · 

Anyway. that's not expensivr. 
"Yes, but you have 10 take off ;:ill that! Photo, but not with t~1'1t 1 "' 

Mr. Brown mimes the sliding of pants down legs, demonstrates the 
unbuttoning of a shirt. He· undresses the s;1vage, he frees him of his filthy, 
-;econd-h~1nd cloth('s. 

"Me. take off c-lothes, five pesos:· 
Good God, how profit-minded can you be? He is getting cilrried away for 

a picture or two. Mrs. 13rown is starting to lose her patience. 
"Well. are you going to take this picture?" 
"You SC'e how difftruh he's being!" 
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"Get a new Indian." 
.. It'd he the same thing with the others." 
The man is still seated. indifferent and smoking peacefully. 
"Very well. Five pesos." 
He goes in.side for several moments and reappears entirely naked, athkt­

ic, relaxed and comfortable with his body. Mr. Brown daydreams wistfully, 
and Mrs. Brown lets her gaze wander over his sex. 

"Do you really think ... " 
.. Oh, don't complicate things. This one is enough:· 
Click. click, click, click ... rive picturrs at different angles. Ready for the 

sixth. 
·'finished." 
Without raising his voice. the man has given an order. Mr. Brown does 

not dare disobey. He disdains himself, loathes himsrlf ... I, a civilizrd white 
man convinn·d of racial equality, consumed hy fraternal feelings toward 
those who did not havr 1he good fonune to be white, I comply with the first 
word from a miserahlt: wretch who lives in the nude·. when he 's not dressed 
up in stinking rags. He demands five pesos. and I could giw him five thou­
s;rnd. He has nothing, he is less than nothing. anc! when he says "J"it1ished," I 
.-.top. Why? 

"Why the devil dors hr act this way? What diff erencc docs it make to 
him. Ont> or two more pictures?" 

"You've coml' across an rxprnsivr starlet." 
Mr. Brown is in no mood for humor. 
·'Look! What does he want to do with that monry anyway? These men 

live on nothing, like animals!" 
"Maybe he wants to buy a camera." 
Thr Indian examines the old five peso bill for a long time, then puts it in 

the house. He sits down and takvs up his pipe again. This is rrally annoying, 
he isn't paying us thr slightest attention. we're here cind it's as if we 
werl'n't... Hatred: this is what Mr. Drown begins to feel before this block of 
inertia. Coming all this way. the expense on top of it. It is impossible to 
ret;iin a dignified cittitude. to humble this savage by telling him to go to hell. 
Mr. Brown does not want to have come for nothing. 

"What about the feathers? Aren't there any f<.'athers?" 
With grand gestures he adorns the Indian with finery, covers his head in 

ornamrnts, rquips him with long wings. 
"You ta king pictures rne wearing fear hers, fif'tC'en pt'·sos." 
The offer is not discussed. Mrs. Brown smiles approvingly. Her husband 

chooses manyrdom. 
"O.K. Fiftren prsos." 
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The five peso bill. tht· t<'n peso bill are subjected to the same c:areful 
-;(rutiny. And a clrmigod emc-rgcs from the dark lair. ~ 1;1~gr headdre:s. a 
pink and black sun. has J)een fastened to h_is hair, now t1rd m a po~yta1I. In 
the dark orifices of his rars, two woodt.>n disks. Two bunches of white feath­
ers at his ankles; the vast torso is divided by two necklaces of small shells 
.;lung diagonally across his chest. His hand rests on a heavy club. 

"Anyway. this was worth it. He's beautiful!" 
Mrs. Brown admires him unabashedly. Click. click, click, clkk ... The 

demigod only intervenes after the tenth photo in which Mr. Brown, modest 
and paternal. poses next to the Red Skin. 

And it starLc; all ovrr again when he wants to buy the small clay stat­
uenes. the headdresses, the arrows. a bow. Once the price is indicated. the 
m<1n docsn·t say another word. Brown has to knuckle under. The proffered 
weapons are finely made. embl'llished with the down of a white bird. Much 
diffrrcnt from the large bow and the handful of Ion~ arrows that rest :lgainst 
the hu1. sober. uncidornl'd, srrious. 

"llow much?" 
"A hundrtd pesos." 
"And thOSl'?" 
for the first time the Indian expresses an emotion; his icy facr is 

momentarily unsettled by mild surprisr. 
"That? My buw. For animals." 
Scowling, he points to the mass of the forest and mimes the grsture of 

shooting an arrow. 
"Me not sl'lling." 
This one is not getting past me. We'll see who's stronger, if he can hold out. 
"But I want this one. with the arrows ... 
"Look, what do you want with this one? lhe others arc really much prl'l­

tier!" 
The m<m looks first at his own weapons. then ac those he cartfully made 

for potential customers. He takes an arrow and admires its straightness, be 
feels the: bone tip with his finger. 

"A thousand pesos." 
Mr. Brown was no1 l'Xpt·cting this at all. 
"What 1 lle 's crazy! Tt1at's much too cxpcnsivc1" 

.. That. my how. Me killing animals ... 
"You'r<> making: a fool of yourself. Pay it Too h<ld for youl" 
The husband holds out a thousand peso hilL But the other refuses. he 

wants te11 hundred peso bills. Mr. l'oage is asked to hrrak thr large bill. Mr. 
Brown. rxhaustvd. lravvs. his how and huniing arrow~; in h;ind. Hr finishes 
off his roll or film dis<:rtetly. like a thief, taking advantage of the fad rllat no 
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one can see him. 
"What a bunch of thievc·s these people arc' Completely corrupted hy 

mon<.>yt" 
Mr. MaC'Curdy more or less sums up lhe tourists ' gener<il feelings as they 

come b<Kk to the boat. 
"Two hundred pesos! Can you belkve it? lo film three minutes of these 

girls detr1C'ing naked! rm sure th<.>y°d skcp with 11nyone for tw('nty 1" 
"What about me! This is the first rime I've· seen my hush;1nd get taken. 

And lly whom'" 
"f\nd bargaining is out of the qut·srion. They really are crude. Lazy. It's 

tasy to m;1ke ;\living that way! '' 
"The Prescotts we re right , .. 
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Of ETHNOCIDE 

f\ few years ago, the term ethnocide did not txist. Profiting from the 
t:phemeral favors of fashion, and more C'ert<tinly, from its allility to respond 
to a dC'mand, to satisfy a cerrnin need for tem1inological precision, the use of 
the word has largely and rapidly extended beyond its placv of origin. ethnol­
ogy, to enter somewhat into the public domain . But does the accelerated dis­
uihution of a word insure the coherence ;rnd rigor of the idea it has set out 
to convey? It is not clear that the m<'aning of the word llenC'fits rrom the 
extension and that ultimatrly we know exactly what we are talking about 
vvhen we refer to ethnocide. In the minds of its inventors, the word was sure­
ly drstinrd to translate a reality that no other term expressed. If the need 
was felt to crt'atc ;1 new word. it was \)(·cause there was sornctlling new to 
1hink about, or else something old that had yet to lie thought. ln other 
words, we felt it inadequate or inappropriate lo use tht: much more widely 
used "gvnoc ide" to sutisfy this new dern<11ncl. We cannot, consequenl ly, htgin 
sc:rious retkcrion on the icka of ethnocide without first ~1ttC'rnpting to dctc·r­
mine that which distinguishes the aforementioned phenomenon from the 
reality that "genocide" rtprescnts. 

Created in 1946 at the Nuremberg trials, the legal conception or genocide 
is ii recogni1ion of a type of crimin<tlity heretofore unknown. Mor(' prt'cisl'iy, 

hrs1 puhlisbt'd in E.myclof)f'dia l/11i1·cr1oli>, f'ati ~. Ed. tJ11iw1s;di s. 19"/4, pp. 
2fl26- '2P,f,9 
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it rcfrrs to the first m;1nifest:-ition, duly rc·corded by the law, of this criminali­
ty: the systematic extermination of European Jrws by Gernrnn Nazis. The 
legal definition of the crime or genocide is rooted. thus, in racism; it is its 
logical and, finally. nc·crssary woduct: a racism that ckvelops frrrly, as was 
the case in Nazi Germany, can only k<1d to genoride. The successive colonial 
wars throughout thr Third World since 1945 have also given rise to specific 
<KCUs<Hions of genocide against colonial powers. But the gnn1c of i nterna~ 

tionril relations and the relative indifference of public opinion prevented the 
institution of a consensus analogous to that of Nurrmbng; tile cases were 
never pursued. 

If the Nazis' anti-Semitic genocidr was the ftr~t to be trird in the name of 
the law. it was not, on the other hand, the first to be pl'rpetriltC'd. The history 
of western expansion in the 19th century. thr history of the establishment of 
colonial empire-s by the great European powers is punc1u<1tt>d by rnl'thodical 
massacres of native populations. Nevertheless, by its continental expansion, 
IJy the vastness of the demographic drop 1hat it provok<·d, it is tl1c· genocide of 
the indigenous Americans th<lt retains the most attention. Since 1492, a 
machine• of dt'strucrion of Indians was put into gear. This machine rnntinues 
to function where the last "s;wage" tribes subsist along the greilt Am<1zonian 
forest. Throughout these past years, the massacres of Indians h;1ve bC'en 
denounced in Brazil. Colombia, and Paraguay. Alw;1ys in vnin. 

lt is primarily from their American expnience that ethnologists. in par­
ticular Robert Jaulin, wC'n: led to formulate the concept of vrhnocidr . The 
concept \.Vas first usC'd to rrfer to th<' Indians of South America. Thus w1: 
have at hand a favorable terrain. we might say, for rrse:irch on the distinc­
tion between genocide and rthnocicle. since the last indigenous populations 
of the continrnt are simultaneously victims of these two types of criminality. 
If the term genocide refers to the ide;i of "race" and to the will to extermi­
nate a raci~il minority, erhnoci<l(' signals not the physical des1ruction or men 
(in which case we remain within a genocidal situation). but the destruction 
of their culture. Ethnocide is then the systematic destruction of ways of liv­
ing and thinking of people different from those who lead this venture of 
destnictio n. In sum. grnoci ck <JSsassi nat rs peopk in thci r bodies. vthnocide 
kills them in their minds. In either case, it is still a question of ckarh. but of 
a diffrren t de~th: physic<il and immedi;tte elimin;1tion is not cultural opprt>s­
ston with deterred l'ffects. depending on the ability of resistance of thr 
oppressed minority. The question here is not to choose the lesser of rwo evils: 

the answc-r is too obvious. less barbarity is better thrin morr barbarity. That 
s~iid. 1t is ethnocide's true signif1C:-ince upon which we sh;1ll rdlect hew. 

Ethnocide shan:s with genocirle an identical vision of the Other; the 
Other is difference. certainly. hut it is especially wrong difference. These two 
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:ittitudes <1re divid{'(J on the kind of tretitmt>nt that should be reserved for clif­
ffrrnce. The grnocidal mind. if Wl' can call it that. simply and purely wants 
to denY ditTerenre. Others ar<· l'xterminated bc·cause they are absolutely evil. 
Ethnocide. on the other hand. admits the relativity of evil in diffm•nce: oth­
t'rS are evil, but we can improve them by making them transform themselves 
until they are identirnl. preferably, to the model we propose nnd impose. The 

l'thr1ocidal negation of the Other leads to self-ickntificarion. One could 
oppose ~enocide <ind ethnocide JS two perverse forms of pessimism and opti­
mism. In South Amrrica, the killers of Indians push the position of Othn as 
difference to its limit: the savage Indian is nor a human being, bu~ '' mrrr 
;rnirn;1I. The murder of an Indian is not a niminal act; racism is even totally 
abst>nt from it, si nee the practice of racism would imply the recognition of a 
mini mum of humanity in the Other. Monotonous repetition of a Vl'.ry old 
insult: in discussing ethnocide. before it was called that. Claude t.evi-Str:iuss 
reminds us in Ror:e et Jlistoirc how the Indians of the Isles wondered whether 
the newly arrived Spaniards were gods or men. while the whites wondered 
wh('thcr the indigenous p"oples were hum an or animal. 

Who, mor<'over. ar<' the practitioners of ethnocick? Who attacks peoplc··s 
souls? First in rank are the missionaries, in South America hut also in other 
regions. Militant propagators of Christian faith, tlwy strove to substitute the 
pagans' barbarous beliefs with thr rrligion of the western world. The evan­
gelical procrss implies two certainties: first, tt1at diffl'r('ncl' - pag<tnism - is 
unacceptable and must be refused; secondly, that the evil of this wrong dif­
ference can be attenuated. indeed, abolished. It is in this way that the ethno­
cilbl attitude is rather optimistic: the Other, b~1d to stz1rt with, is considered 
perfectible; wr recognize in him the means to ekvate himself, by ickntif1c:-i­

tion. to the perfection that Christianity represents. To crush the strength of 
pagzrn belief is to destroy the Vl'ry substance of the society. The sought-after 
rf'sult is to le:-id rhe indigenous peoples, by way of lrut> faith. from savagery 
to civilization. Ethnocide is practiced for the good of the Savage. Secular 
discourse says the same thing when it announces. for ex;imple. the official 
doctrine of the Brazilian government regarding indigenous policies. "Our 
Indians ... proclaim the administrators, "are human beings like anyone else. 
But thC' savage life they lead in the forests condemns thcm to poveny and 
misery. It is our duty to help thC'm emancipate themselves from servitude. 
They have the right to raise thrmsl'lves to the dignity of Rrazilian citizens, in 

order to participate fully in the c.kvrlopml'nt of national society and enjoy Its 
benefits." The spiritu;ility of ethnocide is the ethics of humanism. 

The horizon upon which the cthnocidal mind and practice take shape is 
determined according to two axioms. The first proclaims the hierarchy of 
cultures: there are inferior cultures. and superior cultures. The second 
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axiom affirms tlw absolute superiority of western culture. Thus, it can only 
maintain a relation'ihip of neg;Hion with other cultures, and in particular 
with primitive on<.>s . But it is a matter of positive nt'gation, in that it wants 
to suppress lht" inferior cullure, insofor as it is inferior, to hoist it to the 
level of thl' superior culture. The lndianness of the Indian is suppressed in 
ordt'r to make him a Brazilian citizen. From its agents' perspective. conse­
quent Jy. l"thnocide would not he an undertaking of destruction: it is, on the 
contrary, a nrcessary rnsk. demanded hy the humanism insc-rihed ;it the 
heart of wc·stern culture. 

We call this vocation to measure differences according to the ycirdstick 
of on(· 's own culture ethnocentrism. Thl· West would be ethnocidal bl'Cause it 
is ethnocc-ntric. brcause it beli<.'ves itself to be tire civilization. Ont· question, 
nevertheless. is raisrd: docs our culture hold the monopoly on ethnocen­
trism? Ethnological experience suggests an answer. Lc-t us consider the man­
ner in which primitive socirties n<1me themselves. Wt' can se{' that. in fact. 
thrrr is no auto-denomination to the extent that sodetirs. in recurring fash­
ion. almost always attribute to themselvrs ii singlr name: Mvn. Illustrating 
this cultural rrait with sewral t·xampks, we ni;1y recall thilt !ht Ciuanni 
Indians call thrmsclves Ava, which signifies men; that the Guayaki SilY t11ry 
are /\rhe, .. Persons": that the Waik;i of Venrzuela proclaim themselves 
Yanomami, "People··; 1hat the Eskimos are tht' Inuit, "Men." Wr could 
t•xp<irnl th(• list of thl'se proper names indtfinitt'ly, composing ;1 diction;iry in 
whkh all the• words have the same meaning: men. Inversely. each society 
systematically cksi~natcs its neighbors by names th<rt are pejorativt"'. d isrl:iin­
ful. insulting. 

All cul turcs thus create a division of humanity bctwc(·n thvmsrlvt·s on 
thl' one h;ind. a repn·sentation p;ir c·xcdlence of th<· human. and the others. 
which only pilrticipate in humanity to a lesser degn:e. The <hscour~.;e that 
primitiv1 societies U.'it' for thnnselves, a disrnurs(· condensed in the names 
they con fl'r upon themselvc·s. is thus etl111ocenrric through and through: an 
aff1rmaftnn of rhe superiority of its cultural self. a refusal to recognize others 
as rquals. Ethnocentrism appears. then. to be the most shared thing in the 
worlcl .. and in ihis perspt'ctiw. at least. wes1nn culture does not distinguish 
itself from the others. It would evC'n be possible. pushing the analysis a bit 
further, ro lhink of ethnocentrism as a formal property of all <:uhural forrna­
uons, as inherent 10 culture itsrlf. It is par! of a culture's essrnce to lw eth­
nocentric, Prtcisely to 1J1e degree to which every culture considers itself thC' 
Clilt.urr par excellence. In other words, cultural alterity is never thought of as 
posittve difference. hut always as infrriority on a hi<'rarchical axis. 

Tht' f;1c-1 remains. newnheil'SS, 1ha1 if ewry culture is ethnocentric, only 
wc·stern culture is erhnot'idal. Thus. it follows that ethnociclill practice is not 
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C'c:ssarily linked to ethnocentric conviction. Otherwise, all cultures would Tit' . . . 
have to be ethnocidal, and this is not the case. It is on tlus level, 1t seems to 
us. that a certain insurficiency can he located in the research that scholars, 
rightly concrrned with thr problem of ethnocide, have conducted for some 
time now. Indeed, it is not enough to recognize and affirm the erhnocidal 
nature and function of western civilization. As long as we arc content to 

l'SHlbll$h the white world as the ethnocidal world, we remain at the surface 
of thin gs, repeating a discourse - certainly legitimate, for nothing has 
changed - that has already been pronounced. since even Bishop las Casas, 
fot exampll', at the dawn of the 16th century, denounced in very clc:ar terms 
tlie genocide and ethnocide to which the Spanish subjected Indians of the 
Isles and of Mexico. From reading works devoted to ethnocide, we come 
away with the imprt'ssion that, to their authors, western civilization is a sort 
of abstraction without sodohistoric roots, a vague essence which has always 
envelopt'd within it an erh nocidal spirit. Now. our culture is in no way an 
abstraction; it is the slowly constituted product of history, a matter of 
genealogical research. What is it that makrs western civilization t'thnocidal! 
This is the true question. TIH.' analysis of etlmocide implies an interrogation, 
beyond the denunriation of facts, of the historically determined nature of 
our cultural world. !tis thus toward history that we must turn. 

Western Civilization is no more an extratemporal abstraction than it is a 
homogeneous reality, an undifferentiated mass of identical parts. This, how­
ever. is the image the aforementioned authors seem to give of it. But if the 
west is ethnocidal as the sun is luminous, then this fatalism makes the 
denunciation of crimrs and the appeal to protect tht' victims useless <md 
even absurd. Is it not. rather, because western civilization is rthnocidal .first 
1rirlii11 itse{f thal it can then be ethno<:idal abroad, that is, against other cul­
tural fonnations? We cannot think of western society's ethnocidal inclina­
tions without linking it to this characteristic of our own world, a ch~iracteris­
tic that is the classic criterion of distinction between the Savage and the 
Civilized, hetween tht' primitive world and the western world: the former 
includes all societies without a St;ite. the latter is composed of societies with 
a State. And it is upon this that we must attempt to reflect: c;in we leg:iti­
mntrly put into perspective these two properties of thr Wt•st. :1S ethnocidnl 
culture, as society with a State? !f this is the case, we wouid understand why 
primitive societies cm !J(' ethnocentric without necessarily being ethnocidal, 
since they are precisely societie<> without ii State. 

Ethnocide. it is said, is thr suppression of cultural differences deemed 
inferior and bad; it is tile putting into rffect of principles of identification, a 
project of reducing the Other to the S;mw (the Amazonian Indian suppressed 
as O!hrr and reduced to the Same as rhe Brazilian citizen). In other word~;. 
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ethnocide results in the dissolution of the multiple into One. Now what about 
the State? It is, in cssC"nCe, a pulling into play of centripetal force, which, 
whtn circumstances demand it, tends toward crushing the oppositr· centrifu­
gal forct.>S. The State considers itself and proclaims itself the center of society, 
the whole of the social body, the absolute master of this body's various 
organs. Thus we discovtr al the very heart of the State's suustance the active 
power of One, thr inclination to refuse the multiple, the fear and horror of 
difference. At this formal level we st·(· th<1t etlmocidal practice and the State 
machine function in the same w<1y and produce the same effects: tlw will to 
reducC" difference and alterity. a sense and taste for the id('ntical and the One 
can still bl' detected in the forms of western civilization and the State. 

L.e;1ving this formal and in some ways structuralist axis to tackle the 
diachronic axis of concrete history. lt't us consider French culture as a partic­
ular rasC' of western civilization, as an C'xemplary illustration of the spirit 
;ind the destiny of the West. Its formation. rooted in a secular past, appears 
strictly coextensible to expansion and to reinforcement of tht' State appara­
tus. first und<'r its monarchic form. then und('r its republican form. To e<Kh 
development of central power C'orresponds an incrt>ased dt'ploymt'n t of the 
rnlturnl world. French cultuH· is a national culture. a eulture of the 
F1·enchman. TI1e extension of the State's authority translates into the expan­
sionism of the State's language, French. ThC'· nation may consider itself con­
stituted, and the State may proclaim itself the exclusivt' holder of power 
when the people upon whom its authority is exercised speak the same lan­
guage as it does. This process of integration obviously involves the suppres­
sion of differences. lt is thus th<lt at l11e dawn of thv French nation, when 
France wa" only Franchimanie <ind its king a pale lord of tht· Northern l.oi1·e, 
the Albigrois crusade swept down on tl1c South in order to abolish its civi­
liwtion . Tht t·xtirpation of the Albigensian heresy, a prttl'Xt and means f'or 
C'xp<t11Sion for the C'<1petian monarchy, establishing Franct''s borders ;1Jmos1 
definitively. appears to be a case of pure ethnocide: the culture of the South 
of France - religion, literature, poetry - was irreversibly condemned and the 
people of the I.angucdoc became loyal subjects of the king of France. 

The Revolution of 178'), in allowing the triumph of the .lacobins' ccntr"al­
ist tho ugh t over thC' (ii ron dins· federalist tendl•ncies, brought the po I it ical 
ascendancy of Parisian administration to an end. The provinces. as territorial 
units, had each relit•d on an ancient, culturally homogeneous realiLy: lan­
guage, political 1r;1ditions. etc. Provincc·s were replaced by al1stract division 
into dC'partments, intended to break all references to local particularisms. and 
th us facilitatC' the penetration of st;1te authority evC'rywhC're. The final stage 
of this movement through which differences would vanish befort' State 
power was the Third Repuhlic. which definitively transformed the inhabitants 
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of tlle hexa~on into citi?.ens, due to the institution of fn:e and obligatory 
secular schools and obliga1ory military snvict. Whatever r{'lllained of 
autonomous existence in the provincial and rural world sul·cumbed. 
rrancification h;1d been accomplished. tthnocide consummated: traditional 
languages were attacked as back wards patois. village I ife reduced to the level 
of folkloric sp<'ctacle destined for th1: consumption of tourists. etc. 

This brief glance at our country's history suffices to show that ethnocide, 
<tS a more or less authoritarian suppression of sociocultural differences, is 
alre;1dy inscribed in the natur{' and functioning of the Stille machine, which 
standardi7.es its rapport with individuals: to the State. all citizens arr l'qual 
before the law. 

To affirm that ethn ocide. starting with th(' French examplt:. is part of 
the State's unifying essence, logically leads to the conclusion that all state 
formations are cthnocidal. Let us briefly examine the case of States quite 
dlflcrrnt from F:uropean States. The Incas built a governlllental machine in 
the Andes that the Spanish admired as much for its vast territorial cxt('n­
sion as for the precision and detail of administrative tcchniquC's that prr­
mittt•d the emperor and his numerous bureaucrats to exercise almost total 
and permanent rnntrol over the empire's inhabitants. The properly ethnoci­
dal aspect of this statr maC'h i nC' becomes apparent in its tC'n ckn cy to Inca­
ize the newly conquered populations: not only obliging them to pay tribute 
10 the new maqt•rs, but forcing thrm to celebrate the ritual of the con­
querors, the worship of the Sun, that is. Inca himself. The State religion 
was imposed by force, regardless of the delrimrnt to local cults. ll is also 
true that thC' pressure exerted by the Incas on the subjugated tribes nC'ver 
reached the violt'nce of the maniacal zeal with which the Spanish would 
l;iter annihilatl' indigC'nous idolatry. Though skillful diplomats, thC' lnt'ilS 
knl'w to use force when necessary, and their organiz;1tion reacted with the 
greatest brutality, as do all State apparatusC's whrn their power is put into 
question. The frequenc uprisings against the central authority of Cuzco, 
first pitilessly repressed, were tht'n punished by massive deportation of the 
vanquished to rrgions very far from their native territory, that is, tnritory 
marked by a network of places of worship (springs, hillsides, grottoes): 
uprooting, deterritorialization, etlinocidc ... 

Ethnocidal violence, like the negation of difference. is clearly a p<irt of 
the essence of the State in barbarous empires as wdl as in the civilized soci­
cti<'s of thr West all statr organizations are ethnoC'idal, nhnoridC' is ltH' nor­
mal mode of existence of the State. There is thus a certain universality to 
ethnocide, in that it is the characteristic not only of a vague, indeterminate 
''white world," but of a whole ensemble of societies which are societies with 
a State. Reflection on e·thnocide involves an analysis of the Statl', but must it 
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stop there? Must it limit its<~lf to the obsl'rvation that ethnocide is the State 
and thC!t, from this point of view, all States an: equ•tl? This would be to fall 
back into the sin of abstraction wirh which we have just rtpro;1ched the 
"school of ethnocide"; this would he once again to disregard the C'onnete 
history of our own cultural world. 

Where do we lot'ate the difference th<-1t prr:vents us from putting the 
barbarous States (the Incas, thr: Pharaohs, oriental despotism, etc.) and the 
civilii.ed States [the western world) on the same level or in the s<1mr hag? 
Wr detC'c-t this differr:nce first rn tile levrl of the e·thnocidal rnpRcity of 
state apparatuses. l n the first case, this c;ipacity is Ii mired not hy the 
State's weakness but on the contrary hy its strength: ethnocidal practice -
to abolish difference when it ht-comes opposition - cea~;es once the State's 
strength no longer runs any risk. Thr: Incas tolrratrd thr: relative· autonomy 
of Andean communities once thr: lalt<'.r recognized the political ;ind reli­
gious authority of the Emperor. We notice:, on the other hand, th;lt in the 
st'cond casr - wt'stern States - the t•thnocidal capacity is limitless. unbri­
dled. ft is for this very rC'a.son that it C'an lead to genocide, that onl' can in 
fact spl'ak of the westm1 world as absolutely t.>thnociclal. But wl1rre- dO('S 

this come from? What does western civiliz<1tion contain that makes it infi­
nitely more etlirwcid<il than all otlwr forms of sociny? It is its sysre111 of 
e('o110111ic production. prr:ciscly a spare: of the unlimited. a space without a 
locus in that it rnns1antly pushes b;1ck hound<1ries. an infinite spac1~ of per­
manent forging ahead. What differentiates thC' West is capitalism, as thr: 
impossihility of rl'maining within (I frontier, as the passini:; beyond of rill 
frontiers; it is capitalism as a system of production for which nothing is 
impossible, unless it is not bl'ing ;rn rnd in itsrlf; whether liberal. prlvatt', 
as in Western Europe, or planned. of the State, as in Eastern Europe. 
Industrial society. tht most formidable machine of production. is for that 
very rea~;on thC' most terrifying m<1chine of destruC'tion. Races. soriet1es. 
individuals; space, nature . .seas, forests, subsoils: r:verything is useful, 
everything must be used, l'verything must bC' productive, with productivity 
pushed to its maximum rate or intensity. 

This is why no n·spill· could b(' given to so,·ieties that left tht world to its 
original. tranquil unproductivity. This is why in lhe eyes of the West, the 
wastt' represe111cd !Jy the non-exploitation of immense resources was intoler­
<,ble. The choice left to thesl" societirs raised a dilemma: rithrr give in to 

production or disappc·ar; either cthnocidr or genocide. At the end of thr last 
cen_tury, the Indians of the Argentinean pampas wert· completely extl'rminat­
c·d 111 order to permit the extensive breeding of ~;herp or cows which founded 
the wraith of Argentine-an capitalism. Al the beginning of this century. hun­
dreds of thousand~ of Alllatoni<m Indians perished IJeneath thr: blows of rui>-
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kers Presrntly in all of South America. the last free Indians are suc-
ber-sce · · . · · I 

, · er beneath the enormous thrust of r:conon11c growth. Brazilian growt 1 
cum•>tnb . f h ' ' · 1 • 
in particular. The transcontinental roads. constrllct1on o w 1cn is acce er,1t-
ing, constitute the _axes of colonization of the territories traversed: woe to 

the lndiuns caught in the path! 
What weight do several thousand unproductive Savages have compared 

to tile wealth or gold, rnrr: min,rals, pt:trol('um. cattle ranchrs, coffrr planta-
. . "IC 7 Produce or die. this is the motto of the West. The North Amencan t10n..,, ' . · . 

Indians lcarrtr:d this in the l1esh. killed almost to the last to allow for pro<!u'.:-
tion. One of their executioners. General Sherman. ingenuously declcired 1t m 
a ktter addressed to a famous killer of Indians, Buffalo Bill: "As far as. I can 

· att' 1'n 1BG2 tlwre were around nine and a half million buffalo 1n the est1m . • . 
plains ht'tween Missouri and the Rocky Mountains. /\I\ of them havl' d1sap-
peaH'd. h1Jnted for thr:ir meat. skins. ;ind hones. [ .. :] At this same dnte. there 
werr: around 165.00 Pawnee. Sioux. Cheyenne. Kiowa, and 1\pnche. whose 
annual food supply depended on thtse buffalo. They also disappea1·,d and 
wt·re replaced by douhle and triple the number of mr:n and women of the 
white ra<:t. who have ma<k this l~1nd .<i ~ardvn anrl who can bl· rnurned. 
taxed and governed <'i<:cording to the laws of nature and civilization. !his 
was a wholesome ch1rnge and will be carrir:d out to the cnrl." 1 

The general was right. The change will be carried out to the end; it will 
end when there is no longer <rnything left to d1angv. 

1 Qtioted in R. Tliev(··nin ;-ind P. Coze . .r1.fof1irs er !Tisroire lie» lll1/ir11s Pem1.r 

Rvuf}C5. Paris: Payot. I CJ'J2. 
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MYTHS hND RITES 

Of SOUTH hMf RIChN INDlhNS 

One cannot SC'riously attempt ;in exposition of Indian r<'ligions of South 
America without first mentioning, if only schematically, a few genl·r;il facts. 
rhough obvious to the specialist, thry must nevertheless precede the exposi 
tion itst'lf in order to facilitate the examination of the problem of religion for 
the less familiari7.ed readn: indeed can one approach the field of thr prac­
tires and beliefs of South /\merican Indians without first knowing how the.•;e 
peoples lived, how their societies functioned? I.et us thus he reminded of 
what is only a truism in appearance: South America is a continC'nt whose 
immense surface. with a few ran· cxcrptions (such as thl' A1aca111a <lesl:11 in 
northernmost Chile). was r111irely occupie<l when America was disrov('rrd at 
the end of the 15th century. As tile work of prrhistorians will :ittest. 1his 
ocrnpation was quite nndent, clnsC' to thirty millrnniums old. \Ve should 

The following texts first appeared in Le Dictio1111aire des mvtlrologies er de5 
religio11s, Paris. Editions r:lamrnarion. 1 <J ll I, under tht• dirr<"tion of Yves Bonnefoy 
[Published in English as Myr/10/ogies. Chicago. U11ivt·rsity of Chi<"ago Prt'ss. 19 91.J 
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not1', furthermore, that contrary to current wickspre;1d conviction. the densi­
ty of the indigenous population was relatively high. Ot·mographic n·search, 
r.otahly that conducted <11 the Univ('rsity of C;ilifornin at Rerk<:ley in lht• 
l.JnitC'd Stntt's, constitutes il radical retxaminatio11 of the "dassic" belief that 
South America. exctpt in its Andean parts, was a quasi-desert. Through the 
size of the population (several kns of millions). the continental vastness of 
its territory, South America offervd tht· conditions for extensivt' cultural and 
therefore religious diversity. 

What are the prin<:ipal sociocultural ch<tractC"ristics. the essential ethno­
logical dC'tl'rminants of South American peoples? The territorial extension 
and resulting climatic variat ion make for a succession of ecological environ­
ments and landscapl's that lead from the humid, equatori;tl forest of the 
North {the Amal.On ia n basin) to the savannas of Patagonia ;ind the harsh cl i­
mates CJf Tierra de! r:u(·go. Diffrrences in till' natural surroundings, through 
the spc<:if1C' ad;iptations thty de111and in man. havt' fashioned very rnntrilst­
ing cultural models: the s•dentary farmrrs of the Andes, tl1e itinrrant sl<:ish­
and-burn farmers of the fort'st, nomadic huntns and collectors. Rut one 
must immediately not\' that hunting cultures in South America are absolute­
ly in the minority. Its arca of expansion essrntially corresponds to zones 
when· agriculture was impossibk either bt'cause of the climate (Tinra ckl 
Fu ego} or bee a use of the nature of l he vegewtion (the Argcn tine<l n p<1111pas 
with tllt·ir ;ihsence of forestl. Fvnywhvrr rise. if agriculturC' is possible in 
terms of indigenous tt'chnology (tht' use of fire. the stone ax. thr hoe, etc.}, 
then 1t exists, and has for scvt·ral millenniums. as the discoveries of ;ncht'ol­
ogists and cthnobot<mists show. This concerns tht' largest pl'lrt of the South 
i\merk;in cominent. .'\nd it has been t"Slahlish«d that for the few isolated 
hunting societi<"s that bizarrely break up the monotony or this cultur<ll land­
scape, th<' absence of agriculture is the re-suit not of the persistrncr of a prc­
agriculturcil way of life. but of a Jo-;~: the Guayaki of Paraguay, the Siriano 
of Bolivia practkec! slash-and-burn agriculrure. as did tht'ir neighbor.·· .. But as 
a result of various historical circumstances, the practice was lost long ago, 
and they hec<ime hun1ers and rollertors onct· again. In olhtr words. instt"<id 
of an in fl n i !(• variety of cul tu res. we f'1nd an enormous. ho rnogrneou s m;iss 
of socil'ties with siruilar marks of production. 

In order to locail' an ordering prindplt'· in the diversity of peoples who 
inhabit a given region, to submit th1: multiplicity of culturL·s 10 prim<1ry ch;­
sif1l·a1ron, we prefrr to call upon l1ngu1stie criteria. And from then on. we see 
the 1magt· of almost pvrfect cultural unity vanish, an image suggcstl'.d by the 
!Wttrrenc·r of almost identical matcri<tl resourCC'S, What. in effect. is South 
Anieric-a's linguistic rnakt·up. drawn in broad strokes? Jn no other region of 
rhe world, Pt'rhaps, is rhe breakdown of languages pushed to such an 
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nl , l 'her<' are dozens of large linguistic families. each comprising a n<trl'. t . · 

bcr of di ik<:ts somt·times so distanced from the mother tongue that nu111 ' . 
! who speak thrn1 cannot undersrnnd c·ach other. Moreover. a cons1dt'·r-t wse • · 'd allk number of so~calll·d isolated languages have to be t~ken mto rn.ns1 er_a-

for they are impossible to integrate 11110 thl' principal ltnguist1c stock. non. · f' I I d' This extraordina1y crumbling or languagC' results in a sort o cu tura 1sper 
Sion. lhe unity of language, in fan. often provides the foundayon fm the 
cultural unity of a people, the "style" of its rivilization, the sp1ru of tls cul­
ture Of c·ourse, there are some exceptions to this "rule." Thus from the point 
ol' view of their l;mguagr. tht.' Gu<iyaki. nomad hunters. hdong to the gm11 
rupi-Guarani stock. whic-h comprises agricultural tnbes. Such aberrant C<t~,t'S 
arc- very rare and stem from historical conjunctures tl1111 art> rdaovdy easy 
10 l'Stablish. One essential point should be noted here: the Tup·i-Guarani. for 
rx;:1111ple. occ-upied <111 immense territory hy thr millions and sµoke the same 
l<inguage. with thr rxception of diakctical variations that were nol ~ubstan­
!lal enough to prevent communication. Now. despitl' the distances that sepa­
ratt thC' most far-off tribes, the cultural homogrneity is remarkahk, as much 
in tt'rms of socioC'conomic life as in their ritual activities or the struc1urr of 
tlwir myths. It goes without saying th<tt rultural unity does not in <lny way 
signify i•olitical unity: th<.' Tupi-Guarani tribes panicipated in the s<1me cul­
nm1I model wilhout ever constituting a "nation." since thry rcrnainrd m a 
permnnent state of war. . 

But in recognizing this affinity betwt·cn language and cultun: and chs­
covtring in the former the princ-ipk of unity of the latter, we immediately 
fmd oursclvrs forc-ed to accept the mo:;t immrdi«1tC' consequence of th is rtfa­
cionship: there will be as many cultural configurations and tl!us. systems of 
helief. as thrre are Jangui1gt>s. To each ethnic group corrrsponds a spenf1c 
assortment of beliefs, ritC's and myths. The prol>irm from now on is merhod­
ological: we obviously cannot adopt tlw illusory sollition of<~ "dinionary". 
that would offer an t'ndkss list of known tribes and the teemrng vm1ety of 
their beliefs and practices. The difficulty 1n choosing a method for tht pre­
sentation of religious f<icts Slf'nlS in large part from the COI1tradiction 
between till' cultural homogC'neity observed on a sodoeconomic level and 
the irreducihlt' heterogeneity on a strictly rnhural level, so tha1 l'ach ethnic 
group possl·sses and cultivates its pMticular personality bctw1:rn material 
rvsources and "poinl of honor." Yet could one not discover l1rn's of rorct' 
capable of divicling an abstract iril'nrity. rransversals able to regroup specific 
differences? It is inderd such a division among thr Amerindian peoples that 
thr first Europe;ms approaching the New World put inw effect: on the one 
hand. soridirs of the Andes subjt"Cttd to the imperial power of the strong 
Jncan state machine. on the other. tribt>s 1h;i1 populated the rv~t of the con ti-
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n(·nt, lndinns of the forrst, snvnnna nncl pnmpns, prople "without filith, law. 
or king," as the chronickrs of thr 16th centuiy said. And it is not too sur­
prising to learn that this Europenn point of view, based largely on the ethno­
Ct'ntrism of those who formulated it. was echoed exactly by Hw opinion that 
the Incas professed regarding the populations that crowded tht" steps of the 
Empire: they were nothing but pa1ht'tic sav11ges to them, only good enough, 
if they could be so reduct'd, to paying tribute to the king. It would not be 
any more surprising to learn that the Incas' rt'pugnanre toward the people of 
tlw forest had a lot to do with the customs of the !attn, considen'CI hm­
ba ro us: it was often a que">tion of ritual practices. 

It is indeed along these lines that the indigenous peoplt"S of South 
America arr divided and srparatrd: the Andt'ans and the Others, the Civi!i7.ed 
and the Siivnges. or. in the terms of l radition al classification. high cultures 
on tht' one hand and fon·st civilizations on the other. Cultural (as well as 
rt'ligiou~:l difference is rooted <ts much in political modes of functioning as in 
t:conomic modes of production. In othC'r words, there is no SL1bstantial difft'r­
ence - in terms of rites and myths - betwet'n hunting peoples and farming 
peoples who, instead, form a homogcnt>ous cultural whole in the face of the 
Andean world: an opposition otherwise srated as that of societies without a 
State (or primitivf societies) and societies with a State. This at least allows 
for the structuring of the r('Jigious space of pre-Columbian America. and al 
the same time the economy of an exposition of it. This is why the first part 
of this rssay will be dedicated to the rl'l igious world of primitive societies, 
farmers and hunters combinl'd . The second part will be a presentation of 
Andt'an religion: the issue will be to distinguish two autonomous levels, one 
inscrihcd in the very ancient tradition of pt'asant communities of this region, 
the other. much mort' rt'cent. resulting from the formation and t>xpansion of 
the lncan st;lte. We will thus he sure to "cover" the two domains in which 
the ;;pirituality of Sowh Amerie;1n Indians unfolds. Though consistent with 
the general sociocultural dimensions of these societies. the bipartition of the 
rc.-l1gious firld would not offer a sufficiently precise image of its object. 
Indeed, a certain number of ethnic groups that stem from the classic "primi­
tive" modd as rnuch by thrir modes of production as by tht>ir political insti­
cucions nrvcrchl'less break away from this model prC'cisrly through the 
inhabitual. indeed. enigmatic forms that their rdigiou.c; thought and practice 
t~ike: a break pu~hed to its C'xtrC'me by the lupi-Gu;1rani tribes whose rt:li­
gious (·thnography demands special development, which shall make up !he 
third part of this essay. 

Wt' must consider every document concernin~ Indian America as an 
ethnographic rt'<\OurCL'. The information at our disposal is therefore vt•ry 
abund:int, sincP i1 begin<; with the discovery of America. Bur m the sarnt· 
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· e this information is incom1ilete: of the numerous tribt's that have disap-
lllll . . d 
peared, only the names remain. This lack is nevertheless largely com_pensate 
for by the results of two decades of field work amo.ng the .populations t~at 
have not been wiped out. The documents on pnmmve soc1et ies at our d1s-

I t hen range from 16th~centuty chronicles to the most recent rcstarch. posa. . . . . 
A for the Andean religions, more or less extirpated by the Spanish sLnce the 
m~d~Stventeenth century, they are known only thanks to descriptions left by 
Pizzaro's companions and the first colonizers. not including the testimonies 
<f·ithrred directly from the sLirvivors of the lncan aristocracy immediately ..... 
af"ler the conqutst. 

1. rnc1U1ES Of !HE FORES! 

Travelers. missionaries, or ethnologists have constantly noted, either to 
rejoice in it or to deplore it, the strong attachment of_ p:i~itive peoples to 
their customs :rnd traditions. that is. their profound rellg1os1ty. Any amount 
of time spent 11mong an Amawnian society. for example, allows one to 
observe not only the piety of the Savages but the investment of rt ligious 
concerns into social life to a point that seems to rlissolve the distinction 
between the secular and the religious, to hlur the houndari<'"s betwC'en the 
domain of the profane and the sphere of the sacred: natun~. in short. like 
society, is traversed through and through with the supernCltural. Aninrnl~ or 
plants can thus at once be natural beings and supernatural agents: ·~ a 
falling trc<' injures somC'onc, or a wild b<>ast attacks someone. or a shooting 
star crosses the sky, they will be interpreted not as accidents, but as effects 
of the deliberate aggression of supernatural powers, such as spirits of the 
forest, souls of the dead. indeed, enemy shamans. The decided refusal of 
chance and of the discontinuity between the profane and the sacred would 
logically lead to abolishing the autonomy of the religio_us sphere. which 
would then be located in all the individual and collective events of the 
tribe's daily life. Jn reality, though. never completely absent rrom the multi­
ple aspects of a primitive culture, the religious dimension manages_ to assert 
itself as such in certain specific ritual circumstances. They are therefore more 
easily determined if we first isolate the plal·e and function of divine figures. 

fHE GOOI 

ln keeping with the European idea of religion such as. i_t describes the 
rel:-ition bctwc·en the human :rnd lhC' divinl'. and more specifically. lwtween 
men and God. cvangdists and researchers have been haunml, some-times 
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unknowingly. by thr convidion that then· is no authentic religious fact 
except in the form of monotheism. They have attempted to discover among 
South American Indians eithrr local versions of the single great god or the 
embryonic seed of the oneness of the divinr. Ethnogrnphy shows us the 
futility of such an undertaking. Almost always. as a matter off act, the cul­
t uni I practict's of thesr peoplt's ckvrlop without implicit rcfrrencr to a single 
or central figure of the divine. as we shall see. In othvr words. rtligious life, 
seizeci in its ritual reality, unfolds in a space outside thilt which western 
thought is accustomed to calling tile sphere of the divine: the ··gods' are 
C1bsrnt from th<' <:ults and rites that men <:elehratr, because they <HC not 
intenckd for thrm. But does chc absence of worship necessarily signify the 
absence of the divine? We have believed it possible to detect, here and there. 
dominant divine figurrs in the myths of various tribes. But who ckcidrs on 
this dominance, who evaluatrs the hierarchy of thtsc representations of the 
divine? It is sometimes precisely cthnogrnphrrs and more often missionaries 
who, immersed in the monotheistic fantasy, imagine their expt'ctzitions ful­
frllcd by the discovery of such and such particular divinity. Who are these 
"gods" that iire not worshiped? Tht'ir names, in faC't. cksignarr visible celes­
tial bodies: Sun, Moon, stars, constellations. whost' mrtamorphoses from 
human to astral ar(' recounted in numerous myths; thry also name "violrnt" 
natural phrnomena such as thunder, storms, lightning. Very often the names 
of thr "gods" also rC'fer not to the order of nature, but to that of culture: 
mythical founders of civilization, inventors of agri<.:ulture, cultural heroes 
who in fact sonwtimts hcrnmr <:elcstial bodirs or animals oni.:e their terr('s­
trlal task has hem completed - the Twins, the Tupi-Ciuara n i tribes' mythical 
heroes. abandon Earth to transform themselves into Sun and Moon. 
/\!though Sun, the older brother. plays a very important role in the religious 
thought of the contemporary Guarani, he is nor the object of a particular 
cult. In othn words, all these "gods" are most often nothing but names, 
names more common than pl'rsonal, ;md as such. indications and designa­
tions of th(' socit'ty's "b('yoncl." of lhe culture's Other: the rnsmic alterity of 
the heavens and celestial bodies, the earthly alterity of the nature at hand. 
Alterity that originates abovt· all from the culturl' itsl'if: the order nf Law as 
an i nsritution of the social (or the cultural) is contemporaneous not to mc"n, 
hui to a time before men; it originates in mythical, prrhuman time. The soci­
ety fmds its foundations outside its<'lf in the t•nsembk of rules and instruc­
tions IJequcathC'd by the great ann·stors or cultural lleroes. both often signi­
fied by the name of fathrr, Grandfather or Our rrue rather. The nanw of this 
distant wid alistrnct god indifferent ro mC'n's destiny, this god without a cult, 
that is, deprivC'd of the general relationship that unites humans with the 
divine, is tilt, nanw of I.aw which, inscribed at the ltl:art of 1l1t' so<:ial, guar-
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antt'CS the maintenann· of its ordrr and asks mt'n only to respect tradition. 
l his is indt'ed what we l<?arn from th<: tribes of Tierra de! i:uego. among 
whom scholars of the American continents haw sometimes been tempted to 
locate the most advanced forms of "savage" monotheism: the Temaukrl of 
1l1e Ona or the Watauinewa of th(' Yahgan comprise under their names the 
intangible norms of the sod;1l life left to men hy thrse "gods" ;ind taught to 

adolescents during initiatory rites. One may note. by the way. that unlike the 
Andean socirties, other South Anwrican peoples never depirt the "gods.'' lhr 
only not<1hle exception: th(' zrmi, or iools of the Tana-Arawak of the 
Antilles, and the divine images that Cl'rtain C'Dlomhi<tn and VenewC'lan tribes 
house in their temples. In both cases, historians of religion invoke innuenc:es 
i'rom Central Anwrica for the former, from the /\ndrs for the latter. that is, 
from what we call high culture. 

A strange religion without gods. that of the South Americ<1n lndinns: an 
absence so irritating that more than one missionary has proclaimed tht"se peo­
ple trne atheists. l'eoplr of extrrme religiosity nonetlieless: a socicrl and colk<:­
!ive rl'ligiosity more than individual and private, in that it concerns the rda­
t:ion of society, as a world of lhe living, tu this Other. the world or its dt·;id. 

IHE RllU~L) OF DWH 

We must frrst of all avoid confusion hetwec·n worship of ancestors and 
worship of the dead. Indigenous thought, in fact, clearly distinguishes the 
old dead from thC' rrrrnt dead, and ead1 of these catcgoric·s of the non-liv­
ing require different treatment. What is established between the community 
of the living and th;1t of the an<:estors is a diachronic rel<1tionship, marked 
by the rupture of temporal continuity, and a synchronic relationship, 
marked by the will for cultural continuity. In other word~. Indian thou!1:ht 
situates the ancestors in a time before lime, in a time where the events that 
occur are what myths recount: a primordial time of various moments in the 
foundation of culture and the institution of society, a veritable timr of the 
ancestors with whom the souls of the old dead, anonymous and separated 
from the living by a great genralogical depth, merge. In addition, society. 
instituted as such in thC' mytl1ic;1l l'l ncestors' founding act. constantly reaf­
firms its will, through the voices of leaders and sh;imans or through the 
means of ritual pr;1ctices, to prrscverr in its cultural bring, that is, to con­
form to the norms and rules bequeathed them by the ancestors and trans­
mitted through myths. To this ene.1. the ancestors are often honored with rit­
uals whose consequences we shall examine. It becomrs clt·ar that the ances­
tors and their mythical gestures, far from bring assimilated with the dead, 
are considered the very life of society. 
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Relation with the dead is something else entirely. Pirst, they are th1..· con­
temporaries of the living, those whom age or sickness tear.> from the com­
munity, the relatives and kin of the survivors. If death abolishes the I.Judy. it 
also brings into being, into autonomous existence, that which Wl' call the 
soul, for lack of a better term. Ac:cording to the partirular bC'!ie[c; nf each cul~ 
ture, the number of souls a person has can vaiy: sometimes just one. some­
times rwo. sometimes more. But even if there ;ire more than one, ont of them 
hecoml's the ghost of the dl'ceased. a sort of living dead. In fac:t. the actual 
funeral rites. insofar as tht·y conn·rn tile dead body, ~ire rssentially intended 
to ward off deftnitivl'ly the souls of the dead l'rorn the living: death lets loose 
a nood of evil, aggressive powers against which the living mlJSt protect 
themselves. SinCt' the souls do not W<lnt to leave the surroundings of the vil­
lage or encampment. they wander. especially at night. nrar their relatives 
and friends for whom thc·y are a source of danger, illness, death . .lust as the 
anC'l'Stors, as the mythical founders of society, are marked with a positive 
sign and are therefore close to the community of their ''descendants,"' so the 
dead, as potrntial destroyers of this s<lnlt' soci('ly, are marked with a negative 
sign to such <tn extent that the living ask: how can we get nd of them? 

It follows consequently that one cannot speak of a rnlt of the de·ad 
among the South American peoples: far from ('ntertaining thoughts of celr­
brating them, they arc much morC' c:oncerned with C'rasing th('m from their 
memory. This is why ceremonies such as the Shipaya's "feast of dead souls," 
or even the ritts at which the Bororo summon the dead (aroc), seem to stem 
more- from th(' will to win the benevolence of the ancient dead than from a 
desire to celebrate tht' recent dead: with the anceswrs, the community of the 
living s<·ck to conclude <ind strengthen the alli<ince th<tt guarantees its sur­
vival; against the dead, defense me-chanisms arr put into tffeC"t to prott'ct 
society from their attacks. 

What do they do with thf' dead? Generally, they art· buried. Almost 
everywhere, in the area being considered, the tomb is <i C"ylinclric hole some­
times covered with a little roof of palm leaves. The body is most often placed 
there in the fet<il position, the f<ice turned in the direction of thr sours sup­
posed resting place. The almost total absence of cemeteries is due not to the 
periodic upheavals of villages when the gardens become- unproductive-. but 
rath('r to the relation of C'xclusion that S('parates thl' living from the dead. A 
cemetery is in fact an established spac(' res('rved for the dead whom one can 
later visit and who are maintained, in this mannn, in pnmanence mid prox­
imity to the sµacr or the living. The lndi;ins' major concern is to abolish 
evrrything including the memo1y of tile dead: how. then. can a p rivikged 
sµace b(' reserved for them? This will to rupture thus leads many or these 
societies quite simply to lcavr the village whtn a death Ol'CUrs in order to 
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pu1 the most distance possible betwl'cn the dead person's grave and the 
~pact· of the living. All the deceased's goods ;ire burned or drstroyed, a taboo 
is cast upon his name whic:h from now on is no longer spoken. In short, the 
clr;1d person is complrtely annihilated. 

That the· dead c;m lrnunt th(' living to the point or anguish in no Wily 
implies a lack of emotion in the latter: the manifestations of mourning (a 
shfivcd head for the womrn, for example, hlack paint. sc·xual or alimrntary 
restrictions, etc.) are not merdy social, for the sorrow expressed is not 
feigned. The deacl person's burial furthermore is nnt "slapdash," it is not done 
hastily, but according to rules. Thus, in certain societi('s the funeral ritual 
takes place in two stages. Among the Bororo. a very complex ceremonial 
cycle follows the burial of the deceased: a ritual hunt, dances (among which, 
the so-called dance of the mariddo. which the men perform with huge rolls of 
leaves on their heads), and chants go on for about two weeks. The skeleton, 
rid of its flesh, is then exhumed, paintrd with tlTIJC'U and ckcorated with 
feathers. Placed in a baskrt, it is finally takC'n in a procession to a nearby 
river where it will be thrown. The anc:ient Tupi-Guarani gtnedly inhumed 
their dead in great funerary urns buried in the earth. Like the Bororo. in the 
case of famous rhiefs or shamans. they proceeded to exhume the skeleton, 
which among the Guarani became the object of a cult if the shaman was 
great. The Guarani in Paraguay still maintain the custom of SDnH'times pre­
serving a child's skeleton: invoked under certain circumstanres. it assures 
mediation with the gods nnd thuc; allows communication brtwl'<.:n humans 
and the divinities. 

CANNIBMllM 

Som(' societies. however, do not bu1y thL·ir dedd: they <:lit them. This type 
of anthropophagy must he distinguished from the rnuc:h more widespread 
treatment reserved by srveral tribes for their prisoners of war. such as the 
Tupi-Guarani or the Carih, who ritually rxecuted and consumed their cap­
tives. We call thr act of eating the body of one's own dead [and not that of 
the enemy) endocannibalism. It ran take many forms. Thr Yanomami of the 
Venezuelan Ama7.on burn the cadavn on a pyre; they collect tht fragments 
of bone that have esco:iped combustion and grind them to a powder. This is 
later to blended into banana pur('c and c:onsumed by a relative of the 
dCC'C'Cl.SC'd. lnv<:rst·ly, the Guayaki of Paraguay grill the cut up cnd~vc:r on a 
wooden grill. ThP flt·sh. accompanied by the pith of tile pi11do palm trt'e. is 
consumed by the whole tribe, with the exception of the dc·cL'<tsed's family. 
The bones are broken and burned or abandoned. The apparent effect of 
endo<"annihalism is the total integration of the dead into the living. since one 
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absorbs the other. One could thus think of this funerary ritual as the absolute 
opp~site of the customary attitude of the Indians, to create as large a gap as 
possible hetwet·n th<·mselves and the dead. But this is only an appearanC('. In 
reality. rndocannihalism pushes the separation of the living and the dead to 
its extreme in that the former, by e~ting the latter, deprives them of this final 
anchorage in the space that the gravr would constilute. There is no longer 
any P?S~ibility for contact hvtween them, and endocannibalism accomplishes 
th<' m1ss1on ass1gntd to fun~ral ritC'S in the most radical manner. 

One can sre. thrn, thr extent to which the confusion between the cult of 
the ancestors and thr cult of the dead is false. Not only does the cult of the 
dC'ad not exist in South American tribes since the dead arr dt·stined to com­
plett' oblivion, bur moreover, indigenous thought tends to mark its relation­
~hip to t.he w?rld of mythical ancestors as positively as it marks negatively 
its relat1onsh1p to the world of the rral drad. Society seeks conjunction, 
alli.ance, i.nclusion with the ancestors-founders, while the community of the 
living mamta1ns that of tht' dead in disjunction. rupture. exclusion. It follows 
that all events capable or altering a Jiving per!:>on logically refer ro the 
supreme alter;rnon. death as division of the person into a cadaver and a hos­
tile phantom. Illness. as potential death. concerns not only the person's indi­
vidual destiny, hut also the future of rhe community. That is why the th<:ra­
peutic undertaking aims, beyond curing the sick, at protecting the society, 
and this is also why the medical act. by the throry of illness th at it implies 
and puts into effect. is an esst'ntially religious practice. 

SHAMANllM &ND lllNflS 

l\s doctor, tllr shaman occupies a central place in the religious I ifr of the 
rrilJe which expects him to assure thr good health of its memb<'rs. I low does 
one fall sick? What is illness? The c<1usc is not attached to a n;1tural agent 
but 10 a supernatural origin: the aggression of a certain spiril or· naturr. or 
the soul of somt'one recently deceased, an attack by a sh;iman from an 
l'.rwmy tribe. a (voluntary or involuntary) transgression of an alimt:ntary or 
sexual taboo. etc. Indian etiology closely associates illness, as bodily unrc-st. 
with the world of invisible powers: the mission ('ntrusted to lht' shaman is 
determining which of thesr powers is rt'sponsi!Jle. But whatever the cause of 
thl' pain. whatrver thi: perceptihl<' symptoms, the form of 1he illness is 
almost always the same: it consists of a provision;il anticipation of tha< 
which dca1h produces in a definitive manner. namely the separation hetwten 
thr body and soul. Good hl·alth is maint<1ined IJy rlw coexistence of the body 
and the sou! united in tht> person; illm·ss is the loss of this unity by the 
soul's departure. To cure the illness. w restore good health. is to reconstilutt' 
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th~ person's body-soul unity: As doctor, the sh<tman must discover the place 
\';here the soul is held prisoner, liberate it from captivity, and finally lead it 
hack into the patient's body. 

!HE SH~AN 

We must eliminate the widl'~pread conviction - spread. unfortunatdy by 
certain ethnologists - that the shaman. this pvrsonage essrntial to life in all 
primitive societirs, is a sort of lunatic whom his society would takr care of 
<ind tc~tr away from illness and n~argin:ility by charging hrm with assuring 
rornmunication between earth and the beyond. between th(· community ;ind 
the supernatural. By transforming the psychopath into a doctor, society 
would integrate him while pror1ting from his "gift-;" and in 1h1"s way would 
block the probable dcvC'lopment of his psychosis: the sh;iman would no 
longer !Jr his tribe's doctor. hut in short. a madman cared for by society. The 
absurdity of such a discourse is due ro a single thing: those- who utter it hilVC 

never seen a shaman. 
The shaman. indeed. is no differrnt from his patients except that he pos­

sesses a knowledge put to their service. Obtaining this knowledge does not 
depend on the sht1man's personality hut on hard work, on a thorough initia­
tion. Jn other words, one is rarely predisposed to becoming a shaman, so that 
anybody, t'ssentially. could become a shaman should he so d('sirc. Some feel 
tt1i5 desire. others do not. Why might one want to he shaman? An incident (a 
drram, a vi~.ion, a strange encounter, etc.) might be interpretl·d as a sign that 
such is the pilth to follow, and the shaman·s vocation is under way. The 
desire for prestige might also determine this "profrss'1onal" choice: the repu­
tation of a "successful" shaman can e~isily extend beyond the boundaries of 
the trihr where he practices his talent. Much more decisive, however. sefms 
the warlike component of shamanic activity, the shaman's will for poWt'r, a 
power that he wants to exert not over men but ovrr the enemies of men. the 
innunH'rable people of invisible powers, spirits, souls. demons. lt is as a wilr­
rior that the shaman confronts them. <md ilS such. he· wishes to win a victory 
ovrr them as much as ht wants to restort" h<'alth to the sick. 

Some tribes (in thr Chaco, for example) rl·muneratr thl' shaman's mrd­
icill acts by gifts of food, fabrics, feathers, ornamt'ntS, etc. lf the shaman 
enjoys con~iderahk status in all South American sockties, the practice of his 
trade is newrtheless not without risks. lie is a master of lifr (his powers can 
rC'store the sick), but he is also a master of death: these same powers are 
thought to confer upon him the ability to bring death upon others: h(' is 
repu!t'd to br <1hk to kill as well as to cu re. It is not a m;Jtter of maltvoltnn• 
or personal perversity. The figure of the tvil sorrrrt'r 1s r;ire in Soutll 
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America. l~ut if a shaman fails consecutively in his treatments, or if he pro­
duces incompreht·nsibk, tragic C"vents in society, the guilty pariy is soon dis­
covered: it is the shaman himself. Should he fail to cure his patients, it wilt 
be said that he did not want to cure them. Should an epidemic occur or a 
strange death take place: the shaman has without a doubt united with evil 
spirits to harm thC' community. He is thus a pC'rsonage of uncertain destiny: a 
holder of immense prestige, ce11ainly, but at the same time, someone r<'spon­
sible in advance for the tribe's sorrows, an appointed <>capegoat. Lest anyone 
undrrestimate the pen<1lty the shaman incurs: it is most often demh. 

As a general rule·, shamans are men. We know of some exceptions 
however: in the tribes of the Chaco. for example (Abipone, Mocovi. Toba). 
or among the Mapuche of Chile or the Goajiro of Venezuela, this function 
is often fulfilled by women who arr tht·ms1dves no less distinguished than 
the men in this regard. When assured of his shamanic calling. the young 
man undergors his professiom.I training. Of varying duration {from several 
wreks to several yrars). it is genC'rally acquired under the direction of 
another shaman Jong since confirmed. Sonwtimes it is quite simply the 
soul of a dead shaman who is in charge of the novice's instruction (as 
among the Campa of Peru}. There are. among the Carib of Guyara 
(Surinam). veritable shaman schools. The apprentice shaman's instruction 
takes the form of an initiation: since the illnesses they intend to treat are 
the effects of an action of supernatural powers on the body, it is a matter 
of acquiring the means of acting upon these powers in order to control 
them. manipulate th('m, neutralize them. The shaman's preparation thus 
aims at garnering the protection and collahoration of one or several of the 
guardian-spirits to assist him in his therapeutic tasks. To put the novice's 
soul in direct contact with the world of the spirits: this is the goal of the 
apprt'nticeship. It very often leads to what we ca11 trance, that is. to the 
moment in which the young man knows the invisible powers recognize 
him as shaman, learns the identity of his guardian-spirit, and obtains the 
revelation of tht'. chant, which, henceforth, will accompany al! his cures. To 
permit th<" soul's initiatory access ro the supernatural world, the body must 
in some way be abolished. This is why the shaman's training entails an 
asceticism of thC' body: through a process of prolonged fasting, continual 
deprivation of skep, isolation in the fore·st or bush. massive absorption of 
smoke or tobacco juice (Tupi-Guarani, tribes of the Chaco) or hallucino­
genic drugs (the Amal.onian northwest). the apprentice arrives at such a 
state of physic'al exhaustion and hodily dilapidation that it is almost a 
death. experience. And it is then that the soul, libnated from its earthly 
heaviness, alleviated from the weight of the body, finally finds itself on an 
equal footing with the suprrnatural: the ultimate moment of the .. trance," 
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tion tht1t mt1kes a pe . . r a an:icularly c,erious illness can >e 1t.1g-

the soul is the na~e. fhe:efoe. f~r the sick prrson: the error in naming 
nosed as the names un.su1tah1hly ick person does no1 po.,sess a soul-name 
him is the cause of the illness. the s I . a voyagt of discovc1y for the 

. l th shaman eave5 on · k that suits him. /\n< so, e . ted it to him, he tells the sic 
h god have commumca f d 

true name. Whrn t e s . . roves that he has in fact oun 
d h·1s relatives what lt is. Recovery p 

person an 
the patient's real name. I I {sometimes very farawlly. as 

Whilr his spirit is in se3rch of the ost shou around the patient who is 
h· dances and c ants 

far as the Sun}, the s .1man d I many societies thv shaman marks 
d o the groun · n • 1 · J seated or stretche out n . I . t umrnt [marncal. hut a so wn i 

. d - h a mus1c;1 1ns r f 
the rhythm of his anc:t wit . . s De11ending on the nature o 

. . ' th which he converse . 
the voices of the sptnts w1 1·r metamorphosis for the treat-

- h may need to e en 
the diagnosis. the s aman f himself into a jaguar. a snake. a 

, and so he trans orm'> h . t ment to be a sucr.:ess: ' . I . l1ent to ll\ow on t t p:it1e11 
· · h interrupts l!S mover 

l.Jird . From time to time. e . . k tl1e parts of the body that are 
k ) t assacrc him to o;uc 

{often tobacco smo e' o m " .. b e tl, ;ind saliva are reputed to con -
. E I the shamans r -;i '' ' · l ailing him. veryw lere. . 1 . reintegnt~d into the Slck ho< y. 

I Wh the stray sou is • h Din great strengt 1. en . over Verv often the s aman 
' . . 1 d d the treatment is · - . " 
the latter is consH ere cure . t by exhibiting a foreign suv-

. h d of the 1reatmen . d . 
proves his success at t e en . - . - from the sick flC't'.'On s ho y. a 

that h,_, h·is succeeded m extrdt:llng 
stance ' • 
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thorn, a little pebble, bird's down et~· . . , 
mouth. Tl1e absence of the soul th, .. wh1C h ht has b<.'en kc·eping in his 

I. . · ( Presenc~ of 0 for<'ign bod . . 
rei Hy, two different caus€'s of t'l'' ·11 y are not, in 

1 .: i ness; rather it SeC' · h 
vacant by the capture of tht:> soul, tile evil s irit . ms, in t e place left 
presence attests to the absence of the soul ~I ~laces an O~JeCt that by its 
soul is publicly signified, a<:cordin to th . ic::e or~. the re insenion of the 
the Object which, perceptible and p~lpat I ·e sa~1~ logic, hy rht· extracrion of 
l.h. Jc. gu<1r.tnt€'es the fl'ltl"r r th 1· o rs cure ;'lnd !>roves th" dti•'t<· r' · ' , l e really 

• . • • ~ ' 1 s competence. 
!hr therapeutic function !hough essenti11 . 

shaman fills. We have already ~nderlinrd th<: di;./ ils no~ the. only one ~he 
of demarcation in Indian cultur€'s I et h in1. ty ot tracmg a Cl€'ar ltne 
prof ant' and the sacred the mun.d· J ween t e social and the religious. the 
that the sham;in 's rneclia,t1'on i·s .mr al nd thl' supernatural. Thar is to say 

· ' constant y solicited f 
peoples' individual lives or thr sot·1·-.1 1·r f t . or evems thilt punctuate 

• • " 1 e o r 1e tntw I hus h ·11 t to interpret a dream or a :vision t d. · 1 . . e w1 ie called 
' . 0 tCI( e Wh('tht>r (l C(•rta ' ' . t• 

or ominous when for C'xanlJlle . 'in sign 1s avor<1ble 
• • rt war expcclition i · I · . 

an c·nemy tribe. !11 this last c-ircum~ta11ce i f , s ie1ng prepared agarnst 
sorcerer or a spefl-caster· he i's C"" l J • f n ac~ . tilt shaman may act as a 

. . uyal} l' 0 ~ending disea e t h . 
that w11l weaken or even kill them l h h . . . s s o t t enemies 
inipon:ance in which the sh· d. n s on:, t ere IS no ritual activity of any 

c1nrnn ors not play a decisive role. 

Rlffl AND CEREil\ONlfl 

Clrarly, the religious life of th~ societir . 
a rit~ali2ation of their relationship to the d: ~ons1d(·recl rannor be reduced to 
bearing is the celebration of !if(' not a .. or to d1seast' . Of equally great 
birth of a 1.:hild) l)llt ·ilso ·n ·c. ' only in Jts nattual manifestations (the 

' • 1 1 s more prope Jy · · l 
In confom1ance with the grc·11 r'·!·g·o .. r t· socra asrects I rites of passage). 

. , 't i s1ty o these I rel1g1ous spherr l<lke into "C o peop es. wr thus sre the 
. ' " r unt and pervade the g , . . 

d{'st111y so as to deploy th" m . . . rcat stagrs of individual 
~ in soc10-ntual events. 

B1rth 

The birth of a child t'Xtends far br d . . . . 
n::rns not only the t'1other an l th f I yon its b1olog1cal dimension. It con-

. · • ' c C' at wr of the newbo 1 1 • lllllnJty, precisC'ly h1.·causc of i1 . . . rn Jut l11e ent Ir(' com-
kvl·I. The arrival of ·in add·t· sl 1m,pl1cat1ons and t"ffects on the religious 

' ' ' ion a tr1 >e nl<'mher inv I d' cosnuc order; this .-.urplus f If I . o ves a isturb;inct· of the 
vokcs the awakening of·dl o tr e.t. >y thr imbalance tha1 it tstablish\.'S, pro-
1 . , sor s o powers from whi h th ·1 

t re· infant. for thl'Y ;1re JlO c· t' J. . c c· tn )C' must protc·ct 
· f w rs u ( l arli hostile to ·t11 1 ·1· ·rt · rng o Protection tnnsl t .. · . ' new 1 t. rns undi:rl<1k-

, a cs into mtdttple rites of purification, alimentary 
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wboos, sexual restnct1ons. hunting rituals. chants, dances. etc. (before and 
after the birth) which find thrir justification in the certainty that, if they are 
not completed, the child will be threatened by death. The couvade, practiced 
hy all the Tupi-Guarani tribes. has especially caught the attention of 
observers: as soon as childbirth begins, the father of the child lies in his 
hammock and fasts there until the umbilical cord is cut, otherwise the moth­
t"r and the child run serious risks. Among the Guayaki, a birth, through the 
cosmic agit<ition that it unleashes, threatens the child but also thl' fat her: 
under pen;ilty of being devoured by a jaguar. the father must go into the for­
est and kill a wild animal. The death of the child is of course ascribed to the 
man's defeat before evil powers. 

J11itiario11 
It will not be surprising to discover a structural analogy between the 

ritt·s that surround a birth and those that sanction the passage of boys and 
girls into adulthood, a passage immediately read on two levels: first it 
marks social recognition of the biological maturity of individuals who can 
no longer be considered children; it then translates the group's acceptance 
of the new adults and their entry into its bosom, the full and entire appur­
tenance of the young people to society. The rupture with the world of 
childhood is perceived in indigenous thought and expressed in the rite as 
death and rebirth: to become adult is to die in childhood and to be born to 
social life, since from then on, girls and boys can freely allow their sexual­
ity to bloom. We thus understand that the rites of passage take place, as do 
the rites of birth, in an extremely dramatic atmosphere. The adult commu­
nity feigns the refusal to recognize its new equals. the resistance to accept 
th<'m as such; it pretends to see them as competitors, as enemies. But it 
also wants to show th€' young people. by means of ritual practice, that if 
they feel pride in acceding to adulthood, it is at the price of an irremedia­
ble Joss. the loss of the carefree and happy world of childhood. And this is 
c:enainly why, in many South American societies. the rites of passage com­
prise a component of very painful physical trials. a dimension of cruelty 
and pain that makes the passage an unforgettable event: tattooing, scarifi­
cation, flagellation, wasp stings or an1 bites, etc .. whit·h the young initiates 
must endure in the greatest silence: they faint, but without moaning. And 
in this pseudo-death, in this temporary death [a fainting deliberately pro­
voked by the masters of the rite), the identity of the strunure which Indian 
thought t>St<lblishcs between birth and passage clearly appears: the passage 
is a rebirth, a repetition of the first birth which mList thus be preceded by a 
symbolic death. 
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~YTH AND SOCIHY 

But we know, moreover, that the rites of passage arc also identified as 
rituals of initiation. Now, all initiatory procedures aim at making the postu­
lant pass frorn a state of ignorance to a state of knowledge; their goal is to 
lead to the revl.'lation of a truth, to the communication of knowledge: what 
knowledge do the South Amrrican I ndi;ms communicate to young people, 
what truth do tliry reveal to them. to what consciousness do they initiate 
them? Thl' pedagogy inherent in initiatory rites dot's not, of course, concern 
the interpersonal relationship that unites the master and disciple; it is not an 
individual adventure. Whac is at stilke hert is society itself, on the one hand, 
and on the other, young peoplc insofar as they want to belong fully to this 
sockty. In other words, thl' rites of passage, as rites of initiation, hav(' as 
their mission to rnmmunicate to young people a knowledge of the society 
preparing to welcome them. Still this says little: this knowledge. acquired 
through an initiatory path. is not, in fact, knowing about society, thus a 
knowledge exterior to it. It is. necessarily, the knowledge of socit>ty itself, a 
knowledge that is immanent to it, and thnr constitutes the very substance of 
c;ociety. its substantial self, wh<1t it is in itself. In the initiatory rite, young 
people receive from society - represented oy the organizers of chc ritual -
the· knowledge of what society is in its being, what constitutrs it, institutes 
it: the univer.;e of its rules and its norms, the ethical-political univ('rse of its 
law. ·fl·aching Hie law and consequently prescribing fidelity to this law 
assures the continuity and permanence of the being of society. 

~YIH ANO fOUNOA TION 

What is the origin of law as tlt(' basis of society, who promulgated it. 
who k·gislated it? Indigenous thought, we have already noted, envisions the 
relationship hetween society <1nd its foundation (that is, berwctn society and 
irsrlfl as a relationship of exteriority. Or. in other words. if it reproduces 
itself, it does not necessarily found itself. [nitiarory rites. in particular, have 
the function of assuri n~ the auto-rt'·production of society. the reprtition of its 
self, in conformance with traditional rules and norms. 13ut the founding act 
of the institution of society refrrs back to the prt·-social. to thl' met;:i -sorial: 
it is the work of those who preceded men in a time prior to human time; it is 
tl1l' work of the ;mcestors. Myth, as narrativt' of thr founding gesture of soci­
l'ty by the ancestors. constitutes the foundarion of society, the collection of 
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• ..,,,.1ms norms and !11ws the very enscrnhle of knowkdge transmitt('d to its m",.. , · · · 
•ou ng people in the ritual of initiation. 

y In short, then. the initiatory dimension of the rites of passage refers back 
to the truth toward which the initiates are led; this truth signals the founding 
of society. under the auspicl'S of its organic law, and socirty's sdl'-knowl('dgt 
affirms its own origin in the founding act of the ancestors, whose myth con­
stitutes the chronicle. This is why. on the level of the actual unfolding of the 
moments of the ritual, the a ncC'stors are. implicitly and explicitly, necessarily 
implicated and pn·st·nt. Are they not thl' ones from whom the young pcopl(' 
<trl'. in fact. preparing to rL·ceive instruction? The ancestors, major 1'1gures of 
all rites of initiation, are in truth the real objects of worship in the rites of 
p;issage: the true cults of mythical ancestors or of cultural heroes are the 
rites of initiation that have a central import;incc in thr rC'ligious life of tltr 
Amerindian peoples. 

Among the Yahgan of TiC'rrn de! h!ego, the privileged moment in reli­
gious life was the rite of initiation of girls and boys: it rssentially consisted 
of teaching the initiates the tradirional rules of society instituted in mythical 
times by Watauinewa, the cultural ht:ro, the grr:it nncC'sror. Among thr 
Bororo, the souls of the ancestors {aroe) are invited by a specir1c group of 
shamans (aroertaJl•arel to participate in certain ceremonies, including the ini­
tiation of the young, whose passage into adulthood 11nd entr:ince into the 
social world thus takes place under the aegis of the founding ancestors. Thl' 
Cuhl'o of 13razil similarly articulate the initiation of boys with an invocation 
of the ancestors. represented in this cast• by great trumpets, as they arc else­
where by calabash-maracas. It is equally ve1y probable among the tribes of 
the Amazonian Northwest (Tucano, Witoto. Yagua. Tucunal or of th{' Upper 
Xingu (Kamayura. Awet, Bacari) or of the Araquaia [Karaja. Javae), which 
represent their "gods" in the form of masks worn by rnale dancers. th~n these 
masks. like the musical instruments, symbolize not only spirits of the forest 
or the rivers, but also the ancestors. 

The primitive societies of South America invest themselves totally in 
their religious and ritual life, which unfolds as a continuously repeated affir­
mation of the communal Self. Each ceremony is a new opportunity to 
remember thnt if society is good. livable, it is due to the respect of norms 
previously bequeathed by the ancestors. We can then see that the reference 
to the ancestors is logically implicated in the initiatory rites: only the mythi­
cal discourse ;:ind the word of the ancestors guarantee the permanem·e of 
society and its eternal repetition. 
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2. IHE ANDHN WORlD 

In pene-trating tht' Andran world, we come upon a rultural horizon, a 
religious space very different from that of the Savages. for the latter, 
though the great majority are farmrrs, the importanc<' of natural alimenta­
ry rC'sourc<'S remains considerable: hunting, fishing, collecting. Nature as 
such is not abolished by the gardens. and th<' forest tribes rely a~ much on 
fauna and wild plants as on cultivated plants. Not b<'cause of a technical 
deficirncy - al! they would havr to do is increase the surfact' of plantation 
- but brcause pred{ltory exploitation in an ecologically generous environ­
ment (game, fish, roots. berries. and fruit) requirrs less effort. The- techno­
ecological relationship that the Andean people maintain with their natural 
environment follows a completely difft.'rent line of reasoning: they are all, 
of course, farmns and ;:ilmost exclusively farmers in the sense that wild 
resources count very little for them. That is to say the Indians of the Andes 
form an infinitely more intense relationship with the earth than the Indians 
of the Amazons: it is truly tht' nurturing mother for th rm and this, natural­
ly, has a profound innuent'e on religious life and ritual practicrs. Jn terms 
of rral and symbolic occupation of space, the forest Indians are people of 
the territory. while those of the Andes are people of the earth: they are. in 
other words, peasants. 

Rootedness in the earth is rxtrl·mely old in the Andes. Agriculture started 
with the third millennium before our c:ra and underwent exceptional ckvrlop­
ment as attested by the very advanced specialization of cultural t<'chniques, 
the vastness of the irrigation system. and the surprising v;:1riety of plant 
species obtained by selection and adapted to the differt:nt ecological levels 
from sea level rn the high crntral plateau. Andean societies stand out on the 
South American horizon by a stratification absent elsewhere: they are hicrar­
chicaliled, or divided along tht' vertical axis of political power. Aristocracies 
or rt'ligious and military castes reign over a mass of peasants who must pay 
them tribute. This division of the soda! body into the dominating and the 
dominated is ver,,y ancient in the Ancks, as archeological research has estab­
lislwd. The civili1ation of Chavin, dating from the beginning of thr first mil­
lennium before our era, already shows that the habitat was becoming urban 
and that social life was being organized around the temples. places of worship 
and pilgrimage, under tht> aegis of priests. The history of the Andrs by this 
period seems a succession of emerging and crumbling empires strongly tinted 
with th<'ocracy. the last and best known of which is that of the Incas. Only 
fragments of information are available about prt-lncan Andean religions, 
through thr funerary furniture of the tombs, the monuments that have sub-
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sisted. the fabrics, the rcramics, etc. The lncan period, which extends from the 
1 Jth century to the arrival of the Spanish. is naturally better known through 
the great abundance of ardwological documents, ('hroniclers' descriptions, 
and the inquests of the missionaries who systematically undC'rtook to extir­
pate idolatries in order to Christianize the Indians. 

The foundation and expansion of the lncan empire changed the religious 
fav~ of the Andes. as one might expect, but without altering it profoundly. 
Indeed. the Incas' political imperialism was at onct> cultural and religious 
smce the suhJected pt'oples not only had to recognize the emperor's authori­
ty, hut had to accept the religion of the victors. On the other hand, tile Incas 
had hardly attempted to substitute their own collection of beliefs for those of 
the populations intt"grated into the empire: they did not undertake any extir­
pation of the !oral cults and rites. This is why we f111d two grrat religious 
systems in the /\ndes of this period: that of the Incas proper. whose diffusion 
went hand in hand with political <>xpansion, and that of the lornl religions, 
in effect well beforr the appearance of the Inc an state. 

POPUlAR RHIGION 

Popular religion clearly expresses the Andean lndian·s relationship to the 
world: it is essentially a religion of peasants. an agrarian n·llgion, for both 
thr coastal people and inhabitants of the plateau. The Andean Indian's )Hi­
mary concern was to gain the favor of powe1s that presided ovl'r tht· season­
al cycle and that assured the abundance of the harvest and fecundity of thr 
llama herds. This is no doubt why. beyond local particularities. we can speak 
of pan-Andean cults and beliefs encompassing the coast and tht> plateau, or 
thr Quechua and the Aymara and the Mochica. 

Tire gods 
Tht> natural elements that ordered the daily life of thesr peasant peoples 

were exalted to the status of divine powers: Sun and Moon. often thought of 
as brother and sister as well as husband and wife; the evening and morning 
stars; the rainbow; tl1e Pacha-Mama, Mothe1 Earth, etc. All these divine fig­
ures were the objrct of cults and impressive ceremonies. as we shall see latt'r. 
The essential planr of Andean agriculture, maize. was represented by n umer­
ous imagl'S of ears of corn in gold, silver or stonl'; these were the .rnra-11ra111(1 

mothers of rorn from which abundant hnrvest was t'xpected. TllC'sc- divinitie~ 
were honored with offerings, libations (drinks made of fernlt'ntrfl corn), or 
s;1crif1ces: llama immolation, in particular, the blood of which was sprinkled 
over thl' corn fields and used w anoint tlw LKrs of participants in tlw ritual. 
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Tl1c cult of anccstors wui of rl1c dead 
These cults show the differencr between the savage tribes and the 

Andean peoples. Among the former, as we have sern, the ancestors art' not 
dead contemporaries of the living, but mythical founders of society. In the 
Andes. on the contrary, the socio-religious I ife of the community depended 
largely on the cult of both the ancestors and the dead; the latter were the 
descend<1nts of the- former, nnd Andean thought, in contrast to Amazonian 
thought. made an c-ffort to emphasize the continuity between the world of 
the living and lhe world of the rlt'acl: a rnntinuity of the peasnnt community 
that occupied the same soil under the protection of its gods and its dead. The 
mythical founding ancestor was frequently represented by a rock. markayok, 
vmerated no less than the place, paiwrina, from which the ancestor emerged 
from the subterrane<in world. Each community. or ayllu, thus had his ances­
tor and rendered him a cult: nwrkayok and pakari11a. testif1c-d to the perma­
nence and identity throughout time of the ayllu and founded the solidarity 
offamilit's thm comprised the community. 

While the funerary rites of the Indians of the forest tend to annihilate the 
dead in order to c<1st them into obi iv ion, the Andean Indians. on the con­
trary. placed them in veritable cemeteries: tombs were grouped in the shelter 
of cav<.'s or in sorts of crypts built in the shape of towers, or in holes bored 
into cliffs. They continued to partici1iate in colkctive lift. for rel<1tives came 
Io visit and consult them; regular offerings maintained their benevolence, 
and they were offered sacrifrcrs. Far from forgetting their dead. the Indians 
of the Andes did everything possible so that the dead would not forget the 
living ;ind would look out for their prosperity: a relationship of alliance and 
inclusion, and not one of exclusion and hostility. as in the forest. This is 
why, according to the Spanish priests in charge of extirpating the idolatries, 
the real dead - in the form of skeletons or mummies (ma/qui) - like the 
mythical dead. were objens of cult and veneration: in certain ceremonial cir­
cumstances. thry were decorated with feathers and precious materinls. 

The huaca 

This was the name given by the Indians to all beings or natural objects 
thought to contain a supernatural power. Sacred stones representing the 
ancestors werc lwaca. as were the mummified dead. But lwaca also were 
idols and the places they could be found. a mountain or a plant, a spring or 
a grotto. a child born with a dc-formity. a temple, a constellation. or a tomb. 
On a trip. privil egrd places such as fl mountain pass or a resting place in a 
path were marked by a heap of stones, apachira. which the travelers also 
consiclt·red l111aca: they added their own stone to this pile and offered U(J a 
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quid of coc;t leaves. Thr space thus intersected with the supernatural. and the 
system of the Jwaca constituted a sort of sacred encoding of the world. 

The ensemble of the iluaca included not only the connections b~t wt' en 
spatial landscapes and the sacred sphere. but also ohjects. figurines, and 
amulets that represented each family's powers of tutelage. Thcsr we-re thr 
conopa: sometimes stones of unusual shape or color. sometimes statuettes 

5culptt:>d or molded into th~ shape of a llama or an ear of corn. Familial 
crmopa were krpt in homes to protect the inhahit<mt; from illnes~. or even 
buried in the f1dds to guarantrr fc-rtility. Communal co11opa (thnsC' of the 
ayllu) were extracted at certain moments of the year from the hiding places 
where thry were concealed: they were given homage, offered sacr'1fkes of 
11 a mas or coca. and prayed to. 

There was at least onr doctor or shaman in each community. He was 
orten appointC'd hy the God of Thunder who who would strike him with 
lightning. Outside of his therapeutic functions. tht: shaman also snvnl as a 
forcunc-1e-ller. But unlike the forest tribes. shamanism in the J\ndes was not 
che center of rrligious life. It developed into an ensemhle of ritual practices. 
all of which tended to ask the gods. the ancrstors, the dead, all the powers 
called liuaca. to assure the well-being of the ayl/u by ~uaranceeing Mother 
Earth's prosperity. This distinctly agrarian religion tr;rnsl<1l\·s thl' pt·;1sant's 
profound devotion to his soil over which the divinr must w<1tch. 

THf RELIGION Of THE !NW 

In origin and substance. lncan religion does not differ profoundly from 
so-called popular religion. Toward the 13th t·cntury of our era, the- Incas 
werr a small tribe- of thC' Cuzco region. The religious and ritunl life of these 
farmers and shepherds was rootetl, like all peasant rommunitirs of rile mast 
or of the plateau. in a desire for the repetition of the cosmic order, the eter­
nal return of the same. and in the hope that. through celebratory rites and 
Silcn.f1cial offerings, the divine powers, the ancestors, and the dead would 
guarantee rhe fertility of the earth and the perm;mrncr of sol'ic-ty. For rr<J­
sons still unknown, the tribe of the Incas began a march of conqu<>st in the 
I 3th century which ended only with thr arrival of tht- Spanish . But during 
this rdativC'ly hrief period. the Incas pushed back thr horrkrs of tht'ir t'lnpire 
immeasurably (which counted l1C'1wrt'n twelv(' and f1ftC'en million 1nhab1tants 
in I 5JO], and built up an astonishing machine of' powt'r. a state ;1pparatus 
which is still surprising in the "modernity" of its institutions. 

Imperial society, inscribed in a rigorously hierarchical pyramid, 
expressed the radical division bt•twt·vn the Incas' triumphant aristocracy 1:rnd 
the mass of peoples, ethnic groups. and trihes integrated into the empirC', 
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whose power they recognized by paying it tribute. At the top of the hierar­
<:hy reigned the monarch. the Inca, rit oner chirf of his ethnic group, master 
of his empire, and earthly representative of the principal divine power. It 
would be a mistake to think that tht' Incas· political-military expansionism 
was accompanied hy religious proselytizing which imposed their own system 
on the subjected peoples by eliminating the traditional rites and belit'fs of 
the vanquished. ft is a mistaktt, berause. in essence. the fncas· religion hardly 
differed from that of its dependents: secondly, bccause tilt' Incas' domination 
tended to gain only the obedience of the subjects and nor. :is the Spanish 
had done, to exlirpatc their idolatrks. In reality, they allowed the traditional 
rttligious "encoding" to subsist, and imposed upon it a "supercoding" consti­
tuted by their own religion: freedom of worship was allowt·d the lncan vas­
sals undt·r the rnndition that they rt-cognize and honor the ~ods of the rnn­
quc-rors as wdl. 

As their powvr gradually increasnl. the conquerors proceeded to rework 
tht"ir ancient system of beliefs by exalLing certain f1gurl's in their pantheon. by 
making feasts and n·rrn10nks grandiose, by giving considerable soC'iopolitical 
weight to religion through the institution of a large. extremely hierarchical 
clergy, by constructing multiple tt·mples ;md places of worship, by allocating 
to this clergy a largr pan of the trihute paid to the Incas hy thl'ir subjects. 

The culr of rl1c \1111 

!"he solar star, Inti. l'mrrgt·d .ts a major figure in the lrKan pantheon as 
the resuh of two thing~,.: tradition, which for quite somt· time had made the 
sun a pan-Peruvian divinity: and soC'iopol!tical innovation, whic-h through 
the institution of an imperial system, would traverse practically all tht 
archaic despotisms and kad to the identifrcation of tht' master of the empire 
with the sun. This is wh1 the latter btcame the principal lncan god, as the 
great founding ancestor of royal lineage: emperors were children of the Sun. 
And so the cult that was rendered took on a value both or· dyn<~slic ancestor 
cult worship and of official religion imposed on all: it was through sun-wor­
shi~ thrn lnrnn n:ligion became a religion of the State. 

When tht' Incas obtained the submission of an ethnic group, they irnme­
diatt'ly took a c~·nain number of administrative me<1sures (ii popul <1tion crn­
sus. resource count. t·td anri religious me(lsures: the v<inquishecl h;1d to inte­
grate the cult of Inti into their religious system. This involvt:d tht' implcmvn­
tatiun of a cult-oriented infrastn.icture, the erection of tc·mples. the establish­
ment of a ckrgy to off1ciate there, and of coursC', providing this clngy with 
i111porta11t resources which assured its suhsistrnce and allowed H w accom­
plish the sacri1'1ces necessary tn celebrate the Sun. We know that the l11cas 
initiated a 1ripartilion of land for all the subjected communities: one µart 
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remained at the disposition of the ayllu, another was allucatC'd to the State, 
and the third devoted to the Sun. The rnnstruction of numerous Sun temples 
erected in the provinces followrd the model of the most famous among 
them. that of the imperial capiwl. the Coricancha. the true religious and 
political center of the empire, a place of worship and pilgrimage where the 
mummies of past emperors could also he found. Coricancha's surrounding 
walls. rectangular in shape. measured four hundred meters in length. All 
along the meticulously constructed masonry ran a hand of frne gold, thirty 
to forty centimeters wide. The Corirnncha housed various sanctuaries filled 
with offerings of gold or sil vn as well as the numerous pc:rsonnel assigned 
to serve in the temple'. There was also a garden where stalk:; of corn made of 
gold were stuck in the ground. By working ritually in this garden, Inca him­
!>df opened tht' season of sowing in the empire. 

Outside of the hierarrhic<il ensemble of priests, fortunC'tC'lkrs. <ind ser­
vants. th<.> personnel of t'ach Sun temple included a group of women chosen 
from throughout tlw c-mpire by royal administrcitors for their grace and 
bcaury - virgins of the Sun. tht Ad/a. They were assembled and educated in 
sorts of cloisters (aclfa-1111asil. where they learned to manufacture luxurious 
fabrics of vicuna and alpaca, which wrre offered in enormous quantities at 
the sacrifices. Thry prepared chit/ta. a drink made of fermented corn, 
required at every ceremony. Like the vestal~. they were vowed to absolute 
chastity. yet it was among these women that Inca chose his concubines as 
well as the women he gaw as rewards to great men of the empire. Some of 
the acfla were sacrif1Ced at crucial moments: the accession of a new emperor, 
the serious illness or death of the Inca, earthquakes. ttc. Four thousand peo­
ple, it is said, composed Coricancha's personnel. of which fifteen hundred 
were virgins of the Sun. In t·ach temple, the virgins were subjected to tile 
authority of a matron, Mama-(u1Ja, considereri thr wife of the Sun: At the 
!;ummit of the hierarchy was the high priest of the Sun. the Vika-Oma. the 
emperor's uncle or brother, who lived ascetically in the Coricancha wlwn· he 
directed the religious life of the tmpin: . 

The cult of Viracoclw 
Viracodia was a divine anthropomorphic figure at once very ancient and 

pan-Peruvian, since hr was known and honored as much by the Aymara as 
by the Quechua. Throughout tht' often obscure myths devoted to Vi rarnd1a, 
Wt' can sc-c- the image of an eternal god-creator of all th in gs (sky and earth. 
Sun and Moon. day and night) and a hero-civilizer who, after having crrated 
and destroyed several successive civilizations. engendered the mc-n of the 
present to whom he assignrd their respective territories. taught the arts 
which would allow them to live. and prescribed the norms. which would 
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assure the proper sociCJI and cosmic order. His task completed. Viracodia. 
having reaclwd thl' Sl'aside, transformed his cloak into a boat and dis;1p­
peared forever toward the West. In the ftrst encounters with the Spanish. che 
Indians called them viracocha. 

The Incas imposed the cult of their ethnic god, the Sun. on the rntire 
empire. In a reverse process. they transformed Viracorha. a pan-Andean f1g­
urc, inco a trihal god. It was under the reign of the grcat t:mpt:ror Pachacuti 
(he ruled from 1438 to 14 71) that this reworking of the- lncan pantheon's hier­
archy took shape, after which Inti ci·dcd the central place to Viracocha, 
though the emperor remCJined CJ descendant of the Sun. This preeminence 
accorded to Viracocha may be the cumul<ltive effrct of sever;1l things: the 
purely theological work of priests seeking a more fundam('ntal rrl igious pres­
ence thCJn that of the visible. he it sol<1r; the personCJl belief of l'acachuti him­
self th;1t, in a dream, Viracoch;1 h('lped to win <1n essenti;il militCJry victory 
over the ChancCJ; and finally the logic inherenr perhaps in ;111 despotic sys­
tems th<ll lhc-ir lhC'ocralic vocntion can be reali1.ed in the affirmation and 
institution of monotheism. 

It is. in any case. along H1is palh that Pa\:achuti continued. He had a tem­
ple dedicated to Viracocha built at Cuzco where thr god was depicced in the 
form of a solid gold statue the size of a ten-year-old child. Sanctuaries ot 
ViracochCJ were also built in each provincial capital. equipped with dergy 
devoted to his exclusive service and resources intended to assure the maintC'­
nance of the temple and the priests. The cult of Viracocha - ancient Lord. 
distant Lord, vC"ry cxcrllcnt Lord - never became a popular cult as did that of 
the Sun. Perhaps the Incas did noc care. since they wanted to institute a cull 
that was more abstract. more esoteric, and less rooted in the sensual world 
than the popular cults, and thl'reby mCJrk their specificity as dominant caste 
t·ven on tht· religious level. This is why the cult of VirCJcochCJ, CJS opposed to 
the popular c-ults, did not survive for CJn instant at the end of the empire. 

ThC' cult of T/11111dt'r and t/1e Ii uaca 
llli1pil, Thunder. was also a pan-Andean fJgur<' in the Jncan pantheon. 

M;1stn of storm, hail, ligh111ing and rain. he produced tumult in the skies l>y 
sn;ipping Cl slingshot. l\s rarrners. the Andean people Wtrt· V('!Y Clltcntive to 
!IJCJp<l·s CJctivitics. They implored him to send enough r<lin and offered him 
grl'at sacrifices in periods of drought. The Andean societil's· agrari;m charac­
ter expli1ins th« superior position of lllapa, aft('r Viracocha and Inti, in tht 
lncan pantheon. 

For tht· caste: of tilt' Incas, as for the pt'asant m<1sses. the l111aca constitut­
ed a sacred grid of space. The Incas added their own system to the popular 
liuaca nl'twork, defined in sanctified places by a rl'<ll or imaginary link 
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berween the person of the emperor and Lhe places he went or dn·;m1t of. 
Whatever their form, the huaca were venerated and honored with sacrifices 
(heers made of corn, coca. llamas. children or women whose hearts would be 
offered to the divinity). The town of C'uzco alonC' was said to havC' five hun­
dred hullca. The hullca of the empire were positioned on imaginary axes. 
zekes. which started at Coricant·ha and. like rays. reached the borders of the 
rmpirr. Th{' proliferation of inferior as well as superior divinities in the Andes 
was a sign of the· inf iltrCJtion of space and time hy the sacred. The- marking of 
SJJ<'ICt' by the lwaca echoed the punctuation of time hy ritual practices . 

Feasts and C'eremonies 
Rare or unforesC'C'ahk C'vrnts offrrcd an oppo1tunity for important ('ere­

moniCJI manifestCJtions: ec.:!ipses of the sun or moon, earthquakes, droughts 
gave rise to solemn sacrifices which ;ltttmpted w appease the anger of the 
deities. Everything, furthnmor<'. that <1ffectcd the pnson of the emperor had 
repercussions on the well-being of the C'mpirC': as th<' son of the Sun. he 
occupied the point of contact between the world of the gods and the world 
of men. so that the collec:tivr destiny of the people narrowly depenckd on 
the personal destiny of the Inca. Inversely. to transgress the norms of social 
life was to offend the emperor and thus to incite- the- wrath of the gods. Thi~ 
is why the enthronement of a new Inca, the death of the emperor. his illness­
es. his military defeats put into question the very salv<ltion of the empire and 
the survival of the peopl<': numC'rous hum:m sacrif lC'C'S (children. prisoners of 
war. virgins of the Sun) were used to reestablish the altered socio-cosmic 
order in men's favor. 

These exceptional circumstances in whil:h evil difference distorted the 
"prose of the world" railed for a somewhat improvised ritual response. Hut 
lhere wcis also an annual cycle of religious ceremonies that closely followed 
the movement of social life, a movemc-nt aniculatC'cl primarily in the <igrnrian 
cycle: sowing, harvesting, solstices. paying tribute. Although the yc:u w;1s 
divided into twelve lunar months. it was the Sun's movement in the sky that 
preoC'cupied the Indians of the Andt's. Each month was marked by a particular 
fC'ast that determined the moment of planting. h;1rvesting, clistrihuling the 
fields. preparing them for sowing, etc. These frasts took place in the temples, 
and more often. in public squares reserved for this purpose, notahly, in the 
grtCJt square in Cuzco where all the figures of the Incan pantheon were dis­
played, including the mummies of former emperors. In this regular ceremonial 
cycle. three feasts d istingu is hed themselves by thtir size and import a nc.:e: two 
correspond to the solstices, the third was originally CJ frstivCJI of rhe Moon. 

Austral winter solstice (.lune 21st) was devoted to the Inti Raymi. the crl ­
ehration of the Sun. and at the same time the glorif1rntion of his son 011 
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earth, the Inca himself. This is why all the high-ranking offici;ils and local 
chiefs of the country wert: called to Cuzro for this occasion. The emperor. 
surrounded by all his relatives and coun. waited in the great square of his 
capitol for the first glow of the star to appear. Everyone then knelt and the 
Inca offered the Sun a drink of cl1iclia in a silver vase. As with all great fes­
tivals, the Inti Raymi was accompanied hy libations. sacrifices. chants and 
dances. During the period of summer solstice (DecembN 21st). the Capac 
Raymi took pli'lce, a solar festival as well. but devoted besides to the comple­
tion of the rites of initiation, marking the passage of young nobles into 
adulthood . While in the peasant masses this passage was not ritually nrnrkl'd, 
in the dominant class it gave rise to great ceremonies: entry into adulthood, 
entry into the aristocracy of the lords. As in all initiatory rituals, the 
huaracltiroy (the lwara is the loincloth given to the young people at the end 
of the ritual) included, in addition to the sacrif1cts to the gods. physic'11 trials 
(flagell<1tio11s, wrestling, fasting. races). exhonatiuns to follow the example 
of the ancestors, etc. Along with the loincloth, th('y werl' given hack lheir 
weapons. and their ears were pierced and adorned with disks. In the 
humachicoy, the emphasis was placed less on the passage into adulthood 
than on entry with full privileges into the aristocracy and on the need for 
absolute loyalty in the service ofthe Inca. 

The third large lncan ceremony took place in September. The sitou•a 
was the process of general purification of the capitol. from which all evils 
would he expelled. At the appearance of the new moon. the crowd, gath­
ered in the ~real square. would shout: Disease. disaster. misfortun{', (e;ive 
this <'ountry! four groups of ;i hundred armed warriors rushed forth onto 
the four main roads ~ leading to the four regions into which the empire 
was divided - to driw away the evils. In the city. the inhabitants shook 
their clothes out upon entering their homes. Chants, dances and proces­
sions went on all night. At dawn, everyone took a purifyi11g bath in the 
rivers. The gods and emperors participated in the sitow<1 for their statues 
and mummies wrre exhibited in the square. White llamas were offered to 
them in sacrificr, and .sanku a paste of corn flour preparc·d fort lw occasion 
was dipped into the animals blood; thr gods ;ind mummies were anoi11trd 
with it, cind a II tht• Cuzeo inhabitants atr a piece. 

In this society so infusn.i with religiosity. evvry undnti1k111g, wlwther 
individual or collective. humble or impnia l, had to lie preceded liy ;in 

inquiry with the supernatural powers: hence the very imporrnnt role of the 
fortunetellrrs. They observed the arrangement of C'oca leaves thrown onto 
the ground. saliva trickling through f1ngrrs. innards of saerif1cNJ animals. 
llamas' lungs blown up so that the blood vessels could IH' interprrted. Any 
disorder in such a world could only stem from the (voluntary or involunt;iry) 
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transgression of some prohibition; uncovt>r ing tilt' guilty party and purifying 
him also fell upon thl" fortunetellers . When circumstances demandrd it, a 
collective and public session of confession took place. intended to reestahlish 
th<.> socio-cosmic order upset by the infractions committed. The tempks of 
Pachacamac and Lima. places of traditional pilgrimage. sheltered oracles 
famous throughout the empire; the emperors themselves did not hesitate to 
consult them. Let us add in con cl us ion that despite the efforts of the Church, 
srvt>ral indigenous rites. syncretic<1lly blended into Christian worship, still 
exist today among the Aymara of Bolivia and the Quechua of Peru. 

3. THE f UPl-GUhRhN I WORLD 

Though brief, the preced ing account neverthekss rillows us to dr;1w a 
faithful portrait of tht religious beliefs and practices of the South American 
peoples by noting their essential characteristics. The rrligiosity of forest sod­
l'ti<'s appeilrs at oner extrovrrted and collective: it is chanted. di!nccd. ilnd 
acted . If the sacred, as we have said. traverses the social through and 
through, invrrsely, the social totally pnrnt'att"S the rrligious . To say that rrli­
giouc; ··sentiment" t·xists primarily in its public expression in no way ques­
tions the intensity of indiv idual adherence. Like al l pr imitiv<' proples. the 
Indians of South America havr shown. and still show. exemplary fidelity to 
the ir myths and rites. Nevertheless. the "1wrsonal elt'ment of the religious 
fact" is largely erased in favor of its collective component, which exple1ins 
the enormous importance of ritual practice. The exceptions to this general 
situation stand out all the more. Various researchers in the second half of th<' 
J')th century collected an ensemble of texts among the populations (now 
extinct) along the lower and middle sections of the Amazon that is very dif­
ferrnt from the classic hody of myths. The religious. indeed, mystic;il um·nsi­
ness that is manifested there suggt'Sts the existence in these societies not or 
narrators of myth hut of phi I osophers or thinkers dcvotrd to the work of per­
sonal reflection. a striking contrast to the ritu;tl exuheranct" or other forest 
societies. This particularity, rare in South America. was developed to <1n 
extreme among the Tupi-()uamni. 

The term Tupi-Gual'an i comprises a cons iderab ll' numhrr of tribes 
which belong to the ,anw ling\Jlstic family and which are cu lturally homo­
geneous. Thesr populations occupied a vast territory: in the South. the 
Guarani extended from the Paraguay river in the West to the Atlantic coast 
in the East; the Tupi populated this samr coast as far as the mouth of the 
Amazon in the North and penetrnted thc back coun1ry to an unknown 
depth . Thesl' lndi;rnc; numhered in t he millions. I he economic life ;ind 
social organization of the Tupi-Guar;i ni conformed ro th e mod el in forct · in 
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tht' C'ntire forest area: slash-and-bum a~riculture. hunting. fishing. villages 
made up of several large collective houses. A notable fact about the 
Indians: their di:mographic density was clearly higher than that of neigh­
boring populations, and the communities could assemble up to two thou­
sand individuals or more. Althougl1 all these tribes havt' long since disap­
pC'ared, with the exception of some fivr thousand Ciuarani who su1vive in 
Paraguay, they are riC'vertheless among the best known of the South 
Ameriran continent. It is in fact the Tupi of the coasr who established the 
first contact between Europeans and the Indians at the dawn of the 16th 
century. Tr;ivekrs ilnd m ission<triC's. of various nmionalitks havt· left abun­
d<1nt liternture about these peoples. rich in observations of ii ll sorts. partic­
ularly in those regarding beliefs and customs. 

As in all primitive societies ofthe continrnt, the Tupi-Guarani's religious 
lifr centered around shamanism. The paje. doctor-shamans. fulfilled the 
same tasks as elsC'where; ritual life, whatever the circumstancc-s (initiation, 
exerntion of a prisonn of war, burial] was always accomplished in reference 
to the norms that had always assured social cotesion. the norms and rules of 
life imposed on men by the cultural heroes (l\1<iira. Monan, Sun. Moon, etc.) 
or by the mythical ancestors. ln this, the Tupi-Guarani did not differ in any 
way from other forest societies. And yet the chronic:les of French, 
Portuguese. and Spanish travelers be<1r witness to a di ff ere nee so consi<kr­
able that it conferS upon the Tupi-Guarani an <1bsolutely unique place on the 
horizon of South America. The newcomers found themselves confrontC'd with 
religious phenomen;1 of such vastness and of such a n;1turr that they were 
rigorously incomprehensible to the Europeans. 

What was this? Besides the constant Wcirs that pitted various tribes 
against each other, this society wcis deeply wrought by a powerful move­
ment, religious in origin and intention. The Europeans. or course, could only 
seC' in this a pagan manifestation of the devil led by the henchmen of Satan. 
!"his strange phenomenon was lupi-Guar;ini prophecy, which has constantly 
been misinterpreted. Until recently, it was rnnsidered messianism, the 
response, current among numerous primitive peoples, to a serious crisis 
resulting from cont;ict with western civilization. Messi<inism is thus a n:ac­
tion to culture shock. To reduce the radically different nature of Tupi­
Guarani prophecy to messianism would be to underestimate it, for the simple 
and irrevocable reason that it c:ime into being among the Indians well before 
the arrival of the whites, perhaps toward the middle of the I 'ith century. It is 
a matter. thi.:n, of a native phenomenon which owes nothing to contact with 
the West, and which, for this very rf'ason. was in no way dirN-ted against the 
whites; it is indeed a matter of native prophecy, for which ethnology has not 
founct a single fquiv;ilent anywhere" else. 

a o 
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!Ht PROPHHl 

fhough hardly in a position to understand this phenomenon, the first 
chroniclers did not confuse the karai, enigmatic personages who had 
emerged from society. with the sh<1m<ms. The kami were not in any way 
concerned with thernpeutic practices. reserved only for the paje, nor did 
tlwy fulfill a specialized ritual function; they were- neither ministers of a 
traditional cult nor the founders of a new cult. neither shamans nor priests. 
What tll<>n were the karai? These men were situated totally and exclusively 
in the realm of the spoken word, speaking was their only activiry: they 
wC're men of discourse (rl1e content of which will be examined later) which 
thvy were committed to voicing in all plan:s, and not only in the heart of 
their· own community. The karai moved about constantly, going from vil­
lage to village to harangue attentive Indians. These prophets' nomadic 
vocation is evC'n more surprising given that local tribes, sometimes gath­
C'red in federations of several villages, were waging a tnC'rciless war. YC't thC' 
karai <:ould travel from camp to <.:amp with impunity: they ran no risk a1 
all. and in fact, werT rC'CC'ivc-d fervently everywhere; people went so far as 
to strew the paths leading to their village with lenves, to run t0 meet them 
and lead them back in procession: no matter where they <ame from, the 
kmai were never considered enemies. 

llow was this possible? In primitive society, the individual is defined first 
by his appunen<1nce to a kinship group and a local community. A person 
thus finds himself inscribed from the outset in a gC'neCllogical chain of rela­
tives and in a network of kin. Among the Tupi-Guarani, one's lineage 
depended on the father. descent being patrilinear. And yet the karai said that 
tlH·y did not have a father, but were thr sons of a worn<m and '1 divinity. 
llere we must look not at the megalomaniacal fantasy which ('aused these 
prophets to auto-deify themselves, but at the denial and the refusal of the 
father . To state. in effect. the absence of the father affirmed their disjuncture 
from a lineage of relatives, and consc-quently. from society itself. In this type 
of society, such a discourse was invested with an incompar;ibty subversive 
charge: it denied. in effe<.:t, the very framework or primitive society. thar 
which h;is recently been termed blood ties. 

We can easily see that the nomadism of the karai was a result. neithu of 
their fantasy nor an excessivC' taste for travel, but indeed of their dis,iunnure 
from any community at all. They were literally from nowhere, and, by defin­
ition. could not establish residence anY\"Vhere, since they were not members 
of any lineage. And it is for this wry rt>ason th;it upon arriving at any vil ­
lage. they could not be considered representatives of an enemy tribe. To be 
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an enemy is to be insnibed in a social structurt'. which was precisely not the 
case of the karai. And this is also why, not being from anywhere, tht·y were 
in a sense from everywhere. In other words, their semi-divinity. their partial 
non-humanness forced them, by tearing them from human soci<'ty, to live 
arcording to their nature of "beings from the beyond." But it assured them, 
at the same time, of total security in the course of their travels from tribe to 
tribe: the hostility shown toward all foreigners was not frlt toward tht: karai, 
for th<' Indians considered them gods and nol men: which amounts to saying 
that the Indians, far from thinking the karai mad, did not doubt the coher­
encC' of their discourse ;me! were ready to wekome their word. 

lHE DISCOUrn Of !Hf PROPHm 

What did the karai s;iy? The nllturc of their discourse was simil11r to their 
status in relation to society. It was discourse beyond discoursC', in the same 
wfly that they themselves were beyond the social. Or to put it another way. 
what they articulated before fasdnated and enchanted Indian crowds was a 
discourse of rupture with tradition<1l discourse, a discourse that developrd 
outsidC' of the syslem of norms. rules and antiquC' values bequeathed <ind 
imposed by the gods and mythical ancestors. It is here that the prophetic 
phenomenon that shook this society implicates us in an unsettling way. Here, 
in effect, is a primitive society which, as such, tends to persevere in its being 
by the resolute, conservative maintenance of norms in operation since the 
dawn of human time. and from this society mysteriously ('merge men who 
proclaim the end of these norms. and the t.'nd of the world {dependent on 
these norms). 

The prophetic discourse of the karai can be summed up in an observa­
tion and a promise: on the one hand, they constantly affirmccl the funda­
men ta l!y evil character of thC' world. on the other. they insisted that conquest 
of a good world was possible. "The world is evil! The earth is ugly!" they 
said. "I.et us abandon it," they concluded. And their absolutely pessimistic 
description of the world was met with the genC'ral acceptance of the Indians 
who listened to them. II follows 1h<1t, despite its total differrnce from i·very 
primitive society's discourse - a discourse of repetition and not of differ­
ence, a discourse of fidelity to tradition and not of an opening to innovation 
- it follows. thus, that the discourse of the karai did not seem unhealthy to 
the Indians, a lunatic's delirium, since it reverberated in thC'm as the expres­
sion of a truth for which they were waiting, new prose describing the new 
face - the evil face - of the world. In short. it was not tht.' discourse of the 
prophets that was unhealthy, but indeed. the world of which they spoke, the 
society in which tht.'y lived. The misfo1tune of living in this world had rooted 
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. . If in them in the evil that was destroying society, and the newness of 
itse. discourse was due exclusively to the change that had gradually their . . . 

rged in social I if e in order to alter 1t and d1sf1gure 1t. 
enw J. d . k I ? W Where did this change come from and how c 1 it ta e p ace. e are 

[te mpting to construct here a genealogy of difference in this society. not a . . h 
but only to elucidate its principal effect: the appearanc.e ~'.. the prop ets 

d their discourse that warned of the immanence of evil. lhe radicalness 
a~ the d iscoursr is measured by the d<."pth of evil it unvriled; it so hap-
o f . f' pened that Tupi-(luarani society, un.der .the pre.ssure o ~anous orces, was 
· the process of ceasing to be a prim1ttve society, that rs, <1 society refus-
1n k · 
ing cllange, a society rrfusing difference. The discourse of the ar~1 

announced the death of society. What illness. then, had corrupted the Tup1-
Gu;irani tribes to this extent? The combined effect of drmographic factors 
(a strong increase in population), sociological factors (the tendency of tt1c 
popul<1tion to concentrate in large villages. rather than to disper~e, a~ is 
the usual process), political factors (the emergence of powerful chieftains) 
brought the deadliest of innovations to light in this primitive sodety: that 
of social division, that of int>quality. l'rofound malaise. thr sign of a seri~ 
ous crisis, stirrrd these tribes. and ir is this malnist" that the karai be(·ame 
conscious of. They recognized and clecl;ired it as the presem·t· of evil and 
sorrow in society, as the world's ugliness and deception. One might say the 
prophets. more sensitive than others to the slow transformations taking 
place around them, were the first to become aware of and to articulate 
what everyone was feeling more or less confusedly but strongly enough so 
that the discourse of the karai hardly seemed the aherrations of madmen. 
!'here was thus profound agreement between the Indians and the prophets 
who told them: wr must find another world. 

LAND \i/l!HOU! EVIL 

The emergence of the prophets and their discourse identifying the world 
as a place of evil and a space of sorrow resulted from historical circum­
stances specific to this society: the reaction to a profound crisis, the symp­
tom of a serious illness in the social body. the foreboding of the death of 
society. What remedy did the karai propose in the face of this threat? They 
urged the Indians to abandon ywy mba 'cmcgua, the evil earth, to reach yrvy 
mara cy, Lanrl without Evil. The latter was the resting plan: of the gods. the 
place where arrows hunted by themselves. where corn grew without being 
tended, territory of the divines where there was no alienation; tnr·icory that. 
l1efore the dl'struction of the first humanity by the universal flood. was iJ 

place common to both humans and the divine. It is thus the return to the 
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mythical past th:it furnished the prophets with the nwans to escape the pre­
sent world. But the radicalnrss of their desire for rupture with evil was not 
limited to the promise of a carefree world; their discourse was infused with­
the destructive charge of all norms and all rules. a charge of total subversion 
of the ancient order. Their call to abandon the rules did not leave aside a 
single one; it explicitly encompassed th<> ultimate foundation of human soci­
ety, the rule of the exchange of women, th(' law prohibiting incest: henct'­
forth, they said, give your women to whomever you want! 

Where was the I.and without Evil? Here, too. the µroµl1t'ts' limitkss 
mystique appeared in all its significance. The myrll of earthly p;1rndise is 
common to almost all cultures. and it is only after death lhat men can gain 
access to it. For th<' karai. the I.and without Evil was a real place, concrete, 
accessible here and now. that is, without going through the ordeal of 
death. In conformance with the myths, it was generally situated in the 
East, where the sun rises. The great Tupi-Guarani religious migrations at 
thr end of the 15th centu1y were devoted to finding it again. Under the 
leadership of the prophets, thousands of Indians abandoned villages and 
gardens, fasted and danced without respite, bt>gan tht> march toward rhe 
East in search of the land of the gods. !laving come to the C'dge of the 
ocean, they discovered a major obstacle, the sea, beyond which surely the 
Land without Evil was to be found. Certain tribes. however. thought they 
would find it in the West. in the direction of the setcing sun. Thus, more 
than ten thousand Indians migrated from the mouth of the Ama:wn at tht 
beginning of the 16th century. Ten years lattr, about three hundred of 
tht·m reached Peru. already occupied by the Spanish: all the others had 
died of privation. hunger. fatigue. The prophecy of the karai affirmed the 
danger of death that society was running, but it also translated in its prac­
tical effect - the religious migration - a will for subversion that WC'nt as 
far as the desire for dC'ath, as far as collective suicide. 

To all this we should add that prophecy has not disappeared with the 
Tupi of the coastal region. It has in fact been maintainl'd among the Guarani 
of Paraguay whose last migration in search of the Land without Fvil took 
µlace in 1947: it led a few dozen Mbya Indians into the Santos region of 
Brazil. lf the migratory flow has run dry with the Inst Guarani, their mystical 
vociltion, on the other hand, continues to inspire tht'ir karai. ThC' lattrr, 
henceforth unable to guide people to the Land without Evil, have not ceased 
the interior journeys that start them on a path of thr stilrl'11 for thought, the 
task of renection on their own myths, the path of properly metaphysical 
speculation, as the texts and sacred chants. which we can still hear from 
their mouths, attest. Like their ancestorS five centuries ago, thl'y know that 
the world is evil and they await its end, no longer through impossiblr access 
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to the Land without Evil, but through its destruction by flrl' and by the great 
Celestial jaguar, which will IC't nothing of contemporary humanity survive 
except the Guarani. Their immense. pathetic pride maintains them in the cer­
cainty that they are the Chosen Ones and that. sooner or later, the gods will 
call them to unite with them. In the cschatalogical wait for the end of the 
world. the Guarani Indians know that their kingdom will come, and the Lind 
without Evil will be their true dwelling place. 
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6 
POWER IN PRIMlllVf SOClfTlf S 

lthnology has devt'loped brilliantly in the past two decades, allowing 
primilivc societies to escape, if not their destiny (disappearance) then at 
least the exile to which an age old tradition of exoticism in Western 
thought and imagination has condemned them. The na'fve conviction that 
European civilization is absolutely superior to all other systems of society 
ba~ gradually lwrn substituted by the recognition of a cultural relativism 
which, in rcnouncing the imperialist affirmation of a llierarcl!y of values, 
htnn·forth admits, and refrains from judging, the coexistence of sociocul-
1ural d~[fereuces. In other words, we no longer cast upon primitive societies 
rhe curious or amused look of the somewnat enlightened, somewhat 
humanistic amat(·ur; we take them seriously. The question is how far does 
taking them seriously go? 

What exactly do we mean by primitive society? The answer is furnished 
by the most classical anthropology when it aims to determine the specific 
bring of these societies, when it aims to ir.dicate what makes them irre­
dudble social formations: primitive societies arc societies without a State; 
(IJey arc societies whose bodies do not possess separate organs of political 

First published in Interrogations, No. 7. June 1976, pp. 3-8. 
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power. Based on the presence or absence of the Statt, one can initially clas~ 
sify these societies and divide them into two groups: societies without a 
State and societies with a State, primitive societies and tht' others. This does 
not mC'an, of course, that all societies with a State are identical to one <moth­
er: we could not reduce to a single type the diverse historical configurations 
of the State, and nothing allows us to confuse the archaic despotic State, or 
the liberal bourgeois State. or the totalitarian fascist or communist States, 
Being careful. then, to avoid this confusion which would prevent. in particu­
lar. an understanding of the radical novelfy and sprcif1city of the totalitarian 
State, we shall note that a common propeny makes societies with a State as 
a whole different from primitive societies. The former all have this dimension 
of division unknown among the others; all societies with a State are divided, 
in their bdng, into the dominating and thr dominated, while sodrties with­
out a State arr ignorant of this division: to establish primitive societirs as 
societies without Cl St;ite is to say that they arr, in tht'ir being, homogeneous, 
because they are not dividrd. Here again we find the rthnological definition 
of these societies: they do not have a separate organ of power. power is not 
separated from society. 

Taking primitive societies seriously comes down to this proposition, 
which, in fact. dt.'fines them perfectly: a distinct political sphere cannot be 
isolated from thr social sphne. From its dawn in Greece. we know that 
Wt'stern politicill thought has been able to discern the essrnce of che hum;m 
and socinl in the politic~1I [man is a political <1nimal), whik also s('izing the 
essence of the political in the social division between the dominating and the 
dominated, between those who know and thus rnmmand and those who do 
nnt know and thus obey. The social is the political, the political is the exrr­
cise of powcr (legitimate or not. it matters little here) by one or several over 
the rest of society (for better or worse, it matters little here): for Heraditus, 
as for Plato and Aristotle. there is no sodety excrpt under the aegis of kings: 
society is unthinkable without its division between those who command and 
those who obey, and there where the exercise of power is lacking, we find 
ourselves in the infrn-social, in non-society. 

It is more or less in tfwse tenns that at the- dawn of tl1e 16th century the 
first Europeans judgt·d the Indians of South America. Noting that the chiefs 
hrld no power over lhr· tribes, th at one ne ither rnmm;mded here nor obeyed, 
they declared that thest ptoplt· were not policed, thal thrs<: were not verita­
ble societies. Sav;1ges without failh, law, or king. 

It is quite true that, mort' than once, ethnologists themselves have felt a 
certain perplexity not so much in understanding, but sirnply in describing a 
par1icualrly exot ic· dernil or primitive societies: those calkd le;-1ckrs are 
s1ripped of all power, chirt'tainship is located outsifl{' the exercise of politir<il 
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power. Functionally, this st·ems absurd: how can one think of a chieftainship 
anrl power separately? What use are chil'fs if tht'y lack precisely the essential 
attribute that would make them chirfs, namely the ability to exercise power 
over the community? In rer1lity, that thr savage chief docs not hold the 
power to command does n?t nec~ssarily me;.1n that he is useless: on the con­
trary, he 1s vested by society with a certain number of tasks, and in this 
capacity, can be seen as a sort of unpaid civil servant of society. What does a 
r~ief without power do? He is responsible. essentially. for assuming society's 
will to appt·ar as a single totality, that is, for the community's concerted, 
deliberate effon to afftnn its specificity. its autonomy. its independence in 
relation to other communities. In other words. the primitive leader is primar­
ily 1he man who speaks in the name of society when circumstances and 
t·vcnts put it in contact with others. These others, for primitive societies, are 
always divided into two classes: friends and enemies. With friends. alliances 
are formrd or reinforced; with enemies, war is waged when the case presents 
itself. lt follows that thr concrete empirical functions of the leader are exhib­
ited in the f1dd of international rdations and as il result, demand qualities 
relating to this type of activity: skill, diplomatic talent in order to c·onsoli­
date the networks of alliance which will insure the community's security; 
courage. a warlike disposition in order to assure an rffrctive ddt.:nse against 
enemy raids or, if possible, victory in the case of an offensive expedition. 

But are these not, one might argue, the very tasks of a defense minis­
ter? Certainly. With. however, a fundamental diffrrC'nce: the primitive 
lfadt>r never makes a dC'C'ision on his own authority [if we can call it that) 
and imposes it on his community. The strategy of alliance that he develops, 
the military tactics that he envisions are never his own, but ones that 
respond exactly to the drsire or to the explicit will of the tribe. Any deals 
or negotiations are public. the intention to wage war is proclaimed only if 
society wants it to be so. And. naturally, it cannot be any other way: werC' 
a leader, in fact, to decide on his own whether to carry out a policy of 
a~liance or hostility with his neighbors, he would have no way of imposing 
his goals on society. since, as we know, he is deprived of all power. Ile has 
only one right, or rather, one duty as spokesperson: to tell Others of the 
society's will and desire. 

What, on the other hand, about the chiefs functions, not as his group's 
appointee to external forrign relations. but in his internal relations with the 
group itself? h goes without saying that if the community recogni1es him 
as leader (as spokesprrsonl when it affirms its unity in relation to othrr uni­
tt(·s. society endows him wi~h a certain amount of confidence guaranteed by 
the qucilities that he displays precisely in the service of his society. This is 
what we call presti~t', very generally confused, wrongly. of courst', with 
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power. We understand quite well, then, that at the heart of his own society, 
the leader's opinion, propped up by the prestige which he enjoys, should, if 
necessary, be listened to with more consideration than that of other individ­
uals. But the particular attention with which the chiefs word is honored 
(and this is not always the case, hy the way) never goes so far as allowing it 
to be transformed into a word of command, into a discourse of power: the 
le-ader's point of view will only be listened to as long as it expresses soci­
ety's point of view as a single totality. It follows that not only does the 
chief not formulate orders, which hr knows ahead of time no one will obey, 
but he cannot t.>ven arbitrate (that is, ht' does not hold the power to) when a 
con1lict arises, for rxample, betwet'n two individuals or two families. He 
will not attempt to settle the litigation in the name of a nonexistent law of 
which he would be the organ, but to appease it by appl·aling to reason, to 
the opposing parties' good intentions. by refrrring constantly to the tr;1di­
tion of good relations Ptern;illy bequeathed by the ancestors. From the 
chiefs mouth spring not the words that would sanction the rdationship of 
command-obediencr. but the discourse of society itself about itself. a dis­
course through which it proclaims itsrlf an indivisible community and pro­
claims its will to persevere in this undivided being. 

Primitive societies arc· thus undivided societies (and for this reason. each 
considers itself a singlr totality): classless societies - no rich exploiters of 
the poor; societies not divided into the dominating and the dominated - no 
separate organ of power. It is time we take this last sociological propeny of 
primitive societies completely seriously. Does the separation hetwe{'n chkf­
tainship and powrr mean that the question of power is not an issue, that 
these societies are apolitical? Evolutionist thought - and its apparently least 
reductive variant, Marxism (especially Engelsianl - replies that this is indeed 
the case, and that this has to do with the primitive, that is, primary. character 
of these societies: they are the childhood of humanity. the first stage of its 
evolution, and as such. incomplete. They are destinrd, consequently. to 
grow, to become adult, to g0 from the apolitical to the politkal. Tl1r destiny 
of every society is to be divided. for power to be separated from society, for 
the State to he an organ that knows and says what is in everyom"s hrst 
interest and puts itself in charge of imposing it. 

Such is the traditional, quasi-general conception of primitive sodeties as 
societies without a State. The absence of a State marks th~ir incomplC'tC'nC'SS, 
the embryonic stage of their existence, their ahistoricity. Hut is this really the 
case? We can easily see that such a judgment is in fact only an ideological 
prt"judicc. implying a view of history as humanity's necessary movement 
across social configurations that are merhanically engtnderrcl and conm·n-
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ed. But this neo-theology of history and its fanatic continuism should be 
refused: primitive societies henceforth cease to occupy the degree zero of 
history. swelling with all of history to come. inscribed in advance in their 
being. Liberated from this scarcely innocent exoticism, anthropology can 
lhen seriously consider the true question of the political: why are primitive 
societies Stateless? As complete·, adult societies and no longer as infra-politi­
cal embryos. primitive societies do not have a State because the-y refuse it, 
because they refuse the division of the social body into the dominating and 
the dominatrd. The politics of thr Sav;1grs is, in fact, to constantly hinder 
the appearance of a separate organ of power. to prevent the fatal mreting 
between the institution of chieftainship and the exercise of power. ln primi­
tive society, there is no separate organ of power, because power is not sepa­
rated from society; socirty, as a singl<' tot;ility, holds power in order to main­
tain its undivided being, to ward off the appeiirance in its breast of the 
inequality between masters and subje<:rs. between chief and tribe. To hold 
power is to exercise it; to c·xerdse it is to dominatt' thos<' over whom it is 
heing exercised: this is precisely what primitive societies do not want (did 
not want}; this is why the chief.!> hNC' arr powcrlcss, why power is not 
detached from the single body of society. The refusal of inequality and the 
refusal of separate power are the sam~. constant concern of primitive soci­
eties. They know vrry wrll that to renounce this struggle. to cC'ase damming 
these subterranean forces called desire for power and desire for submission 
(without liberation from which the eruption of domination and servitude ean 
not be understood) they would lose their freedom. 

Chieftainship in primitive society is only the supposed, apparent place of 
power. Where is its real place? It is the social hody itself that holds and exer­
cises power as an undivided unity. This power, unseparated from society, is 
exercised in a single way; it encourages a single project: to maintain the 
being of society in non -division, to prevent inequality between men from 
instilling civision in society. It follows that this power is exercised over any­
thing capable of alienating socirty and introducing inequality: it is exer­
cised, among other things, over the institution from whil'h the insidiousness 
of power could arise, chieftainship. In the tribe, the chief is under surveil­
lance; socirty watches to makr sure the taste for prestige does not become 
the desire for power. If the chiefs desire for power becomes too obvious, the 
procedure put into effect is simple: they abandon him, indeed, rven kill him. 
Primitive society may be haunted by the specter of division, but it possesses 
tlw means by which to exorcise it. 

The example of primitive socirties teaches us that division is not inher­
ent in the social being. that in other words, the State is not eternal. that it 
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has. hm~ and there, a date of birth. Why has it emerged? The question of 
the origin of the State must he shaped in this way: under what conditions 
does a society cease to he primitive? Why do the encodings that ward off 
the State fail at such or such moment of history? No doubt only a close 
examination of the functioning of primitive societies will be able to shed 
light on the problem of origins. And perhaps the light cast U{>on the State's 
moment of birth will also illuminate the conditions of thl' possibility (real­
izable or not) of its death. 
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7 
fR££DOM, Ml~fORTUNE, 

THE UNNhMEhBL£ 
One does not frequently enrounter thought freer than that of Etienne de 

I.a Boetie. There is a singular firmness of purpose in this still adolescent 
young man (why not call him a Rimbaud of thought?), an audacity and seri­
ousness in an apparently accidental question: how ridiculous to artrmpt to 
think of it in terms of the century, to reduce the haughty - unbearable -
gaze to the closed and always retral:ed circle of events. There have been 
nothing but misunderstandings since the Co11tr'U11 of the Reformed' It is <'C'r­
tainly not the reference to some sort of historical detem1inism (the political 
circumstances of the moment. appurtenance to a social class) that will suc­
CC'ed in disarming the ever virulent Disco1as, that will succeed in contradict­
ing the essential affirmation of freedom that is its b;isis. Local and ephemeral 
history is h;irdly ;in ocrasion, a pretext. for La Bortir: thrrr is nothing 11!Jout 
him of the pamphleteer. the puhliC'ist. the militant. His aggression explodes 

First published as "La Boetie t~l la q11cs1ion du politique ," in La Boetie: Le Discoi1rs 
de la scrt•iwde volw1taire (Paris: Payor, 19'/o) • pp . 229-246. [La Roi:tie 's origi­
nal text is published in English as Slares by Choice, trans. Malcolm Smith, 
Surrey England, Rrnmymede Books, 1988.) 
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to greater ends: he asks a totally liberating question because it is absolutely 
free of all social or political territoriality, and it is indeed because his ques­
tion is trans-historical that we are in a position to understand it. llow can it 
be. La Boetie asks. that the majority obeys a single person, not only obeys 
him, but serves him, not only serves him, but wants to serve him? 

Right off the nature and significance of such a question excludes the 
possibility of rt'ducing it to this or that concrete historical situation. The very 
possibility of formulating such a destructive question reflects, simply but 
heroically, a logic of opposites: if I can be surprised that voluntary servitude 
is a const;int in all societies - in mine, but also in those read about in books 
[with the perhaps rhetorical exception of Roman Antiquity) - it is, of course, 
because I imagine the opposite of such a society, because I imagine the logi­
cal possibility of a society that would not know voluntary servitude. La 
Boetie's hnoism and fret'dom: precisely this smooth transition from History 
to logic, precisely this gap in what is most naturally obvious. precisely this 
breach of the general conviction that we can not think of society without its 
division between th(· dominating and the dominated. The young La Boetie 
transcends all known history to say: something else is possible. Not at all, of 
course, as a program to be implemented: La Boetie is not a partisan. As long 
as they do not revolt, the destiny of the people is, in a sense, of little impor­
tance to him; this is why. the author of Discours de la ser1•it11de 110/onrain· 
can at the same time be a civil servant of the monarchic State (hence. the 
ridiculousness of making lhis work a .. classic of the people .. ). What he dis­
covers, by slipping outside of History. is precisely that the society in which 
people want to serve the tyrant is historical, that it is not eternal and has not 
always existed. that it has a date of birth and that something must have hap­
pened. necessarily, for men to fall from freedom into servitude: ·: .. what mis­
fortune so denatured man, only born in truth to live freely, to make him lose 
the memory of his first existence and the desire to retrieve it?'" 

Misfortune: tragic accident, bad luck, the effects of which grow to the 
point of abolishing previous memo1y, to the point of substituting the love of 
servitude for the desire for freedom. What does La Boetie say? Clairvoy<intly, 
he first affirms that this passage from freedom into servitude was unnecessary; 
he calls the division of society into those who command and those who obey 
accidental - how difficult it has been ever since to think about the unthink­
able misfortune. What is designated here is indeed this historical moment of 
the birth of I listory, this fatal rupture whic:h should never have happl'ncd, this 
irrational event which we moderns call the birth of the State. In society's fall 
into the voluntary submhsion of almost all people to a single person, La Doetie 
dc<.:iphers tht> ahject sign of a perhaps irreversible decline: the new man, a 
product of incomprehensible misfortune. is no longer a man. or even an ani-
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mal. since "animals ... cannot adapt to S{'tving, except with protest of a con­
trary desire .... " This b<'ing, which is difficult to name, is denatured. Losing free­
dom. man loses his humanity. To be human is to be free; man is a being-for­
freedom. What misfortune, indeed, was able to bring man to renounce his 
bdng and make him desire the perpetuation of this renouncement? 

The t-nigmatic misfortune from which History originates has denatured 
man by instituting a division in sociNy: freedom, though inseparable from 
man's first being, is banished from it. The sign and proof of this loss of 
frt'edom can be witnessed not only in the resignation to submission, but, 
much morC' obviously, in the love of servitude. In other words, I.a Boetil' 
t>stahlishes a radical distinction betwten societies of freedom which conform 
w the nature of man - "only born in truth to live freely" - and societies 
wilhout freedom in which one commands and others obey. One will note 
1hat, for the moment, this distinction remains pur{'ly logical. We know 
nothing, in effect, about the historical reality of societies or freedom. We 
simply know that, by natural necessity, the first configuration of society 
must have been free, with no division between the tyrant oppressor and the 
pt'ople enamored of serving him. Then the misfortune occurs: everything is 
tllrned upside down. The result of this split between free society and slave 
society is that all divided societies are slave societies. That is to say, La 
Boetie does not make distinctions within the ensemble constituted by divid­
ed societies: there is no good prince with whom to contrast the evil ryrant. 
La Boetie is scarcely concerned with studies in character. What does it really 
matter whether the prince is kind or cruel: whatever the case, is it not the 
prince whom the people serve? La Boetie does his research not as a psychol­
ogist but as a mechanic: he is interested in the functioning of social 
machines. There is no progressive slide from freedom to servitude: no inter­
mediary, no configuration of a social reality equidistant from freedom and 
from servitude, only the brutal misfortune which drowns the before of free­
dom in the after of submission. What does this mean? It means that all rela­
tionships of power are oppressive, that all divided socktirs arc inhabited by 
absoluce Evil, that society, as anti-nature, is the negation of freedom. 

The birth of History, the division between good and bad society are a 
result of misfortune: a good society is one in which the natural absence of 
division assures the reign of freedom. a bad society is one whose divided 
bring allows the triumph of tyranny. 

Diagnosing rhe nature of evil that gangrenes the entire divided social 
body, La Boetie does not state the results of a comparative analysis of undi­
vided and divided societies, but expres~es the effects of a pure logical oppo­
sition : his Discours echoes the implicit but crucial assertion that division is 
not an ontological structure of society, and that consequently, before the 
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unfortunate appv;nanee of social division, there was necessarily, in confor­
mance to man·s nature, a sodcty without oppression and without submis­
sion. Unlike Jean-Jacques Rousseau. La Boctie does not say that such a soci­
ety could never have existed. Even if men have forgotten about it, even if 
he, La Boetie. has no illusions about tht' possibility of its r~turn, what he 
knows is that before the misfortune, this was society's mode of existence. 

This undt•rstanding. which could only have been a priori for La Boetk, is 
now inscribed in the ordC'r of knowledge for those of us who rcpr<H the 
Discours' question. We can now acquire an empiriL·al know\t'dgc of what La 
Boetie did not know, not from logical deduction. but from direct observation. 
This is be<..'ause t"thnology inscribes its project on the horizon of che division 
already rC'cogniz.ed by La Boetic; its aim is to gather a body of knowledge' that 
conrC'rns, first and foremost. societies prior to the misfortune. Savages prior 
to civilizacion, people prior ro writing. sociC'tics pr·ior to History: they are cer­
tainly well-named, these primitive societies, the f1r:-.t societies to unfold in the 
ignorance of division. tht" first to exist before rhe fatal misfortune. 
Ethnology's privileged. if not exdusive, objc·ct: socit·ties without a State. 

The absence of the State, anthropology's internal criterion for detern1i ning 
th<· existence of primitive' societks, implies the non-division of this existence. 
Not in the sense that division of society preexists the institution of the State. 
but rathrr in the sense that the State itself in traduces the division, the State as 
motor and foundation of this division. Primitive societies are egalitarian, it is 
said somewhat in correctly. This suggests that the relations between pC'ople 
there are relations between equ;:ils. These societies are "egalitarian," because 
they are unaware of inequality: no onr is "wonh" more or less than another, 
no one is superior or inferior. ln other words, no one can do more th<tn anyone 
dsc; no one is the holder of power. The inequality unknown to primitivt- soci­
eties splits people into holders of power and those subject to powrr. dividing 
the social body into the dominating and the dominated. This is why the chief­
rainship cannot be <In indkatton of thc division of the tribe: the chief docs not 
command, for he cannot do any more than each member of the community. 

The State, as an instituted division of society into high and low, is the 
actual implementation of power relations. To hold power is to excrdse it: 
pnwi.>r that is not exercised is no! power, it is only appearanrc. /\nd per­
haps, from this point of view, certain kingships. African and other,1 would 
be classified as that of appc·arance. more misleading than one might im;1g­
inc. Whatever the case, power relations prodUrt" the capacity for division in 
society. In this regard they are the very csse-nce of the state institution, the 

I Cf. in p;irticular the very beautiful anic:le uy J~cques Doumt:S. So11s COUl!t:'rt 

des maitres. in '"Archives Europfrncs <lC' Sodologie,'· vol. XI\', 19'/3, No. 2. 
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configuration of the State. Reciprocally. the State is but an extension of 
pown rdations, the ever more marked deepening of the inequality between 
those who command and those who obey. All social machines that func­
tion without power relations will be considered primitive societies. 
Consequt"ntly, all societies whose functioning implies, however minimally 
it may seem to us, the exer<:ise of power will be considered a so-called 
Swte soci!;'ty. In Boetian terms, societies befort> or after the misfortune. It 
gm·s without saying that the universal essence of the Statc is not reali7.ed 
in 11 uniform manner in all state formations, the variety of which history 
~hows us. Only in contrast to primitive societics - societies without a St<1te 
- <ir<: all the others revealed to hr equivalent. But once the misfortune has 
come to pass, once the freedom that naturally governed the r<·Iations 
between equals has been lost, absolute Evil is cap<1ble of anything: there is 
a hierarchy of the worst, and the totalitarian State in its various contempo­
r<1ry configurations is there to remind us that however profound the loss of 
freedom, it is never lost enough, we never stop losing it. 

La Boctie cannot call the destruction of the first society, in which the 
enjoyment of freedom expressed men's natural existence. anything but mis­
fonune. Misfortune. that is, an accidental event that had no reason to pro­
duce itself but nevertheless did. l.e Di scours de la scr11itude 110/011/llire ex pl ic­
itly formulates two questions: why, first of all, did the denaturing of man 
take place, why did division foist itself upon society. why did the misfortune 
come to pass? Secondly, how did men persevere in the denatured being, how 
did ine<1uality <:onstantly reproduce its~lf, how did the misfortune perpcruatr 
itself to the point of seeming eternal? La Boetie does not answer the first 
question. It concerns, statC'd in modern terms, the origin of the State. Where 
does the State rome from? This is asking for reason from the irrational, 
tlttempting to rcdurc chance to necessity, wanting, basically, to abolish the 
misfortune. A legitimate question, but an impossible answer? Indeed. noth­
ing allows La Boetie to give the reason for the incomprehensible: why do 
mt>n renounce freedom? I-le attempts, however. to respond to the second 
question: how can the renunciation of freedom endure? The principal inten­
tion of the Discours is to articulate this answer. 

If, of all beings, man is the "only [one] born in truth to live freely." if he 
'"· hy nature, a heing-for-freedom. the loss of freedom must have effe<:ts on 
human nature itself: man is denatured. he change-s his nature. lie probably 
docs not assume an angelic nature. Denaturing occurs not toward the high 
hut toward the low; it is a regression. But docs this imply a fall from humani­
ty into animality? This is not it either, for we observe that animals only sub­
mit to their masters when inspired by fear. Neither angt"l nor animul. nt>ither 
Prior to nor beyond the human. such is i:hc denatured man. Literally, the 
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unnameable. HtncC', the necessity for a new idea of man, for a new anthro­
pology. La Boetie is in fact the unsung founder of the anthropology of the 
modern man, of the man of divided societies. He anticipates Nietzsche's 
undertaking - even more than Marx's - more than three centuries away to 
ponder decline and alienation. The denatured man exists in decline because 
he has lost freedom. He C'Xists in alienation bC'cause he must obey. But is this 
the case? Must not animals themselves obey? The impossibility of determin­
ing the denaturing of man as a regressive displacement toward animality 
resides in this irrC'ducible problem: mC'n obey, not through force or constraint, 
not under the effect of terror. not because of fear of der1th. but voluntarily. 
They obey because they want to obey; they are in servitude because they 
desire it. What does this mean? Would the denatured man still be a man 
because he chose to no longer b(' a man, that is, a free being? Such is, never­
theless. the presentation of man: denatured, yet still free, sincC' he chooses 
alienation. Strange synthesis, unthinkable conjunction, unnameable reality. 
The denaturing that results from the misfortune engenders a new man, so that 
in him the will for frl'cdom yiC'lds its place to the will for servitude. The dena­
turing causes man's will to change dirC'ctions, toward an opposite goal. It is 
not that the new man has lost his will, but that he directs it toward servitude: 
the people. as though victims of fate, of a spell, want to serve the tyrant. And 
though unintentional, this will suddenly reveals its true identity: it is desire. 
How does this begin? La Boetie has no idea. How doC's this continue? It is 
hecause men desire that it be this way, answers la Bortic. We have hardly 
advanced; objecting to this is easy. For the stakes, subtly but clearly fixed by 
La Boetie, are anthropological. This is a matter of human nature that raises 
the question: is the desire for submission innate or acquired? Did this desire 
preexist the misfortune which would then have allowed il to come into 
being? Or is its emergence due instead. ex nihilo, to the occasion of the mis­
forcune, like a lethal mutation that defies all explanation? These questions are 
less academic than they seem, as the example of primitive socit'ties suggests. 

There is a third question that the author of the Di scours could not ask, but 
that contemporary ethnology is in a position to formulate: how do primitive 
societies function in order to prevent inequality, division, power relations? 
How do they come to ward off the misfortune? I-low do they prevent it from 
beginning? for, let us repeat, if primitive societies are societies without a State, 
it is hardly because of a congenital inability to attain the adulthood that the 
presence of the State would signify, but rather because of a refusal of this 
institution. They are unaware of the State because they do not want one; the 
tribe maintains a disjunction between chieftanship and power, because it does 
not want the chief to become the holder of power; it refuses to allow the chief 
lo be a chief. Primitive societies are societies that refuse obedience. And here 

9 8 

!HE HCHEOLOGY 0~ VIOlENCE 

let us also guard against all rd'ercnces to psychology: the n·fusal of power 
relations, the refusal to obey, is not in any way. as the missionaries and travel­
ers thought, a character trait of Savages, but the effect of the functioning of 
soci<1I machines on an individual level, the result of collective action and deci­
sion. There is, moreover, no need to invoke prior knowledge of the State by 
primitive societies in order to become aware of this refusal of power relations: 
l!H:y would h<ive cxp<'ri\'nced the division, between the dominating and the 
dorninated, would have felt the ominousness and unacceptability of such a 
division and would have then returned to the situation prior to the division, to 
tl1e time bC'fore the misfortune. A similar hypothesis refers to the affirmation 
of tile eternity of the State and of society's division according to a relation of 
c-omniand-ohedience. This conception, scarcely innocent in that it tends to jus­
tify society's division by trying to locate in division a structure of society as 
such, is ultimately invalidated by the teachings of history and ethnology. 
lndet'd, there is no example of a society with a State th<tt once ag11in became a 
society without a State, a primitive society. It seems, on the contrary, that there 
is a point of no return as soon as it is crossed, and such a passage can only 
take place one way: from the non-State toward the State, never in the other 
direction. Space and time, a particular cultural area or a particular period in 
our history propose the permanent spectacle of decadence and degradation in 
which tht' great state apparatuses engage: the State may well collapse, splinter 
into feudal lordships here, divide into local chicftainships elsewhere, power 
relations are never abolished, the essential division of power is never reab­
sorbC'd, the return to the pre-State moment is never accomplished. Irresistible, 
overthrown but not annihilated, the power of the State always ends up 
reasserting itself, whether it be in the West after the fall of the Roman Empire, 
or in the South American Andes, millennial site of appearances and disappear­
ances of States whose frnal expression was the empire of the Incas. 

Why is the death of the State always incomplete, why docs it not lead to 
the reinstitution of the undivided being of society? Why, though reduced and 
weakened, do power relations nevertheless continue to be exercised? Could it 
be that the new man, engendered in the division of society and reproduced 
with it, is a definitive, immortal man, irrevocably unfit for any return to pre­
division? Desire for submission. refusal of obedience: society with a State, 
society without a State. Primitive societies refuse power relations by prevent­
ing the desire for submission from coming imo being. Indeed, (following La 
13oerie) we cannot remind ourselves too often of what should only be a rru­
ism: the desire for power cannot come into being unless it manages to evoke 
its necessary complement, the desire for submission. There is no realizable 
desire to command without the correlative desire to obey. We say that primi­
tive societies, as societies without division, deny all possibility of the rcaliza-
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tion of the desire for power and the desire for submission. As social 
ma<hines inhabited by the will to persevere in thl'ir non-divided being, prim­
itive societies institute themselves as places u,Jicre el'il desire is repressed. 
This desire has no chance: the Savages want nothing to do with it. They con­
sider this desire evil, for to let it come into being would immediatdy lead to 
allowing social in nova ti on through the acceptance of. the divisio~ bet we.en 
the dominating and the dominate-cl, through the recognition of the inequality 
between masters of power and subjects of power. So that relations between 
men remain free and equal, inequality must be prevented; the blossoming of 
the evil. two-facC'd desire which perhaps haunts all societies and all individ­
uals of all societiC's must he prevented. To the immane-nce of the desire for 
power and the dC'sire for submission - and not of power itsC'lf or sub~1ission 
itself - primitive societies oppose the musts and the must nots of their La"".: 
We must change nothing in our undivided being, we must not let the evtl 
desire be realized. We svc clearly now that it is not necessary to have had the 
experience of ihe St<lte in order to refuse it. to have k~o\~n the _misfo~une _in 
order to ward it off, to have lost freedom in order to insist on it. To its chil­
dren, the tribe proclaims: you are all equal, no On<' among you is wonh more 
than another, no one worth less than another, inequality is forbidden, for it 
is false, it is wrong. And so that the memory of the primitive law is not lose 
it is inscribed painfully - branded - on the bodies of the young people initr­
i1lCd into the knowledge of this law. In the initiatory act. the individual body, 
as surface of inscription of thr Law, is the object of a collenivc investment 
which the entire society wishes for in order to prC'vent individual desire from 
transgressing the statement of the Law and infiltrating the social arena. And 
if by chance one of the equals that make up the community decided he 
wanted to realize the desire for power and invest the body of society with it, 
to this chief desirous of commanding, the tribe, far from obeying, would 
answer: you. our equal, have w<inted to destroy the undivided being of our 
society by affirming yourself superior to the others, you. who are worth no 
more than the others. You shall now he worth less than the others. This 
imaginary discourse has an ethnographica!ly real effen: when a chief wants 
to act the chief, he is excluded from society, abandoned. If he insists. the 
others may kill him: total exclusion, radical conjuration. 

Misfortune: something is produced that prevents sockty from main­
taining desire for power and desire for submission in immanence. They 
emerge in the reality of the rxerc!se. in the divided being of a society 
hC:"nceforth composed of unequals. Just as primitive societic<; arc conserva­
tive because they want to conserve their being-for-freedom. divided soci­
eties clo not allow themselves to change; the desire for power and the will 
for servitude are continuously realized. 
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Total freedom of La Bodie's thought, we were saying, trans-historicity of 
liis discourse. The strangeness of the question he posC's hardly dissolvrs in 
cci!lling the author's appurtenance to the jurist bourgeoisie. nor in only 
~vanting to recogni7.e in it the indignant echo of royal .repression whic.h_ i

1

n 
l549 crushed the rrvolt of the Gabdlcs in the south ot !·ranee. La Boelle s 
undertaking escapes all attempts to imprison it in the century; it Is not 
farniliar thought in thnt it develops precisely against what is reassuring in all 
familiar thought. The fJiscours is solitary and rigorous thought that feeds 
only on its own movement, on its own logic: if m<m is born to he free, 
human society's first mode of existence must have ne(·essarily unfolded in 
non-division, in non-inequality. There is, with La Bot'tie. a sort of a priori 
cit-duct ion of thr Statdess society, of primitive society. Now it is perhaps on 
this point that one could, curiously, dc"tC"ct the century's influence, La Boetie. 
taking into account wh;it happened in the first half of the 16lh cC'ntury. 

We sC'cm. indeed, to neglect too often that if the 16th century is that of 
the Renaissance, the resurrection of the culture of Greek and Roman 
Antiquity, it is also witness to an event whose significance will transform the 
face of the West, namely the discovery and conquest of the New World. The 
return to the Ancients of Athens and Rome, certainly, but also the irruption 
of what up until then had not existed, Americ;i. We can measure the fascina­
tion that the discovery of the unknown continent held over western Europe 
by the extremely rapid diffusion of all news from beyond the seas. Let us 
limit ourselves to revealing a few chronological points.2 Starting in 1493. 
Christopher Columbus' letters regarding his discovery were published in 
Paris. One could read in l 503, again in Paris. the Lt tin translation of the 
story of the first voyage of Amerigo Vespucci. Amrrica, as the proper name 
of the New World, appeared for the f11"St time in 1507 in another edition of 
the voyage's of Vespucci. From 1515 on, the French translation of the voy­
ages of the Portuguese became best-sellers. In short, one did not have to wait 
very long in the Europe of the beginning of the century to know what was 
happening in America . The abundance of news and the speed of its circula­
tion - despite the difficulties of transmission at the time - indicate among 
the cultivated people of the time as passionate an interest in these new lands 
and the people who lived there as in the ancient world revealed by hooks. A 
double discovery, the same desire to know which invested at oner thf 
ancient history of Europe and its new geographical extension. 

We should note that this wt:>alth of travel literature is mostly of Spanish 
and Portuguese origin. The explorers and the Iberian Conquistadors actually 

2 Cf. G. Chimard. L'ixotisme americain dons la litriratiirt- frnm;nisc rni XVle sie­
c/e, Paris, 19 t 1. 
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left for adventure in the name of. and with the f mancial support of, Madrid 
and Lisbon. Their expeditions were, in fact, enterprises of the State, and the 
travelers were, consequ<"ntly. responsible for regularly informing the very 
fussy royal bureaucracies. But it does not necessarily follow that the French 
of the time only possessed documents furnished by neighboring countries to 
satisfy their curiosity. For if the crown of r:rance was hardly concerned at this 
time> with plans for colonization beyond the Atiantic and Only peripherally 
interested in the efforts of the Spanish and the Portuguese. the private enter­
prises concerning the New World were, on the other hand, many and ambi­
tious. The shipowners and merchants of the ports of the English Channel and 
of the entire Atlantic front launched, at the vet)' beginning of the 16th rentu­
ry, perhaps b("fore. expedition upon expedition toward the Isles and toward 
what Andrr lhevet would later call equinoC'tial France. The State's silence and 
inertia were answered by the intense, buzzing ;:inivity of vessels and crews 
from Honfleur to Bordeaux. which very early on established rc·gular commer­
cial relations with the South American Savages. It is thus that in 1503, thrre 
years after the Portuguese t'xplorer Cabral discoverrd Brazil, the Captain of 
Gonneville touched the Brazilian coast. After countless adventures, he man­
aged to get b;1ck to Honfleur in May I 505, in the company of a young Indian, 
Essomerica, son of a chief of the Tupinamba tribe. The rhronicles of the peri­
od have only retained a few names. such as that of Gonneville, among the 
hundreds of hardy sailors who crossed the ocean.J But there is no doubt that 
the quantity of information we havi:- concerning these voyages gives only a 
weak idea of tile regularity and intensity of the relations between the French 
and the Savages. Nothing surprising in this: these voyages were sponsored by 
private shipowners who, because of the competition. were certainly concerned 
about keeping their dealings as senet as possible. And the relative rarity of 
written documents was probably largely made up for by information supplied 
f1rsth<111d by sailors returning from America, in all the ports of Brittany and 
Normandy, as far as I.a Rorhelle and Bordeaux. Essentially this mf<ms that 
sinre the second decade of the 16th century, a gentleman of f;r;ince was in a 
position, if he wantl'd, to keep himself informed about thr events and people 
of the New World. This flow of information, based on the ir11e11sif1cation of 
commercial exchange, would continue to grow and become more detailed at 
the same time. Jn 1544, the navigator Jean Alfonse, dc·suibing the popula­
tions of the Brazilian coast, was able to establish a properly ethnographic dis­
tinction between three lmge tribes. subgroups or the Vel)' large Tupi t'thnicity. 
Eleven years later, Andre Thevet and Jean de Levy approached these same 

"} Cf. Ch. A. Julien. Lt>s voyages t/t' decoui•erte a Jes Prl'micrs Etab/issements, 
Paris. 1947. 
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shores to bring back their chronicles. irreplarl'able testimonies on the Indians 
of Brazil. But, with these two master chroniclers, we already find ourselves in 
the second halfofthe 16th century. 

Discours de la serl'it11de 110/011taire was written. Montaigne tells us, when 
La Bortie was I 8 years old, that is, in I 548. That Montaigne. in a subsequent 
edition of the Essais, returns to this date to say that his friend was in fact 
only 16, does not make much diffrrrnce as far as the problem that concerns 
us. It would simply make his thought seem all the more precious. That La 
!3oetie. furthermore, was able to revise the text of the Discours five ye;irs 
later while a student at Orleans seems to us both possible and without conse­
quence. Either the Di scours was indeed written in I 540 and its substance, its 
internal logic could not undrrgo any alteration, or else it was written later. 
ll.1ont;1igne is explidt: it dates from La Boerie's eighteenth year. Thus, all 
sul1srquent modification can only be detail, superficial, destined to spedfy 
;ind refme the presentation. Nothing more. And there is also nothing more 
equivocal than this erudite obstinacy lo re·duce thought to that which is 
being proclaimed around it, nothing more obscurantist than this will to 
destroy the autonomy of a thought by the sad recourse to influences. And 
the Disrours is there, its rigorous movement developing firmly. freely, as 
though indifferent to all the century's discourses. 

It is probably for this rrason that America. though not entirely absent 
from the Discours. only appears there in the form of a (very clear) allusion to 
thr·se new people that have just been discovered: "But, in this regard, if. by 
chance, a new breed of people Wl're born today, neither accustomed to sub­
jugation nor attracted to freedom, and th<'y did not not know what one or 
the other was, or just barely the names. if they were presented with the 
choice to be serfs. or to live freely according to laws with which they did not 
C1grce: there can be no doubt that they would much rather obey only reason, 
than to serve a man .... " We can, in short. rest assured that in I 548, knowl­
edge in France rnncerning the New World was varied, already old, and con­
stantly updated by the navigators. And it would be quite surprising that 
someone like La Boetie would not have been very interested in what was 
being written on Amrrie;1 or in what Wits being said about it in the ports or 
Bordeaux, for example, nc·ar his hometown of Sarlat. Of course. sud1 knowl­
edge was not necessary for this author to think of nnd write the Uiscours: he 
could have articulated it without this. But how could this young man, inter­
rogating himself with surh seriousness on voluntary servitude, who dreamt 
of society before the misfortune, how could he not be struck by the image 
that travelers traced, for many years alm1dy. of this "new breed of prople."' 
American Savages living without faith, king or law. these peoples without 
law, without emperor, each his own lord? 
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In a society divided along the vertical axis of power bet wren the domi­
nating and the dominated, the relations that unite men cannot unfold 
freely. Prince, despot or tyrant, the one who exercises power dc·sires only 
the unanimous obedience of his subjects. The latter respond to his expecta­
tion, they bring into being his desire for power. not because of the terror 
that he would inspire in them, but because, by obeying, they bring into 
being their own desire for submission. The denaturing process excludes the 
memory of freedom, and consequently, the desire to reconquer it. All 
divided societies are thus destined to endure. The denaturing process is 
€·xpressed at once in the disdain necessarily felt by the one who commands 
for those who obty, and in the subjects' love for thr prince, in the cult that 
the people devote to the person of the tyrant. Now this tlow of love rising 
ceaselessly from tht• depths to ewr greater heights. this lovr of the subjects 
for tt1e master equally denatures the relations between subjects. Excluding 
all freed om, these relations dictate the new law thrit governs sockry: one 
must love the tyrant . Insufficient love is a transgrl'.ssion of the law. All 
watch out for the respect of the law, all hold their neighbor in esteem only 
out of fidelity to the law. The love of the- law - the fear of freedom -
makes each sub_ject an accomplice of the Prince: obedienct- to the tyrant 
excludes friendship berween subjects. 

What, from now on, will become of the non-divided societies. of soci­
eties without a tyrant, of primitive societies? Displaying their being-for-free­
dom, chey cannot jU';tly survive except in the free exercise of free relations 
between equals. All relations of another nature are essentially impossible 
because they are deadly for society. Equality engenders friendship, friendship 
can only be experienced in equality. What the young La Boetie would not 
have given to hear what the Guarani Indians of today say in their most 
sacred chants. Indians who are the aged but intractable descendants of the 
"nrw breed of people" of yore1 Their great god Namandu emerges from the 
shadows and invents the world. He first creates the- Word, the substance 
common to the divine and the human. He assigns to humanity the destiny of 
collecting the Word, of existing in it and protecting it. Humans, all equally 
chosen by the deities, <1re Protectors of the Word, and protected by it. Society 
is the enjoyment or the common good that is thr Word. !nstiluted as equal 
by divine decision - by nature - society assembles as a whole, that is, an 
undivided who!f.': then, only mlwrayu can rtside there. the life of the tribe 
and its will to live. the tribal solidarity of equals; ml>orayu: friendship, so 
that the sociNy it founds is one, so that the men of this soC'icty are all one. 4 

1 Cf. P. Clastrt·s. /.r Grond Parler. l\.fyrlu·s er c/wnts sacres des llld1eirs Guarani, 
Ed. du Seuil. t974. 
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The age-old infatuation with primitive societirs assures the FrenC'h rrad­
rr of a regular and abundant supply of ethnological works. They are not of 
equal interrst. however. far from it. From time to time, a book will stand 
out on the grayish horizon of these works: the occasion is too rare to let it 
go unnoticed. konodasti<: and rigorous, salutary as well as scholarly, is the 
work of Marshall Sahl ins, which many will be delighted to sec finally pub­
lished in French.I 

An American professor of great reputation, Sahlins is an expert on 
Melanesian societies. But his scientific project can hardly be reduced to thr 
ethnography of a certain cultural area. Extending far bryond monographk 
pointillism, as the transcontinrntal variety or his references attests. Sahlins 
undertakes the syscematiC' C'Xp!oration of the social dimension long scruti­
nized by ethnologists; he approaches the field of t:conomics in a radically 
new way; he archly asks the fundamental question: whnt of economics in 
primitive societies?2 A question of decisive weight, as we shall see. Not that 

1 M. Sahlins. Aqe rte pii:rrt'. J\[)e d'al1011da11ce. L'co110111ie des socifois pri111i1i1•e.~. 

Ciallim<ird, 1976. [Stom Age Eco110111ic.~. Chicago. i\ldir1r-Atl1erto11, 1972.J If S~hlins' 
book is full of knowlrdgc, it is ~ISO fllll or humor. I ina Jolas, who translated n into 
French, has rendrrrd it prrfectly. 

l Let us clarify a potrntial mis1111dl'rsta111lir1g right off. The stone-age economics 
of which Sahlins spraks coun·rus not prt-histon·c men but. of course. primi1ivrs 
obsetved for several cemurirs by trnvdlrrs. l'xplon·rs. missionaires and erh nologisrs. 
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others have not asked it hefore him. Why come back, in that case, to a prob­
lem that seemed settled long ago? We quickly see. following Sahlins' 
method. that not only has the question of the primitive economy not 
received a response worthy of being called one, but that numerous authors 
have treated it with incredible lightness when they did not simply surrender 
it to a veritahle distortion of ethnographic facts. We find ourselves confront­
ed here. no longt'r with the misintt'rpretation possible in all scientific 
research, but. lo and behold, with tht' enterprise of adapting primitive social 
rt'ality to a preexisting conctplion of society and of history, still vigorous, as 
we shall try co demonstrate. ln other words, certain representatives of what 
wt' call economic anthropology have not always known, to put it mildly, 
how to separate the duty of o!~jectivity. which at the very least re-quires a 
respect for the facts. from the concern of pn·serving their philosophical or 
political convictions. And once the an;ilysis is subordinated. whether deliber­
ately or unconsciously. to this or that discourse on society when rigorous 
science would demand precisely the opposite. we very quickly find ourselves 
carried off to the frontiers of mysriftcation. 

It is to denouncing this that the exemplary work of Marshall Sahlins is 
devoted. And one would he mistaken to suppose his ethnographic informa­
tion much more abundant than that of his predecessors: although a field 
researcht'r, he does not offer any earth-sh;1ttering facts whose novelty 
would force us to rethink traditional ideas of primitive economy. He con­
tents himself - but with what vigor! - to reestablishing the truth of givens 
long since collected and known; he has chosen to interrogate directly the 
available material, pitilessly pushing aside received ideas re-garding this 
material. Which amounts to saying that the task Sahlins assigns himself 
could havt' heen undertaken before him: the file. in short. was already there, 
accessible and complete. Out Sahlins is the first to have reopened it; we 
must sec him as a pioneer. 

What does this concern? Economic ethnologists have continued to insist 
that the c-conomy of primitive societies is a suhsbtence economy. Clearly 
such a statement cloes not mean to he a truism: namely, lhat the essential. if 
nor exclusive, function of a givtn society's producrion system is to assure 
the subsistence of rhe individui!ls who make up the society in qutstion. To 
establish archaic economy i'1S a subsistence economy, we design ate less the 
gen era I function of all production systems than the manner in which the 
primitive economy fulfills this function. We say that a machine functlons 
well when it satisfactorily fulfills the function for which it was conct'ived. It 
is using a similar criterion that we shall evaluatl' the funcl1oning of the 
machine of production in primitive societit·s: does this machlnt' function in 
conformity to the goals that society <1ssigns it? Does this machinL· adequau·ly 
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mark. and it is to Sahlins· credit to have rehabilitated the primitiv~ hunter by 
reestablishing factual truths against the theoretic~! (theor_eucal .) travC"sty. 
Indeed, it follows from his analysis that not only 1s the pnm1.t1ve economy 
not an economy of povrrty, but that primitive society 1s the ong'.nal affluent 
society. A provocative statement. which troubles the dog.mat1c to~por. of 
pseudo scholars of anthropology, but an accurat~ one: 1f the prin11t1ve 
machine of production. in short periods of low intensity, assures t.he saus:ac­
tion of people's material nerds. it is. as Sahli~s writes'. because 1t fun('t1ons 
beyond its objective possibilities. it is hecaust" 1t could, 1f 1t wanted to, fu~c­
tion longer and more quickly. produce surplus. fo.rm a sto~kp1le. 
Consrquently, if primitive society. though able, does nothing about It, it JS 

because it does not want to. The Australians and Bocbimans. once they feel 
they have collected sufficient alimenta1y resourc:s, stop hunting and collect­
ing. Why should they fatigue themselves harvesting more than they. can con­
sume? Why would nomads C'xhaust themselves, usel.essly transporting hea~y 
provisions from one point to another, when. as Sahlins says. the surplus 1s in 

nature itself? But the Savages are not as mad as the formalistic e~onomists 
who for lack of discovering in primitive man the psychology of an industrial 
or c~mmercial company head. concerned with ceas('lessly inncas'.ng h.is .p:o­
duction in ordC'r ro increase his profit, doltishly inf er from this. pnm1t1ve 
economy's intrinsic inferiority. Sahlins· undertaking. as a result, rs salubri­
ous, in th;rt it calmly unmasks this .. philosophy" which makes th<' conlC'mpo­
rary capitcilist the ideal and measure of all t~ings. And yet what effort .1t 
takes to demonstra te that if primitive man 1s not an entrepr~.neur, n rs 
hel·ause profit does not interest him; that if he docs not "optimize hrs activ­
ity, as the pedants like 10 say, ir is not because he does not know how to, but 
because he does not fe-cl I ike it! 

Sahl ins does not I imit himsrlf to the case of hunters. Using something 
called the Domestic rv1odL' of Production (DMP). he rxamines the eco_nomy. of 
"neolithic" societies, of primitive farmers, as can be observed today in Afnca 
or Melanesia, in Vietnam or South America. There is nothing in common. 
apparently, betwern desert or forrst nom;ids and sedentaries who hunt, fish 
anci collect, but art' rssrntially dependent on what they grow. One cou ld 
expect, on the contrary, as a function of the considerable change that consti­
tutes the conversion of a hunting economy into an agrarian economy, thl" 
blossoming or nbsol utdy new C'conomic attitudes. not to mention, of course, 
transformations in the organi7.ation of society itself. 

Relying on a consideralJle number of srudks conducted i~ Vi1r~ous 

regions of the world, Sahlins examines in detail the local configurations 
(Mt·larwsi;in, Afrkan, South American. etc.) of the Dt\·1P whos1• recurrent 
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charactrristics he brings to light: the predominance of sexual division of 
labor; segmentary production in view of consumption; autonomous access 
to the means of production; a centrifugal relationship between units of pro­
duction. Taking into account an economic reality (the DMP), Sahlins creates 
categories that arr properly political in that they touch the heart of primi­
tiv<' social organization: segmentation, autonomy, centrifugal relations. It is 
essentially impossible to think of primitive economics outside of the politi­
cal. What merits attention for now is that the pertinent traits wc use to 
dt·scribt t hr mode of production of slash-a ncl-burn agriculturists also allow 
us to def me the soC"ial organization of hunting peopll:s. From this point of 
view, a band of nomads, just like a sedentary tribe, is composed of units of 
produrtion and of consumption - the "homes" or the "households" - in 
whicl1 the sexual division of labor, indeed, prevails. Each unit functions as a 
segment autonomous from the whole, and even if th(' rule of exchangC' 
solidly structures the nomad band, the play of centrifugal farer is ncverthe­
less present. Beyond differences in living styles, religious representations, 
ritual activity, the framework of society does not vary from the nomad 
community to the- sedentary village:. Thar machines of production so differ­
ent as nomadic hunting and slash-and-burn agriculture could be compatible 
with identical social formations is a point whose significance it would be 
appropriate to measure. 

All primitive communiti{'s aspire, in terms of their consumer produc­
tion. to complete autonomy; they aspire to exclude all relations of dept'n­
dence on neighboring tribrs. It is, in short, primitive society's autarkic 
ideal: they produce just enough to satisfy all needs, but they manage to 
produce all of it themselves. If the DMP is a system fundamentally hostile 
to the formation of surplus, it is no less hostilr to allowing production slip 
below the threshold that would guarantee the satisfaction of needs. The 
ideal of rconomic autarky is, in fan. an ideal of political independenre, 
which is assured as long as one does not need others. Naturally, this ide-al 
is not realized everywhere all the time. Ecological differences, climatic 
variations, contacts or loans can leave a society unable to satisfy the need 
for this commodity or that material or an object others know how to man­
ufacture. This is why, as Sahlins shows. neighboring tribes, or rvrn distant 
ones, find themselves engaged in rather intense trade relations. Hut, he 
points out in his tireless analysis of Melanesian "commerce", Melanesian 
societies do not have "markets" and ''the same no douht goes for archaic 
societies." The DMP thus tends, by virtue of rach community's desire for 
independence. to reduce the risk incurred in exchange determined by need 
as much as possible: "reciprocity between commercial partners is not only 
a privilege, but a duty. SpeC'ifically, it obi iges each prrson to rc·ceive as 
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well as to give." Commerce brtween tribrs is not import-export. 
Now the will for independence - the au ta rk ic ideal - in hercnt in the 

DMP since it concerns the community in its relationship to other communi­
ties, is also at work within the community, where centrifugal tendencies push 
each unit of production, each "household" to proclaim: every man for him­
sdf! Naturally, such a principle, ferocious in its egoism. is exercised only 
rarely: there have to be exc-eptional circumstances, like the famine whose 
c·ffects Firth observrd on the Tikopi<1 society, victim in 1953-54 to devastnt­
ing hurricanes. This crisis, writes Sahlins, revealed the fragility of the famous 
we - We, tht" Tikopia - while at the same time dearly demonstrating the 
strength of the domestic..- group. The household seemed to be the fortrrss of 
private interest, that of the domestic group, a fortress which, in times of cri­
sis, isolated itself from the outside world and raised its social drawbridges -
when not pillaging its relatives· gmdens. As long as nothing serious alters 
the normal course of daily life, the community does not allow crntrifugal 
forces to thrraten the unity of its Self, the obligations of kinship rnntinue to 
be respected. This is why. at thr rnd of an extremely technical ;malysis of 
the case of Mazulu, a village of Tonga Valky, Sahlins thinks it possible to 
explain thr undC'rproduction of certain households by their certainty that 
their solidarity with those best stocked will play in their favor: "for if some 
of them fail, is it not precisely because they know at the outset that they can 
c.:ount on the others?" But should an unforeseeable event occur (a natural 
disaster or external aggression, for example) to upset the order of things, 
then the centrifugal tendency of each unit of produC'tion asserts itself. the 
household tends to withdraw into itself, the community ··aromizt·s." while 
waiting for rhe bad moment to pass. 

This dors not mean, however, that under normal conditions. kinship 
obligations are always willingly respected. In Maori society. th<.' household is 
"constantly confrontt'd with a dilemma, constantly forcrd to maneuver and 
compromise between th<.' satisfaction of its own needs and its more general 
obligations toward distant relatives which it must satisfy without compro­
mising its own well-being ." And Sahlins also quotes several savory Maori 
proverbs which clearly show the irritation frlt toward overly demnn ding rd­
atives (when these recipients have only a we<:k degree or kinship), and gen­
erous acts are then grudgingly accomplished. 

The DMP thus assures primitive society of abundance mrasured by the 
ratio of production to need; it functions in view of the total satisfanion of 
need, refusing to go beyond it. The Savages produce to livr, they do not live 
to produce: 'The DMP is a c.:onsunu·r production which tends to slow down 
output and to maintain it at a relatively low level." Such a "strategy" obvi­
ously implies a sort of wager on the future: namely. that it will bi: made of 

1 l 0 

!HE 6RClfEOlOGY Of VIOLENCf 

rl'Jlt'tltton and not of difference. that the earth, the sky and the gods will 
ovcrst'e and maintain the eternal retum of thr SClme. /\nd this, in genera!, is 
indeed what happens: changes that distort the lines of strength in society, 
such as the natural l'atastrophe of which the Tikopia were victims, are excep­
tional. But it is also the rarity of these circumstances that strips naked a soci­
ety·s we~kness: "The obligation of generosity inscribed in the structure does 
not withstand the test of bad luck." Is this the Savages' incurable shortsight­
edness, as the travelers' chronicles say? Rather, in this insouciancr one can 
read the grratn concern for their freedom. 

Through analysis of the DMP, Sahlins offers us a general theory of primi­
tive· economy. From production adapted exactly to the immediate needs of 
rhe family. he extracts. with great clarity. the law that underlies the system: 
" ... the DMP conceals an ;mti~surplus principle: adapted to the production of 
~ ubsistence goods, it tends to immobilizt' when it rriiChes this point." The 
rthnographic.'ally foundrd claim that, on the one han<I. primitive economies 
are underproductive [only a srgment of society works for short periods of 
time at low intensity), that on the other, they always satisfy the nreds of 
society (needs deftned by the society itself and not by an exterior example). 
such a claim then imposes. in its paradoxical mnh. t hr idea that primitive 
society i:;, indred, a society of abundance (crrtainly the first. perhaps also the 
last). since all needs arc satisfied. But it also summons the logic at the· heart 
of this social system: srructu rally, writes Sah lins. "eco 110111 y" docs not e.rist. 
That is to say that the economic, as a sector unfolding autonomously man­
ner in the social arena, is absrnt from the DMP; the latter functions as con­
sumer production (to assure the satisfaction of nC'eds} and not as production 
of exchange (to acquire profit by comm(·rcializing surplus goods). What is 
clear, finally (what Sahlins' grt'at work asserts). is th(' discovery that primi­
tive societies are soci<'ties that refuse economy.4 

The formalist economists are surprised that the primitive man is not, like 
the capitalist, motivated by profit: this is indeed the issue. Primitive society 
strictly I imits its production lest the ('Conomic escape the social and turn 
against society by opening a gap between rich and poor, alienating some. /\ 
society without ernnomy, certainly. but, better yet. a society against c-cono­
my: this is the brilliant truth toward which S;th lins· rrlkctions on primitive 

4 We cannot overlook the equally excmpla1y resC'arch that Jaques l.izot has 
been doing for sev<'ral yrars among che last grcac Arnaionian ethnic group, the 
Yanomami lncfons. Measuring the tiflll' slash-a!ld-1.rnm farmers spend working, Li:rnt 
has come to thr sam<: conclusions as Sahlins in his analysis of the DMP. Cf. in par­
ticular Jacques Lizot, "l~conomie 011 socitte? Quelques themes a propos de l'&turle 
d'une cornmu11;n1tt cl'Amfrindie11s," Journol de /11 Socierr de~ A111er icn11istt:·s. IX , 
1n3. pp. 1n - 115. 
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society lead us. Reflections th<.lt are rigorous and tell us more about the 
Savages than any other work of the same genrr. But it is also an enterprise 
of true thought, for, free of all dogmatism, it poses the most essential ques­
tions: under what conditions is a society primitive? Under what conditions 
can primitivr society persrvrrr in its undivided being? 

Society w i lhout a State, cl a:·;sl ess society: this is how anthropology 
speaks of the factors that <1llow a society to he called primitive. A society, 
tht·n, without a separatr organ of political power, a society that delibrrately 
prevents the division of the sodal body into unequal and opposing groups: 
"Primitive soci<'ty allows poverty for everyone, but not accumulation by 
some ... This is the crux of the problem that the institution of the chieftain­
ship poses in an undivided socirty: what happens to the e·galit<1rian will 
inscribed itt the heart of the DMP in the face of the cstahlishmrnt of hierar­
chical relations? Would the refusal of division that regulates the economic 
order cease to operatr in the political arena? How is the chiefs supposedly 
superior status articulated to society's undivided being? How arc· power rela­
tions woven between tht- tribe and its leader? This theme runs throughout 
Sahlins· work. which approaches the question most directly in its drtailed 
analysis of Melanesian big-man systems in which the political and the rco­
nomic are joined togrthC'r in the person of the chirf. 

In most primitive societies, two essr ntial qualities are demanded of the 
chief: oratorical talent and generosity. A man unskilled at speaking or avari­
cious would nrvrr he recognized as leader. This is not a matter, of course, of 
personal psychological traits but of formal characteristics of the· institution: 
a leader must not rrtain goods. S:ihlins thoroughly examines the origin and 
effect·> uf this vrritable obligation of generosity. At the start of a big-mitn 
career we Ctnd unbridled ambition : a strategk taste for prc:stige, a tactical 
sense for the means to acquire it. It is quite clear that, to lavish goods. thr 
chief must first possess them. How does he procurt thtm? If we eliminate the 
case, not pertinent here, of manufa<'tured objects which lhc kadt'r rt'ceives 
from missionaries or ethnologists to later rcdistrllrnte to members of the 
community, if we consider that the freedom to tarn ar the exprnse of othrrs 
is not insrrihrd in the relations and modalities of exchange in these socei­
t'tics. it remains that, to fulfill his obligatton of generosity, the big-man must 
produce· the goods he needs by himself: he cannot rely on others. Tht' only 
ones to aid and assist him me tlm:;t" who for various reasons consider it use­
ful to work for him: prnpk of his kinship who from then on maintain a 
client rt'lationship with him. The contradiction between the chil:fs solitude 
and I he necessity to l>e gcnrrous is also resolved through the bias of polygy­
ny: if. in the great numher of primitive sodrties. the rule of monogamy 
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largely prevails. thr plurality of wives, on the othrr hand, is almost always a 
privilege of important men. that is. the leaders. But, much more than a privi­
lrge, the chiefs polygyny is a necessity in that it provides the principle 
means of acting like a lca<kr: the work force of supplementary wives is used 
by the husband to producr a surplus of consumer goods that he will distrib­
ute to the community. One point is thus solidly establishrd for now: in the 
primitive society, the economy, insof<ir as it is no longn inscribrd in the 
movement of the DMP. is only a political tool; production is subordinated to 
power relations; it is only al the institutional level of the ctueft;ii nship that 
both thr necessity and the possibility of surplus production apprars. 

Sahl ins rightly uncovers here the antinomy between the centrifugal force 
inherent to the DMP and the opposite force that animates the chieftainship; a 
tt"ndt>ncy toward dispersion in terms of modes of production, a tendency 
toward unification in trrms of the institution. The supposed place of powt'r 
would thus he the center around whic.:h society, const<mtly wrought by the 
powers of dissolution, institutes itself as a unity and a community - the 
chieftains hip's fore<' of integration against the DMr·s force of disintegration: 
"The big-man and his consuming ambition t1rc· means whereby a segmenta1y 
society, 'acephalous' and fragnwntl'd into Stniill autonomous communitirs 
overcomes these cleavages ... to fashion largt'r fields of relation and higher 
levels of cooperntion." The big-man thus offers. according to Sahlins. the 
illustration of a sort of minimum dt'·gree in thC' continuous rnrve of political 
power which would gr;1dually kad to Polynrsian royalty, for example: "In 
pyramid socirtil's, the integration of small communities is prrfccted, while in 
Melanesian hig-man systems, it has hardly \Jf·gun, and is virtually unimagin­
able in the contC'xt of hunting peoples." The big-man would thus be a mini­
mal figure of the Polynrsian king, while the king would lw the maximal 
extension of the big-man's powC'r. A genealogy of powvr, from its niost dif­
fuse forms to its most concentrated realizations: could this hr tht· foundation 
of the social division brtween mastC'rs <ind subjects and the most distant ori­
gin of the slate machine? 

I.et us consider this more l·losely. As Sahlins says, the big-man accedes 
to power by the swriH of his brow. Unable to exploit the othrrs in order to 
produce surplus. he exploits himself, his wives, and his clients-relatives: self­
exploitation of the big-man and non-exploitation of society by the big-man 
who obviously does not have at his disposal thr power to force thr others to 
work for him, since it is precisC'ly this powrr he is trying to conqut'r. It could 
not he a qut·stion. then, in such socit·ties. of the sori<d hody's division along 
the vertical axis of political power: there is no division between 11 dominant 
minority [the chief and his clients) which would command imd a dominated 
majority (lht' rest of tht· community) which would obey. II i" rather the oppo-
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site spectacle that Melanesian sodetil·s offer us. A"> far as division, wv see 
that if there is, in fact. division, it is only that which separates a minority of 
rich workers from a majority of the lazy poor: but, and it is here that we 
touch upon the very foundation of primitive society, the rich are only rich 
because of their own work, the fruits of which are appropriated and ron­
sumed by the idle massC"s of the poor. In other words, society as a whole 
exploits the work of the minority that surrounds the big-man. How then can 
we spC'ak of power in relation to the chief. if he is exploited by society? A 
paradoxical disjunction of forces that all divided societies maintain: could 
the chief, on the one hand, exercise power over society, <lnrl socirly on the 
other, subject this same chief to intensive exploitation? But what, then, is the 
nature of this strange power whose potency we seek in vain? What is it 
about this power, finally, what cause primitive society to shun it? Can one. 
quite simply, still speak of power? This is indeed the whole prohlcm: why 
docs S<ihlins c;;,11 power that which obviously is not? 

We detect here the rather widesprc;id confusion in ethnologk·al literature 
hetween prestige and power. What makes the big-man run? What is he 
sweating for? Not, of course. for a power to whiC'h the pC'ople of th(! tribe 
would refuse to submit were he even to dream of t·xercising it, but for pres­
tige, for the positive image that the mirror of society would rcf1t•ct back onto 
him celebrating a prodigious and hard-working chief. It is this inability to 
think of prestige without power that burdens so many analyses of political 
anthropology and that is particularly misleading in the case of primitive 
societies. By confusing prestige and power. we first underestimate the polili­
cal t·sscnce of power and the- social rc-lations it institutes: we then introduce 
into primitive society <: 1 contradiction which cannot appear there. How can 
society's will for equality adapt to the desire for power which would precise­
ly found inequality between those who command and thost· who olwy? To 
raise the question of political power in primitive societies forcrs one to think 
of chicftainship outside of power, to ponder this immediate given of primi­
tive sociology: the leader is powerless. In exchange for his grntrosity, what 
docs the big-man grt? Not the fulfillment of his desirr for power, but thr 
fragile satisfaction of his honor. not the ability to command. but the inno­
cent enjoyment of a glory he exhausts himself to maintain . lie works, literal­
ly, for glory: society gives it to him willingly, busy as it is savoring the fruits 
of its chiefs labor. Flatterrrs live at the expense of those who listen to them. 

Since the big-man's prestige does not win him any authority, it follows 
that he is not the first rung of the ladder of political power and that we were 
quite mistaken to see him as a real locus of power. I I ow, then, do we place 
the big-man and other figures of chieftainship on a continuum? I !ere. a nec­
essary consequence of the initial confusion between prestige and power 
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appears. Powerful Po lynesirn royalty drn:s not rrsult from a progressive 
development of Melanesian big-man systems. because there is nothing in 
rhese systems to develop: society does not allow the chief to transform his 
prestige into power. Wr must. therrfore. utterly renounce this continuist con­
ception of social formations. and accept and recognize that primitive soci­
eties where the chiefs are powerless are radical departures from societies 
where power relations unfold: the essential discontinuity in societies without 
a State and societies with a State. 

Now, therr is a conceptual instrument generally unknown to rthnologists 
that allows us to resolve many difficulties: ii is the category of debt. Let us 
return for a moment to the primitive chiefs obligation of generosity. Why 
does the institution of the chieftainsh ip involve this obligation? It cenainly 
expresses a sort of contract betwcrn the chief and his trihe. thr terms of 
whk·h offer him the gratification of his narcissism in exchange for a flood of 
goods he will pour over society. The obligation of generosity clearly contains 
an egalitarian principle that places trade pa11ncrs in a position of equality: 
society offers prestige which the chief acquires in exchange for goods. 
Prestige is not recognized unless goods are provided. But this would he to 
misinterpret the true nalure of lhe olJlig;nion of grncrosity. to scr in it only a 
contract guaranteeing the equality of the parties concerned. Hiding beneath 
this appearance is the profound inequality of society and the chief in that his 
obligation of generosity is. in fact, a duty. that is to say, a debt. The leader is 
in debt to society precisely bt>cause hr is the leader. And he can ntver get rid 
of this debt, at least not as long as he wnnts to continue being the leader: 
once he stops being the leader. the debt is abolished, for it exclusivdy marks 
the relationship that unites the chieftainship and society. At the heart of 
power relations is indebtness. 

We d iscovcr, then, this essential foct: if primitive societies arc societies 
without a separate organ of power, this does not necessarily mean that they 
are powerless societies, socirties where political questions are not rnised. It 
is, on the contrary, to refuse the separation of power from socie!y that the 
tribe maintains its chiefs indebtt.'dness; it is society that remains the holder 
of power and that exercises it over the chief. Power relations certainly exist: 
they take the form of a debt that the leader must forevrr pay. The chiefs 
eternal indebtedness guarantees society that hr will remain ext<'rior to 
power, that he will not become a separate organ. Prisoner of his desirr for 
prestige, thr Savage chief agrees to submit to society's power by 51'.ttling tht: 
debt that every exercise of power institutes. In trapping the chirf in his 
desire. the tribe insures itself against the mortal risk of seeing political 
powC"r become separate from it and turn against it: primitive society is a 
society against the State. 
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Since debt relations belong to the exercise of power, one must be pre­
pared to find it everywhere that power is exerC"ised. This is indeed what roy­
alty teaches us. Polynesian or otherwise. Who pays the debt here? Who are 
the indebted? They arc. as we well know. those whom kings, high priests or 
despots name the common people. whose debt takes on the name of tribute 
that they owe to the rulers. Hence it follows that, in effect, power does not 
come without debt and that inversely. the presence of debt signifies that of 
power. Those who hold power in any society prove it by forcing their sub­
jects to pay tribute. To hold power. to impose tribute. is one and the same, 
and the despot's first act is to procleiim the obligation of payment. The sign 
and truth of power. debt traverses the political arena through zind through; it 
is inherent in the social as such. 

This is to say that, as a political category. debt offers the surest criterion 
on which to evaluate the being of societies. The nature of society changes 
with the direction of the debt. If debt goes from the chieftainship toward 
soC"iety, society remains undivided, power remains located in the homoge­
neous social body. If, on the contrary. debt goes from society toward the 
chicftainship, power has tJet'n separatrd from society and is concentrated in 
the hands of the chief, the resulting heterogeneous society is divided into the 
dominating and the dominated. What does the rupture between undivided 
societies and divided sockties consist of? It is produced when the di re ct ion 
of the debt is reversed, when the institution turns power relations to its profit 
against society, thus crearing a base and a summit toward which the eternal 
recognition of debt climbs ceaselessly in the name of tribute. The rupture in 
the direction of debt's movement separates societies in such a way that con­
tinuity is unthinkable: no progressive development, no intermediary social 
f 1gure between the undivided society and the divided society. The conception 
of I! istory as a continuum of social formations engendering themselves 
mechanically one after the other fails here, in its blindness to the glaring fact 
of rupture and discontinuity, to articulate the true problems: why doc:s primi­
tive society cease at a certain moment to code the flow of power? Why docs 
it allow inequality and division to anchor death in the social body which it 
had. until then. w;irded off? Why do the Savages implement the chiefs 
desire for powrr? Where is the acceptance of servitude born7 

A close reading of Sahlins' book constantly raises similar questions. It 
does not explicitly formulate them itself, for the continuisr prejudice acts 
as a veritable epistemological o!Jstaclc to the logic of this analysis . But we 
do see that its rigor brings it infinitely closer to such a conceptual elabora ­
tion. It makes no mistake about the opposition between society's desire for 
equality and the chiefs desire for power, an opposition which can go as far 
as the murder of the ltadn. This was the case among the people of the 
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Paniai who, before killing their big-man. explained to him: " ... You should 
not be the only rich one among us, we should all be the same, so you have 
to be equal to us." A discourse of society against power which is echoed by 
the reverse discourse of power against society, clearly stated by another 
chief : "I am a chief not because the people love me. but because they owe 
me money and they are scared." The first and only among the experts in 
economic anthropology, Sahlins paves the way for a new theory of primi­
tive society by allowing us to measure the immense heuristic value or the 
economical-political category of debt. 

We must finally point out that Sahlins' work furnishes an essential piece 
in the dossier of a debate that, until quite recently. was not inscrihed in the 
order of the day: what of Mcirxism in ethnology, and of ethnology in 
Marxism? The stakes in such an interrogc:ition are vast. extending far beyond 
university walls. Let us simply call to mind here the terms of a problem 
which will be brought up sooner or later. Marxism is not only the description 
of a particular social system (industrial capitalism), it is also a general theory 
of history and of social change. This tlwory pr('SC'nts itself as the science of 
society and of history, it unfolds in the materialist conception of societal 
movement and discovers the law of this movement. There is rhus a rationali­
ty of history, the being and the lwcoming of the sociohistorical real brings 
up. one last time, the economic determinations of society: ultimately, these 
are the play and the development of productive forces which determine the 
being of society, and it is the contradiction between the development of pro­
ductive forces and the rapports of production which, interlocking social 
change ;:rnd innovation. constitute the very substance and law of history. 
Marxist theory of society and history is an economic determinism which 
affirms the prevalence of the material infrastructure. History is thinkable 
ht>cause it is rational, it is rational because it is, so to speak, natural, as Marx 
says in Das Kapita/: "The development of society's economic formation is 
assimilable to the progress of nature and its history .... " !l follows that 
Marxism, as a science of human society in general, can be used to consider 
all social formations histmy offers us. !t can be used, certainly, but even 
more, it is obliged to consider all societies to be a valid theory. Marxists, 
thus, cannot ignore primitive society; the historical continuism aff1rmed by 
the theory they claim as their own does not allow them to. 

When ethnologists are Marxists, they obviously subjecr primitive soci ­
ety to the analysis that calls for and allows the instrument that they pos­
sess: Marxist theory and its economic determinism. They must, conse­
quently, affirm that even in societies anterior to capitalism. economics 
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occupied a central, decisive place. There is, in eff«ct, no reason for primi­
tive societies, for example, to be: an exception to the general law that 
encompasses all societies: productive forces tend to develop. We find our­
selves asking two very simple questions as a result: Are economics central 
in primitive societies? Do productive forces develop? It is precisely the 
answers to these questions that Sahlins' book formulates. It in forms us or 
reminds us that in primitive societies, the economy is not a machine that 
functions autonomously: it is impossible to separate it from social life, reli­
gious life, ritual life, etc. Not only docs the economic field not determine 
the being of primirive society, but it is rather society that determines the 
place and limits of the economic field. Not only do the productive forces 
not tl.'nd toward development. but the will for underprodu<:tion is inherent 
in the DMP. Primitive society is not the passive toy in the blind garne of 
productive forces: it is, on the contrary, society that ceaselessly exercises 
rigorous and deliberate control over production. It is the social that orders 
the economic game; it is. ultimately, the political that determines the eco­
nomic. Primitive societies are machines of anti-production . What, then, is 
the motor of history? How does one deduce the social classes of a classless 
society, the division of an undivided society, the alienated work of a soci­
ety that only alienates the work of thC' chief. the State of a society without 
a Statl'? MystC'ries. It follows rhat Marxism cannot be used to consider 
primitive society. because primitive society is not thinkable in this theorC'ti­
cal framework. Marxist analysis is valuable, perhaps, for divided societies 
or for systems wherC', apparently, the sphere of economy is central (capital­
ism). Such an analysis, when appliC'd to undivided societies, to societit:s 
that posit themselves in the refusal of economy, is more than absurd , it is 
obscurantist. We do not know whether or not it is possihle robe Marxist in 
philosophy; we see CIC'arly, however, that it is impossible in ethnology. 

Iconoclastic and salutary, we Wt:re saying of the grt:at work of Marshall 
Sahlins. who exposes the mystifications and deceptions with which the so­
called human sciencC's too oftC'n coment thC'mselvC's. More concerned with 
establishing theory starling from facts than fitting facts to theory, Sahlins 
shows us that research must be alive and free, for grC'at thought can perish if 
reduced to theology. Form;ilist rconomists and Marxist anthropologists have 
this in common - they are incapable of reflecting on man in primitive soci­
eties without including him in the ethical and conceptual frameworks issued 
from capitalism or from the critique of capitalism. Their pathetic undertak­
ings are born in the same place and produce the same results: an ethnology 
of poverty. Sahlins has helpC'd demonstratC' the poven y of their ethnology. 
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1 will explain myself: but this will be to take the most use­
less, most supertluous precaution: for everything that ! will 
tell you could only be understood by those who do not 
need to be told. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

Pierre Birnbaum does me an honor indeed. and I shall be the last to 
complain about the company in which he placC's me. But this is n.ot the 
principal merir of his essay. This document seems worthy of rntC'rest in that 
it is, in a sense, anonymous {like an ethnographic document): I mean that a 
work such as this absolutely ii tustrates the very widespread way of 
approaching (or not approaching) the question of politics, that is, tbC' ques­
tion of sociC'ty, in what we cal! the social sciences. Rather than extract the 
comic aspects and without spending too much time on the apparC'n_tly, for 
somC', inevitable conjunction between confident tone and blurred ideas, l 

First published in Re1•ue.frm11;aisc de science polirique, no. t, P~ris . Presses 
de la Fondation nationale des sciences politiques, February, 1977. 
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will attrmpt to :!rro in on little by litlle the "theoreticill" locus from which 
Birnbaum has produced his text. 

But first, lct"s correct certain errors and fill in some gaps. It seems, 
according to the author, that I invite my contemporaries "to envy the fate of 
Savages." Na'ive or cunning? No more than the astronomrr who invites oth­
ers to envy the fate of stars do I militate in favor of the Savage world. 
Birnbaum confuses ml" with promoters of an enterprise in which I do not 
hold stock (R. Jaulin and his acolytes). Is Birnbaum unable, then, to locate 
the differences? As analyst of a certain type of society, I attempt to unveil 
the modes of functioning and not to construct programs: I content myself 
with describing the Savages, but perhaps it is he who finds them noble? So 
let's skip over this futile and hardly innocent chatter on thr return of the 
Noble S<1vagr. Besides, Birnbaum's constant references to my book on the 
Guayaki leave me a hit perplexed: does he imagine by chance that this tribe 
constitutes my only ethnological basis of support? If this is the rase, he 
shows an unsettling gap in his informa1ion. My presentation of ethnographic 
facts concerning the Indian chirftainship is not at rill ne-w: it has been 
around. to the point of monotony, in the wn.tten documents of all the travel­
ers, missionaries. chroniders, ethnographers who since tlH· beginnini; of the 
16th century have succeeded each other in thr New World. It is not I who. 
from this point of view, discowred America. 1 will <1dd that my work is much 
more ambitious than Birnbaum would believe: it is not only American primi­
tive socirties on which I attempt to reflect, but on primitive society in gener­
al. which enrnmpasses all particular primitive societies. Having brought 
these various clarifications to the fore. let us turn now to serious matters. 

With rare ciairvoyanc(', Hirnbaum inaugurates his rext with an rrror that 
augurs b~dly for the rest: "We have always.'' he writes. "qut•stioned the ori­
gins of political domination ..... It is exactly the opposite: we havt' nt'ver 
interrogated the question of origin, for, beginning with Greek antiquity, 
western thought has always assumrd thr social division of the dominating 
and dominated as inht>rem to society as such. Understood as an ontological 
structure of society, as the natural state of the social bring, the division into 
Mastt>rs and Subjrcts has constantly been thoughr of as the essence of all 
real or possible societies. Tht're could not he. tht'n. in this social vision. any 
origin of political domination since it is inseparable from human socirty. 
since it is an immediate given of sodety. Henre the great stupefa(·tion of the 
first observers of primitive societit>s: societies without division. chiefs with­
out power. people without failh, without law, without king. What discourse 
could the Emopt'ans use to describC' I.ht SavagC's? Either question their own 
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conv1ctwn that society could not be thought of without division and admit 
that primitivt> peoples constituted societies in the full sense of thf term; or 
t'lse decide that a non-divided grouping, where chiefs do not command and 
when· no one obeys, could not be a society: the Savages are really savages, 
and one must civilize them, '"police·· them, a theoretical and practical path 
which the Westerners of the J 6th century unanimously took. With the excep­
tion. however, of Montaigne and of La Boetie. the former perhaps undrr ttlc 
influence of the latter. They, and they alone, thought against the current. 
'"hich, of course, has escaped Birnbaum. I re is certainly neither the fust nor 
che last to pedal in the wrong direction; but since I.a Boetie does not need 
me to defend him, I would like to return to Birnhaum's proposals. 

What is he getting at? llis goal (if not his approach) is perfectly dear. 
To him. it is a matter of establishing that '"the society against the State pre­
sents itself[ ... ] a<; a sodety of total constraint." In other words. if primi1iw 
society is unaware of social division, it is at the price of a much more 
frightful alienation, that which sub,iects the community to an oppressive 
system of norms that no one can change. "Soria! control" is absolute: it is 
no longer society against the State, it is the society agciinst the individual. 
ingenuously. Birnbaum explains to us why hr knows so much about 1winii­
rive society: he has read Durkheim. He is a trusting reader; not a doubt 
enters his mind: Durkheim's opinion of primitive society is really the truth 
about primitive society. Let us move on. It follows, thus, that the Savage 
society dislinguishes itself not by the individual freedom of men, but by 
"the preeminence of mystical and religious thought which symbolizes thr 
adoration of everything." Birnbaum has missed the chance here at a catchy 
phrase: J will supply it for him. He thinks, but without managing to 
express it, that myth is the opiate of the Savages. Humanist and progres­
sive, Birnbaum n'1turally wishes the liberation of the Savages: we must 
detoxify them (we must civilize them). All this is rather silly. Birnbaum, in 
fact, is totally unaware that his suburban atheism, solidly rooted in a sci­
entism already outmoded at the end of the 19th century, meets head on, 
justifies, the missionary enterprise's densest discourse and colonialism's 
most brutal practice. There is nothing to be proud of here. 

Contemplating the relationship between society and chieftainship, 
Rirnbaum rnlls to the rescue another eminent specialist of primitive soci-
eties, J.W. Lapierre, whose opinion he makes his own: " ... the chief [. .. ] has 
the monopoly on usage of legitimate speech and [ ... ] no one can take 
speech in order to oppose it to the chief's without committing a sacrilege 
condemned by unanimous public opinion." This at least is clear. But 
Professor Lapinrc is crnainly peremptory. And how is he so learned? Wha~ 
book did he read that in? Does he consider the sociological concept ot 
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legitimacy? Thus, the chiefs of which he speaks possess the monopoly on 
legitimate speech? And what does this legitimate speech say? We would be 
very curious to know. Thus, no one can oppose this speech without com­
mit ting a sacrilege? 13ut then these are absolute monarchs, Attilas or 
Pharaohs! We are wasting our time then reflecting on the kgitimacy of 
their speech: for they are the only ones to speak, it is they who command; 
if they command, it is they who possess political power; if they possess 
political power, it is because society is divided into Masters and Subjects. 
Off the subject: I am interested in primitive societies and not in archaic 
despotism. Lapierre/Birnbaum, in order to avoid a slight contradiction, 
should choose: either primitive society is subjected to the "total constraint" 
of its norms, or else it is dominated hy the legitimate speech of the chief. 
Let us allow the professor to talk about this and go back to the pupil who 
needs some additional explanation, as brief as this might be. 

What is a primitive society? It is a non-divided, homogeneous society, 
such that, if it is unaware of the difference between the rich and the poor, a 
fortiori, it is because the opposition between the exploit<>rs and the exploited 
is ahsent. But lhis is not the essential matter. What is notably absent is the 
political division into the dominating and the dominated: the chiefs are not 
there to command, no one is destined to obey, power is not separate from 
society which, as a single totality. is the exclusive holder of power. I have 
written countless limes before (and it seems this is still not enough 1) that 
power only exists when exercised: a power that is not exercised is, in effect, 
nothing. What, then, does primitive society do with the power that it pos­
srsst"s? It exercises it, of course, and first of all, on the chief, precisely to pre­
vent him from fulfilling an eventual desire for power, to prevent him from 
acting the chief. More generally, society exercises its power in order to con­
serve it, in order to prevent the separation of this power, in order to ward off 
the irruption of division into the social body, the division into Masters and 
Subjects. In other words, society's use of power to assure the conservation of 
its undivided being creates a relationship between the social being and itself. 
What third term establishes this relationship? It is precisely that which caus­
es so much worry for Birnbaum/Durkheim, it is the world of myth and rites, 
it is the religious dimension. The primitive social being meditated by reli­
gion. ls Rirnbaum unaware that there is no society rxccpt under the sign of 
the Law? This is probable. Religion thus assures society's relationship to its 

1 Cf. . for example. "La question du pouvoir dans les socil'tl's primitives." 
htterrogations, International Journal of Anarchist Research, 7, 1976 [Chapter Six in 
this present hook!. Cf. also my preface to M. Sahlins· book, Gallimard. 1976 [Chapter 
Five i11 rhis present book). 
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Law, that is, to the ensemble of norms that organize social relations. Where 
does Law come from? Where is Law as legitimate foundation of society 
t)Qrn? ln a time prior to society, mylhic time; its birthplace is at once imme­
diate and infinitely faraway, the space of the Ancestors, of cultural heroes, of 
gods. It is there that society institutes itself as an undivided body; it is they 
who decree the Law as a system of norms, this Law that religion has a mis­
sion to transmit and to make sure is eternally respected. What does this 
mean? It means that society's foundation is exterior to itself, society is not 
the founder of itself: the foundation of primitive society does not stem from 
human decision, but from divine action. At this, an idea develope-d in an 
absolutely original way by Marcd Gauchet, Birnbaum declares himself sur­
prised: how surprising, indeed, that religion is not the an opiate, but that the 
religious component, far from al'ting as a superstructure over society, sfwuld 
))e, on the contrary, inherent in the primitive social being; how surprising 
th<lt this society should be read as a total social fact! 

Does Birnbau•n/Lapierre, a late apostle of the Age of Enlightenment, now 
see more clearly what is legitimate in the Savage chicrs speech 7 This is 
doubtful so I will clarify it for him. The chiefs discourse is one of tradition 
[and, in this capacity, he does not, of course, have the monopoly) - let us 
respect the norms taught by the Ancestors! Let us not change anything in 
the Law! It is a discourse of the Law that forever establishes society as an 
undivided body, the Law that exorcises the specter of division, the Law guar­
antees the freedom of men against domination. As the spokesperson of 
ancestral Law, the chief cannot say more; he cannot, without running serious 
risks, position himself as legislator of his own society, substitute the Law of 
the community with the law of his desire. In an undivided society, what 
could change and innovation lead to? To nothing else but social division, to 
the domination of a few over the rest of society. Birnbaum can certainly, 
after this, hold forth on the oppressive nature of primitive society; or even 
on my organicist conception of society. Could it be that he does not under­
stand what he reads? The metaphor of the beehive (metaphor. and not 
model) is not mine, but the Guayaki Indians': these irrational ists. when they 
celebrate the festival of honey, compare themselves. indeed, against all logic, 
to a berhivr! This would not happen to Birnbaum; he is not a poet, but a 
scholar of cool Reason. May he keep it.2 

On page ten of his essay, Hirnhaum declares me incapable of giving a 
sociological explanation of the birth of the State. But on page 19, it seems 

1 If Birnbaum is interested in organicist conceptions of society. he should read 
Leroi-Gomhan (Le Geste et la Parole); he will be gratified. Now for a riddle: In South 
America, the Whites c;ill themselves racionoles: in relation to whom? 
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that this birth "may now be explained by rigorous demographic determin­
ism ...... It is, in short, the reader's choice. A few clarifications may guidr this 
choicr. Actually, up until now. I havr never said anything regarding the ori­
gin of the State, that is, regarding the origin of social division. the origin of 
domination. Why? Because this is a matter of a (fundamental) question of 
sociology, and not of theology or philosophy of history. In other words, to 
pose the question of ori~in depends on an analysis of the social: under what 
conditions can social division surge forth from the undivided society? What 
is the nature of tht" social forces that would lead Savages to acc<'pt the divi­
sion into Masters and Subjects? Under what conditions do<'s primitive soci­
ety as undivided society die? A genealogy of misfortune. a search for tht' 
social cli11a111e11 that can only be developed, of course, by questioning the 
primitive social being: the problem of origin is strictly sociological. and nei­
ther Condorcet nor Hegel. neither Comte nor Engels, neither Durkheim nor 
Birnbaum are of any help in this. Jn order to understand social division, we 
must be-gin with the society that existed to pre-vent it. As for knowing 
whether I <:an or cannot articulate an answer to the question of the origin of 
the State. I still do not know. and Birnbaum knows even less. Let us wait. let 
us work. the-re is no hurry. 

Two words now regarding my theory on the origin of the State: "rigor­
ous demographic determinism explains its appearance," Birnbaum has me 
say, with a consummate sense of the comic. It would be a great relief if we 
could go from demographic growth to the institution of the State in a single 
bound; we would have time to occupy ourselves with other matters. 
Unfortunately, things arc not so simple . To substitute a demographic materi­
alism for an economic materialism? The pyramid would still he poised on its 
tip. What is certain, on the other hand, is that ethnologists, historians and 
demographers have shared a false certainty for a very long time: namely, 
that the population of primitive societies was necessarily weak, stable, inert. 
Recent rese-arch shows the opposite: the primitive demography evolves, and 
most often. in the direction of growth. I have. for my part, attempted to 
show that in certain conditions, the demographic eventually has an effect on 
the sociological, that this parameter must be taken into account as much as 
others (not more, but not less) if one wants to determine the possibility of 
changt' in primitive society. From this to a deduction of the State .. . 

Like everyone. Birnbaum passively welcomed what ethnology taught: 
primitive societies are societies without a State - without a St'parate organ 
of power. Very good. Taking primitive societies seriously, on the one hand, 
and tthnological discourse on these societies, on the other, I wonder why 
they are without a Statl'. why power is not separated from the social body. 
And it appears to me little by little that this non-separation of power, this 
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non -division of the social being is due not to primitive societies' fetal or 
t>rrihryonic statt', not to an incomplett'm·ss or a noncompletion, but is relat­
ed to a sociological act, to an institution of sociality as refusal of division. 
as refusal of domination: if primitive societies are Statdess. it is because 
they are against the St<1te. Airnhaum. all or a sudden, and many others 
along with him, no longer hear out of this car. This disturbs them. They 
don't mind the Stateless, but against the State. hold it! This is an outrag('_ 
What about Marx then? And Durkheim? And us? Can we no longer tell our 
little stories? No! This cannot happen! We have here an interesting case of 
what psychoanalysis calls resistence; we see what all these doctors are 
resisting, and thnapy will be a deep breath. 

Birnbaum's readers may tire of having to choose constantly. Indeed, 
1he author speaks on page nine of my "voluntarism that casts asirlr all 
structural explanation of the State" only to state on page 20 that I aban ­
don "the voluntarist dimension which animates La Boetie's lJiscuurs ... . " 
Apparently unaccustomed to logic, Birnbaum confuses two distinct out­
lines of reflection: ;i theoretical outline and a practical outline . The first is 
articulated around a historical and sodological question: what is the origin 
of domination? The second refers to a political question: what should we 
do to abolish domination? This is not the place to address the latter point. 
Let us return, then, to the former. It seems to me that Birnbaum quite sim­
ply has not read my brief essay on La Roetie: nothing, of course, obliges 
him to, but why the devil pick up his pen to write on things he knows 
nothing about? I will thus quote myself as to the voluntary character of 
servitude and to the properly anthropological stakes of La Botie's Disco11rs: 
"And though unintentional, this will suddenly reveals its true identity: it is 
desire." (See Chapter 7 of this book). A high school student already knows 
all this: that desire refers to the unconscious, that social desire refers to the 
social unconscious. and that sociopolitical life does not unfold only in the 
accountability of consciously expressed wills . For Birnbaum, psychological 
conceptions must date from the middle of the 19th century, the category of 
desire is no doubt pornography, while will is Reason. As for me . I attempt 
to zero in on the arena of desire as a political space, to establish that the 
desire for power cannot be realized itself without tht> inverse and symmt>t­
rical desire for submission. to show that primitive society is the locus of 
repression of this two-fold evil desire. and to ask: Under wh:it conditions is 
this desire more powerful than its repression? Why dors the community of 
Equals divide itself into Masters and Subjt>cts? How can respect for tht' Law 
yield to the love of One? 
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Are we not approaching the truth? It seems so. Would not the ultimate 
analyzer of all this be what we call Marxism? It is true that, to describe the 
anthropology that claims filiation with Marxism, I used the expression 
(which seems to trouble Birnbaum) "Marxist swamp." This was in a moment 
of excessive benevolence. The study and analysis of Karl Marx's thought is 
one thing, the examination of all that calls itself ''Marxist" is another. As for 
anthropological "Marxism" - Marxist anthropology - an obviousness begins 
(slowly) to emerge: this "anthropology" is made up of a two-fold deception. 
On th(' one h<ind, it deeeptively and shamelessly affirms its relationship with 
the letter and spirit of Marxian thought; on the other hand, it deceptively, 
and fanatically, attempts to express the social being of primitive society sci­
enti flcally. Marxist anthropologists could care less about primitive societies! 
They don't even exist for these obscurantist theologians who can only speak 
of pre-capitalist societies. Nothing but the holy Dogma! Doctrine above 
everything! Especially above the reality of the social being. 

The social sciences (and notably, ethnology) are currently, as we know, 
the theater of a powerful attempt at ideological investment. Marxif1cation! 
yelps the right, which has long since lost the capacity for comprehension. 
But Marx, it seems to me, does not have a lot to do with this cuisine. As for 
him, he saw a little further than Engles' nose; he saw them coming, the 
Marxists in reinforced concrete, ahead of time. Their somber, elementary, 
dominatrix ideology of combat (doesn't domination say anything to 
Birnbaum?) can be recognized beneath the interchangeable masks called 
Leninism, Stalinism, Maoism (its panisans have gotten subtle lately): it is 
this ideology of conquest of total power (doesn't power say anything to 
Birnbaum?). it is this ideology of granite, hard to destroy, which Claude 
Lefort has begun to chisel.3 Wouldn't this, fmally, be the place from which 
Birnbaum attempts to speak (the swamp where he seems to want to wallow)? 
Would this not be the und<>rtaking to which he wants to bring his modest 
contribution? And he does not fear, after this, to speak to me of freedom, of 
thought, of thought of freedom. Ile has no shame. 

As for his pranks regarding my pessimism. texts such as his are surely 
not the kind to make me optimistic. But I can assure Birnbaum of one thing: 
I am not a defeatist. 

3 Cf. Un hnmme e11 rrop. R(f7e.rior1s sur f'Archipel du Gou/ag. Editions du Seuil, 
1976. 
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MARXISTS AND 

THEIR ANTHROPOLOGY 
Though it is not very entena1n1ng, we must reOect a bit on Marxist 

anthropology, on its causes and effects, its advantages and inconveniences. 
For if, ethnomarxism, on the one hand, is still a powerful current in the 
human sciences, the ethnology of Marxists is, on the other hand, of an 
absolute, or rather, radical nullity: it is null at its root. And this is why it is 
not nec-ess;11y to enter into the works in detail: one can quite easily consider 
ethnomarxists' abundant production as a whole, as a homogeneous whole 
equal to zero. !.et us ruminate then, on this nothingness, on this con junction 
between Marxist discourse and primitive society. . 

A few historical points, first. French anthropology has developed for the 
past twenty years, thanks to the institutional promotion of the social sci­
ences (the creation of numerous courses in ethnology in the Universities and 

First published in 1.ivre, no. 3. Paris. P;iyot. pp. 135-149. with thefollowillg 
note: 'These pages were written by Pierre Clastres a few days before his death. He 
w;is not able to oversee the tr;inscription alld revisiOll . Hence, there were some prob­
lems ill deciphering the m;inuscript. Questionable words were placed in bracket~ . 

lllcgible words or rxpressions were left blank." 
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at the Centre National de la Rechnche Scientif1que), hut also in the wake of 
Levi-Strauss' considerably original undertaking. And so, until recently, eth­
nology unfolded principally under the sign of structuralism. But, around ten 
yems ago. the tendency was reversed: Marxism (what is cal!C'd Marxism) has 
gradually emerged as an important ltne of anthropological research, recog­
nized by numerous non-Marxist researchers as a legitimate and respectable 
discourse on the societies that ethnologists study. Structuralist discourse has 
thus yielded to Marxist discourse as the dominant discourse of anthropology. 

For what reasons? To invoke a tal<:nt superior to lhm of Levi-Strauss in 
this or that Marxist. for C'Xample, is laughable. If the Marxists shine, it is not 
due to their talent, for they sorely lack talent, by definition, one could say: 
the Marxist machine would not function if its mechanics had the least tc1lent, 
as we shall see. On the other hand, to attribute, as is often done. the regres­
sion of structuralism to the f1cklenC'ss of fashion stems absolutl'ly superficial. 
Insofar as structuralist discourse conveys a strong thought (a thought). it is 
transconjunctural and indifferent to fashion: an empty and quickly forgotten 
discourse. We shall soon see what is left of it. Of course. we cannot attach 
the progression of Marxism in ethnology to fashion either. The !attn was 
ready, ah<.>ad of time. to frll an enormous gap in the structuralist discourse (in 
reality, Marxism docs not fill anything at <ill, as I will attC'mpl to show). 
What is this gap where the failure of structuralism takes root? It is that this 
major discourse of social anthropology does not speak of society. What is 
missing, erased from the structuralist discourse (essentially, th<it of L&vi­
Strauss: for, outside or a few rather clever disciples. cap<1hle <1! best of doing 
sub-Levi-Strauss. who are the structuralists?). what this discourse cannot 
speak of. because it is not cksigned for it, is concrete primitive society, its 
mode of functioning. its internal dynamic, its eronomy and its politics. 

13ut all the samC'. it will be said, the kinsl11p, the myths. don't these 
count? C'rr1a1nly. With the c:xcC'ption of certain Mrirxists. everyone agrees to 
rtcognizt the decisive importance of Levi-Strauss' work E!emc11tary 
Structures of Kinship. This hook, moreover. has inspired among ethnologists 
a formidable outpouring of studies of kinship: there are countless studies on 
the mothn's hrother or the sister's daughter. Are they ahlC' to speak of any­
thing else? Hut kt us pose the real question oner and for all: is the discourse 
on kins hill a discourse on society? Does the knowlc·dg(' of the kinship system 
of such and such tribe inform us about its social life? Not at all: when one 
has skinned a kinship system, on1: s(·arcely knows any more ;1hout the soci­
ety, one is still at the thrl'shold. Tt1e primitive social body cannot bC' reduced 
to its blood ties and alliances; it is not only a machine for fabricating kin­
ship relations. Kinship is not society: is this to say that kinship relations arr 
secondary in the primitive social fabric? Much to the contrary: they ;ire fun-
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damental. In other words, pnm1t1vc· society, less than any other, cannot he 
thought of without kinship relations. and yet the study of kinship (such as it 
has been conducted up until now. in any rasd docs not teach us anything 
ahout the primitive social bring. What use are kinship relations in primitivt:' 
~;ocit·ties? Structuralism can only furni~h a single answer, a massive one: to 
codify the prohibition of incest. This function of kinship explains that men 
arc not animals. and nothing more: it does not explilin how primilivt man is 
a pariicular man. different from others. And yc-t kinship tit's fulftl! a deter­
mined function, inherent 1n primitive socirty as such. that is. an undivided 
'iOCirty madr up of equals: kinship. society, equ<tlity, even combat. Hut this is 
another story. of which we shall speak another time. 

Levi-Strauss· other great success is situatt'd in the field of mythology. 
J'hr analysis of myths has provoked fewer vocations than that of kinship: 
among other things. because it is more difficult and because no one. no 
doubt. could ever manage to do it as well as tht' mastt:r. On what condition 
can his analysis be deployed? On the condition that myths constitute a 
homogeneous system. on the condition that "myths reflect upon each other," 
as Levi-Strauss says himself. Thr myths thus have a rapport with each other, 
they can be rdkct1:d upon. Vuy good. 13ut docs the myth (a particul<lr myth] 
limit itself to reflecting upon its neighbors so that the mythologist might 
reflect upon them togetht'r? Surely not. Here again. structuralist thought 
abolishes, in a pa11icularly clear manner, the rappon with thC' social: it is the 
relation of the myths among themselves t~1at is privileged at the outs(·t, hy 
elision of the place of the production and invention of the myth, the society. 
That the myths think themselves among each other, that their structure can 
be analyed, is Ct'r1ain: Levi-Strauss brilliantly provides the proof; buc it is in 
a seconda1y sense: for thry first consider the society which considers itself in 
thrm, and then in !it's their function. Myths make up primitive society"s dis­
course on itself; they have a sociopolitical dimension that structural analysis 
naturally avoids taking into rnnsideration lest it break down. Structuralism 
is only operative on the condition of cutting the myths from society, of seiz­
ing them. ethereal, floating a good distance from the space of origin. And 
this is indeed why it is almost never a question of primitive social life: 
namely, thr rite. What is there that is more col!ediVt', indeed. more social, 
than a ritual? The rite is the religious m<'diation hetwcvn myth and society: 
but. for structuralist analysis. the difficulty stems from the fact that rites do 
not reflect upon rach othn ll is imposs1hlt• to r('nC'ct upon th('m. Thus, exit 
the rite, and with it, society. 

Whether one approaches stmctur<dism from its summit (the work of 
Levi-Strauss). whether one considers this summit according to its two major 
components (analysis of kinship. analysis of myths), an observation emerges, 
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the observation of an absence: this elegant discourse, often ve1y rich, does 
not speak about the society. It is a structurnlisrn like a godless theology: it is 
a sociology without society. 

Combined with the increase in strength of the human sciences, a strong 
- and legitimate - demand has thus emerged among researchers and stu­
dents: we want to talk about the society, tell us about the society! This is 
when the scene changes. The graceful minuet of the structuralists, politely 
dismissed, is replaced by a new ballet, that of the Marxists (as they call 
themselves): they do a robust folk dance in their big, studded clogs, stomp­
ing clumsily on the ground of research. For various reasons (political and 
not scientific), the public applauds. It is. in effect, because Marxism, as a 
social and historical theory, is entitled by nature to extend its discourse to 
the field of primitive society. Beu er: the logic of Marxist doctrine forces it 
not to neglect any type of society, it is in its nature to speak the truth 
regarding all social formations that mark history. And this is why there is. 
inherent in the global Mrnxist discourse, a discourse prepared in advancr 
on primitive society. 

Marxi~t ethnologists make up an obscure but numerous phalanx. We 
search in vain for a marked individuality, an original mind in this disci­
plined body: all devout followers of the same doctrine, they profess the 
same belief, intone the same credo. eac-h surveying the other to make sure 
the letter of the canticlrs sung by this scarcely angelic choir arc respected 
in orthodoxy. Tcndcndes, however, are confront<'<! aggressively, one might 
argue. Indeed: each of them spends his time calling the other a pscudo­
Marxist impostor. each c-laims the correct interpretation of the Dogma as 
his own. It is not up to me, naturally, to hand out diplomas for Marxist 
authenticity to whoever deserves them Ort them deal with that themselves). 
But I can, however, (it is not a pleasure, it is a duty) attempt to show that 
their sectarian quarrels stir the same parish, and that the Marxism of one is 
not worth more l'han that of another. 

Take for example Meillassoux. He would be, they say, om' of the thinking 
(thinking!) heads of Marxist anthropology. !n this particular case. painstak­
ing efforts have been spared me, thanks to thv detailed analysis that A. Adler 
has devott>d to this author's recent work. I Let the reader refer, then, to this 
work and to its critic-ism: Adler's 1..vork is serious, rigorous, more than atten­
tive (Adler, like Mcillassoux - or rather, unlike him - is, in foc-t. a specialist 
on Africa). The Marxist thinker should be proud to have a5 conscientious a 

1 C'. Meillasso11x, Femmes, Gre1riers et Capitau.r. Paris, Maspero. 1976; A. 
Adkr, "L'ethnologic marxiste: vl'rs un nouvel obsnm1rnisme?" !'Homme. XVI (4). 
pp. l 18- l2B. 
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reader and show appreciation: and yet, this is not at a II the case. To Adle r's 
very reasonable objections (who destroys, as we might expect, the author's 
undertaking). Mcillassoux responds2 in a way that can be summed up easily: 
those who do not agree with Marxist anthropology are partisans of Pinochet. 
Cekom,·a. This is shorl but to the point. Why bother with nuances when one 
is the supercilious protector of the doctrine? He is a sort of intcgriste. there is 
something of a Monseigneur Lefebvre in this man: the same stubborn fanati~ 
cism, the same incurable allergy to doubt. From this wood. harmless puppets 
are made. But when the puppet is in power, he becomes unsettling and is 
named. for example, Vichinsky: To the gulag, nonbelievers! We'll te<ich you 
to doubt the dominant relations of production in primitive soda! life. 

Meillassoux, however, is not alone, and it would be unjust to the others 10 

give the impression that he has the monopoly on anthropological Marxism. 
We must, for equity's sake, make room for his deserving colleagues. 

Take, for example, Godelier. Ile has acquired quite a reputation (at the 
bottom of rue de Tournon) as a Marxist thinker. His Marxism attracts atten­
tion, for it seems less rugged, more ecumenical than Meillassoux's. There is 
something of a radical-socialist in this man (red on the outside, white on the 
inside). Could this be an opportunist? Come now. This is an athlete of 
thought: he has undertaken to establish the synthesis between structuralism 
and Marxism. We see him hop from Marx to Uvi-Strauss. (Hop! As though it 
were a question of a little bird! These are the lure-hes of an elephant.) 

Let us flip through his !;1st work,3 notably the pref ace of the second edi­
tion; a task, which, let it be said in passing, offers little pleasure. Style, 
indeed, makes the man, and this one is not exactly Proustian (this boy does 
not have his eye on the French Academy). Jn short the conclusion to this 
preface is a bit tangled. Godelier explains that Lefort <rnd I pose the question 
of the State's origin (in our work on La Boetie) (this is not what it is about at 
all). that Oeleuze and Guattari have already addressed this in Anti-Oedipus, 
but that their remarks were probably inspired by Clastres (p. 25. n. 3). Go 
figure. Godelier is, in any c-ase, honest: he admits that he does not under­
stand anything he reads (he quotes things and then peppers them with excla­
mation points and question marks). Godclier does not like tht' c-ategory of 
desire, which suits him well, by the way. It would be a waste of time to try to 
explain, because he wouldn't understand, that what Lefort and ! identify 
under thts term has very litt!C' to do with how Deleuze and Guattari use it. 

2 C. Meillassoux, "Sur cteux critiqufts de Fem111es, GrC'niers ct Capita11..r 011 
Fahrenheit 450,5," /'Homme. X\111 (1). pp. 123-128. 

J M. Godrlier. Horizon. trajers 111arxistes en anthropologie, 2nd editicin, Pans, 
Maspero, 19 77. 
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LC'l us move on. In any case, these· ideas are suspect to him, for the bour­
geoisie applauds them, and lw is doing everything necessa1y to insure that 
the bourgeoisie remain the only on<'s to applaud. 

Godrticr. on the other hand, is applauded by the proletariat. To his proud 
remarks, what ovations in Rillancourt! There is, let us admit, something 
moving f and unexpected) in this ascetic rupture: he renounces the University 
of the bourgeoisie, its pomp and careers. its work and promotions. This is the 
Saint Paul of the human sciences. Amen. But all the same. the reader loses 
patience; can this oaf utter anything but silliness? Ile must have an idea 
from time to time! Godelier's ideas are ve1y difficult to find in this over­
whelming Marxist rhetoric. If we put a.side the quotations of Marx, and the 
hanalities of which everyone is guilty in moments of laziness. there isn't 
much left. Let us admit. however, that in the foreword of the first edition. 
and the preface of the second. our pachyderm has made a considerable efforl 
(good in!l'ntions are not lacking). Embarking on a veritable journey, as he 
says himself, this hardy navigator has crossed oceans of concepts. What has 
he discovered? Thill the represent<ttions, for example, of primitive sorit'til'S 
(religions. myths. l'tc.) helong to the field of ideology. Now, it is appropriate 
here to be Marxist (unlike Godelier), that is, faithful to !he text of Marx: 
what, in eff ert. is ideology ro Marx? lt is the discourse that a divided society 
holds on itself, structured around a social conflict. This discourse has the 
mission to mask th<' division and the conflict. to giv<' the appearance of 
social homogeneity. In a word. ideology is the lie. for the ideological to 
exist. there at least has to be social division. Godelier is unaware of this; 
how, then, could he know that ideology, in the sense in which Marx speaks 
of i1, is a modern phenomenon, appearing in the 16th century. contempora­
neous, as it happens. ro th(· birth of the modern, democratic State? It is not 
historical knowledge that weighs upon Goddier's head: and so, religion, 
myth are ideology for him. He no doubt thinks that idc;is are ideology. He 
l>d ieves that evetyone is like him. It is not in primitive society that religion 
is ideology. but in Godelier's head: to him. his religion is certainly his 
Marxist idcolog.)'. What does it mean to speak of ideology in regard to primi­
tive societies. that is. undivided societies, classless societies, since by nature 
they rxdude the possibility of such a discourse? It mt-ans. first of all. that 
Godelicr does what he wants with M;:1rx, secondly. that he does not know 
anything about what a primitive society is. Neither Marxist, nor ethnologist! 
A master stroke! 

Quite logically, his "ideological" concrption of primitive religion would 
!rad him to determine myth as the opi;1te of thr Savages. Ll't us not prod him 
along, hr is doing what he ran, he will say it another tinw. Hut, if his logic is 
null, his vocabulary is poor. ·1 his vigorous mountaineer in rffert goes trudg-
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ing through the Andes (pp. 21-221. And what docs he discover there~ That 
thr relation hrtween the dominant caste of the Incas and thc dominated 
peasantry constituted an un('qual exchange (his emphasis. on top of. it). 
Where did he go to fish this up? So, between the Master and the Subject, 
there is an unequal cxchangr? And no doubt also betwec·n the capitalist and 
the worker? Doesn't that spell corporatism? Godelier/Salazar. same fight? 
Who would have thought! Let us thus enrich Godelier's vocabulary: unequal 
exch<inge is simply called theft. or in Marxist terms, exploitati.on. -~his is th<' 
µrict for wanting to be both a structuralist (exchangt' and rer1pror1ty) and a 
Marxist (inequality); one is left with nothing. Godelier atkmpts here to µlas­
ter the category of exchange (which is only valuable for primitivt' societies, 
that is. for societies of equals) onto societies divided into classes. that is. 
structured on inequality: (he mixes everything and writes - reactionary. of 
course - nonsrnse), somelimes cramming religion into ideology, sometimrs 
exchange into inrquality. 

Everything is the same to him. Is he interested. for exampl(•. in 
Australian societies? He notices, with his usual f messe. that there ·· r /JC' rela­
rio11s of ki11silip u·CH' also rt'lations of productio11, and ronstitut<:d the eco­
nomic structure"(p. 9. this is still his emphasis). Halt! Production is present! 
This proposition severely IC'lcks content. Or elSl'. it signifies that the said rela­
tions of production arr established betwrrn kin: whom else would they hr 
established with? With the enemies perhaps? Outside of war. all social rela­
tions are established between relatives, of course. Any bl·ginning ethnologist 
knows this: this is banality without intt'rest as a rrsult. Kut this is not wh;it 
Godclier the Marxist wants to tell us. Ile wants to introduce. to drop-kick, 
Marxist categories into primitive socirty (where they have no business) -
relations of production, productive forcrs. development of productive forcrs 
- this hard. wooden language that they constantly have in their mouths -
all while clinging to structuralism: primitive soddy=kinship rC'l:Hions=rvla­
lions of production. Cekom~a. 

A few brirf remarks on this. First, on the catrgo1y of production. More 
competent and attentivr to the farts than Godc!ier {this is not hard). special­
ists in primitive rconomy such as Marshall Sahlins in the United Statt's or 
Jacques Lizot here, who are ronremed with ethnology and not with l'<tte­
chism. have est<thlished that primitive society funrrions pn·cisely I ike a 
machine of anti-production: that the domrstic modr of production still opt·r­
ates below its possibilities; that there are no production relations hcc.-iuse 
th err is no production. for this is the last concern of primitive society (cf. my 
prefacr to Marshall Sahlins' Sto11e Age ficonomics [Trans.: Chapter Eight of 
this book]). Naturally, Godelier (whose Marxism, as we scT here. is exactly 
rhe same brand as that of his riv;tl Meillassoux: thry are the- Marx 13rothers) 
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cannot renounce Holy Production: otherwise, he would go bankrupt, he 
would be unemployed. That said, Godelier is not crazy: here is a good­
natured fellow who, with the good-naturedness of a bulldozer. crushes 
ethnographic facts under the doctrine by which he mahs his living, and who 
has the nerve to reproach others for total disdain for all the facts that con­
tradict them (p. 24). He knows what he is talking about. 

On kinship, fmally. Though a structuralist, a Marxist cannot understand 
kinship relations. What use is a kinship system? This, pupil Ciodelier, is used 
to fabricate rdritives. But what use is a relative? Surely not to produce any­
thing. It is used precisdy to bear the name of the relative until the new 
order. This is the principal sociological function of kinship in primitive soci­
ety (and not to institute the prohibition of incest). I could no doubt be more 
dear. I will limit myself for now (for a little suspense always produces the 
best effects) to saying that the function of nomination, inscribrd in kinship, 
determines the entirr sociopolitical being of primitive society. It is there that 
the tie hetween kinship and soci<-ty is located. We shall untie this knot 
another time. If Godelier managt·s to say a little more about this, we'll offer 
him a free subscription rn l.ibrf'. 

Godelier's pref an is a bouquet: tht' most exquisite flowers compose ir. A 
work of art. Let us pick one last quote: "For - and many are not aware of 
this - there havt' existed and still exist numerous societies divided into 
orders or casrcs or classes, into exploiters and exploitrd, and who, neverthe­
less. do not know the State." Why doesn't he tell us first. for precision is 
important. to whcit societies he is alluding? Coy of him. As for the rest, he 
clearly wants to say that Ont' cannot think of social division without the 
State. that the division into the dominating and the dominated does not nec­
essarily implicate the State. What exactly is the State for Godelier? Surely, 
the ministers, the Elyi;ee, the White !louse. the Kremlin. This innocence of 
the bumpkin in the capital is cham1ing. Godelier forgets one thin~. the prin­
ciple- (which the Marxists manage to remember when they control the State 
apparatus): namely, that the State is the exercise of political pown. We can­
not think power without the State and the State without power. In other 
words: the-re whtre one locates an effective exercise of power by a part of 
society over tht" rest. we find ourselves confronted with a divided society, 
that is, a society with a Statt._ Social division into thr dominating and domi­
nrited is, through <tnd through. political; it divides men into Masters of power 
and Subjects of power. That the economy, thr tributt.>, the debt, the alienated 
work appear as signs and effects of political division along the axis of 
power, I have demonstrated sufficiently elsewhere (and Godelier is not the 
last to have profned from it, p. 22. for example, but without quoting me, the 
scoundrel. .. As Kant said, there ;ire thosr who do not like p;iying their dehts). 
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Primitive society is not dividt'd because it does not comprise a separate 
organ of political power. Social division first involves the separation between 
society and the organ of power. Thus. all non-primitive (that is, divided) 
societies comprise a more or less developed figure of the Stalt'. Where thne 
are masters. where there are subjects who pay their tribute, where there is a 
debt. there is power. there is the State. Of coursr. between the minimal figure 
of the State as certain Polynesian, African, and other royalties embody it, 
and the more State-like forms of the State (linked. pell-mell, to demography, 
to the urban phenomenon, to division of labor, to wriling, etc.). there exist 
considerable degrees in the intensity of the power exercised, in the intensity 
of the oppression undergone, the final degree being reached by the type of 
power th at fascists and communists put into place: there the power of the 
State is total, the oppression, absolute. But it remains irreducible, the central 
point: just as we cannot think of undivided society without the absence of 
the State, we cannot think of divided sociery without the presence of the 
State. And to reflect on the origin of inequality, social division. classes. dom­
ination is to reflect on thC' political. on power, on the State, and not on the 
l'COnomy, production. ttc. The economy arises from the politirnl. tht rela­
tions of production come from power relations. the State engenders cla<>Sl'S. 

And now having savored the spe<·tacle of this tomfoolery. kt us 
approach the important question: wh<i1 of the Marxist discourse in anthro­
pology? I was speaking. in the beginning of this text, of the radic;il nullily of 
Marxist ethnology (read, readers. the works of Meillassoux. Godelier and 
company: it is edifying). R.adical, that is, at ftrst. Why? Because such a dis­
course is not a scientific discourse (thar is. concerned with truth). but a pure­
ly ideological discourse (that is, concerned with political rfftcacy). In order to 
see this clearly, we must distinguish first hetween the thought of Marx and 
Marxism. Marx was, along with Bakunin, the fast critic of Marxism. Marx's 
thought is a grandiose attempt (sometimes successful, soml'times failed) to 
reflect on the society of his time (western capitalism) ;md the history which 
brought it into being. Contemporary Marxism is an ideology in the service of 
politics. The rC'sult is that Marxists have nothing to do with Marx. And they 
are the first to admit it. Do not Godelier and Meillassoux call themselvrs 
pseudo-Marxist impostors? It is ahsolutely true. I agree with them, they art" 
both right. Shamelessly. they take refuge in Marx's beard in order to palm 
off their merchandise more efficiently. A beautiful case of false advertising. 
But it would take more than one to dishonor Marx. 

Postmarxian Marxism, besides becoming thr dominant ideology of the 
workers · movement, has become the principal enemy of the workers' move­
ment. has constituted itself as the most arrogant form of the stupidL·sl thing 
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the 19th century has produced: scientism. In othrr words, ronternpor;iry 
Marxism institutes itself as rJre sdrntiflv discourse on the history of society, 
ns lht· discourse thnt enunciates 1he lnws of historic;ll movt·mcnt. the laws of 
societal trnnsforrnations that are each engendered by the other. Thus, 
Marxism can s)JL'ilk of all types ofsodeties. since it understands the principle 
of their workings in advance. But there is more: Marxism must speak of nil 
typrs of societies, whether possible or real, for the universality of the laws 
thnt it <liscovers cannot suffer a single excc-ption. Otherwise, the doctrine ns 
;1 whole crumbles. As a result, in or(kr to m;iinwin not only rnhcrence, but 
tht· very existrnce of this discourse. ii is imperativt· for the M;irxists to for­
mulnte th<' Mnrxist rnn\rption of primitive soc-irty, to rnnstitute a Marxist 
anthropology. In default of which there would be no M;mdst 1heory of histo­
ry, but only the annlysis of a particular society (the capitalism of the 19th 
century) claboriHC'd by someone named f\farx. 

But hL•re the Mmxists get trapped in their M;1rxism. Indeed they do not 
hnve a choicf': they must subject primitive social filcts rn the same rules of 
function and of transformation that order other sol'ial formations. It could 
not he a question hcrr of two wei~hts and two measures: if tht::re are laws of 
history, they must ht as legitimate lit the start of hiswry (primitive society) 
as in the rnntinuation of its coursr. I hus a single weight, a single measure. 
What is the Marxist measure of sociol facts? It is the cco11omy.4 Marxism is 
an t·conomism, it rrduces the social body to economic infrastructure, the 
sol·i;1I is the ernnomical. And this is why the Marxist anthropologists, per­
force, slap onto tht primitive social body tht1t which they think functions 
elscwherl': the categories of production. rt'lations of production. development 
of the productive forces. exploitation, etc. To lhe foreccps, as Adler says. And 
it is tf1us that the ciders exploit thl' young (Meillnssoux). that kinship rela­
tions an· rcbtions of production (Godelier). 

Ltt us not go back to this collt:ction of nonsense. Let us shed light, 
r;ither, on the militant obscurantism of Marxist anthropologists. Brazenly, 
they traffic focts, trample ;ind crush them to the point of l~·tting nothing 
remain. r:or tht reality ol social facts they substitute thf.' ideolo~y of their 
disrnurse. Who ;ire Meillassoux. Ciodelier ;rnd thdr rnnsons'? They ;m: the 
Lyssenkos of the human sciences. Just how far does their ideological frt'nzy, 
their will to pillage ethnology, go? All thC' way, that is. as far as the elimina­
tion, pure and simpJ(', of prinmiw sudety as a sptdf1c socii:ty, as an inde-

1 And on this point. the-re certainly is a root of Marxism. in Marx: it would he 
derisiv~ ro take this :may from the Marxists. Did he not. in eff<'n 41\low himself to 
write. in Dos f\(JfJ/ral rhnt: [quot;ition missi11g in Cla~tres' original m:1nuscriptl. 
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pt>ndent social being. In the logic of Marxist disrnurst, prim1t1vc society 
quire simply cannot exist. it does not have the· right to autonomous exis­
u·nce. its being is only dt"termined according to that which will come much 
Inter. its necessary future. for th<.· Marxists, primitive societies arc only, they 
proclaim eruditely, pre-capitalist societies. Here, then, is a socit'ty's mode of 
organization which was that of all humanity for millennia, but for the 
Marxists. For them, primitive society only exists insofar as it can be reduced 
to the- figure of society that appeared at the C'nd of tht> 18th century. capital­
ism. Before that, nothing counts: everything is prernpita!ist. Tlwy do not 
complicate tht'ir livl's, thl'sc guys. It must be relaxing to be a Marxist. All of 
rhis cnn ht expl<1intd starting with capitalism, for they possess the good doc­
trine, the kt'y that opens rapitalist society and thus. all historicnl social for­
mations. The result: whnt [measures] soeie1y for Marxism in gener<il is the 
economy, and for tile ethnomarxists who go c·wn furth(.'r, what measures 
primitivt:- sociC"ty is capitalist society. Ctko1ni;a. But those who do not recoil 
before a bit of fntigue pose the question in the manner of Montaigne or La 
BoC-tie or Rousseau and juclgt> what has come after in relation to what has 
come before: whilt of post-primitive societies? Why have inrqunl ity, social 
division. sep~1ratc power. tile St<tte apptarl'd"! 

But. one will wonder, how can something so suspicious work? For, 
though in rccl'ssion for some time, it still attracts customers. It is quite obvi­
ous that these rnstomt'rs (the listeners and reade-rs of these Marxism~;) are not 
demanding about the quality of the products lhC'y consume, to s;iy thr least. 
Too had for them! If they like that soup, thry c;in swallow it. But to limit 
oursdves to this would be at once very cruel <ind too simple: first, !Jy 
denouncing the enterprise of ethnomarxists, we can prevent a certain num­
lrn of the intoxicated from dying idiots (this Marxism is the opiate of the 
dim-w[tted). But it would be very frivolous, prank-ally irresponsible. to limit 
onesrlf to tmphasizing (if I may say so) the nullity of a Meillassoux or of a 
Ciodelier. Their work is not worth a nail. this is understood, hut it would be a 
grent mist<ik<' to underestimate it: the nothingness of the discourse masks in 
effrct the being on which it feeds, namely, its capacity to diffuse an ideology 
of the conquest of povvt•r. In contemporary French society, the University 
ocrnpies a considercible place. And in tht University, notably in tile field of 
the human scienct·s (for !I seems more difficult to be Marxist in mathematics 
or in biology], this political ideology that is the Marxism of tod;)y attt'mprs 
to gain a foothold as dominant ideolo~'· 

In this glob;1l apparatus. our ethnomarxists occupy ii plact that is cer­
tainly modest but not negligible. There is a political division of l;ibor and 
they accomplish their part of the general effort: to assure the triumph of 
their common ideology. Sapristi! Would these not quit<: simply be Stalinists, 
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good aspiring bureaucrats? One wonders ... This would explain, in any case, 
why they mock primitive' sociC'tiC's, as we have seen; primitive sociC'ties are 
only a pretext for them to spread their ideology of granite and their wooden 
language. This is why it is less a mattC'r of mocking their stupidity than of 
flushing them out of the real place where they situate themselves: the politi­
cal confrontation in its ideological dim~nsion. The Stalinists are not, in 
effect, just any conquerors of powC'r: what they want is total power, the State 
of their drC'ams is the totalitarian State: enemies of intelligence and freC'dom. 
like fascists, thC'y claim to hold total knowledge to legitimate the C'xC'rcise of 
total power. There is every reason to be suspicious of people who applaud 
(he mass<icres in Cambodia or Ethiopia because the massacrers are Marxists. 
Should Amin Dada one day proclaim himself Marxist, we will hC'ar them 
yell: bravo Dada. 

/\nd now let us wait and keep our ears to the ground: perhaps th<' bron­
tosauruses will bray. 

I 3 8 

11 
ARCHEOLOGY Of VIOLENCE: 
WAR IN PRIMITIVE SOCIETIES 

For the past few decades an abundance of ethnographic literature has 
r)een devoted to describing primitive societies. to understrinding their modC' 
of operation: if violence is dealt with {rnrely), it is primarily to show how 
these societies work toward c-ontrolling it, codifying it, ritualizing it, in short, 
tend to reduce, if not abolish it. We C'Voke the violence, but mostly to 
demonstrate the horror that it inspires in primitive societies, to establish that 
!hey arc, finally, sodrtics against violence. It would not be too surprising, 
then, to observe in the field of research !n contemporary ethnology the 
quasi-absence of a general reflection on violence in ar once its most brntal 
and most collective, most pure rind most social form: war. Consequently to 
limit oneself to ethnological discourse, or more specif1c;11Jy, to the nonexis ­
tence of such a discourse on primitive war, the curious reader or researcher 
in social sciences will justifiably deduce that (with the excepiion of sec­
ondary anecdotes) violence does not rtt all loom over the horizon of the 
Savages' social life, that the primitive social being unfolds outside of armed 

First published in I.ibre, 110. t. Paris. Payot. 1977, pp. 137-173 . 
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conflict. that war does not belong to the normal, habitual functioning of 
primitive societies. War is thus exdudC'd from ethnological discourse; one 
can think of primitive society without at the same time thinking of war. The 
question, dc·arly, is to determine whethc·r this scientifir discourse is speaking 
the truth on the type of sodety it targets: !cl us stop listening to it for a 
moment and turn toward the reality of which it speaks. 

The discovery of America, as we· know. provided the West with its first 
encounter with those we would from then on call Savages. For the first time, 
Europeans found themselvt·s confronted with a type of society radically dif­
f ercnt from all they had known up until then: they had to think of a social 
reality that could not exist in th('ir traditional representation of the social 
bring: in otlwr words, the world of the Savages was Jitc-raHy unthink<lhle for 
European thought. This is not the place· to analyze in detail the reasons for 
this veritable epist<'mological impossibility: they have to do with the certain­
ty. coextensive to all history of western civilization, of what hum;in society 
is and should be, a certainty express<.'d starting with the Greek dawn of 
Europec:~n political thought. of the polis, in the fragmented work of 
!leraclitus. Namely that the representation of society as su~·h must he t>mbod­
ird in the figure of the One exterior to the society, in the hierarchical config­
uration of political space, in the function of the command of the chief. king, 
or despot: there is no society without the characteristic division into Masters 
and Subjects. A human grouping without the characteristic division could 
not hr considrr<'d a society. Now, whom did the discoverers see arise from 
the Atlantic shores? .. People without faith. without law. without king,· 
a<.:cording to the chroniclers of the 16th century. The cause was clear; these 
men in a state of nature had not yet acceded to a state of society. There was 
quasi-unanimity in thisjudgmrnt on th~ Indians of Brazil. upst't only by thl' 
discordant voices of Momaigne and La Boetie. 

Hut. on the other hand, there was not unrcstrictl'd unanimity whrn it 
came to describing the Savages' customs. Explorers or missionaries, mer­
chants or learned travelers, from the 16th century until the (recent) end of 
world conquest. 1111 agn'.ed on one point: whether Americans (from J\l;iska to 
Tierra del !·uego) or Al'ricans, Siberians from the steppes or Mcl<1ncsi;ins from 
the isles, nomads from the J\ustrnlian deserts or sedentary farmers from the 
jungles of New Guine<1, primitive peoples were always presented ;:i1s passion­
ately devoted to war; it was their particularly bellicose c:har;1cter th;it ~truck 
Furopean observl'rS without exception. From the enormous documentary 
accumulation gathered in chronicles. travel literature, reports from priests 
and pastors, soldiers or peddlers. one image continuously emerged from the 
infinite diversity of the cultun·s described: that of the warrior. An image 
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dominant enough to induct a sociological observation: primitive societies 
are violent societies; their social being is a being-for-war. 

This is the impression, in <my c<ise, of direct witnesses in many climates 
and throughout several centurit•s. many of whom participated in the life of 
the indigenous tribes for years. lt would be both easy and useless to make up 
an anthology of these judgments concerning the populations of very differ­
ent regions and periods. The aggressive dispositions of the Savages are 
almost always severely judged: how. indeed. could one Chrisfianize, civiltzr 
or convince people of the virtues of work and commerce, when they were 
primarily concernt>d with warring against tht'ir neighbors. avenging defeats 
or celebrating victories? In fan, the r:rench or Portuguese missionmies· opin­
ion of the Tupi Indians of the Brazilian coast in tht' mid-16th century antici­
pates and condenses all thr discoursrs ro come: were it not. they said, for the 
incessant wm these tribes wage ag-ainst each other, the country would be 
overpopulated. It is the apparent prevalence of war in primitive lift· that 
ret<lins the attention of social theoreticians in the first place. To the state of 
Society, which, for him, is the society of the State. Thomas I !obbes contrasts 
not the real but the logical figure of rnan in his natural co11ditio11, the state 
of men before I iving in society, that is, under "a common Power to keep 
them all in awe." Now, by what means is the natural condition of men dis­
tinguished? Through war of every man against every man. But, one will say, 
this war which opposes ahstract men against each other. invented for the 
needs of the cause that the thinker of the civil State is defending, this imagi­
na1y war does not in any way concern the empirical, ethnographic al reality 
of war in primitive society. Nevertheless, Hobbes himself thinks it poss·1ble to 
illustrate the cogency of his deduction from an explicit reference to a con­
crete reality: the natural condition of man is not only the abstract construc­
tion of a philosopher, but, in effect, the actual. observable fate of a newly 
discovered humanity. "It may peradventure he· thought, there was ntver such 
a time, nor condition of warre as this; nnd l believe it was never generally 
so, over all th~' world: hut there are many places. where they live so now. 
t:or the savage people in many places of America, except the government of 
small families, 1hr concord wht're of dept>ncleth on natural! lust, have no 
government at <ill; and live at this day in that brutish m;inntr, as J said 
before." 1 One will not he overly surprisvd by l lohbrs· quietly disdainful point 
of view concerning the Savages: tlws<.> are the received ideas of his time (but 
ideas rejected, let us repeat. by Montaigne and l.;i 13ohicl: a socirty without 
government. without State, is nor a society; thus, the Saw1ges remain extcri-

1 llobbes, Lcl'iatlw11. edi1rd by Rid1ard Tuck. Cambridge. New York. fambridge 
University Prrss. p. 88. 
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or to the social, they live in the natural condition of men where the war of 
each against each reigns. llobbes was not unaware of the American Indians' 
intense bellicosity; this is why he saw in their real wars the striking confir­
mation of his certainty: the absence of the State permits the generalization 
of war and makes the institution of society impossible. 

The equation: world of Savages=world of war, finding itself constantly 
verified in the fn:ld, traverses all popular or scholarly representation of prim­
itive society. It is thus that another English philosopher, Spencer, writes in 
his Pri11ciples of Sociology: "In the life of the savages and barbarians, the 
dominant events are wars,'' as an echo tO that which three centuries before 
him the Jesuit Soarez de Souza said of the Tupinamba of Brazil: "Since the 
Tupinamba are very bellicose, they are preoccupied with how they will make 
war on their contraries." But did the inhabitants of the New World hold the 
monopoly on the passion for war? Hardly. In an already ancient work,2 
Maurice R. Davie, reflecting on the causes and functions of war in primitive 
societies, undertook a systematic sampling of what the ethnography of the 
time taught on this subject. Now, it follows from his meticulous prospecting 
that with extremely rare exceptions (the Central and Eastern Eskimos) no 
primitive society escapes violence; none among them, whatever their mode 
of production, their techno-economic system or their ecological environ­
ment, is unaware of or refuses the warlike deployment of violence which 
engages the very being of each community implicated in armed conflict. It 
thus seems well established that one cannot think of primitive society with­
out also thinking of war which, as an immediate given of primitive sociolo­
gy, takes on a dimension of w1i11ersa/ity. 

This massive presence of the fact of war is answered, so to speak, by 
the silence of the most recent ethnology, according to which it would seem 
violence and war exist only insofar as they are warded off. Where docs this 
silence come from? First. certainly, from the conditions under which the 
societies ethnologists are interested in are currently living. We know well 
that throughout the world there scarcely exist primitive sodeties that are 
absolutely free, autonomous, without contact with the white socioeconomic 
environm('nt, In other words, ethnologists no longer have the opportunity 
to observe societies isolated enough so that the play of traditional forces 
which define and support them can be given free course: primitive war is 
invisible because th(·re arc no more warriors to wage it. In this regard, the 
situation of the Amazonian Yanomami is unique: their srcular isolation has 
permitted these Indians, no doubt the last great primitive society in the 
world, to live up to the present as though America had not been discov-

7. M.R. Davie, La Guerre dallS /es sacietes primith•es, Payot, 193 I 
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erect. And so one can observe there the omnipresence of war. Still, this is 
not a reason to draw up, as others have done, a caricatured portrait, where 
the taste for the sensational far eclipses the capacity to understand a pow­
erful sociological mechanism.J In short, if ethnology does not speak of war, 
it is because there is no reason to speak of it; it is because primitive soci­
eties, when they become the object of study, have already started down the 
road of dislocation, destruction and death: how could they display the 
spectacle of their free warlike vitality? 

13ut perhaps this is not the only reason. One can indeed suppose that eth­
nologists, when starting their work, bring to the chosen society not only 
their notebook and tape recorder, but also the conception, previously 
acquired. of the social being of primitive societies and, consequently, of the 
status of violence there, the causes that unleash it and the effects that it has. 
No general theory of primitive society can economize a consideration of war. 
Not only dot'S the discourse on war belong to the discourse on society llut it 
assigns it its meaning: the idea of war measures the idea of society. This is 
why the absence of reflections on violence in current ethnology could be 
explained first by the actual disappearance of war following the loss of free­
dom that installs the Savages in a forced pacifism, but also by the adhesion 
to a type of sociological discourse which tends to exclude war from the field 
of social relations in primitive society. The obvious question is whether such 
a discourse is adequate to the primitive social reality. And so. before examin­
ing this reality, we should briefly outline the received discourse on primitive 
society and war. Heterogeneous, the discourse on war develops in three 
major directions: a naturalist discourse, an economist discourse, and an 
exchangist discourse. 

ThC' naturalist discourse is articulated with particular stringency by /I •. 
Leroi-Gourhan in his work Le Ge see et la Parole and notably in the next-to­
last chapter of volume ll, where the author develops, in a view of unques­
tionable (yet very <juestionable) vastness, his historical-ethnological concep­
tion of primitive society and the transfom1ations that modify it. In confor­
manc<.' with the indissoluble conjunction between archaic society and the 
phenomenon of war, Leroi-Gourhan's general undertaking logically includes 
a vision of primitive war, a vision whose meaning is sufficiently indicated by 
the spirit that runs throughout the work and by the title of the chapter in 
which it appears: the social oq{anism. Clearly asserted, the organicist point 
of view on socie'ry appeals to and encompasses, in an absolutely coherent 

J CL N.A Chagnon, YMomama. Tltr Fierce People, Holt. Rinehart n Winston. 
1%8. 
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manner, a n·rt;iin idea of war. What ahout violence. thrn, according to Leroi­
Gourhan? His answer is clear: "Aggressive bc·havior has bern part of human 
reality at least since tht" Australanthropes, and thr acn·krated evolution of 
thr social appar:-itus has not changed .111ything in the slow developmrnt of 
phylctic maturation," (p. 2'.l7). Aggression as behavior. that is. the use ofvio­
lenct', is thus related to huninnity as a species; it is col'xtensiv<.> with it. In 
sum. as a 7.oological property of thr human specirs, violence is identified 
hrre as an irreducihlc- fact. a sort of 11aturat given rootf'd in the biological 
llt'ing of man. This specific vioknC'r, realized in aggressive brhavior, is not 
without cause or end; it is always oriented and directed toward a goal: 
"Throughout the course of time, aggression apprars as a fundamental tech­
nique linked to acquizSition, and in the primitive, its initial role is hunting 
where aggn·ssion and al imenrary aC'quisition are merged" (p. 23G). ! nhcrent 
in man as a natural being, violence is defmed thus as a mrans of subsis­
tence, as a mrans of assuring subsistence, as a means to a natural end 
inscrilit"d at the heart of the living organism: to survive. llenn·, the identifi­
cation of primitive economy as predatory economy. The primitive man. as 
man, is dt:'vott:'d to aggressive behavior; as primitive. hr is both apt and 
determined to synthesize his naturalness and his humanity in the technical 
coding of an aggressivity henceforth useful and profttable: ht" is a hunter. 

I.et u.s admit this link ht'rwcen violence, which is harnessed in the tech­
nique of acquiring food, and man's biologicil being, whose intrgrity vio­
lence must maintain. But whrre is this very particular aggression, milnifested 
in thr violrnn· of war, situated? Lnoi-Gourhan explnins to us: "Brtween 
hunting and its double. war, a subtlr assimilation is progressively estab­
lished. as one and the othrr are concentrated in a class that is born of the 
new economy, that of men with weapons," (p. 237). Hrre then, in a sentence, 
the mystery of thr origin of social division is solvrd: through "subtle assimi­
lation," hunters gradually become warriors who, as ho!ckrs of armed force. 
possess thC' means to exercise poliriral power over the rest of the community 
to their profit. One may be surprised by the frivolity of such a remark from 
the prn of a scholar whosr work is exemplary in his field, prt'history. All this 
would rl'quire furthrr exposition. but the lesson to draw is clear: in th<.> 
analysis of human facts, one rnnnot rrduce the social to the natural, the 
institutional to the biological. Human society stems not from zoology but 
from sociology. 

Let us return then to the problem of war. War would thus inherit its 
charge of aggrrssion from hunting - a trchnique of alimenta1y acquisition; 
war woulrl only be a reprtition, a double, a redeployment of the hunt: more 
prosaically, war, for Lnoi-Gourhan, is tlie '1w1ting of men. ls this true or 
falst"? It is not difficult to fmd oUl. since it suffices to consult those of whom 
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l.eroi-Gourhan believes he speaks. th~ co~trmpo~ary prim1uves. What docs 
•thnographic rxprriencc: teach us? It is qullc obvious th:it tf the goal of the 
;
1
um is to acquire food, the means of attaining it is aggression: the animal 

t be killed in order to be eaten 13ut then one must include in the are;i of 
11US . 
, he hunt as a technique of acquisition all behaviors that drstroy another 
rorm of life so that it rnn be eaten: not only animals. ftsh and carnivorous 
iirds. but also insectivor<.>s (tht· aggression of the fledgling against thr fly it 
.wallows, etc .). In fact, all violent techniques of <llimentary acquisition 
vould logic<11ly have to br analylrd in trrms of aggrrssive behavior. Thrrr is 

10 reason to privilege the human hunter over the animal hunrer. Jn reality, 
vlrnt principally motivatrs the primitive hunter is appetite, to the exclusion 
if all othrr sentiments (the case of non-alimentary, that is, ritual. hunt per­
:iins to another domain). What radically distinguishes war from the hunt is 

•hat the formrr reli<'s entirely on a dimrnsion absent from the latlt'r: ;1~grt·s­
iveness. And that thr same arrow can kill a m;in or a monkey is not rnough 
1 make war and hunting idrntical. 

This is indred why we can compare one to the othc:r: war is pure aggres­
·ve hchavior and aggressivt:'ncss. lf war is hunting and war is the hunting of 
1an, then hunting would h;ive to be war on the buffalo, for example. 
iutside of supposing that the goal of war is always alimentary, and that thr 
1bject of this type of aggression is man as game destinrd to being eaten, 
eroi-Gourhan's rrduction of war rn hunting has no foundation. for if war is 
11deed the "double" of the hunt, then generalized ;rnthropology is its l10ri­
on. We know that 1 his is not the case: even among tht cannibal tribes. lh(' 

cr,)al of war is never to kill the enemit·s in order to eat them. Rather. this 
"1~iologization" of an activity such as war inevitably takes away its propl'rly 
social dimension. I.rroi-Gourhan's problematic conception leads to a dissolu­
tion of the sociological in the biological; society becomes a social organism, 
and all attempts to articulatr a non-zoological discourse on society revPals 
itself as vain. The question on thr contrary will he to establish that primitive 
war owes nothing to the hunt, that it is rooted not in the reality of m;·m as a 
species but in the social being of the primitive society, that through its uni­
versality it points not toward nature but toward culturr. 

The economist discourse is somewhat anonymous in th<1t it is not the 
particular work of a '>P<'cific thtoretician. but r;1ther the expression of a 
general conviction, a vague certainty of common sensr. This discourse was 
formrd in the: 19th century, whrn in Europe the idra of savagery ;rnd the 
idea of happiness were beginning to he thought of separately, when, right­
ly or wrongly, the belief that primitive life was a happy lifr fell apmt. 
There was then a revrrsal of the old discourst· into its opposite: the world 
of the Savagrs from then on became, rightly or wrongly, the world of' 
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pov~ ny and mi.~t·ry. Much 
received sci<:ntific ~tatu . morl' rrc-e-ntly, this poµu/ :ir 
ii ~;d1olarly disrnu - s t~om ihc· :;o-ca/kd hunHin sci. ' .• knowledge has 
anrhropol~gy W"lcrsr-.. a discourse of scho/;irs· t~1,. '"oenc;s; it has become 

· ' ommg the . · ' •1 un<1rrs of . 
~l·votrd themsrlve~• to extra t. certarnty of primitive Povl'rty s t ernnom1c 
rts rnnsequences. "/ liu c ing the rFaSons for this Jov. ii. ruth, h<tve 
S\.'it•nt1fkdi~courst• s,Jfrom thrs c·onvergenct berwe:n trty :ind unveiling 
gists: primitive e{·o resu ts. a firoclarnarion const·intly . common sense and 

no my is .1 1 . • reite r<1tcd t 
S<1vages TO subsist ti . ' su lSL~!encr eronomy I. h 1y ethnoJo-

. 1ar 1s to . w l!C only II 
cannot go past th. . ·r , . survive. If the econ a ows rhe 
bec1l1sc" of its tc .~h rml1 u~ thr('.S/iold of .~urviv;il _omt.~ of the~e socit'ties 

I. · c no ogre~! 1 o non -<JC'atl . 
be orl' the natur·1! . ' unc erdt·vdo1Jmen1 .• I . i - ll is 

• < t'nvironm . unc rrs "O I 
Primitive ('''Oil. ent wl11ch it has not ,, wer essness 

' omy t.~ thus . n1<1nage-u I . 
background th.-tt ;he h .in economy of )JOVt•rty, and i . to < Olll1t1ate. 
cours1· account· f p. t'nomi·non of war rakes 111-.... 1·1 t rs agams1 this 

' or Pnni1t1 "'e. It' t'C'CJ · thr scarciry . f . . . ve Weir liy thr weak . f nom1st dis-
. o av,1J1.1 ble ni . I nrss o Product. .. 

groups, fJUShecJ i·nt ater1a goods Jeads rrJ IVl' •Orces; 
o approp · · •· compt'tiri 

for life ends i·n n ·d naring rhese goods •;v J on berwt·<"n ar J~ conti· 'J nee< . d I. 
Onf should note lheit t~~~: there is n.or t-n<>ugh for l'\:e;~n~ iis struggle 

Poverty of the s . · explanation of primiti . · 
quesrioned In h··sav;iges rs <HTC·ptrd as an obv1·ous ve w.ir based on the 

· ' essay cite j • 1· nt>ss whic/ 
Vlt>W: "Brit eacll tribe . . c tar. ier. Davit' perfrctly illus . l ~a11no1 be 
muse m;iint . , outside of Its struggle ag·. .1ri1res this point of 

, am a comp,zin . . ..irns1 nature for . . 
r11to conr ·1ct· r· . I . on aga1t1st all c1tha tr l . . its ex1s1enc:e, 

' • i v.~ nes and(']· f 1 Jts w1tl1 h. h · 
degrnerate into disputes dS Jes of interest are j;roducr-d w ic It comes 
has b<-en de-fi ·d· . by fort·e, we call that war" ( ' ;ind when tht•se 

nt · a d1sputt> 1 (" p. 28). And g· · .. 
under tile- action of .t 1 J.Y iorce born betwcrn J. . a d.tn: Wm 
given ·1 . VJ ii competition Th 

1 
. Po ltical groupings 

rrr Je vanes clepl'nrli ... us. r ie importance f , . , 
78). This author as . ~1g on chc irltensity of i(s , , o \~ar in a 
itive society 1 : we lidvt s<·t11, proclaims rile . v1t,~I compern1on·· (p. 

>ased on f'!h u111versaJHy f . 
Green/; md e.>cape this . n.ographic infornration: on! o W/t.r in prim-
t'Xtrcrne hostility of 1hcond1uon, an ~xception, explains ~.°it Lsk1n1os of 
devoting ener r n.a1ura1 env1ronnwnt whi h clVlt>, due to the 
Slrt1ggJe fore ~Sy to il.nyth1ng !Jur looking fo r dC prevents th<'m from 

- x1 rence 1 • 1 r •oo . "(' . 
might obserw, rlw Au:,;~:~ulurtly imµerativ(• in thei,"ns;·~/:"rat~on in the 
t.he Eskimos in tli . . i;ins Sf'em no better off ,·n 1' . i. 79. But, one 
I . eir snow and I r l<·ir hor dr 

p <:.<;, We should n. t , ' .Yn t iey are no h·ss wa l k St>rts than 
ic" Utten ·t· foe, too, !hat 1his scho/;1rJy tl" . . . , r I c· lh<111 other µeo-

, nc o rhc popular IS< ourse. the srmpl .. . . 
exartly i•o!t·>t 1 posrulatr on pri· 1111.r. e, sc1ent1f-. · s 110 t·ns t - tr rve pove r · . 
ofsoc-iery, n<imtly M·· ~ ie most recenr avatar oftht• M r ~·is <id.Justed 
war is conn·rn ed •. ''.rxrsr anthropology. As far as ti . ar.xisr conception 

c . ii JS to North America·, 3nrl lie ques11on of primitive 
' iropo ogr\ts rh·1r w ( - ' t> owe so 
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tn speak) the Marxist interpretation. More quickly than their French coreli­
gionists. who are nevertheless ready to speak the Marxist truth on African 
.ii:re groups or American potlatch, or the rapports between men and women 
;inywhere, researchers such as Harris or Gross explain the reason for war 
;iniong the Amazonian Indians. notably the Yanomami.4 Whoever expects 
sudden illumination from this Marxism will be quite disappointed: its sup­
porters say nothing more of it (and no doubt think ewn less of it) than all 
their non-Marxist predrcessors. If war is particularly intense among the 
South American Indians. it is due, according to Gross and Ht1rris. to a lack 
of protein in their food, to the resulting need for conquering new hunting 
territories. and to the inevitable armed conflict with the occupants of these 
territories. In short, the very old the-sis formulated by Davie, among others. 
of the inability of primitive economy to provide so<:iety with adequate 
nourishment.5 Let us simply make a point that cannot be developed here 
further. If the Marxist discourse (an C'conomist discourse if there ever was 
one) so easily assimilates the most summa1y representations of common 
sense. it is either that this common sense is spontaneously Marxist (o, spirits 
of Mao!} or else that this Marxism only distinguishes itself from common 
sense by the comic pretension of posing as scientific discoursr. Bue there is 
something more. Marxism, as a general theo1y of society and also of histo-
1y, is obliged to postulate the poverty of the primitive economy, that is, the 
very low yield of produrtive activity. Why? Because the Marxist theory of 
history (and this is a mntter of the very theory of Karl Marx) uncovers the 
law of historical motion and of social change in the irrepressible tendency 
of productive forces to develop themselves. But. so that history can get 
underway, so that the productive forces can take wing, these same produc­
tive forces must first exist at the start of this process in the most extreme 
we;ikness, in the most total underdevelopment: lacking this. there would not 
be the least reason for them to tend to dl'velop themselves and one would 
not he able to <1rticulate social change and the development of productive 
forces. This is why Marxism, as a theory of history founded on the tendency 
of the development of productive forces, must give itself, as a starting 
point. a sort of dc·gree zero of productive forces: this is exactly the primitive 
economy, henceforth thought of ;1s an economy of poverty, as an economy 

1 D.R. Gross, "Proteiu Capture and Culniral Devclopincnt in tiie Amazon B_~sin," 
American Anthropologist, Tl, !97~. pp. 526-549; M. Harris. MThe Yanomamo and 
thC' Causes of War in Barn! and Village Societies." G 

'• J. Lizot, an expert on the Yanornami. shows how flawed the wo~k. 0.f r~ss and 
Harris is. Cf. .. Population, Ressources et Guerre chez ks Yanornami. m l.rbre, 2, 
1977. 
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which, wanting to wrest itself from poven:y, will tend to dtvt'lop its produc­
tive forn·s. It would be a great satisfaction for many to know the Marxist 
anthropologists' vit"wpoint on this: though thry go on at length about forms 
of t'Xploitation in primitivt- societies (elder/youth, man/woman, etc.), they 
are less eloquent as to the foundation of the doctrine they claim to support. 
f-or primitive socirty poses a crucial question to Marxist theory: if the eco­
nomical docs not constitute the infrastructure through which the social 
bring becomes transparrnt. if lhr productive forres, not tc·nding ro develop 
tlwmselves, do not funnion as <1 determinant of social change, what, then, 
is the motor that starts the moventtnt of History? 

Thai said. let us r<>rurn to the problem of the primitivr economy. Is it or 
is it not an economy of poverty? Do its productive forces represent the most 
minimal drvrlopmrnt or not? The most recrnt. and most sc:rupulous, 
research in economic anthropology shows that the economy of the Savages, 
or the Domestic Mode of Production, in fact :11lows for lht total satisfaction 
of society's material needs, at the price of a limited period of productive 
activity at a low intensity. In other words. far from constantly exhausting 
thcmsl'ives in thr attempt to survive. primitive society. selC'ctivc in the deter­
mination of its needs. possesses a machine of production capable of satisfy­
ing them. and functions in fact according to the principle: to each according 
to !1is nerds. This is why Sahl ins was able to sptak of the primitive society as 
tht first affluent society. Sahlins' and l.izot's analyses on the quantity of 
food necessary to a community and on the time devoted to procuring it indi­
cate that primitivr societies, whethrr it be a question of nomad bunters or 
srdenti1ry farmers. are. in reality, in light of the small amount of time devor­
rd to production. vcritalJJc ftisure societies. The work of Sahlins and lhilt of 
l.i1.ot thus mesh with ;ind rnnf irm the ethnographic material furnishrd h y the 
ancient travelers and chroniclers.G 

The economist discourse. in its popular, scholarly or Marxist variations, 
explains war as tribrs competing to obtain scarn goods. It would al ready be 
difficult to understand where the Savages, rngaged full time in the exhaust­
ing qul'st for food, would find the exrra tim(' and enrrgy to wage war 
against their nrighbors. But curr('nt rcsearrh shows that the primitive (•rnno­
n;y is, on the contr;ny, an economy of abundanct' ;md not of scarcity: v10-
lt>~ce. then. is not linked to povi:-rty, and the economist explanation of primi­
tive war sees its supporting argumC'nl sink. The universality of primitive 
abundance precisely prohibits linking it to the· universality of war. Why are 
the tribes at war? /\t ltast we already know what the materialist answer is 

r, Cf. M. S:ihlins, Ai/C de pierre, A(IC 1/'o/Jo11da11ce'. l.'t'co11omie des socides Jll'111!i-
1i1•es . Pmis. Gal!ir11ard. 1976 
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li /\nd since economics has nothini; to do with war, then perhaps il is 
, ,rt. ]'' l"I 
1 

rcssary to turn our gale toward the J}~ 1t1ca . . . 
The c.rcliaugist discourse on pru111t1ve war supports thr soc1olog1cal 

d rl ·iking of Claude Levi-Strauss. Such an assertion would <1ppcar. frrst of 
i e , . I h. 

aradoxical: in this author's consid(·rable work. war occupies on y a 1 in 

1• p 1e But beyond the fac:t that the importann• of an iss~ie is not necessmi-
1 un. . 
measured by the space al Jotted to it, it so happens, undn the c1rcum-

:i nn~s. that the general the·ory of so<.:iety dahoralcd by Levi-Strauss nar­
wly depends on his conception of violence: structuralist di:~coursc it<;elf i.<:. 
!;take. l.t·t us, then, examine it. 

Levi-Strauss considers the question of war in only onr texc. analyzing 
i t' rt'lationship between war and commerce ;imong the South American 

ndians.B War. herr. is clearly situated in the field of social relanons: 
\mong the Nam!Jikwara. as no doubt among the numerous populations of 
rl•-Columbian AnH'rira, war and commerce art act'1vitics that are impossi­
e to study in isolation" (p. 136). And again: ..... martial conflicts and eco­
llllic exchanges do not merely C"onstitute two types of corxistent relations 

11 South America. but rather two aspects, opposed and indissolublr. of a 
'ngle and i<kntic'al social process" [p. 1 '38). Wr cannot. then, according to 

, ·~vi-Strauss, think of war in and of itself; it does not possess its own speci­
cily, and this type of activity. far from requiring a particular examination, 
rn. in fact, only be understood in "the context of other elements making 

1p the social wholt'." (p. I 38). In other words, violrnre, in primitive socit'ty. 
' not an autonomous sphere: it only takes on meaning in relation to thr 
..,cneral network of tribal relations; violence is only a particular case of this 
,,~lobal systt'm. Jf Levi-Strauss wants to indirntc by this that primitivt' war is 
.in activity of a strictly soriolo~kal order, no one, of course. would contest 
t, with the exception, however, of Leroi-Gourhan, who merges warlike 

activity into the biological order. Certainly, Levi-Strauss does not limit him­
self to these vague generalities: hr furnishes, on the contrary, a precise idea 
on the mode of operation of primitive society, Amerindian. in any case. The 

1 Natur:il cau1strophes (droughts, floods, earthquakl·s, the disapprara11ce of an 
animal spetirs. r!c.l can provoke a local scarcity of resources. Still, this would have 
to last a rather long time to lead to conflict. Another type of simrnion could, it 
seems, confront a sooety with ra1ity, without naturr bring responsible: dors the 
conjunction of an ahsolutrly closed space and a11 :ibsollltely open (that is, grnwuig) 
demography concc·al Ille risk of a soci<il p<itlwlogy hordC'ring on war 7 Tim is not 
obvious, but it is up to thr specialists of Polynesia or Mdrn('sia [1sl:ind<;, l11m is, 

dosed spaces] to r111swc·r. 
i1 Cf. Levi-Strauss. "Guerre et commerce chez !es lntliens de l'Amerique du Sud," 

Renaissance. vol. I. Nrw York. 1941. 
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ident1ri,·ation of this mode of operation assumes the highest importance, 
since it dctrrminrs the nature and significance of violence and of war. What 
does Uvi-Straus.s find in the relationship between war and society? The 
answer is clear: ·Commercial C'xchanges represent potential wars peacefully 
_r_t'solved, and wars are the outcome of unfortunate transactions" (p. 1 36). 
I hus, not only does war inscribe its~lf in the field of the sociological, but it 
receives its ultimate meaning from the particular functioning of primitive 
society: the rrlations between communities (whether tribes, banrls or local 
groups) are first commercial, ond depending on the success or failure of 
these co111mrr<:ial rnterprises, thnc will be peace or war berween the tribes. 
Not only arc· war and commercr to be thought of in continuity, but it is 
commerce that holds sociological priority over war, a somewhat ontological 
priority m that it takes place at the very heart of the social being. lrt us 
add, finally. that far from being new, rile idea of a conjunction between war 
and commerce is in fact an ethnological banality, on the ~amr level as the 
idea of scarcity in the primitive economy. Thus the intrinsic relationship 
between war and commerce is asserted, in exactly the same terms as Levi­
Strauss, by l)avie, for example: ''In primitive cases. commerce is often an 
rilternativt' to war, and tht' manner in which it is conducted shows that it is 
a modif1l'ation of war" (op. cit., p. 302). 

But. one might object. the text in question is minor and docs not in any 
way compromise the general theory of the social bting such as Levi-Strauss 
has developed it in more comprehensive works. Such is not the case. In fact, 
the rheorrtic<1l conclusions of this supposedly minor text an.• integrally 
rt:peated in I.evi-Strauss's great sociological work. [/t'111ell[ary Structures of 
Kimhip. at th~ end of one of the most importar:t chapters. '"The Principle of 
Reciprocity":· There is a link. a continuity, between hostile relations and the 
provision of n~l·iprocal prestations: exchanges are peacefully resolved wars, 
and wars are the result of unsuccessful transactions."9 However. on rhe same 
page. the idea of commerce is explicitly (and without explanation) e!iminat­
l'd. Describing the exchange of gifts between foreign Indian groups, Levi­
Strauss takes care to indicare his alrnndonment of the rrfercncr ro com­
merce: .. It is o matter, thus, of reciprocal ~oods, and nor of commercial oper­
ations." Let us examine this more closely. 

Levi-Strauss' firm distinction between the reciprocal gift and the com­
mercial operation is absolutely legitimate. Still, it would not bC" superfluous 

• 'J Str11c111res Eline11talres de lo parcnte, p. 86 of thl' f1rs1 t'ditio11 (rlJF. 1949) or p. 
18 ot the seco11ct edllJOll (Momon. 19&7). ITiie Elt'memnrv Strucrures of K111s/Jip, 
Uosron, Be;11::011 Press. 1969. Edired by Roduey Needh:im. trans. by fames Harle Bell, 
John R1rhilnl \'Oil Siurmrr. and Rodney N~tdham.] 
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to explain wily, in a quick detour through economic ;rnthropology. If the 
material Jifr of primitive societi<'s develops aga·inst a backdrop of abu nclance, 
the !)omrstic Mode of Production is also characterized by a11 ;deal of 
autorky: each rDmmunity aspires to produce all that 1s necess;iry for irs 
rnt·rnhcrs' subsi-;tr.nce. In other words. the primitive economy tends toward 
the community's withdr;1wal into itself. and the ideal of economic autarky 
conceals ~notht•r: the ideal of political indepemknre. In deciding to depend 
only on itself for its consumer produc(1on. lhe primitive- community {village, 
band. t:tc.l r1as no !l('C'd fur economic relations witl1 nri~hboring groups. It is 
not n('ed th;1t gives rise to international rl'lillions in the primitive sociely, 
which is perfectly capilb\e of satisfying all its rn:t:ds without hav·111g ro solicit 
the assistancr of orher'I: we produce all that we need (food and tools}, wi: are 
thnefon· in a position to do without others. In other words. the autarkic 
ideal i) ;rn ;111ti-comnH·rnal id<:nl. l.ikt- all 'ideals, it is not always acrnm­
plislwd t'Verywherc·: but should circumstam·es demand it. the Savages can 
hoast of doing without others. 

This is why the Domestic Mode of Production excludes commerri:il 
rt'lations: thr primitive society, in its bring, refuses the risk. inhnC"nt in 
commerce, or sacrificing its autonomy, of losing its frcC"dom. /\nd so, it is 
appropriate that the ltvi-Strauss of Ele111c11tary Strucrures guarded himself 
from rept'ating what hr wroce in "War and Commerce." To understand any­
thing abour primitive Wi1r. one must avoid articulating a rnmmrrce that 
does not exist. 

'.'hus. it is 1~0 longer rnrnmerce thar givt>s meaning to wnr. it is exchange; 
the interpretation of war stems from tl1e e.rchongist co11ccpt1011 of society; 
1here is a continuity between war ("the result of unsuccC'ssful transacttons") 
and exchange ("peacefully resolved wars"), But. _just as war in the first ver­
sion of the Uvi-Straussian theory of violence was tnrgered as the potenrial 
non-success of commerce, in the exch;rngist theo1y we sec an equivalent pri­
ority attributed to exchange of which war is but the failure. In ocher words. 
w~r dot''.S. not po~sess any positivity by irst"lf: it C'xpresses not tile social being 
ol pnm1t1ve society. hu1 the non-rr·alization of this b~ing which is a l/(·ing­
for-exchangc: war is the n('·g;nive and the negation of prim1tivr society in so 
far as primitive society is primarily a plact' of exchange. in so far as 
exchangt' is the very esst"nce of primitive socicry. According to this concep­
tion. war. as a skiddin~. a rupture of the movemem toward exchange. could 
only represent the non -r<;scnce. tlw non-being of the society. It 1s the ;ilTt·s­
sory in rcl<1tion ro the principal. tl1e accident in relation to rhe st1bst;111ce. 
Wh.ar the primitive society wants is exchange: such is irs sociolo~ical desire. 
which tends <'onstantly tm.vard realizing 11self. and in fact. almost alway~; 
n:alizes it<;rlf, t xn·pt in the ra~e of an accident. ·1 hen v1olrnce <ind war arise. 
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The logic- of the exchilngist conception leads thus to a quasi-dissolution 
or the phenomenon of wilr. By giving priority to exchange and viewing war 
as devoid of positivity, Wilr loses illl institutionill dimension: it does not 
belong to the being of primitive society, it is only iln accidental, uncertain 
unc-ssential diaracteristic of it; primitivt' society is thinkable without war'. 
This exchangist discourse on primitive Wilr, ii discourse inherent in the gen­
erill theory thilt Levi-Striluss drvdops on primitive society, docs not take into 
account the ethnographic given: the quasi-universi!lity of the phenomenon 
of war. whatever the ~ocietirs under consideration, thdr niltural environment 
or their sodoeconomiC' mode of orgilnization; the intensity, naturally vari­
abll-. of warlike activity. Thus, in a wily, the exchangist conception and its 
ohjC'ct fall outside of one another; primitive reillity extends heyond Levi­
Strauss· discourse. Not beriluse of the author's negligence or ignorance, but 
hrc~1use tilking w<lr into account is incompalible with his analysis of society, 
iln analysis thu can only supporl itself by excluding the sociological func­
tion of war in primitive society. 

ls this to say that one must. in order to respect primitive reality in all its 
dimensions. abandon the idea of society a!; a place of exchange? Not at all. It 
is not, in effect, iln altern:1tive: ritht"r exchange or violence. It is not 
exchilnge in and of itself that is contradictory to wilr. but the discourse that 
reduces the social lieing of primitiv{" society exclusively to exchilngc-. 
Primitive society fs a space of t·xchange, and it is i!lso a pl;1ce of violence: 
war, on the s;ime lrvt'I as exchange. belongs to tht· primitive social being. 
One cannot, and this is what must be estilhlished, think of primitive society 
without thinking, at the same time, of Wilr. for Hobbes, primitive society Wi!S 
war of each against each. Ltvi-Strauss' point of view is symmetrical and 
inverse to that of Hobbes: primitive society is the exchilnge of eilch with 
each. I lohbes left out excl1i!nge, Levi-Strauss leilvc·s out war. 

But. on the other hilnd, is it simply a miltter of juxtaposing the discourse 
on e:xch:inge and the discourse on war? Does reestablishing war as iln rssen­
tiill dimension of primitive socit'ty leave intilct tht> idea of rxchilnge ils the 
essence of the social? It is obviously impossible: to be mistaken on war is to 
be mistaken on society. To wh<11 is Levi-Strauss' error due? To ii confusion of 
the sociologicnl levels on which warlike activity ilnd exchange function 
respectively. By wishing to situate them on the Silme level, one is fatally led 
~o eliminate one or the other, to deform primitive social reality by mutilating 
it. Exchilngr and war are obviously to be thought of. not in terms of a conti­
nuity that would allow grildually passing from one to the other, but in terms 
of a_ rildical discontinuity thilt illone milnifests the truth of primitive society. 

rhe L'Xtrrme segmentation thnt chilrarterizes primitive society every­
where would be the c:ausr. il h;1s oflen been writlen, of the frequency of war 
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. f society. Sc;ircity of resources would kad to vi till competition. · this type o . · · 
m . Id lead to isolation of groups, which would produce war. Now. 1t 
whll'h wou I . l. . f . . · deed a profound relationship hetwe('n the mu tip 1c1ty o sonopo-
there 15 in d h' 1· k ! · . . ·r· s "l.nd violence one ciln only undet'S!iln t 1s m 1y reversing l1t1c<il ent1 re. ' , . . . . 

b.t al order of their prrsentat1on: 11 1s not war that is the effect of seg-
the hi! 1 u · · · f · I h 

• ·11: is segmental ion that 1s the d t ert o war. 11 IS not on y t C' mentat1on, . 
effect. hut tht• goal: war is at once the cau~e _o'. and t'.1e mca~s to _a sou~ht­
aftrr effeC"t and end, the segmentation of pnrrnt1ve soCJety._ In 1ts lwmg, pnm-
. . socirty wants dispersion; this wish for frilgmentat1on belongs to the 
1t1ve · d b h 1· t. primitive social being which institutes itself ii~ s~:h m an . y t r r<'il 1zil ion 
of this sociologicill will. In other words. pnm111ve wilr rs the means to a 
politirnl end. To ask onestlf, consequently. why the Savilges wage war 1s to 
probe the very being of their society. 

Filch p<trticular primitive sodt'ty equally and wholly expresses thr C'ssen­
tial properties of this type of sociill formation. which finds its conrn:tr reali­
ty in the primitive community. The latter is milde up of an ensemble of indi­
viduals, each of whom recognizes and clilims his appurtenance· to this 
ensemble. Together the community gilthers and goes beyond the diversr 
units that constitute it. most often inscribed along the axis of kinship, hy 
integrilting them into a whole: ekrnentilry and extended families, lineages, 
clans, moieties, rte.. but i11so, for exilmplc·, militilry societies, ceremonial 
brotherhoods. age groups, rte. The community is thus more than the su111 of 
its groups, and this estr1hlislws it as CJ politic;il unity. The political unity of 
the community is inc rilled in the spatial unity of the hi!hitat: the people who 
belong to the silme community !ive together in the s11me place. According to 
the n1les of postm<1rital resident't» iln individui!I Ciln naturally hr brought to 
leilve his community of origin in order to join that of his spouse: but the 
new residence does not abolish the old i!ppurtenance, and primitive soci~ tit's. 
moreover, invent numerous wilys to overturn the rules of resi<iencr if they 
ilre thought to be too painful. 

The primitive community is thus a local group. This determin;ition tran­
scends the economic Vilrirty of modes of production, sincr it is indi!Tc-n·nt 
to the ftxed or mobile character of the hal>it11t. A loc:il group m:1y be made 
up of nom;:idic hunters as well as sedentary farmers; a w;mckring b; nd of 
hunters ;ind collectors. as much as a stable village of gardeners. possess the 
sociological proprrties of the primitive community. The li!tter, as po!itil'ill 
unity. not only inscribes itsl'lf in the homogrnrous space of its habitat. but 
extc·nds its control, it coding. its territoriill right. It is obvious in the Ci!St' of 
hunters; it is also true of filrmers who still maintilin. b('yond their pl;mtil­
tions. a wild spilce where they can hunt and pick useful plants: simply, the 
territory of a IJ;ind or hunters is likely to be rl10rt' vast than that of ii village 
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of farmers. ThL· localny of the local group is thus its tnmory, as a natural 
reserve of material resources, cenainly, but especi:1lly as an exclusive space 
for the exercisl' of community rights. The exl'lusivity in the use of thr terri. 
tory implit's a movl'ment of txclusiott, and hrre the properly political 
dnnension of primitive sodrty <1s ;i comn1un11y including its l'ssential rela-
11onsh1p to the territory dearly appears: the cxi~;tence of the Othrr is imme­
diatt:ly posited in the act that exdud1.·s him; it is against the othn commu­
niti{'.~ that ecich sociny asserts its exclusive right to a dcttrmined territory; 
the polincal rvlationship with neighboring groups is imrnediatdy C'Stab­
lishC'd. A relationship that institutes itself in till· politirnl order and not in 
the economical ordrr. let us rt·call: thr domestic mode of production being 
wli;H it is. no local group has <my need, in principlr. to rncroach upon 
neighbors· territory for provbions. 

Control of the territory allows the community to reali:t.C its ciutark1c idral 
by guarar1tt·t·ing it sdf-suff1ciL"ncy in n·sourcrs: thus, it does nol ckprnd on 
anyonv; 1t is inckpcndenr. One would assumt" all things bring equal for all 
local groups. a general absenct' of violence: it could only arise in rare cases 
of terrnorial violation: ir would only b<: def l'nsivt>, and illus nevl'r rroduce 
itself, each group relying on its own territory whith it has no n·ason to 
li::ave. Now. as wr know. w<1r is widcsprt<id and wry oftvn offC'ns1ve. 
Territorial ckfens('. thus, is not tlit· GIUS!' ot wcJr; the rtfationsh1p between 
wi1r and society has yet to lie illumirwttd. 

What of the bring of primitive society, insofilr as re is re<1lized. i<!rntical, 
in the in f111ice sl·ries of communities, hands, vill;1ges, or local groups? The 
answer is present in all ethnographic literature sint:t' the Wrst h;1s rakrn 
intrn·.st in tht· Savage world. F'rimitive society has always bren considrrl'd a 
pla~'e of' absolute diffrrencc in relation to western society, a strange and 
un thinkab!C' :.pace of absenc<: <1bs~·ncc of ;ti! that rnnstitutes the observers· 
sor1ocultural univnse: a world without hierarchy, IH:ople who obey no onr, a 
soci"lY indiffl'rent to the pos.se,sio11 of wealth, chiefs who do not command. 
rulturc·s without mor,ils fur they an unawarr of sin, classless StH·ieties, soci­
eurs without a State. etc. In sh011. what the writings cf ancient travrlC'rs or 
modern scholars constantly ny our and yn newr manage to say is that 
primitive SOt'iety is. in its being, undivided. 

Primitive socirty is unaware of - hrrause it prevc:"nts the appc•irance of 
1he differencC' betw1·rn rich ancl poor, tht oppos'ition between exploiters 

and the exploited, the domination of tht' chirf ova society. The Domestic 
Mode of Produl·tion, which as~urrs the econorn1c <1urarky of Ilic- vommunity 
as such, ;ilso all(1Ws fur the autonomy of kinship groups which rompose thr 
social l nsernhil', and even the ind<.'pendence of individuals. Outsidt· of g(•n­
<it'r-related divb1on. thert· is. in ('!feet, no divi-;ion of labor in primitive soci-
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. 1 ·ndividual is polyvalent in a way; men know how to do rvt'rything l'ty ear l d I . · should know how to do. women know how to o rveiyt 11ng womt'n 
nien d know how to do. No individual is less knowledgablc or less capable; 
sho~JI ct· ·dual nn fall victim to the rnterprises of another more talented or no 111 iv1 ' ' ' . . . . f 

ff . tll" n·htives of the v1ct1m would soon discourage the vocatton o bet ter-o · ' · ' . . . • 
.. 11 ticl' rxploiter. Vyrng wt th r;1ch othrr. ethnologists h,:.ve n otcd the the appr.. . . . 

. · indiffrrenC'e before their goods and possessions wh1C'h art' easily savage~ 
- .f·· l 'nte<l on Cl' worn or broken, have noted the absence among thl'l11 of all rt <1 lrl , . . , . . 'i 
l · t"or ·1ccumulat1on Why, 1ndet>d. would such a des11 c appear. crstre ' · . 
Productive ~ l·ttvity is exactly measurC'd by thr s<11isfacuon of nreds and docs 

t ...- 0 beyond that: surplus production is perfectly possible in the printitive 
no '"" I . h . ? t·conomY, but it is also totally useless: what would )C' done wit 1r. 
Morrovr·r. the ;ictivity of accumulation (producing a useless surplus) could 
only be, in this type of society. a strictly individual enterprise: thl' l~ntrrpre­
nt'ur cOL1ld only count on his own strengths, thr cxplo"1tar1011 of othns l>e·111g 
sociologkally impossible. I.et us imagine. nevertheless, that despill' the soli­
tude of his effort. the savagr entreprrneur manages to constitute, by thr 
swrat of his hrow. a stock of resources which. let us recall. hr would not 
know what to do with since it· is alrrady a mattl'r of a surplus, that is, goods 
tl1at arc unn eccssmy in that thry no longer have anything to do with the 
satisfaction of needs. What will happen? Simply, the c:ommunity will hrlp 
him consume these free resources: the man who has become rich by the 
strength of his own hand will see his wealth disappe&lr in thr blink of an eye 
into his neighbors· hands or stomachs. The realization of the desirt- of accu­
mulation would reduce itself thus at once to a purr phenomenon of sl"lf­
t•xploit~11ion of the individual by himself, and the exploitation of Lhr rich 
man hy the community. The Savages (Irr wise rnough not to ~1bandon thcm­
selv<:s to this folly; primitive society functions in such a way tha1 inequality, 
exploitation, division are impossible there. 

At its actual lrvel of existi:nce - the local group - primitive sociC'ty pre­
sents two essential sociological properties that touch upon its Vt'JY being, thr 
social heing th;i,t drterminrs the reason for being ilnd the principle of the 
intt'lligibility of war. The primitive community is at once a totality <lnd a 
unny. A totality in that it is a compktc autonomous, whole cnsl'mble. n·;isr­
kssly attentive to preserving its autonomy. a socit"ry in thr full sensr of the 
word. A unity in that its homogrneous being continues to refuse soda! divi­
sion. to exclude inC'quality, lo forbid alienation. Primitive society is a singlr 
tot<rlity in that the principle of its unity is not exterior to it: it does not allow 
any configuration of One to dl'tach itself from the social hody in orckr to rep­
resent it, in order to embody it as unity. This is why the criterion of non-divi­
sion ts [ttndamentally political: if the savage chit!' is powerles'>. it is because· 
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society does not accept power sq>arated from irs bein~. division established 
between those who command and those who obey. And this is also why, m 
primitive socidy, it is the chief who is <:ommissioned to speak in the name of 
sodety: in his discoursr, thr chief never expresses th!' flights of his ind_ividual 
drsire or thC' statement of his private law. but only the sociological drs1re that 
snciety remain undivided. and the text of l.aw thar no on<: has established, for 
1t has nothing to do with human decision. The legislators are also the 
founckrs of society - !tit~ mythicil ;1r.cestors. thr cultural heroes. the ~ods. 1t 
is of this I.aw th<;l the chief is spokcsprn;on: !he substance of his disrnurse 
alw<1ys refers to the ancrstral Law that no one can transgress. for it is the 
very bting of society: to violatl· the Law would be to 111ter the social hody, to 
imroduce into it tilt' innovation and change thrn it absolutely rej{'ClS. 

Primitive socirty is a community that assures i:ontrol of its territory in 
the name of the I.aw guaranteeing its non-division. The territorial dimension 
already inclu(kS the political in that it excludes the Other. It is precisrly the 
Other ~s mirror - the neighboring groups - who reflect bC1ck onto the com­
munity the image of its unity and totality. Faced with neighboring commu­
niries or bands. a panirular community or b11nd posits itself and thinks of 
itsl'lf as absolute difference. as irreducible frc:edom. as a body possessing the 
will ro mainl<lin its being as a single totality. I !ew then is how primitive 
society concretvly «ippe<irs: a multiplicity of separate communities, each 
watching over the integrity of' its territory, a series of neo-mon;ids each of 
which. in the face of others, asserts its diff erenet'. Each commu11ity. in that it 
is undivided, can think of itself as a We. This We in cum thinks of itsc·lf as a 
totality in the equal relationship that it maintains with the equivaltrH We's 
that constitute other villages, tribes, hands, etc. The primitive community CC!n 
posit itself as a totality because it institutes itself as a unity: it is a whole, 
because it is an undivided We. 

At this level of analysis, the gvneral structure- of primitive organization 
can be thought of as purely stiltk, as totally inert, as void of movement. 
The global syst(·m seems to hr able to function only in view of its own 
repetition, by making ;ill emergence of opposition or rnntlkt imµossible. 
Now, ethnog-raphic reality shows the opposite-: far from being inert, the 
system is in perpetual move,nent; it is not srnric but dynamic, and the 
primitive monad, far from remaining closed upon itself, actu:illy opens 
itself to others in the extreme intensity of tht· violence of war_ How then 
do we think of both the system and w<tr? Is war a simple diversion that 
would translate the occasional failure of the system, or would thl" system 
he unC1ble to function without war? Wouldn'r war simµly he a prrrcquisite 
for Lhe primitivt' ~;ocial bring? Wouldn't war be, not the threat of death, 
hut the condition of primitive society's life? 
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One point is clear: the possillility of w<1r is inscribed in the being of 
. . · society Indeed, the will of each community to assert its dtffrrrnce 

nrnn1t1ve · . . · f' h h 
t" er nough so that the least incident quickly trnns orms t e soug t-
is stront> e . . · h • d 

d'ff ce into a real dispute. The violation of temtoiy, t e assume after 1 eren ' . . . . 
r r ssion of the neighbors' shaman: this IS all that 1s required for war to 

aggre . . ·1· f . I I 
lm·;ik out. A fragilr equilibrium, as a result: the poss11>1 it_y o vto enc~ a~H 

, 1 conflict is ;m immediate g'1vrn. But could one 1magme this poss1bl1Hy 
arrnc< f l · h J-1 l t never \wing rt~ilized and instead of war o 1-;1n against ear , as o i. H~s 

l ht t1avmg on the t'Ontrary excl1iH1ge or each with each. as Lev1-t 10ug . · · 
Strauss· viewpoint Implies? 

Take for instance the hypothesis of generalized friendship. We quickly 
discover that this is impossible for several reasons. First of all, be<:;tuse of 
spatial dispersion. Primit~ve communities maintain a certain distance 
between each other, both literally and f1gurat1vcly: between each band or 
village there arr their respective territories, allowing each grouµ to keep its 
distance. Friendship does not adaµt wel! to distance. It is m;iintained easily 
with nC'arby neighbors who can be invited to parties, from whom one can 
aecepi invitations, whom one can visit. With distant groups, these typc·5 of 
relation~ cC1nnot be established. A primitive community is loathe to m1vd 
very far or slay away for long; from its own, familiar territory: as soon as 
they are no longer "at home." the Savages experience, rightly or wrongly but 
most often rightly, Cl strong frelin~ of distrust and fear. Amiablr relations of 
C'xchange only develop betwC'<'n groups close co one another; distant groups 
are excluded: !hey are, at best, Foreigners. 

But the hypothesis of friendship of all wi1h all contradicts earh commu­
nity's profound. (•ssential desire to mainiain and deploy iis being as sing;lr· 
rot;ility. that i~. its irreducible difference in relation to all other groups, 
including neighbors, friends and allies. The logic of primitive society, whkh 
is a logic of difference, wou!d contradict the logic of generalized exchange, 
which is a !ogic of identity, because ic is a logic of id,.ntif1cation. Now, it is 
this, above· all, that primitive society refuses: identifying with others. losing 
th<1t which constituies it as such, losing its very being and its differ<: nee. los­
ing the ability to think of itself as an autonomous We. In the identifo:C1tion 
of all with all. which generalized C'xchange and friendship of all with all 
would t'ntail, each community would lose its individualiry. The exch<?nge of 
all with all would he the destruction of primitive society: idenlift(~!ion is a 
movrment toward dC'ath, the µriniltive social being is an atTtrmation or lifr. 
Tlw logic of identicalness would give way lo a son of equalizing (iiscourse. 
the morro of friendship of all with itll being: We are all the same! The unift­
catton of the multiplicity of partial We's into a nH.'ta-We, the· elimination or 
the difference unique to e-ach ;iutonomous community would abolish the dis-
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!in<:tion between the We and thr Other. and primitivr society itself would 
disappear. This is not a matter of primitive psychology but of sociological 
logic: there is, inherent in primitive society, a centrifugal logic of crumbling, 
of dispersion, of schism such !hilt ellch community, 10 consider itself as such 
(as a sing!~ totality). needs thr opposite f1gL1rt' of the foreigner or enemy. 
such that the µossihility of violence is inscribed a he lid of time in the primi­
tive socinl bring; war i~ a structurt' of primitive society llnd not the acciden­
tal failure of an unsuccessful t'xchange. This stnKtural status of violence is 
illustrated by the univers;11ity of war in the Savage world. 

Structurally, generali1.ed friendship and exchange of all with all are 
impossible. Consrquently, should we SllY that Hobbes wlls right, and from the 
impossibility of frirndship of llll with all conclude the relllity of war of each 
llg<1ins1 each? Take for exnmple, now. the hypothrsis of gl'neralized hostility. 
Each community is in a ccnfronti1tional situation with llli the others. !hr war 
machine is functioning at full speed. globlll society is composed only of tnt:­

mics <1spiring to reciprocal destruction. Now all wllrs, as we know. leave a 
vic·tur llnd a vanquished. Whllt. in tJ1is Clise, would ht• thr principal result of 
war of ;111 against all? It would in.~titute precisely the political r<>lationship 
thll! primitive society works constantly to prevent; the wllr of all against all 
would lead to the rsrnblishment of domination ;rnd power that the vktor 
could forcibly exercise over thr vanquished. /\ new social configurlltion 
would then apprar, introducing ii rellltionship of commllnd obedience and 
the political division of society into Masters llnd Subjects. In other words, it 
would be the death of primilivt· soci(·ty insofor as it is and considers itsl'lf lln 
undivided body. As a result, generalized war- would produce exllctly the same 
rffect as generalilrd friendship: the negation of th(' primitive social being. ln 
the <:ase of friendship of all with all. the community would Jose its 
autonomo11s totality through till' dissolution of its difference. In the case of 
war of llll against all, it would lose its homogeneous unity through the irrup­
tion of social division: primitiw society is a single totality. It cllnnot consent 
to univrrsal peace whkh ttlicnates its freedom; it rnnnot ttbttndon itsrlf to 
genernl war which aholishrs its rquttlity. It is not possible, among the 
S;wages. to he either fri('nd of ;111 or t·nt>my of ill!. 

And yet, wttr is part of the essencr of primitive socil'ty; like exch<mge, it 
is n s!Tucturr of it. Is this to say thttt tht· primitivr sodttl being would br a 
sort of compound of two hrt('rogrnrous rlemrnts - a little exchange, a !itrle 
war - and that the primirive ideal consists of maintaining the equilibrium 
between these two componrnts in the quest for a sort of happy medium 
betwn-11 contmry. if not contradictory, rlements? This would br to persist in 
thl' Levi Strttussian icktl that war ;md exchange me developed on the Sllmr 
leVC'I ttnd that one is always the limit and the failurr ol' the other. from this 
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rspective. gener<11iied exd1ange t·liminatrs war. hur ;it thl" same time tlimi 
pc. · G I 1· l . h I 

e,. iirimitive society. cnera war e inrn1ates t>·xc iange. wit t ir sttmr 
nttt ·' 

It The 1>rirnit 1ve social hl'in g. thus. s1 mu ltaneously nt>eds exchange and rrsu - · . . 
war. in order to hl' ;1blc to combine at once the i1Utonom1st point of hnnor 
nnd thr refus;il of division. It is to this twofold drmand that the status ttnd 
function of exd1angr ttnd wttr llr<' related, unfolding on different lev('ls. 

!"hr 1mpossihil ity of wttr of i\ll agttinst all for a given community immc­
clititdy classif1rs the people surrounding it: Othrrs ar(' immediately cl;1ssif1ed 
into friends and enemies. With the former. one will atcempl to form 
allianc-es. with the othl'rs, one accepts - or one seeks - the risk of war. We 
would be mistaken to gathrr from this description only the banality of an 
ttl.lsolutely genrral situation in primitive society. For it is necessary now to 
pos(' the qm·st ion of all i;1m·e-: why does a primitive society need u \lit.:s? Tiil' 
•inswer is obvious: IH'C<IUSC' it hllS ('nemics. lt has to ht' assurC'd or its 
stren~th. l'er1lli11 of rl'pt·ttted victo1y over its ttdver~;ttrks. in order to do with­
out rhc militt11y ~;upport, in<iet:·d. even the nC'utrnlity. of the nllies. This is 
nt>ver thr cas(' in practirl': "community 11t''Vt'r bunches into a war adventure 
without firs! µrotrctm~ itself by ml'·;ms of diplom;uic acts - parties, invita· 
rions - after whid1 supposedly lasting alliances are formrd. but which must 
const;inrly be renl·wt·d. for betrayal is always possible. and ofr('n rC'al. I lere a 
tr<1i1 appe;trs, descrihed by travelers or ethnogrttphers as the- Savages' incon­
stancy ancl taste for betrllyal. But. once llgt1in, it is not "mtttter of prin11tive 
psychology: the inn111~;tancy here signifies simply thttt the alliance is not " 
contrllcL th;n its rupturr is ncvrr perc<'ived by thr Savttgts as a srnnda!. and 
Lhttt finally, ;1 given comn1Llnity does not •~lways have tllt' same ttllit>s or the 
same enemic-s. The- rl"rn1s of Ctlli;mn· •md war cttn chttngc. and, following ror­
turtous evrnls, group B. allied with group /\ agttinst group C. would ht' pt·r­
frctly capable of turning against A to side with C. Fxperienct> in thr freld 
consrantl,v offrr<. the spectacle of such turnabout~. for which the people 
responsible always have r<'llsons. What one should keep in mind is tilt· pc-r 
mttnenct of the app<irtttus as " whole - the division of Others inw allirs and 
cnrmit·s - and not the rnnjuncturttl and v;1ri;ihk plttce occupied in this 
;1pparatus by !ht• communities implicated. 

But this mutu;il, and _justified. distrust thttt tt!lird groups frel indic11es 
clearly that ttllittntTs ttrc oftrn consented to unwillingly. !httt <1lli<in•'c· ls not" 
dt>sired goal but only a means: thr nH'ans to attttin at thr lowrst ri!•k llnd at 
the least cost a goal char is thC' war enterprise. Whirh amounts to saying !httt 
one is rrsigned to allittncr becttuse it would h(' too dangerous to engage in 
military operations alone. ttnd thttt. if onr could. one would gladly do with 
nut allies who lire nevrr ahsolutrly relinble. Thrrc is. tts a result. <tn rss(·ntial 
PHJperty of intl'rrltltional life in primitivC' society: w;ff rdttlCS first to <tJ]iance: 
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war as <tn institution determinrs alliance as a tactic. The strategy is the same 
for all communities: to p<'rscvcrt: in their autonomous being, to conserve 
themselves as what thry are. undivided We's. 

We have already observed that through the will for political indcpen­
den<"e and exdusive control of its territory manifested by each community, 
the possibility of war is immediat<:ly inscribed in the fun<:tioning of these 
societies: primitive society is a locus of a permanent state of war. We see 
now that seeking an ;1lli<ince depends on actual war: rherr is a sociological 
priority of war over allianct'. Herl., the true relationship between l'Xrhange 
and war emerges. Indeed. where arc- relations of exchange established. which 
sociopolitical units assume a principle of reciprocity? Thes<' arc precisely the 
groups implicatt"d in the networks of alliance: exchange partners are allies, 
the sphere of exchange is that of alliance. This does nor mean, of course, 
that were it nor for alliance. there would no longer he exch;-ingt•: exchange 
would simply fmd itself cirrumscribed within the space of the autonomous 
community at the heart of which it never ceases to oµeratc; it would be 
strictly intra-communal. 

Thus, one exchanges with ;lilies: there is eHhange. because there is 
alliance. It is not only a question of the exchange of good behavior - a cycle 
of parties ro which people take turns inviting e<tch other - bur the exchange 
of gifts (with out vnita hie economic significance. Jct us repeat). and t·special­
ly the exchangt> of women. As Levi-Strauss writes, " ... the exchange of brides 
is merely the condusion of an uninterrupted process of reciprocal gifts ... " (p. 
79). In short, the reality of alliance establishes the possibility for complete 
exchange, which affects not only goods and sc:rvicl's but matrimonial rela­
tions. Wh;it is the exchange of womrn7 At the level of human sociC"ly as 
such, it assures this society"s humnnity, that is, its non-animality; it signifies 
that hum:rn society docs not belol'lg to the order of natun· hut to that of cul­
ttire: human society unfolds in the univnsr of tht> rule- and not in rhat of 
need. in the world of the institution and not in that of instinct. The exogam­
ic exchange of women founds sodety as such in the prohibition of incest. 
But it is precisely a matter of exchange insofar as it institutes human society 
as non-animal snciety, and not exchange as instituted in thC' framework of a 
network of alliancrs between d[ffnent communities, whirh unfolds on 
another level. Jn the framl·work of alliance, the exrhange of women assumes 
a clear political significance: tht: establishmt>nt of matrimonial relations 
betwC"c-n different groups is a way of concluding and reinforcing political 
alliance in order to confront inevitable l'ncmirs undrr the best conditions. 
From allies who are also relatives, one may hope for more consuincy in war­
like solidarity, though the links of kinship arl· in no way a definitive gudran­
tt:t' of fidelity to the allianct'·. According to U-vi-Strauss. the c:xch:inge of 
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··n is the conclusion of an "uninterrupted process of n:ciµrocal gifts." In womL . 
reality. when two groups enter into relations. they do not at all seek to 

·11·inge women: what they want is a riolitico-military alliance. and tht· best 
('Xl < , • • • I . 

,,.1115 of rearhing this is to exchange women. This is why if the held of 
ll\L< . • d 
ll ·itnrnonial exchange is in eed more restricted than the field of political 
I ' , 
al liancr. it cannot i_n any. case surpass it: alliance at once permits exchange 
and intt"rrupts it, it is rts limit, exchange never goes beyond alliance. 

Levi-Strauss confuses the end with the means. A confusion c<1used by his 
very cont't.:ption ~f exchangt. which situatt's on the same level exdwnge as a 
founding art ot human society (prohibition of incC'st. exogamy) an<i 
exchange as a consequence and means of political allianC<' (the best a Ilks. or 
the least bad. are relatives). In the end. the point of vkw that supports the 
1.evi-Str<1ussian theory of exchange is that primitive society wants exchange. 
that it is a society-for-exchange, that the more exchange there is, the better 
it works. Now. we have seen as much on ar1 economical level [the autmkic 
ideal) as on a political levC'I (will for independence). that primitive society 
constantly develops a strat<.>gy destined to reduce the need for exchange as 
murh as possible: this is not at all a sodely for rxchangr. but rathrr a soci­
C'tY agajnst rxchange. And this apr1ears with ttw greatL·st clinity pn·cisely at 
the juncrnre hl'tween the exchange of women and violenre . We know that 
onr,of the goals of war ass('rted most insistently by ;ill primitive socit·ties is 
thl' capture of women: one: attacks enemies in order to sei?.e their women. It 
matters littlt' whether the reason invoked is a real cause or a sirnpk prt.:text 
for hostility. Here. war clearly manifests primitive society's profound rcpug­
nanct.: toward rrentering the exchangist game: in tht· exchange of won1rn. a 
group gains womt.:n but loses just as many. while in the war for women, the 
victorious group wins women without losing any. The risk is considcr<1ble 
(injury. death). hut so are thl· benefits: they are total. the women <ire free. 
lntl.'rest would thus always Command the preference of war to exchange: but 
this would be a situCltion of war of all ;1gainst all, 1he impossibility of which 
we have seen. War, thus, involves alli<tnce; alliance founds exchange. There 
is t'Xch;rnge of womC'n because one cannot do other.vise: since one has ene­
mies, one must procure allies and attempt to transform them in to brothers­
in-law. Inversely, when for one reason or anothn (imtialancc of ttw sex r<ltio 
m favor of men. extension of polygyny, etc) tin· group dl'sin·s to procure 
supplemrnrary wives. it will allempt to obtili n them through violence. 
through war and not through exchange in which they would win nothing. 

Lrt us sum up. The exchangist discoursr on primitive society. in reducing 
this society wholly to exchangC', is mistaken on two distinct but logical ly 
connected points. It is first of all unaware - or refuses to acknowledge -
that primitive societies. far from always seeking to C'xtend their field of 
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exchange, tend on the contrary to reduce its significance constantly. This 
discourse consequently underestimatc·s the real importance of violence, for 
the priority and exclusivity accorded to exchange leads in fact to abolishing 
war. To be mistaken about war, as we were saying, is to be mistaken about 
society. Believing that the primitive social being is a being-for-exchange. 
L&vi-Strauss is led to say that primitive society is society-against-war: war is 
failed exchange. Though his discourse is very coherent, it is false. The con­
tradiction is not internal to this discourse, it is the discourse that is contrary 
to the ethnographically readahle sociological reality of µrimitive society. War 
implies alliance, alliance entails exchange (understood not as the differ<'nce 
between man and animal. as the passage from nature to culture, but, of 
course. as the unfolding of the sociality of primitive society, as the free play 
of its political being). !t is through war that one can understand exchange, 
and not the reverse. War is not the accidental fa ilurt' of exchange, exchange 
is a tactical effect of war. It is not, as Levi-Str;iuss IJelieves, the foct of 
exchange that determines the non-existence of war, it is the fact of war that 
dcttrmines the existence of exchange. The constant prolJlem of thr primitive 
community is not: whom will we trade with? but: how can we maintain our 
indeµendence? The Savages point of view on exchange is simple: it is a nec­
essary evil; since we net'd allies, they might as well be brothers-in-law. 

Hobbes believed, wrongly, that the primitive world is nor a social world, 
because war there prevents exchangc, understood not only as «:xchange of 
goods and services, but especially as exchange· of women, in accordance 
with the exog<tmic rule in the prohilJit ion of incest. Doesn't he say tbt the 
American Savages live in "'that brutish manner" and that the absence of 
social organization is revC"aled in their submission to "natural lust" (there is 
no universe of the rule among them)? nm llobbes· t"rror does not m;lke l.evi­
Strauss' truth. for the latter, primicive society is a world of exchange: bul at 
the- price of a confusion betw<'cn the founding exchange of human society in 
general and exchange as a modr of relation between different groups. And 
so he is forced to eliminate war, in thar it is thr negation of t·xchange: if 
there is war. there is no exchange, and if there is no mon" exch;ingr, there is 
no more society. Cerl;1inly. exchange is inherent in the human social: human 
society exists because the exchange of women exists. liccnuse incest is pro­
hibited. nut this exchange has nothing to do with the properly sociopolitical 
activity that is war, and this in no way puts into question exchange as 
respect for the prohibition of incest. War puls into question exchange as an 
ensemble of sociopolitical relations betwren different communitie<>. hut it 
puts it into question prrcisely in order to found and «:stablish it through the 
mediation of alliance. Confusing these two levels of exrhange, Levi-Strauss 
inscribes war on this same level, wherr it doesn't bl'iong, and from which it 

l 6 2 

!Hf ARCHfOlHY OF VIOLENCE 

. thus disa11pear. Fur this author, the implemenmtion of tht> principle of 
mu~ · h I · h 

0(•·1ty is transl<1ted in the search for alliance; t e atter permits t e recipr · . . . 
·h ge of women and the exchange ends in the negation of war. This 

rxt an · . . 
drscript ion of the primitive social fa~t would lJe absolutely sat1sfy1ng, pro-
viding war did not l'Xist: we know of its existence b_ut also of its un1vcrs<ihtY. 
J'he ethnographic reality thus holds the opposite discourse: .the state of war 
between groups makes the search for alliance necessary, which provokes the 
t"xchange of women. The successful analysis of kinship systems or of mytho­
logica I systems thus coexists with a failed discourse on socfety. 

i\n examination of rthnograr>hic facts reveals the properly political 
dilllension of warlike activity. It is related neither to a zoological specificity 
of humanity, nor to the vital competition of communities, nor, finally, to a 
const;1nt mov<·rnem of t·xchange toward the suppression of violence. Woir is 
linkt·d to primitive soc:iety as such (and so it is universal there'); it is its mode 
or operation. It is the ve1y nature of this society that determines thr exis­
tence <ind meaning of war, which. as wl· have seen, ht'c:ause of the extreme 
spC'rificity displayed by each group, i~ present ahead of time as a possibility 
in the primitive social being. For all local groups, all Others are Foreigners: 
the figure of the Foreigner confirms. for every given group. the convinion of 
its identity as an autonomous We. Th31 is, the stall· of war is permanent, 
since with foreigners there can only lie hostile rdations, whether ;ictu<illy 
impkmcntcd in a real war or nor. It is not the limitl'd reality of armed con­
tlin or comb;1t that is ~ssential. but the permanence of· its possibility, tht' 
permanent state or war that maintains all communities in thvir respective 
diffrrenct. What is permanent, structural. is the state of war with foreignt'rs 
which sometimes culminates, in rather regular intervals. rather frequently 
dcpending on the- society, in actual battle, in direct confront;ition: the 
roreigncr is thus the Enemy. which engenders in turn the figure of the Ally. 
The ~;tate of war is permanent, hut the Savages do not necessarily spend their 
time waging war. 

War. as external policy of primitivt.' society. relates Lo its internal poli­
c·y. to what one migl1t call thr intransigent conservatism of this society, 
expressed in the incessant reference to the traditional system of norms. to 
tht ancestral I.aw which must always be respected. which c;innot be 
altered. What is primitive society seeking to conserve with its conser­
vatism? It is srrking to conserve its very being; it wants to persevere in its 
hc-ing. But what is this being? It is an undivided being; the social body is 
homogeneous; the community is a We. Primitive conservatism thus seeks 
10 prevent innov;1tion in society; it wants th~ n'·spect of the L;1w w assure 
1he maintenance 01· non-division; it seeks to prevenl thr appl dranC(' of 
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division in socif.'ly. This is primi1ive society·s internal policy, as much on 
thC' economic levt>l (the impossibility of accumulating wealth) as on the 
level of power relations (the chit'f is thC're not to command): to conserve' 
itself as an undivided We. as a single totality. 

But we see clearly that thC' will to perseven.· in its undividC'd being equal­
ly animates all WC''s. all communities: C'ach position of thC' Self implies oppo­
sition and hostility to others; the stale of war will last as long as C'ach primi­
tive community can assert its autonomy in relation to the others. If one 
proves itself incapable of this. it will be destroyed by the others. The capacity 
to implement structurnl relations of hostility (dis~;uasiun) ;ind the capaclty to 
resist effrctivcly the mrerprises of others (to frnd off an attack), in short, the 
warlike capacity of each community, is the condition of its autonomy. In 
other words: the pem1anent state of war and actual war periodically appear 
as the principal mC'ans used by primitive society to prevent social change. 
ThC' permanence of primitive socie-ty has to do with the permanence of the 
state of war; the ;:ippli<.:alion of internal policy (to maintain the undivided 
and autonomous We intact) has to do with the implement:ition of extC'rnal 
policy (to form alliance's in order to wage war): war is rit the very heart of 
the primitive social being. war constitutes the very motor of social life. In 
order to think of themselves as a We. the community must be both undivided 
(one) and in<kpendent (totality): intt'mal non-division and external opposi­
tion are comhinrd; e:ieh is a condition for the other. Should war ce~1se, the 
heart of primitive society will cease to beat. War is its foundation. the· very 
life of its being, it is its goal: primitive society is socicryfor lt'ar. it is. by def­
inition, warlik(' ... 10 

The dispersion of local groups, which is primitive society's most immedi­
ately perceptible trait, is thus not the cause of war, but its effect. its specific 
goal. What iS tht' function of primitivt' war? To assure the pC'rmanC'nce of the 
dispersion. LI](' parceling:, the· atorniz.ation of the groups. Primitive war is the 
work of a ce11tr[fugal logic, a logic of separation. which is expressed from 
time to time in armed conflict.ti War serves to maintain C'ach community's 
politic;il indtpendence. As long as there is war, there is autonomy: this is 

10 Here let m recall nol 1he discourse of Wcstencrs on primitive m;w as warrior, 
but that, pt'rhaps less exp~etcd but whLch St<~ms from the same logic, of the Incas. 
The Incas said of the tribes tl1zit stirred at the steps of tht: Empire tlrnt these were 
savages in n constant srat~ of 1uar: which legitimated all <Htenqm to integrate thern 
by means or conquest into the pa.r ino1i'ra. 

11 This logic com:ems not only intercommunal relations. but also tile operarion 
of the rommunity itself. In South Americ;i, when the demographic size of a group 
i;oes beyond tht' rhrrshold c:onsiden:·d oprim11m by its society. some of the peoplr 
will l'St<lblish •mother vill;ige further away. 
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why war cannot cease. why it must n.ot. cease, why it is permanent. War is 
the privi!C'gC'd mode of existrnce of pnm1t1ve sO(tcty, mnde up of equal, frC'e 
and independent sociopoliticnl units: if enemies did not exist. th('y would 
hJVe to lie invented. 

Thus. the logic of primitivr socirty is a centrifugal logic. a logic of the 
rnultiplt'. Th<' Savages want the multiplication of the multiple. Now what is 
tht" major t'ffect of thC' development of centrifugal force? It faces an insur­
mountable barrier, the most powerful sociological obstacle to the opposite 
force. centripetal force. thC' logic of unification. the logic of One: the mor<' 
dispersion Hwre is. the less unification there is. We see hent'l'forth that the 
same rigorous logic determim·s both the internal poliry and t·xternal policy 
of primitive society. On tllC' one hand, the community w:ints to persevere: in 
its undivided bein~ and prevent a unifying authority - the figure' of the 
commandin~ chit'f - from separating itself from the social body and intro­
ducing social division between tvfaster nnd Subjects. The community. 011 the 
other hand, wants to persC'vere in its autonomous being, that is, remain 
undC'r tlw sign of its own Law: it thus refuse's all logic that would kad it to 
submit to an (•xtl'rior law; it is opposl'd to the exteriority of the unifying 
l.ilw. Now. what is the legal power that C'mbraces all differences in order to 
supprt"ss them. that t'xists prC'cisely to abofish the logic of th<' multiple and 
to substitute it with the opposite logic of unification? What is the other 
nanll' or this One that primitivt• society by definition rdUSl'S? [I is the State. 

Let us go back. What is the- State? It is the total sign of division in soci­
ety, 1 n that it is a separate organ of political power: society is ht·ncef onh 
divided into those who ext'rcise power and those who submit co it. SociC'ty is 
no longer ;in undividC'd We, a single- totality, but a fragmentt>d !Jody. a het­
\·rogrneous social bC'ing. Social division and the emergence of the State are 
tlw death of primitive so~·iety. So that the community might assert its differ­
ence, ir has to be undivided; its will lo bC' a totality exclusive' or 01hers rcsls 
on the rC'fusal of social division: in order to think of themselves as We t>Xclu­
~ive of Others. the We must be a homogenC'ous social body. External segmen­
t<ition. internal non-division are two faces of a single re11lity. two aspects of 
rlw saml' socio!ogic<1l functioning and of the saml' social logic. So that tht' 
community might be able to confront the enemy world, it must be united. 
homogenC'ous. division-less. Reciprocally, in order to exist in non-division. it 
nl'eds the f1gurt' of lhC' Enemy in which it can read thr unif1C'd image of its 
social being. Sociopolitical autonomy ancl sociologkal non-division art' con­
ditions for each otller. and the centrifugal logic of the crumbling is a refusal 
of the unifying logic of the One. !his concretely signiftC'S that primitive com­
rnunities can never •Htain grc;1t socioclrmographic dimrnsions, !'or the fund;1-
llll·ntal tendency of pri mit i vr soC'iety is toward dispersion and not toward 
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concentr<ttion, toward atomization and not toward <1ssembly. If. in a primi­
tive society. onl' observes the action of centripet<tl forn·. the tendency toward 
reorganization visible in the constitution of social macro-units. it is because 
this society is losing the primitive logic of the centrifuge, it is because this 
society is losing its propertirs of totality and un iry, it is because this society 
is in the midst of no longer being primitive. •2 

Refusal of unification, refus<il or the separate One, society against the 
State. Each primitive community wants to re111;1in under the sign of its own 
Law {auto-nomy, political independence) which excludes soda! change 
(society will rt'111ain what it is: an unclivickcl ht.>ing). The refusal of the State 
is the rt'fusal of exo-nomy, of exterior Law. it is quite simply the refusal of 
submission. inscribed as such in rhe vt.>ry structun· of primitiV(' society. 
Only fools can lwlieve that in order to refuse· alienation, one n1ust have 
first experienced it: the refl;sal of alienation (economical or political) 
belongs to the very being of this society. it expresses its conservatism. its 
deliberate will TO remain an undivided We. Delilierate, indeed. and not only 
the rffect of the functioning of a social machine: the Savages know well 
that any :ilreration of their social life (any social innovation) could only 
translatt· into the loss of freedom. 

What is primitive society? It is a multiplicity of uncliviclecl communities 
which all obey tht same centrifugal logic. What institution <tt once 
expresses and guarantees the permanrnce of this logic? it is war, as the 
truth of relations between communities, as tht' principal sociological means 
of prom ori ng the cm 1 ri fugal force of cl ispl'rsio n against r he centripetal 
farer of unification. The war machine is the motor of the social machine; 
the primitive social being relies entirely on war, primitive society c<1nnot 
survive without war. The more w<tr there is. the !C'ss unification there is, 
and the best enemy of the State- is war. Primitive society is society ;1gainst 
the Srn(e in that it is society-for-war. 

Here we are once again brought hack ro rhe thought of If ob bes. With a 
lucidity that has since disappeared, the English thinkn was able to detect the 
profound link, the close relationship between war and the Siarc. He was ahle 
to see th<it wm and thr State art• rnntradictory tC'r1ns. that th(·y ccinnot exist 
togc·ther, that each implie~ the m·g-ation of the other; war prevents the St<1te, 
the State prevents war. Tht" enormous error, almost fatal amongst a man of 
this time. is to have believed that the society which persisrs in war of each 
ag;iinst each is not truly a socicty: that the S;Nage world is not a social 

12 Surli is the absolutely l'XV111pl::uy case of Lhl' Tupi-Gu;ir;111i of Soutll Americi, 
whose society, from tl1e mrn11L"r11 or the discovery or the New World, was wrought by 
l't·11tripctal f~rces, by a logic of u111f 1cat1on. 
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rid: 1hat. as a n·sult, the institution of society involves the end of war, the 
w~iearance of tht" State. an anti-war machin{' par excellence. Incapable of 
~/1 /nking of the primitive world as a non-natural world, Hobbes nevertheless 

·is rhe first to set· that one cannot U1ink of war without the Stale, that one w .. 
muse think of thtm in a relation of exclusion. For him, the social link insti-
tutes itself between men clue to "a common Power to keep them all in awe:" 
1ht· State is against war. What does primitive society as a sociological space 
of permanent war tell us in counterpoint? lt repeats Hobbes' discourse by 
rt·versing it; 1t proclaims that the machine of dispersion functions against the 
mac hint> of unification; it tells us I hat war is against tht· State.13 

11 At the end of this attempt at a11 archeology of violence. various etlrnologi­
ol problems arise. this one in particular: What will be the destiny of primitive 
ocieries that let the war machine run rampant? t3y permitting the autonomy of 

thr group of warriors in relation to rile community. woulcl not the dynamic of war 
l·nny within it the risk of social divisioz1r How do primitive societies react when 
rlrh ocrnrs? Essential quest1011s. for bebind them lurks the transcendental ques-
111111 · under wh;i~ rnnditions can social division appear in an undivided society'? 
We shall attl"!ll)ll 10 answer 1l1ese questions and others in a series of s111dies which 
1~ presl"Ht ll"Xt 111augurates. 
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SORROWS Of THf 

SAVAGE WARRIOR 

One cannot think of primitive society. I recently wrote,1 without at the 
same timt' thinking of war. Inherent in the primitive social being, an immt'­
diate and universal given of its mode of operation. warlike violence appears 
in the Savages' universe as the principal means of maintaining this society's 
non-division. of maintaining eacli community's autonomy as si11gfe tora/ity, 
free and independent of others: war, a major obstacle erected by Statelt:ss 
societies against the machine of unification that is the State. is pati of the 
essence of primitive society. One might as well say, consequently, that all 
primitive society is warlikr: hence, the ethnographically establishc-cl univer­
sality of war in the infinite varitty of known primitive societies. If war is a 
societal attribute. then warlike activity functions as a determining factor of 
the male being-in-the-world: in primitivl· society. man is. by definition. a 
warrior. An equation that. as we shall see, when brought to light, illuminates 
the frequently and often fooli~;hly debated question of social relations 
belween men and womrn in primitivt• society. 

1 Cf .. Ar("hi:ologie <le la violer1<:e," J.ilirt. 77-1 !Clta1>ter Eleven of this book! 
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Primitivr man, as such, is a warrior; each male adult is equal to the 
warlike function, which. though it allows - even c:alls for - acknowledged 
differences in individual talents. particular qualitit>s. pt>rsonal bravery and 
know-how (in short. a hierarchy of prestige), it excludes, on the other hand, 
any unegalitarian disposition of the warriors on thr axis of politic;:1l power. 
Wartikr activity does not tolerate, any more than economic activity or 
social lifr in times of peace. the division of the warrior community - as in 
all military organizations - into soldiers-performers and chiefs-comman­
ders: discipline is not the principal force of primitive armies; obedience is 
not the first duty of the bask combatant; the ~·hief does not exercise any 
commanding power. For, contrary to an opinion that is as false a'> it is 
widespread (that the chit'f has no power. e.rcept in times of !l'ar). the warrior 
leader is at no moment of the exprdition (prrpMation. b;~ttk\ retreat) in a 
position - should such be his intention - to impose his will, to give an 
order which he knows ahead of time will not be obeyrd. ln othn words. war 
does not. any more than peace, allow the chief to act the chil"f'. To dC'scribe 
the true figure of tile savage chirf in his warrior dinwnsion (what use is a 
war chief:') requires special treatment. I.et us not<:' for now that war docs not 
open a new field in the politi<:al relations between men: the war chief and 
the warriors remain Equals; war nevrr creates, even temporarily, division in 
primitive society between those who command and those who obey; the 
will for freedom is not ranceled by the will for victory, even at tht" price of 
operational efficiency. The war machine. by itself, is incap;11lle of t'ngender­
ing inequality in primitive society. Travelers· and missionaries· ancient 
chronicles and ethnologists" recent work concur on this obsrrvation: when a 
chief seeks to impose his own desirr for war on the community, the latter 
abandons him. for it wants to exrrcise its frt>e collective will arid not submit 
to the law of a desire for power. J\t best, a chief who wan1s to act the chief 
is shunned; at worst. hr is killed. 

Such, then, is the structural relationship primitive society generally 
maintains with war. Now. a certain type of primitive sodety exists (existed) 
in the world in which the relationship to war went far beyond wl1at was said 
above. These were societies in which warlikr activity was somel10w .'Wbdivid­
ed or overdetermined: on the one hand. it assumed, as in all primitive soci­
eties, the properly sociopolitical function of maintaining communities by 
ceaselessly digging and n:digging the gap between them; on the other hand, 
it unfolded on a completl'ly different level. no longrr :1S a political means of 
a sociol ogiral strategy - letting centrifugal forces play tht:msclvcs out in 
order to w;ml off all forces of unification - but indeed as a private goal, as 
the 1Nzrrior's personal end. War at this level is no longer a .strnrrural effect of 
a primitive society's mode of operation; it is an absolutely frt•t• ;ind individ-
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al enterprise in that it pron·eds only from the warrior's decision: the war­
~ior obeys only the law of his dt·sirv or will. 

would war, then. be the sole affair of the warrior in this case? Despite 
the extrt>mely personalized aspect of warlike activity in this type of society. 
it is rather clfar that it does have an effect on the sociological level. What 
new figure does the twofold dimension that war assumes here assign to the 
social body'? It is upon this body thaC a strange space - a foreign space - is 
outlined: an unforeseeahlr organ is attached to it: tlle parricular 5ocial gro11p 
co11sriruwd by rile c11sr111/Jlc of 1rnrriors. 

And not by the ensemble of men. For not all men in these societies art 
m·ccssarily warriors; ill! do not hear the call to arms with equal intensity; 
only some reali:t.e their warlike vocation. In other words. the warrior group is 
made up of a minority of men in this type of society: those who have delib­
erately chosen to devote themselves, full time, so to speak, to warlike artivi­
[y, those Car whom war is thr vc·ry foundation of rl1rir being, the ultimate 
po int of hon or. the exclusive me an ing of their lives. The dltTerrnce he tween 
tlw general casr of primitive societies and the particular case of (hese soci­
eti('S appears immediately. Primitiw society being warlike by essence. all 
men there are warriors: potential w;irriors. because the stare of war is perma­
nent; actual warriors, when. from time ro time. arnll'd conflict erupts. And it 
is pn·cisely because all men an· always ready for war that a special group, 
more warlike than the others, cannot diffrrrntiatf itself from the heart of the 
masruline community: the rt'lation to war is t"CjUal for all. In the case of 
"warn·or societies," however, war also assumes the character of a personal 
vocation open to all males. since each is free to do what he wants. but which 
only some. in fact, realize. This signifies thJt. in the general case, all mrn go 
co war from time to time, and that. in the particular case, some men go ro 
11•ar co11sta11r/y. Or. to say it rvrn more clearly: in "warrior" societies, all men 
P:o to war from time to time, when the community as a whole is concerned 
(1md we are brought once again to tht' general case); but, in ilddition, a cer­
t;1in number among them are constantly engaged in w<irlikC' expeditions, 
c·ven if the tribe for the time being 1·1nds itself in relative peace with nrigh­
boring groups: they go to war on their own and not in response to a collec­
tive imperative. 

Which, of course. does not in any way signify that society remains indif­
ferent or inert lJeforr the activism of its warriors: war. on the contrary, is 
C'X<lltPd, the victorious warrior is <"'l'lrbri·1tccl, and his exploits are pr<1ised by 
;1!1 in great festivals. A po.sitivr relation thus t•xio:;t'; between society and the 
warrior. This is indeed why tht>se societies are distinctly warlike. Still. it will 
hr necessary to t'lucidate the very real and unexpectedly profound relation­
ship that links a community such as this to chr slightly enigmatic group of 
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its warriors. But where doe-s one find such societies? 
We should first note that the warlike societies do not represent a specific, 

irreducible. immutable essence of primitive society: they are only a particular 
case. this particularity having to do with the special place occupied by war­
like activity and warriors. In other words. all primitive societies could trans­
form themselves into warlike societies. depending on local circumstances, 
either external (for example, neighboring groups' increasrd aggressiveness, 
or. on the contrary, their weakening, inciting an incrrase of attacks on them) 
or intl'rnal (the t:'xalcation of the warlike ethos in the system of norms that 
orders collective l'Xi:-.tence). Furthermore, the path can be trJwled in the 
opposite direction: a warlike society could very wdl cease to lie one, if a 
change in the tribal ethic or in the sociopolitical environment alters the taste 
for war or limits its field of application. /\.primitive society's breaming war­
lik<', or its eventual return to the classic. previous situation, pertains to spr­
cifk, local history and l'thnography. which is sometimes possible to reconsti­
tutr. But this is ;mothvr problem. 

Becoming warlike is thus a possibility for all primitive societies. 
Assuredly, thrn. all over the world. throughout the course of the millrnnia 
that this primordi;i! mode of human social organization has lasted. there 
have bet:'n warrior societies here and there, emerging then disappearing. But 
naturally it would not br enough to refer only to the sociological possibility 
of all primitive sockties becoming warlike societies. and to thr probability of 
suc:h an evolution. The ethnologist. fortunately. h<is access to rather ancient 
documents in which warlike societies are described in grrat dt:'tail. lit:' may 
even br lucky enough to conduct firldwork among one of these societies. a 
rare occurrence and all the more precious. Tht'. American continent. as much 
in the North as in the South, offers a rather large sampling of societies 
which, beyond their differences. have a remarkable commonality: they have, 
to varying drgrres. pushed their warlike vocation quite far. institutionalized 
brotherhoods of warriors. allowed war to occupy a central plaet.' in the politi­
cal and ritual life of the social body, accorded social recognition to this orig­
inal, almost asocial form of war and to the men who w;1ge it. Explorers' 
reports, adventurers' chronicles, missionaries' accounts inl'orm us that such 
was the cast· with the Huron, the Algonkin and thr Iroquois; more recent 
narratives h<ive bern added to these old accounts. confirming them: thr nar­
ratives of lndi;m captives, official American documents kivil ;ind military), 
and the autobiographies of vanquished warriors, speak to us of the- Cheyenne 
and thr Sioux. tllr Blackfoot and the Apache_ 

Just as be Iii cost but less well-known. Sourh /\merica provides a nthropo­
logical resewch and reflection with an incomparable' field of study constitut­
ed by tht' Grand Chaco. Situated at the heart of the South American conti-

I 7 l 

11lf ARCHfOlOGY or VIOlENCf 

t>nt. this austrrr and vast tropical region covers a good part of Paraguay. 
~rgcntina and Bolivia. The climate (very contrastin~ seasons). the hydrogra-

hv (very few rivers). thr flora (abundann of thorny vegetation adaptt:'d to 
~1~ scarcity of water) combine to make the Chaco vrry homogeneous from 
~ht' point of view of nature. Out it is even more so from the point of view of 
culture; it stands out on the South American ethnographic horizon with tht' 
sharpness of a determinnl rnltural area. Of the numerous trihes that occu­
pit'd this territory, most of them. in effect, illustrate perfectly. no doubt better 
than any othrr society, what is habitually understood by warlike cullurl::: war 
is tht" ;ictivity most highly valorized by society, it is the quasi-exclusive 
occupation of a select number of mrn. The first Spanish Conquistadors, who, 
having barely reached the rdge of thf' (haco, had to confront the repeated 
assaults of the c!wqt.t('llOS Indians. quickly learned this at their own expense. 

Now it so happens that, th•=mks to the luck of history and to the Jesuits' 
tenacity, w'i.' h<1vc considrrnble documentation on thr principles of tlwsr 
trib('S. During the 18th century, until tbl'ir expulsion in 1768, the Jesuits. 
('ncouragr·d by thrir successes amongst thr C.iuarani Indians, attrmptcd to 
intvgrate the Chaco into tht"ir mis~ionary entt:'rprise. The failure, starting 
before the expulsion, was almost rota! and, as the Jesuits themselves empha­
;;ize, somewhat inevitable: against the evangelical mission rose the insur­
mountable obstacle of the Indians' rliaholical warlike passion. Unabk to 
assrss che positive rrsults of a successful spiritual conquest, the missionaries 
n·signed themselves to reflt:'cting on tht:'ir failure and explaining it by the 
particular nature of the societies that fate had assigned to thrm: hl'nce. luck­
ily for us, the mission11rit's' superb descriptions. enriched by years of daily 
contact with tht· Indians, by the knowledge of their languages, by the Jesuits' 
genuine fondness towmd these ferocious warriors. And thus. thr na1m of 
Martin Dobrizhoff er is hrnn·forth associated with the Ahipont:' tribe. that of 
Florian Paucke with the Mocovi, that of Jos~ Sanchez Labrador with the 
famous Gu<1icuru-Mbaya. as well as the work of Pedro Lozano, historian of 
the Society of Jesus. devoted especially to the Chaco societies.I 

These tribes have, for the most p;irt, disappeared. lhf' exemplary testi­
rnonies kepping alive their memory are thus doubly precious. But no matter 
how precise and det<tiled. tl1esr hooks c:a11not take tll(' place of direct obser­
vatiDn of a Ii vi n g society. This possibility was offered to me in 19&& in thr 
Paraguayan part of the Chaco. close to the PilcomC1yo rivrr which sepamtes 
!\rgenlina from Paraguay. This river·s middle rurrrnt borders thi':' territory of 
the Chulupi Indians to the south, betwr known in ethnographic literature by 
the (inaccurate) namr of Ashluslay but whose self-designation is Nivakle, a 

1 Cf bibliography. 
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term which, as one might expect, simply means .. M<"n." Estimated at 20,000 
at the beginning of the century, the Chulupi now seem to have halted the 
demographic: decline which thrr;Hened them: today there are around 10,000, 
I stayed with them for six months (May-October 1966). accompanied in my 
travels by two lndilln interpreters who, in addition to their own language, 
spoke Spanish and Guarani tlurntly .. 3 

Until the early l<JJOs, the Paraguayan Chaco was an almost exclusive­
ly Indian territory, a terra incognita which the Parllguayans had hardly 
attempted to penetrate. And so the tribes there l<'d their traditional, free, 
autonomous lives, where war, especially among the Chulupi-Nivakle, 
occupied a preponderant place. Following attempts by the Bolivian State 
to annex this region, a murderous war erupted in 1912. the Chaco war, 
which SC'! the Bolivians against the Paraguayans until l 935. and which 
saw the defeat of the Bolivian <umy. The lndii!ns, extraneous to this inter­
national conflict, were nevertheless its first victims: this fierce war 
[50,000 deaths on each side) occurred on their tt·rritory, and not<ibly on 
that of the Nivakk, forcing the Indians to flee the combat zones and irre­
mt'dialJly upheaving traditional social life. Wanting to consolidate their 
victory, the Paraguayans erected a chain of forts along the frontiers, and 
the garrisons also protected colonists and religious missions instalkd on 
this virgin tt'rritory, against potential Indian attacks. Thr tribe's age-old 
frC"edom was now over: fairly continuous cont<ict with the whites and the 
usual effects (epirlrmics, exploitation, <1lcoholism, ctr.) did not take long 
to spread destruction and death. 

The most warlike communities nevertheless reacted better than the oth­
ers: this is the case of the Chui upi·t who. relying on a powerful war ethos 
and tribal solidarity, were ablt> to maintain relative autonomy. That is to 

l All these societies (AlJipon<', Mocovi. Toba. <iuaicurn, Chu lupi, etc.I were 
equestrian tribes which had acquired horses well before the North Amerkan 
Indians. l!orses are seen among the Al.Jipone from the beginning of the 17th cen­
tury; the Chulupi br·came horsemen toward the beginning of the 19th Cl'ntury. The 
acquisition of the horse had, of course. profound ('.fleets on the life of these soci­
eties, but did nor alter their rapport with war: war was simply intensified by the 
mobility that the horses a~Sl1red the combatants, and their techniques were adapt­
ed to this new war machine that is a mount (one docs not fight in the same way 
011 foot and on horseback). 

·1 Of the abundant ethnographic macerial gathrred amongst the Chulupi-Nivaklc, 
only a ve1y small pmtion of it has been publish1~d to this day. Cf. .. De quoi rient ks 
lndie11s," in In Sociht' conrre /'rtot, Editions de Minuit. 1974 IYociety Agoi11sr t/H' 
Stare, New York. Zone Books. 1987] . This warlike tribe will tie the suhect of a sul.Jse­
quent publication 
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ay that at the time of rny stay amongst these Indians, the war had been 
~ver for them long ago. And yet, many men, then fifty or sixty years old, 
were former warriors (former combatants) who, twenty or twenty-five 

ears before (in the early '40s) still pitilessly ambushed their hereditary 
~nemks. the Toba Indians, who occupied the opposite bank of the 
PikontaYo in Argentina. I had frequent conversations with severnl of them. 
lhl' fresh mrmory of rather recent combats, thr warriors· desire to exalt 
thdr war exploits, the passionate attention of the young men who listened 
w tht'ir fathers ' stories: all of this made me want to know more about the 
"w;irrior .. sodety, about the rites and techniques or Indian warfare, about 
the rdation between society and its warriors. As much as to the chronicles 
of a Sanchez Labrador or a Oobri7.hofft'r. I am indebted to these men - for 
darifying the status of the wrirrior in their own community - for allowing 
me to glimpse the traits that make up the proud figure of the Warrior. to 
locate the nen·ssary lines of movem~nt that describe the warlike life, to 
understand (for they told me: they know) the savage warrior's destiny. 

Let us considl'r. for example, the case of three tribes of the Ch;1co. 
be'-.'ause they illustrate perfectly the singular world of warrior societies and 
because the documentation concerning chem is very rich: the Abipone. the 
Ciuaicuru, and the Chulupi. Institutionally accepted and recognized by soci­
ety as a detennined place in the sociological field, or as a particular organ of 
the social body. the warrior groups are called, respectively: Hochero, 
Niadagaguadi. Kaanokl&. Thes(' tnms denote not only these men's principal 
avL1Yily (war), but also their appunenancr to an order whose superiority is 
socially admitted (a ·•nobility," say the chroniclers), to a sort of chivalry 
whose prestige reflects on the entire society: the tribe is proud of its warriors. 
To earn the name or warrior is to win a tirle of nobility. 

This superiority of the warrior group rests exclusively on the prestige 
that war exploits procure: society functions here as a mirror that gives the 
victorious wctrrior a rathrr nattering image of himself, not only so that he 
will deem legitimate the efforts deployed and the risks taken. hut also so 
that he will be encouragl'd to pursue and carry out his bellicose vocation, to 
pt·rsevere, in sum. in his warrior being. Festivals, ceremonies. dances, chants 
~nd drinking parties coll('ctively celebrate or commemorate his exploits. ;md 
the- Abipone Hochero or Chulupi Kaanokk experiences, in the secret depths 
of his being, the truth of this recognition, meshing the ethical world of trib­
at values and thr private warrior's individual pmnt of honor. 

This is to say that this hierarchical arrangement - not only accepted hy 
sociery but desired - which acknowledges the warrior's superior social sta-
1us, does not go beyond the sphere of prestige: it is not a hierarchy of 
r•ower whkh the warrior group possesses anc! exercises over society. No 

l 7 5 



lllf ARCl!EOLOGY Of VIOLENCE 

rrlation of deprndence forces society to obry tht• warlike minority. Warlike 
"ociety does not allow social division to rupturr the homogeneity of the 
social body any more than any other primitive society; it does not kt the 
warriors institute themselves as an organ of political power separated frorn 
society; it does not kt the Warrior incarnate the new figure of Master. Still, 
it would be necessary 10 analy:!c in depth the procedures that society imple­
ments in ordrr to maintain the distancr between warriors ~nd power. It is 
this essrntial disjunction tha1. Sanchez Labrador observes. having noted the 
propensity of the Guaicuru noblemen-warriors to boasting and bragging: 

... thrre is. in truth. little difference betwren all ofrhem (I. p. 151). 

Who arc the warriors? As one might well imagine, aggressiveness and 
bellicosity generally diminishing with age , warriors are primarily recruited 
from a select age group: that of young men over 18. The Guaicuru in par­
ticular developed a complrx ensrmble of cerl'monial activities around war. 
cekbrating a boy's reaching the age to carry arms (after 16) with a verita­
ble rite of p;1ssage. In the coursP or the ritucil. the adolt'sce111S trndcrwent 
p;iinful physical trials and had to distribute all their goods (wrapons, 
clothing, ornamrnts) to the people of the tribe. This is a specifl<:ally mili­
tary ritual, and nor an initiation ritt': the latter is celebrated earlier. for 
boys 12 to 16 yrars old. But the young men who sucrt•ssfu lly underwent 
the warrior ritual nrvnthelc-ss did not brlong to the group of the 
Niadagaguadi, the brotherhood of warriors. to which only a particular type 
or exploit g;ivr access. [lcyond the ritual diffrrences of these societies, a 
milita1y career was oprn to all young men in all the tribes of the Chaco. As 
for the ennoblemrnt rrsulting from entrancr into tht· warrior group, it 
depended exclusively on the novicr's personal valor. A totally op1:11 group, 
consequently, (whirh should prevent viewing this group as a closed caste 
in gestationl. hut a mi11oriry group at the same time, for all young mrn did 
not come to accomplish the exploit required, and among those who did 
succeed. nor all desired (as we shall see) to be soci;11ly recognized and 
named warriors: that a C'hulupi or Abipone combatant refuse the coveted 
title of Kaanokle or Hiichero sufficts to show, through the imponance of 
the rrnouncemrnt. the.' greatness of what hr hopes to preserve in exchange. 
In this one c;in read prrcisely Wllill being a warrior signifies. 

Tht· warrior has passion for wm. A singularly intense pa'ision in the 
trihrs of the Chaco, as their chroniclers explain. Of the Guaicuru, Sanchez 
Lahrador wriws: 
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They an~ totally Indifferent to rvrrythlng, but take Ciirt' of 
thrir horses, their labrets, and thrir weapons with great zeal. 
(I. p. 28H). 

Dobrizhoffer confirms this disabused observation regarding the samr 
Guaicuru: 

Their principal and unique care and knowledge are of horsrs 
and weapons (I, p. 1901 . 

Butt his ;1lso goes for the Abipone who, from this point of view, are no 
hettt'r I ha n the Guaic:uru. Dohrizhoffer, horrified by the wounds I nfli<:ted on 
children, notes that this is 

a prelude to war for which thry arr rrainrd at a very young 
age (II. p. 48). 

The consequencr of this pedagogy of violrnrc was a m<lior one for a 
missionary priest: hardly (Hepared to practice Christian vinues, the Abipone 
actively avoided the ethics of /011ing 011e a11or'1er. Christianization, writes the 
Jesuit, was destined to failure: 

... the young Abipone are an obstacle to thr progrrss of rrli­
gion. In their ardent desirr for military glory and spoils, they 
are avidly cutting the heads of the Spanish and destroyinei; 
their carts and their fields ... (II, p. 148). 

Young mrn·s taste for war is no less intense in otherwise very different 
societies. It is thus that at the other end of the American continent in 
Canada, Champlain often fails in his rfforts to mainrnin peace.' mnong the 
tribrs with whom hr would like to forge an alliance: always the same insti­
gators of war, the young men. His long-term strategy, based on establishing 
peaceful relations between the Algonkin and the Iroquois, would have suc­
l'eeded, perhaps. were it not for 

. .. nine or ten scatlcrhrainrd young n·1rn [who] undertook to 
go to war. which they did without anyone being able to stop 
them, for the little obedience thry give to their chirfs ... (p. 
2851. 
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The French .Jesuits l'xperit>nCl'd the same disappointments in these 
regions as their German and Spanish counterparts in the Chaco a centu1y 
later. Wanting to stop the war that th(''1r allies the lluron were waging on the 
Iroquois, and at the very least save th<' prisoners of war from the terrible tor­
tures that the victors would inOict, they systematically attemptt•d to buy 
bac.:k the Iroquois captives from the Huron. To such an offer of ransom, here 
is what an indignant Huron chief answrred : 

I am a man of war and not a merchant, I have come to fight 
and not to bargain; my glory is not in !;ringing back pre­
sents, but in bringing l>ack prisoners, and leaving, I can 
rouch neither your hatchets nor your cauldrons; if you want 
our prisoners so much, take them, l still have enough courage 
to ftnd others; if the enemy takes my life, it will be said in 
the country that since Ontonio' took our prisoners. we threw 
ourselves into death to get others 1111. year 1644, p. 48). 

As for the ('hulupi Indians. their veterans told me how, between 1928 and 
193 5. in preparation for a particularly decisive and dangerous raid against the 
Bolivian and Argentinean soldiers, then determined to extermin;.1te them, they 
had to tum away dozens of ve1y young men whose impetuosity and lack of 
discipline threatened to compromise the suc,·ess of the expedition. indeed. to 
turn it into a disaster. We do not need you, said the Kaanokle, there are 
enough of us. There wt re sometimes no more than tw<'lve. 

Warriors are thus young men. But why are young men so enamored of 
war? Where does their passion originate? What, in a word, makes the warrior 
tick? It is, as we have sern, the desire for prrstige, which society alone can 
bestow or refuse. Such is the link that unites the warrior to his society, the 
third term that connects the social body and the warrior group by establish­
ing a relationship of dependence at the outset: the warrior's self-realization 
involves social recognition; th(· warrior can only think of himself as such if 
society recognizes him as such. Canying out an individual t"xploit is but a 
necrssa1y condition for acquiring the prestige that only social ariprovnl c;in 
confer. l n other words. depending on the circumstances, society could very 
well refuse to recognize thC' valor of a warlike action judged inopponunr, 
provocative or premature: a game is played between socirty and the warrior 
in which only the tribe makes the rules. The chroniclers measure the potency 
of the dcsir{' for prestige by the passion for war. and what DobrLd10ffer 
writes of the Abipone goes for all warlike societit·s: 

' ' Indigenous !lame of tli c· Freitch governor. 
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They consider the nobility most worthy of ~on~r t.o be n~t 
triat which is inhNited throu~h blood and which 1s like. patri­
mony. but rather that which one obtains through ones own 

. ·t [ ] For them nobility resides not 111 the worth and 
!111.:fl s ... ' ) 
honor of lineage, but in valor and rectitude (II, p. 454 · 

rhe warrior acquires nothing in advance; he does not pro~1t from the sit-
. . glory is not transferable and is not arcomp<.1111ed by pnvilege. 

u;1t1nn' . ' . · l 1· · .., ·ion· the 
1 e of war is a secondary passion. derive< rom a primary p.,ss . 
'nfv d-.mental desire for prestige. War here is a means to achieve an indi­nrnn· un a ' . . . . l 

vidual gonL the w<irrior's desire for glory, the warnor h11nself 1s his ?wn goa. 
Will not to powt>r but to glory: for the warrior. war is by far the quickest an.d 
most efflc:iL'nt means to satisfy his will. But how docs the wamor make son­
ety recognize him? How docs he force society to confer upon him the presu~e 
that ht· <"xpects? What proof, in othn words. does ht• advancl' to establish his 
victory? There are. first of all. the spods. Their at once rtal and sy111l.Jol1c 
importance in the tribes of the Chaco is all the more rc~arkable sm.ce gener­
ally in primitive society, war is not waged for economic ends. He1v1ng '.1oted 
that tht• Guaicuru do not wage war in order to augment their territory, 
Sanchez Labrador defint•s the main reasons for war: 

Thr principal reason that makes them bring war to a foreign 
territory is soll'ly thr interest for spoils and vengeann• for 
what they consider offenses (!, p. 310). 

To Dobrizhoffer. the J\bipone explained that 

war against the Christians procured for them more benefits 
than did peace (II, p. l 33). 

What do the spoils of war consist of? Essentially, metallic instruments, 
horses and prisoners, men, women or children. Metal's purpose is o bv'ious: to 
increase the technica I efficiency of weapons (arrowheads, lance tips. knives. 
nc.). Horses are much less useful. I ndced, the Abipont>, Mocovi, Toba, 
Guaicuru did not lack horses at all: on the contrary. they had thousands: 
soml' Indians had up to 400 animals cind only used a ftw (for war, travel, 
car~o). Most Abipone families had at least fifty horses. They therefore had no 
need for others' horSl'S, yet nt the same time relt they could never have 
enough: it was a sort of sport to capture the enemies' herds (Sp;rn1sh or 
Indian). A risky spon, naturally, sincr t>ach tribe jealously watrht.>d over its 
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m?st precious good, the imml'nse hmJ of horses. It was a precious good, cer. 
tainly. but one of pure prestige. spectacular in its w(•ak use and exchange 
value. Possessing thousands of horses was also quite a burden for each corn. 
munity because of th{· obligations it rreare·d: constant vigilance in order to 
protect them from the neighbors. tht constant searrh for pastures and abun. 
dant sourres of water. Nevertheless. thC' Indians of the Chaco risked their 
lives to steal other people's horses, knowing well that inrreasing their live­
stock at the enemies' expense would cloak them in twire the glory. 
Dohrizhoffer indiratc·s how massive these thefts wen:: 

Once, in a single assault. the young Ahipont' m('n, who arc 
more ferorious than the aduJrs, stole 4.000 horses (Ill. p. 16). 

Finally, the most prestigious spoils; prisoners, as S1inclH'Z L1lm1dor 
C'xplains: 

Their desire for prisoners and children of any othC'r nation, 
even thC' Spanish, is inexpressible and frenzied (I, p. JJO]. 

Less marked than among the Guaicuru. the desire to capture enc·mies is 
neverthelrss strong among the Ahipone or the Chulupi. When I stayed wi th 
the- Chulupi. I met two old people in one of their villages. a ma.n and a 
woman who had spvnt long years in C'apriviry nmong tht' l'oba. A frw years 
earlier, they had bt·en returned in rxchange for some Toba prisoners heid by 
the Chulupi. Comparing what S;rnrhez Labrador and Dobrizhoffer write of 
the status of captives among the Guaicun.1 and the Ahipone, there is a con­
siderable difference in the way they an: treated. According to the Sanrhez 
Labrador, the prisoners of the Guairuru were serfs or slaves. Due to their 
presenrr, adolescents were allowed to run free: 

They do what rhey want, without even helping rheir puenrs. 
This is rhe strvants' occupation fl. p. 315). 

Dohrizhoffer, on the contr;iry. notes regarding the Ahipone: 

They would nevn ronsider their prisoners of w;ir, whether 
Spanish. Indian or Negro. ;is serfs or sl;1ves (II, p. 139). 

In reality. the tasks demanded of the prisoners by their Guaicuru masters 
wtre hardly more than daily rhores: gathering firewood. fcrchin g waH·r, 
cooking. ror the resr. the "slaves" lived likt thC'ir mastrrs. panicip;iting with j' 
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them in mil jtary en tcrprises. Co111rnon sense e xpl<l ins why the victors could 
not transform tlie vanquished into slaves whose labor could be exploited: 
wllat 1asks would they perform? There are no doubt worse conditions than 
tieing a sl,we of tht' Cluaicuru. as Sanchez Labrador himself explains: 

While the masters sleep. they get drunk or do other things (I, 

p. 251). 

1 ht>· Guairuru. rnoreovl'r, tiardly took nn interest in tht> subtleties of 
suci<1I <li<>tinctions: 

Their sdf~glorif1cation makes them consider 1hr rest of the 
nations of which they have knowledge. including the 
Spanish. as sl<1ves (II. p. 52). 

Though it ~annot be resolved hn~. we should at least rc:iise this prob­
lem: that of the particular demography of these warlike societies. In the 
middle or the i8th century. the Guaicuru numbered 7,000, the Abipone. 
1,000. Shortly after the arrivCll of the Spanish in these regions. the first war 
took plilce in 1542 between the Conquistadors led by A.N. C';iheza de Vaca 
and the Guaicuru, who at that time numbered around 25,000. In linle more 
than two renturies. their population thus fell by more than two thirds. Thr 
Ahipone certainly underwent the same ckmographic drop. What are the 
causes for this? We must ot>viously take into considnation the epidemi s 
introduced by th(' Europeans. But, as the Jesuits rfmilrk. the Chaco tribes. 
in contrast to tht- others (the Guarani, for example). were hostile to contact 
- unless bellicose - with the Spanish, and therfore wrre relatively shel­
tered from the deadly mirrobial impart. If the epidemics are, Clt leac-,t 111 this 
case, beside the point, then to what can the depopulation of the tribes be 
attributed? The missionaries· observations on this point are very specific. 
Surprised by the small number of children among the Guaicuru, Sanchcl 
Labrador nott'S that altogether he has only met four couples with two chil­
dren each, the others having only one or none (II, p. 11 ). Dobrizhoffer 
makes the same observation: the Abiponc have few rhildren. Among them, 
moreover, thr number of women far exrreds that of men. The Jesuit 
r<'rords the surely exaggc·ratcd proportion of 100 men to 600 women; 
hence. the great frequency of polygyny (II. pp.102- IOJ). 

There is no doubt that the mortality of young men was vtry high and 
that the Chaco tribes paid Cl heavy prir<' for their passion for war. This is 
n.ot. however. what accounts for the low demographic: the polygynous mar­
ria~es would have had to compensate for the losses in men. It se('ms evident 
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that the drop in population was provoked not by the excess mortality of 
men, but by the lack of natality: there were not enough children. To be 
more specific: there were few births because the ti'omen did nor want to 
lwPc children. And this is why one of the goals of war was to capture the 
cl1i/drt'l1 of otl1rrs. An operation that was often successful, by the way: the 
tribes' captive children and adolescents, particularly the Spanish, generally 
refused to kave when they had the chance. Nevertheless, these societies 
(rsprcially the /\bipone, Mocovi and Guaicuru), by the very fact of the war­
like dynamic. found themselves confronted with the question of their own 
survival. For should not these two distinct and convergent de<>ires be linked: 
the desire of society to bring war and death elsewher~. the individual desire 
of women not to h;1ve children? The will to give death, on the one hand, the 
rt:fus<1l to give birth. on the other. Jn satisfying its warlike passion, the 
haughty chiv;1lry of the Cham pointed, tragically. toward the possibility of 
its own death: sharing this passion, young women agree-d to be the wivrs of 
warriors. but not the mothers of their children. 

War's mid-term socioeconomic effects in these societies rem<iin to be 
outlined. Some of these societies (l\bipone. Mocovi. Guaicurul h;id long since 
abandoned agriculture. because permanent war and pastoral needs (seeking 
new pastures for the horses) were not suited 10 sedentary life. Thus, they 
became nomads on their territory in groups of 100 to 400 people, Jiving from 
hunting, fishing and collecting (wild pl~ints, honey). If the repeated raids 
against the enemies at first aimed at conquering prestige goods (horses, pris­
oners). they also assumed a properly economic dimension: to procure not 
only equipment goods (weapons), but also consumrr goods (edible cultivated 
plants, cotton, tobacco. beer, etc.). ln other words, without exaggerating the 
extent of these functional tendencies of war, the raids also become enterpris­
es of pillaging: the Indians found it easier to procure the goods they needed 
with weapons in hand. Such a practice could in the long-run create a two­
fold rdation of economic dependence: society's extt"rnal dependence on the 
places producing the desired goods kssrntially the Spanish colonies); the 
tribe's internal dependence on the group th<it at least panially assurt•d its 
subsistence, namely the warrior group. And so. it is not too surprising to 
learn that tht· term the Gu<1icuru used to designatt· not only hunters, hut 
warriors, was Niadagaguadi, those thanks to whom we eat. 

Would not this economic ··perversion" of war in societies totally devoted 
to it, be, rather than a local ;iccident. the effert of a logic inherent to war 
itself? Does not the warrior fatRlly transform himstlf into a looter? This is 
what we are led to helieVl' by primitive societies who followed an analogous 
path. The Apache. for ex;1mple (cf. bibliography), having alrnndoned agricul­
ture. gradually allowed war to assume an economic function: they systemati-

) 8 z 

lHE AR(MfOtOGY Of nOltNlt 

. . merican settlements, under the com~1and of ~he 
oily pillaged Mexican and Ah hose tribe only tolerated milttary act10n 
' G imo among ot <·rs, w I 'd d 

famous eron. ' ' d ced The· logic of war. perhaps. hut strong y a1 e 
f enough spoils were pro u · 
I · cssion of the hOl"\t". 'l f 
bY µoss ·1 d I sis of the clements that comprised the spo1 s ~ war 

The deta1 e ana y . I t;1h\ished rl'cognition of the warrior as 
cotild suggest that thry a one es!' ou~cc of the sought-after prestige. This 
c;uth. that spoils were the essentta s c to the Hochero or the Kaanoklc 
. h se and the ilppurtcnan e . 
ir, not t e ca .' d . . d I y the number of horses or prisoners 

iot in ·iny way c-tc rmine ) ·11 d . crrotIP was i , I . b k •lie sl·alp or mi enemy .~1 e 111 
" essory ro m11g ac ' 'J 
capwml: rr 111as nee . h t this tradition is as old in South 

b We ·ire generally unaware t a ' d . 
co111 ar. ' . . . Almost all the Chaco tribes respectc It. 

. . it is in North Amern:a. · . d . 
Anu·nla as x licit! signified the young victors esirc to 
To sr<1lp the fallen en,enl1y e c.~. . rye:. I m1iressive ceremonies celebrated the 

I 'tt d into thr cul o mc1rr10.. . , . I tle ac mi e . . . g his definitive right to the tit e -
f the new member. recogn17.in . h' 

entrance o f . It is necessary, thus. to posn t is 
. ennobleme·nt - o iuarrror. f' 

for this. was ~n . the summit of the social hierarchy o 
double equation: thr warriors occupy rent to kill his enemit·s. scalps 

. . arrior is a inan who, not con . . l 
prestige, a w, . . who kills the enemy without sea p-
them. immediate consequence. a n~an l insignificant distinction. but one 

fl: him is not a lf'arrror. I\ seeming y 
111 1 . If be of extreme importance. 
that revea s itse to S . h heads of hair though not dis-

lhere is a hierarchy of scalps. panis f 
1 

~·' Thu" for the 
. t b far as esteemed as those o n ians. . 

damed. were no ' y ' ' ' ·I their elt:rnal cn<·mics. Before and 
Chulupi, nothing could equal a To~ia sc.i_ p. stubbornly resisted the Bolivian 
du ring the Chaco war, the Chulhupi wa r~tiors . and ex terminate its occupants. 

h . h nted to seize t e1r tern ory ' 
army w 1c wa . i watched for and attacked the 
i\dmirahle experts of the terra1ni· t:~t;:.~1\~~ ln~ians told me of these com­
mvaders near the rare sources o troo JS who were panic-stricken by thirst 
bats. Silent arro11~s d.enm~ted the J ·d ds of Bolivian soldiers thus per­
and the terror ot.an mv1s1ble enemt w~~ri~:s·s<iid, that the Indians gave up 
ished; so many. in any. case. the o d I ! k only officers' locks. /\II these 
on scalping. mere sol<l1ers. an<l br ou~~~et~~~ arranged in cases of leather or 
sral11s are still kept hy thm own~rs. 11 l y the sc C41s on the toml> so that 
basket: when they die, their relatives w1 )UrnK nokl.; p:ir;1disr for the soul 

. k th of easy access to a;1 ' ' · · 
the smokr will mar a pa iore noble thnn that of a Tohn warrior 
of the deceased. There is no smok~ n from the ceiling of huts or tiNI to war 
S<:lllp.6 E11emy scalp<> were now hu g . 1 t' ·ty {festivals of celehra­
lances. They were surrounded by intense ritua ac 1v1 

--- --- . , . . .. ir;idc for or to buy a scalp: 
r I have ;irtetnptecl sevenil times. always 111 v.1111, to I ,. -i 
' . 1· l'k tr '" thrlr soul TO t te uev1 . 

ihis would have been, for the Im ians, i t se II p 
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tion or of commemoration); this illustrates the depth of the personal link tha 
un 1ted the warrior to his trophy. t 

llere, then. essentially. is the t'thnographic context in which the Ii fe of 
warrior societies unfolds. and the horizon upon which the most secret web of 
relations between warrior and tribe is spun. Let us note immediately that if 
thrse relations were static. if the relations brtwren a particular warrior group 
and sociC'ty as a whole were stable. inert or sterile. the presrnt enterprise of 
ref1 ection would havr to end here. We would have. in such a hypothesis, a 
minority of young men - th{' warriors - waging a permanent war for their 
own account - the quest for pres1ige which socirty would tolerate bl'cause 
of the primary and st·condary benefits that the warriors would procure for it: 
collective security assured by the constant weakening of enemies, the cap­
turrs and spoils of war resulting from the pillage of enemy settlements. A 
similar situation could reproduce itself and rcpC'at its<'lf indefmitrly, with no 
innovation alter"rng the bc·ing of the social body and thr traditional function­
ing of society. We would have to observe. with Marcel Duchamp. that there 
is no solution becausr there is no problem. The l'ntirt question is precisely 
this: is there a problem? ! low should it be articulated? 

It is a question of knowing whC'ther µrimitive society is running a risk 
by letting a p;1rticular social group, that of the warriors. grow in its breast. 
There is some basis. then, to examining them: the existence in primitive 
society of a group of singers or dancers. for example, does not in any way 
affect the established social order. But it is a question here of warriors, 
namely, the men wlio hold a quasi-monopoly on socit'ty's military capaci­
ty. a monopoly. in a sense. on organized violence. They exercise this vio­
lence on their enemies . But could they eventually exercise it as well on 
their own society? Not physical violrnct:' (a civil war of warriors against 
society). but a taking of power l>y the warrior group which would from 
thrn on exercise it on, and if necessary. against society? Could the warrior 
group, as a specialized org;m of the social body, become a separate organ 
of political pouicr? In other words, does war harbor within it the possibility 
of what all primitive societies, in essence, arc devoted rn warding off: 
namely, the division of the social hody into Masters (the warlike minority) 
and Suhjc·cts (the rest of society)? 

We have just S('en, in the tribes of the Chaco and among the Apache, 
how thr dyn;.1mic of war could transform the searrh for prestigiotJs spoils 
into the pillage of resources. lf society allows the proportion of its provisions 
attained from thr spoils of war to grow, it would thereby establish a relation 
of growing dependrnce on its providers. th;:it is. the warriors, who would be 
in a position to guid<.' the tribe's soriopolitical life as they plvascd. Though 
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· or and temporary in the specific cases evokf:'d, the economic effects of rn111 . 
w·ir nevertheless show that society is in no way shdterrd 1 ram such an rvo-

' 13ut rather than look at loC'al and conjunctural situations, le ts the lunon · . . . 
·t· inherent in the existence of a body of warriors and the ethics belonging 

:~~
1

his body that we should interrogate. WhiC'h amounts, in fact. to posing a 

5ingle question: what IS a warrior?. 
IL is a man who puts his warlJke passion to the service of his dc·sirl' for 

prestige. This desire is realized wh~n a young coml:a1an1 is .authorized to 
claim his integration into the warnor brotherhood (in the strict sense) and 
his confrnnation as warrior (Kaanokle. Hochcro. etc.): wl1en hr hnngs hack 
an c nemy scalp. One could then suppose that such a fact would guarantee 
the new warrior an irrevocable status and a definitive prestige whkh he 
could peaeef ully savor. This is not the case. Far from he.mg finished. his 
career has. in effect. only just hrgun. The first scalp is not the crow11111g, but, 
on the contrary, the point of departure. Just as in these societic·s. a son does 
not inherit the glory acquired by his father. th<:' young warrior is not freed by 
his initial prowess: he must continuously start over, for C'ach exploit accom­
plished is both a source of prestige and a questioning of this prestige. Thc­
warrior is in essence condemned to .forging ahead. The glory won is nc·vrr 
rnough in and of itself; it must be forever proven. ;md rvr1y feat realized 
immediately calls for anothrr. 

I he warrior is thuc; a man of permanent dissa1isfaction. The personality 
of this restless figure results from a convergence of the individual desire 
for prestige and the social rt·cognition that alone confrrs il. For each 
exploit accomplished. the warrior and society utter the same judgment: the 
warrior says, Th;it's good, but I can do more, l can incn:ase my glory. 
Society says, That's good. hut you should do man" obtain our recognition 
or a superior prestige. In othrr words, as much by his own personality 
(glory before everything) as by his total dependen\e in relation to the tribr 
(who else could confer glory?) the warrior finds himself, 1•0/e11s 110/e11s. a 
prisoner of a logic that relentlessly makes him want to do a little more. 
Lacking this, society would quickly forget his past exploits and the glory 
they procured for him. The warrior only exists in war: he is devoted as 
such to action: £hr story of his valorous acts, dt'claimrd at festivals. 1s only 
;i call for further valorous acts. The more the warrior goes to war. the more 
society will confer prestige upon him . 

It follows that if society alone bestows or refuses glory. the warrior is 
dominated. alienated by society. But couldn't this relationship of subordina­
tion be reversed to thr b('1wf1t of the warrior, to the detrimt·nt of rhe tribe? 
This possibility is. in effec·t, inscribed in the samt' logic of war which alkn­
arcs the warrior in thr ascrnding spiral of lhe evl'r more glorious feat. I his 
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dynamic of war, originally rhr purely individual enterprist' of the warrior 
could gradually transform it into thr collrctive enterprise of sodety: it i' 
within the warrior's reach to alienate the tribe in war. Th€.' organ (the warrio~ 
group~ can develop the function (the warlike activity). In what way? We 
must t 1rst consider that the warriors, though devoted hy nature to the indi­
vidual fulfil101ent of their vol'ation, togethC'r constitute a group determined 
by the ide~tity_ of their interests: ceaselessly organizing new raids to increase 
their prestige. fhey wage war, moreover, not against personal enemies, but 
against enemirs of the tribe. Jt is, in other words, in their interest never to 
leavr tlw encmi<'s in peacr. always to harass thC'm. nrver to givr them any 
respite. As a result the cxistenc(' in this or Urnt society of an organized group 
of "professional" warriors tends to transform the pcrma11enr staie of 111ar (the 
general situation of the primitive society) into acnial perinanent u·ar (the 
particular situation of warrior societies). 

Such a transformation. pushed to its conclusion, would haVC' consider­
able sociological consequences since, in affecting the very structurr of soci­
ety, it would alter tl1e undivided b<>ing. The power to decide on matters of 
war and peace (an absolute-ly C'ssentii'll power) would in f'ffrct no longer 
belong to society as such, hut indt'ed to the brotherhood of warriors. which 
would placr its private interest before the co!lrctive interest of society and 
would make its particular point of view the· general point of view of the 
tribe. The warrior would involve society in a cycle of wars it wanted nothing 
to do with. The tribe's foreign policy would no longer be cktermincd by 
itsl'lf, hut by ;i minority that would push it toward an impossible situation: 
permanent war against all neighboring nations. First d group St>eking pres­
tige, the warlike community would then transform itself into a pressure 
group, in order to push socirty into accepting the intensification of war, then 
finally into a pou·er group, whilh <ilone would dt•<.'ide peace and war for all. 
Having traveled this trqjectory, inscrillC'd ahead of time in the logic of war, 
the warrior grot1p would hold power and exercise it over sociery in order to 
force it to pursue its goal: it would thus be instituted as a separat1: organ of 
politit"al pown; the entire society woulc! be radically ('hangc:d, divided into 
the dominating and the dominated. 

War carries within it. then, the danger of the divi-;ion or primitive soci­
ety's homogeneous social body. /\ re111arkahl<' paradox: on the onl' hand. war 
permits the primitive community to persewrt' in its undiviclt-d being; on the 
otht·r hand. ll reveals itself as thl' possible basis for division into M~1stcrs and 
Subjects. Primitive society as such obeys a logic of non-division; war tends 
to substiture this with a logic of division. In a primitivr society that is not 
protec-ied from dynamk conni~·t, from social innovation, or, quit\ • simply, 
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nternal contradiction, there is connict between the group's social 
rrorn ' . . ) l . . . .. (to maintain the social body as a single totality 1:1nc tt1e warnors dcs1n . . . I 
. · ·dli<ll desire (to increase glory), contradKtton between two opposite og-!lld1v1 ' . . E. h . . ,h that one must triumph through radical exclusion of the other .. It er 
J(SSllC I. ,. h h . I 

-1·0 10 1.rical logic carries it away in order to auo 1s t e warrior. or c se tht' <;Ill b . . .. 
·irli"kc logic emerges tn order to destroy society as an und1v1ded body. the We . . . . . 

·rh r is no n1iddlt' road. How do we posit the relat1onsh1p betwt'en society IT . 
I ttic warriors from now on? It ck pends on whethn society can erect 

anf · · · d h" h <kfense m{'.chanisms likrly to protect it from tht> lethal div1s1on towar w_ 1c 
tht' warrior fatally leads society. It is, for society, a problem of s~rvrval: 
it her thr tribe. or the warrior. Which of the two will be the stronger? In the 

~onm.:cc social reality of these societies, which solution finds the problem? 
To know, we must look once again to th!:' ethnology of thC'sC tribes. 

Let us first locate the limits assigned to the warrior group as an autono­
mous or~anization. In fact, this group is only instituted and socially recog­
nized as such on the level of acquired prestige: warriors are men who have 
won the right to certain privileges (title, name, hairdo and special paintings, 
rte.) not counting the erotic repercussions of their prestige among womrn. 
The very nature of their vital goal - prestige - prevents them from forming 
an ensemble that could elaborate a unified policy and strategy, a part of the 
social body that could promote and attain its own collective objectives. It is. 
in fan. the obligatory individualism of each warrior that prevents the war­
rinr group from emerging as a homogeneous collectivity. The warrior 
desirous of acquiring prestige is only able and only wants to rely on his own 
forn:s: he has no use for the potential solidarity of his companions in arms 
with whom, in this rase, he would have to share the benefits of an expedi­
tion. A band of warriors do rs not necessarily lead to a team sport mentality: 
ultimately, the savage warrior's only possible motto is every man for himself. 
Savoring prestige is a purely personal affair: so is acquiring it. 

13ut we also see that by virtue of the same logic. lhe acquired presuge 
(thl· accomplished exploit) only assures the warrior of trmporary s;itisfaction, 
ephemeral enjoyment. Each exploit welcomed and celebrated by the tribe 
ohligatcs him. in fa<:t, to aim higher, to look beyond, to start ::1gain at zero, 
in a sense. by n·newing the source of his prestige, by constantly l'Xf)anding 
the series of his rxploits. The warrior's task, in othrr words, is an injinitc 
rask. always incomplete. He nevC'r att<1ins the goal which is always out of 
reach: no rest for thr warrior, except at the end of his quest. 

Thus, his is an individual enterprise, and one that is increasin~ly 

unprofitable: the warrior's life is prrp<'lual combat. But that still does not 
say everything. In order 10 respond to this at once persona! w1cl social 
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demand of reconqurring prestige through an exploit, it is indeed 
enough for the warrior to repe;1t the same exploit, to Sl'ttle peaceful! _not 

· · 1. 
1 

· · • Y into 
repeunon uy mngmg an enemy s scalp back to the camp: neither h 
the tribe would be satisfied by this facile (so to speak) solution. Each ~i~~r 
the undertaking must be more difficult, the danger confronted more tt"r ·bl ' 
t . k · 1 n e 

t 1e r.1s run ~ore. con_s1~ t"rab~e. Wh~? Because this is the only way for th~ 
w;nnor to maintain his tn<!lv1dual difference in relaf1on to his compani 
l h . . . 

1 
. . ons, 

11ecause t ere is rompet1t1on Jelwcen the warriors for prestige. Each w 
rior's exploit, precisely bvcaus(' it is recogniz<"d a~; such, is a challeng/;~ 
the others: let them do berter. The novic(' tries to equal the veteran, thereb 
forcing the lntttr to maintain the gap of prestige by demonstrating mor~ 
bravery. 1he cumulative effrct of the individual point of honor. the tribe's 
social pressure and thr group's internal competition is to ning th~ warrior 
in to the <"scalation of temerity. 

How does this t'Stalation translate concretely in the field? For the war­
riors it is a matter of seeking out mt'lximal difficulty which would bestow 
upon their victory t'ven greater valor. Thus. for example, they will undertake 
lon~er and longe.r expeditions, penetrating further and further into enemy 
territory. renouncing the security offered by the proximity of their own terri­
to1y. _{)r elst they will confront an enemy group known for its courage or 
ferocity and whose scalps are therefore more esteenwd tlrnn others. They will 
also risk their I ives by leading raids at night. which Indians never do, 
because of the added danger of souls, spirits and phantoms. Similarly when 
an attack is organit.ed. the warriors will move ahead of the front lines to 
laun:h the first assault themselves. This is because there is more glory in 
beating the enemy on his turf. in his <.:amp or in his village, dashing through 
arrows or arqtidmrndes. Lxplortrs· testimonies. missionaries' chroniclrs, sul­
di,crs· reports all contain a great number of stories that illustrate the lmwe1y 
ot the savage warriors. sometimes d<·tmed ildmirahle. mor(' often. senseless. 
Their brawry is of course undeniable. f3ut it stems ll'ss from a warrior's indi­
vid.ual personality than from war's own logic as war for prestige. From the 
point of view of the Europeans (in North America as well as in South 
America), who were blind to this logic of glory, the Indian temerity could 
only srem senseless. abnormal. But from the indigenous point of view. it 
simply corre<;pondcd to the norm common tu warriors. 

War for prestige. the logic of glory: to what ultima1~· degree of brave1y 
could these lead tbe warrior? Whilt is the nature of the exploit that procures 
the most glory because it is unsurpassablr? It is the individual exploit, ir is 
the act of the warrior who a/011e attacks the adversaries' camp, who in this 
mqjor challenge, where the most absolute inequa lity is inscribed. equals him­
self to all the power of his t:ompanions, who claims and asserts his superiori-
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h 'ncmY group. /\/one a[Jai11st all: this is the culminat ing point of 
rJ over t e l th exploit. I lere. the experirnced warrior's skill is hardly worth 

1·1non u1 e f f d l . It' tscn '. 
1 

· cunning is of little help to him: hence orth he in s 111nise 
anyc hing

1
: 'n1<; scr·itch in this confrontation where the only thing in his favor 

· ~ ro 1 · ' 
startm rwhelming surprise of his solitary presence. . 
is the ove 

1
. ·n for exami)le tells oft rying to rnnvince a vnliant Algonktn 

(han1p .11 ' ' . . . . 
. ot to leave by himself to atta~·k tht· lroquots and he answered. 

wflrr10r n 

... rl1<1t it would be impossible rnr him to live· if he did not kill 
his ent•nlie~• and did nol avenge himself, and that his heart 
told him that he had to leave as early as possible which he 
was indeed determined to do {p. 165). 

fllis is also what the Iroquois do, as the French .ksuits staying with the 

lluron wert· surprised to f 1nd: 

... and sometimes an enemy, totally naked and with only a 
hatchet in hand. will even have the courage to enter the huts 
of a town at night, by himstlf, then. having murdered some 
of those he finds sleeping there. to take tlight for all defense 
against a hundred and two hundred people who will fo llow 
him ont'" and two entire days (111. year 1642, p. 55). 

We know that Geronimo, failing to lead tl1e Apt'lchc into tht'· constant 
war he cll'sired, did not hesitate to attack Mexican villages. accompanied by 
only two or thrrr other warriors. In his very beautiful memoirs (cf. bibliogra­
phy), the Sioux Black F.lk recalls how a Crow warrior was killed wlirn, alone 
during the night , he attempted to stea l the Sioux's horses. Bl:ick Elk also 
rC'ports that in a famous battle a~ainst the America n army, a _Cheyen nc: 
horseman charged alone. ahead of his brothers, into the rapid tire of the 
fusilladl"': he was killed. Among the Amazonian Yanomami. more than one 
warrior died in a combat that he led alone against an enemy tribe, such as. 
lhe famous Fusiwe (cf. bibliography). The C'hulupi still crlebrate the end ol 
one of their people·, a Kaanokle of great renown. Having reached the peak of 
glory. he thus had no choice: mounting his best war horse, he pent'trated the 
t<:rrito ry of the Toba. alone, for sl·veral days, attacked one oft ~nr ~a nips and 
died in combat. In the memory of th(' Chulupi remains the v1vac1ous figure 
of Kalai'in, the famous Toba war chief. Thvy told me how, at the beginning 
of the century, he would come into the sleepy Chulupi ca mps at night, alone, 
slitting the throats and scalping one or two men each visit, alway~ t'SCaph1g. 
Several Chulupi warriors resolved to capture him ;md manoged thts by trap-
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ping him. Kalali'in's exploits arl' evoked with hatred, his death, with rnlmira­
tiofl: for he perished under tortur<: without uttrring a sound. 

What good is multiplying thC' examples? It is enough to read the texts: 
swarms of anecdotes all converge to show that among the warrior. the dis­
dain for danger always accompanies the desire for glory. This conjunction 
explains moreover the bt•havior of the warriors which confused the 
Europeans: namely, that a combat<int captured by his enrmies 11crier tried to 

esmpc. Now. in numerous casl's, the future of the prisoner of war was all laid 
out: at b<:>st he surviwd the terrible tortures that his masters inflicted on him 
at worst (and this was thr more frequent destiny) he was killed. But let u~ 
listen to Champlain narrate the consc·quences of a battle which he won over 
the Iroquois in 1609. allied with the J\igonkins. capturing a dozen of them: 

Yet ours lit a firr. ~ind as it was well aglow. C'ach took an 
C'mber <1nd burnt the mistrabk wretch litcle by little to make 
him suffer more torment. They left him for some time, throw­
ing water on his back: then thry tore out his nails. and put 
fire on the tips of his fingers and his mrmber. After scorching 
the top of his tt·sticit's. thty made him eat a certain very hot 
gum: then they piercrd his arms close ro the fists, and with 
sticks pulled the nerves and tore them with force: and as they 
saw that they could not have them. they cut thrm (p. 145). 

More than thirty yt'.ars later. nothing has changed, as the Jesuits contest 
in 1642: 

one of the prisoners not showing any sign of pain at the 
height of his torments and agonies. the Iroquois. infuri<Hed to 
see his constancy. whkh they took as a bad omen. for they 
believe that the souls of warriors who disdain their rage will 
make them pay for the death of tht>ir bodies. seeing, as I say, 
this constancy. they asked why he was not scrraming: he 
rrsponded. I am doing what you would not do, if you werr 
treated with the same fury with which you t:rcat mr: the iron 
and the fire that you apply to my body would make you 
scream out loud and cry likt' children, and I do not flinch. To 
these words the tigers throw themselves on the ha lf-burrwd 
victim; they skin his testicles. and throw sand th<tt is all red 
and burning with fire onto his bloody skull; they rush him to 
the bottom of the scaffold. ;ind drag him around till: huts (ill, 
year I fi42, p. 42). 
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We know that among the Tupi-Guarani a prisoner of war could be safe 

I 
·c>uncl even free, in the village of the victors: but sooner or later hr 

·1n< s · ' inevitably executrd and eaten. lie knew this and yet did not attempt to 
1111

1
3 s Where would he find refugt'. anyway? Certainly not among his own 

I er. h 
peoplt.': indeed. for them. the captured warrior no_ Jonge.r belongs to t e 
trilJ<:, he is definitively excluded from the community which only waits to 
lt·:irn of his death in order to avrnge it immediately. Should he at.tempt to 
e~cape. the pt'ople of his village would refuse to welcome h11~: he ~s a pns-

er hi·~ destiny must thus be fulfilled. In fac1. the flight ot a pnsoner of 
011 • "' . . 
war. ;is the Jrsuits write in regard to Canadian Indians. is "an unpardon-

able crime" (Ill, year. p. 42). 
!lrre. then. on all sides. this irreducible affinity. this tragic 1iroxim1ty 

hnween the w1urior and de<1th becomes clrar. Victorious. he must immedi­
atdy leave again for war in order to assure his glory with an even greater 
fear. But in ceaselessly testing thr limits of the risk confronted and forging 
ahead for prestige he invariably meets this rnd: solitary death in the fare of 
enemies. Vanquished. 1h;11 is. captured. he ct•asrs through this itself' to exist 
socially in the eyes of his own people: an <imbiguous nomad. he will henc.r­
forth wander bt'tween life and death, evrn if the latter is not granted him 
(this is thr case of tht' tribes of the Chaco whert:' prisoners were rarely rxe­
l'Utedl. There is no alternative for the warrior: a singlr outcome for him, 
death. His is an infinite task. as l was saying: what is proven here. in short, 
is that the 11·arrior is 11c11cr u tNirrior except at thr end of his task. when. 
accomplishing his supreme exploit, he wins death along with absolutr glory. 
lht> warrior is, in his being, a being-for-death. 

·1 his is why, on this point at least. Oobrizhoffer is half -mistaken whrn 

hr writes: 

The Abipone seek glory, but never dea1h (II. p. 360). 

Warriors, Abipone or others, do not serk death in and of itself perh;1ps. 
hut it inevitably comrs at tlw end of the path they have decidt'd to travel: 
seeking glmy. they meet death. One cannot br surprised then by the vrry 
high rate of mortality among the warriors. Thr ancirnt chronicles have 
retained the names and figures of the best among the warriors. n<-1mely the 
war chiefs; almost all died sooner or later in combat. We must also rcmemher 
that these losses decimated a specific age group: men between the agrs of 
twenty and forty-five. that is. in a srnse. the prime of this savage chivalry. 
So much perseverance in this bring-for-death suggests that perhaps thr pas­
sion for glory acted in the service of a more profound passion, that which we 

I 9 1 



I tit AKlH~OlOGY Of VIOlfN{{ 

t·al! the dt'nth ins1i11ct. an instinct which not only traversed the warrior 
group, bur more seriously contaminated sodety as a whole: did not the 
women. in effect. refuse to have children, thereby condemning the tribes to 
rapid disappearance? A collective d<.';lth wish of a society no longer aspiring 
to reproduce itself ... 

One last point is illuminated h{'re. I indicated above that only a segment 
of the men in the Chaco tribes aspired to br warriors. that is, to be called 
such aftrr havinp; hrought back an enemy scalp. In other words. the rest of 
tire men went to war, but killed the enemies without scalping them, that is, 
did not aspire to the title of warrior. They renouncc-d glory deliherately. All 
that precedes would henceforth allow one to anticipate the reason for this 
somewhat unexpected choice. Nevertheless. lel us allow the Indians to 
explain it themselves: one will thereby be able to observe in their discourse 
the absolute freedom of their thought and of their action. as well as the cool 
lucidity of their political analysis. The men of these societies each do what 
they want and know why. 

During my stay in the Chaco. I had the opponunity time and again to 
convrrse with old Chulupi combatants. A few among them were i nstirutional 
warriors. the Kaanokle: thry possessed the heads of hair of enemies they had 
killed. As for the others, they were not veritable warrio1s, for they had never 
scalped the enemies. In the group of old combatants, the Kaanokle were rare: 
most of rhdr companions had long since perished in battle. which is expect­
ed in the warrior world. Yet it was the non-warriors who explained to me the 
truth of the warrior. For if they were not Kaanok!e. it was because they did 
not want to be. Why would valorous combatants not desire io be Kaanokle? 
This was thr cast> of Aklamatse. a shaman of high repute. and of Tanu'uh, 
immensely knowlcdgrablc- ilbout mythology. among others. Both around 
sixty-five years old, they had led countless battles against the 13olivians. the 
Argentineans. and the Toba, especially Tanu'uh; but neither of them were 
Kaanokle. Tanu'uli's hody, studded with scars (from steel blades, arrows and 
bullets) indicated sufficiently that he had narrowly esraped death more than 
once. Tanu'uh had no doubt killed one or two dozen men. 'v\'hy aren't you a 
Kaanokk? Why haven't you t'ver scalped your enemies? !n his ambiguity, 
the ;inswer was almost comic: £kcause it was too dangerous. l didn't want to 
die. In short, this man who had almost perished ten times had not wanted to 
become a warrior because he was afraid of death. 

It was thus obvious for him: the Kaanokle. as such, is condemned to 
being killed. lo insist on the glo1y attached to the title of warrior amounts to 
accepting the more or less long-term price: death. Tanu'uh and his friends 
described the movement that propels the warrior. To be a Kaanokle, they 
said, you must hring back a scalp. But once ht> has t;iken this first step, tht" 
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must leave again for war, bring back other scalps: if not, he is no 
~~;t'r t;,ken seriously, he is forgotten . This is why the Kaanokk die quickly. 

We could not have a dearer analysis of the relations that !mk society to 
its warriors. The tribe accepts an autonomous group of men of. war forming 
i~ its brc-ast. encourag·rng their vocation by a generous recogniu~n of pres­
ligr. But doesn't this prestige group have a good chance of bec~ming . a pres-

• group, then a power group? Now it 1s too late for the warn or: euher he 
sure h , · , · d' renounces his status and shamefully loses face. or e t1nds himselt 1rreme 1-

nbly trapped in his own vocation, a prisoner of his desirt' for .glory which 
leads him straight to death. There is an exchange between soCJety and the 
warrior: prestige for exploit. Hut in this confronrntion. it is sodety, mistress 
of thl' rules of the game, that has the last word: for the ultimate exchange is 
that of ett."rnal glo1y for the eternity of death. Ahead of time. tht" warrior is 
condemned to death by society: no joy for the savage W<lrrior, only the cer­
tainty of sorrow. But why? Because the warrior could cause the sorrow of the 
society by introducing the germ of division, by becoming a separate organ of 
power. Such is the defense mechanism that primitive society ert'cts to, wa.r? 
off the risk th:it the warrior. as such, bears: the und1v1ded social body s life 
for the warrior's dealh. The text of tribal law becomes dear here: primitive 
society is, in its being, a socie~v-Jor-u'ar; it is at the same time, and for the 
same reasons. a society against rile u·arrior.7 

r n conclusion let us leave the specific c<rse of warrior societies to c·ome 
hack to the general situation of primitive societies. The preceding reflections 
provide some of the elements of a response to the µroblem of relations 
between nwn and women in this type of society: or rather the~· allow us to 
esrnblish how this is a false problem. The promoters of Marxist anthropology 
- manufacturers of this indigent carc-chism which has to do neither with the 
thought of Marx nor with the primitive social reality - for lack of being ;:1ble 
to find class struggle in primitive society. discover in the end that the social 
conflict is the battle of the sexes, a batde where the losers are women: in this 
<.;ociety, the woman is alienated, exploited, oppressed by man. This pious 
credo is curiously echoed by a cen<rin feminist discourse: supporters or this 
discourse tenaciously want primitive society to be sexist, want the woman to 
be thr victim of masculine domination. Thus. it would not at all be <t matter 
of a society of equality. 

1 There existed among certain North American tribes (Crow, HidatS<l. Mandan, 
Pawnee, Cheyenne, Sioux, etc.) a special club of warriors: the Crazy Dog society. a 
brotherhood of suicide-warriors who ne\'l"T retreated in combat {cf. bil>liography). 
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The rc<il and symbolic. conscious and unconscious rl'lations between 
men and women in primitive society constitute an absolutely fascinating 
field of reflection for the ethnologist. Why? Because the internal social life 
of the community essentially rests not so much on relations between men 
and women - a truism of no interest - as on the very particular mode 
according to which these cultures understand and think of differences 
between the sexes in their myths. and better yet. in their rites. To state it 
more clearly: in primitiv(' societies. often marked by masculinity in certain 
aspccts, indeed by a cult of virility, men are newrtheless in a dtfe11si1 1e posi­
tion in regards to u1ome11, because they recognize the suprriority of women 
- myths, rites and daily life attest to this sufficiently. To determine the 
nature of this superiority, to measure its significance, to locate the means 
used by men to protect themselves from women, to examine th(' efficiency of 
these means, all of this would require long and serious study. 

l will limit myself for now to pointing out how the structural relationship 
that unites war and primitive society at least partially determines relations 
between tht· sexes. This society, in its being, is warlike. That is to say all 
men, in their beings. are warriors, the sexual division of tasks making war­
like ac:tivity a masculine funclion. Man must thus be constantly available for 
war; from time to time, he actually goes. We know well that primitive war in 
general is hardly deadly, exct:'pr. of course, in the very special case of the 
warrior societies. Nevertheless. since the possibility of war is constantly pre­
sent, the possibility of risk, injury or death is inscribed in advance in the 
masculine destiny. Man in primitive society thus finds himself, by defmition, 
marked by his condition: with more or less intensity, he is a being-for-dearh. 
Death only comes to a few individuals during combat, but before battle, it is 
equally threatening for all. Through the mediation of war, there is an inti­
mate relationship, ;rn essential proximity be1ween masculi11iry a11d deatlt. 

What, in counterpoint, of women? Let us evoke.just to rt>fresh our mt>m­
ory. tht idea, as summary as it is accepted, of woman as a very precious 
"good" that men would spend their time exchanging and circulating; let us 
also evoke the simplistic idea of woman as the warrior's recreation. which 
would correspond moreover with the preceding concep1ion: woman as a 
good of exchange and as a good of consumption. Ar this point we must dis­
cuss the defects and effects of the structuralist discourse on women. The 
essential property of women, which integrally dc·fines their being, is to 
assure the biological, and beyond that, social reproduction of the communi­
ty: women bring children into the world. Far from existing as consumed 
object, or as exploited suhject, they are as producers of those whom socii?ty 
cannot do without: namely, children, as the tribe's immediate and distant 
future. Obvious. no doubt, but necl'ssary to remember. The warrior's wives 
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. ho as we saw in the case of the C'.haco. 

a little bit more about it. w 'F . to have children. l~emininity Is 
O\<I h 'I e by re; us Ir!(/ 

1<.n ·tied the death of t e t ~1 > s . b~t es eci;11!y as sociological com· 
dcCI ily first JS a biolog1cal fu.nct1onf, h''d p. hether there are children 
J1'1<'llern ' h roduruon o c '' ren · w · 

d exercised over t e p A d this ls what assures women s 
inan I exclusively on women. n 

not de pen< s 
or nnnd over society. . . 't ·is revealed here between life and 
coni , . ediate prox1 m1 y . I. f' 

ln other words, an imm . her being. is a being-for- I e. 
. . h th at the woman. in . . . . . t is 

f 1·1111i1tv. sue d won1an in prim111ve socic y 
em - ·ff between man <ln 

\krlcl'forth. the d1 rrence . . an is a being-for-death; as mother, 
rn;1de abundantly tie~~~ a~t ~·l;~~~;·re':pl·ctive relations to social and \Jiolof-

man is a being- or- I e. . l . between men and women. n 
wo h d t rrn1ne the re atlOnS . 
. 1 life and death t at t' t . { l ) the mascu\ine unconscious 1ca . of the tnbe cu ture . . 
the rn!lective unconsnous th difference between the sexes as the irre-
understands and recognizes e Slaves of death. men envy ;ind fear 

. . f women over men. c . h 
versibk supenonty o . S ch is the primitive and primordial truth t at a 
women. mistreSSC'S of \1fe._ u . . I . t s would rt'vea!. The myths. by 

. f c rtain myths .inc n e . 
serious analysis o e t. k of society's destiny as masculine 
rever~ing the real order. ;itt~mpt to. t 11~n which men p\ay out their victory. 
destiny; the rituals, a theatncal settinfg i t obvious truth that this des-

f f t compensate or t11e oo f f 
arc used to ward o . o . . . f riority of men in the ace o 
' . . W kness derehct1on, in e h· tiny is f emrn inr. ea . I everywhere in the world t ,it 

. . . d d what myths a most 1 women? This is in er ' . r as an asexual word, as 11 
. the lost golden age or parad1st' to con4ue ' 1111ag1ne . 

world u·it hou t u•onu::11, recogruze. 

fl'IYlHOLOGICAl R£PRESENIAUONS Qf HH WARRIOR 

. ·oncd war and the warrior ns rt'ality 
- h c ding text env1s1 . -ry l have, in t e pre e , . Wh' ·h does not in any way s1grn 

. . d t as re1Jresentat1on. 1c · ·ind ·is pohltcs. an no · 1· of war ·ind the warrior. 
' ' h Savages representa ion ' ' 
that there is not, among t e < ' . , two of them extracts from a 

' . 11 · myths Here are · 
It is expressed, essl'ntta y, in . h d . 196c. Tl1e first concerns the 

. hich I gat ere in °· · . 
C'hulupi mythological corpus~ rt . re irescntation of the wamor. 

. . of war the second devt lops a ce a in l on gin . 

Tile Origin of War . b d pa single tribe Bur young pco-
&fore. tile Cl1ulupi and tile To a 111/a e !I a/111avs J/!U11.rs to be stronger 

b 1 to t:ac/J or ier. one _ 
Pie neJ1er u•wit ro. e t:<1ua I I I .-11·11·/}' bet1NCl1 tu•o young peo· 

ti ' bcgm1ti•ICJl[IC IO.) 
tlra11 the other. E1•fl)' img . ll ,. fislt together. 11·c111 to lwn1cst 
pie was born . Tltey iil'cd rogerJier. are tc ir 
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rogetJwr. Once. tltey 11 1e11t to hatlle i11 tl1e Pilcomayo and u·cre u·rt·stli11g.s One 
hit cite orha a bit l1ani: tl1e one tltat recei11ed rite b/0111 at•enged himself: he 
hit his ad11ersary 011 the head 11'itl1 a piece of u•ood, u·ou11di11g l1is forehead. 
The or.Jrer did f/1e same. This 11 1as tlte time 11'11e11 rite Ci111/upi a nil f11e Toba 
u•cre a single tribe: they spoke rite same language: there u•ere only small dif­
ferences between them. 

Tire brothers and the compa11ions of each of the two you11g 11!<'11 gathered 
around them. and each 111e111 ro }ind hi.s fathn The 1'oba declared thar tlie 
othtr had starred i1 f,:rsr: and ye1 ir 11•as Ju· 11'110 had started it! Before, there 
ilad ne11er been rlrr /cost discord l1ct1rern the !11dia11s. ill this time. the 
Maraca 111cre llir 011/y enemies of rl1e C/wlupi. As jbr rl1c Toba, tl1eir 011/y 
encm;es 1u:re the Parrot People, zl1t Clwroti.9 

Follou•i11g t/1ese e1 1e11ts, a party 11 1as being prepared. a great drinking 
party of fermented l1011ey. During tl1e party. 1/1e toba fa1J1er got up a11d 
declared: Nau•, f rl1ink agai11 of my son 1.1'110 u·as woundi:dflO And he lwd 
hardly said this before Ire started piercing rl1e relatil'es and friends of his 
son's ac/11ersary. A Clrulupi u•arrior gar up as well and riddled willt arrou·s 
se1•t:ral Toba, tL'lto /tad been standing and si11g111g accompanying 1hcmsd11es 
u1ith tbrir harcl1ets. T11e11 combat bega11 bett11ern all men 11'110 111ere drunk. 
And the cause of all of tl1is u·as tl1e tn·o young mc11. Tiu· jigh1 spread to the 
1ro111e11, 1d10 began to jiglir at tl1cir Jiusba11ds" sides. Tire comba rm1ts flad a 
hard time separating rl1em.sel!1es, for the fight 1rns fierce 011 botli sides. 
Tl1ey stopped. parleyed. and decided to meet again tire ne.rr day to hegi11 the 
.figl1t agai11. 

The 11e.rt day at da11·11 e1'ery1hi11g rras rtady. Tire ltorsemrn p Ol'okcd each 
otl1er. Dressed only i11 small loi11c/oths of caraguata j;iber. 1/Jey ucrc armed 
11•ith rheir bou•s a11d ll'ar arrou•s l/litl1 smootlr tips. Tire 111·0 groups 11Jere 11ery 
large. Tlte Clt11l11pi beqm1 to 1/0111i11a1e. Tl1ere 11 .·ere a lot of dear/is, but less 011 
tile Clwlupi side. 11'110 11·1·re 111ure agile a11d co11/cl dodge l/1e- arro1rs. Tile Taha 
ra11 a111ay a11d a/1a11do11ed a lot of tlteir people. childre11, 11ewbums. Tile 
Clwlupi 11•0111c11 nursed r/Jem. for tile 111otl1ers of 111a11y of these i11jants had 
been killed during rite fig/Jt. Among the prisoners, tlierc were also women. 
Tile me11 cle1>oted tile entire day to scalpi11g till' dead Toba warriors. Tltese 

n Wr<'stling is one of rhr Ch11ll1pis' preferred sports. lt is more a game· of agility 
than of strength. <:ansisting of throwing the adversa1y to tile groL1nd. 

•1 Th~ Mataco occupy thi: right bank of the upper rnrrc.:m of tlll' Pilcornayo; die 
Chnroti ocrnpied its left hank. They constituted, with the Chulupi, a single' linguistic 
group. 

10 Drinking parries are oftrn opportunities for brawls. Drunk. the men let resent­
ments. sometimes ruminated over for months. explode. This is why during a party 
th<' women keep all wc.:;1µor1s out of the mens r(•ach. 

I 'f 6 

l~~ ARLHtVLU•• 

d J
. s1 a"er the appearance of nigi1t. Ar tl1e time of tl1e per-

s J1appc1H' u u• I u 
e1•e11t ' Cin1l11pi and To/Ja fil'eli roget rer. 
rnmll't1f ua). ' . 

brief rem·irks. It consiclcrs at once the ong1n of 
This myth calls f~r a f~;ty Before ~ar the order of things, cosmic and 

war and_ the lmthe~ta~l~~hed:. it is the prehuman time of the eternal d~Y·. ~ot 
hllll1an. is not yet . of day and night Social order, as mult1pllc1ty 
pur1ctU<1ted !Jy the ~uc~~:s1~~trihes h~s yet to be born: Chulupi and Toba do 
of diffcrenccs. as p ura i y f ' I other Jn other words. sava~e thought, 

t' t thc:msdves rom cac 1 . d ·s 
not difft"rt·n ia C'. . . thinks of society's appearanc<' an war 
in its mytho!og1ral ex?res~ttotnh .. nks of war as consubstantial to society; war 

- in con1unct1on; 1 1 • h l'd tes appearance . . . . . I d Th indigenous discourse ere vat a 
g to the pnm1t1ve socia or er. c 

hrlon s . 
amhropo1ogic:al refkcnon. t h uts ·t the myth attributrs H·sponsibil-

We ohserve. rnoreover, that a t eho ( ' g men Young men do not like 
l h. g of the war to t e youn · . 

ity for the aunc in . them they want glory. an<l that 1s 
. h want a hierarchy between . . 

t'qua\ tty. t ey . f r e the a hando n themselvK to their pas· 
why they art• v10lent, they usle o\ c .· l~at young men are made to he war-

f st'ige The myth c ear y says . 't 
sion or µre. · The affinity bt'tween warlike act1v1 Y 
rior<> that war is made for young mrn. 
and. ~ge group could not be more clearly marked. 

TJ1c Blind Warriors . . d'tio11 At the c11d of se1Jeral days 
Kaa1wk/c 11·e11t o11 '"' c.ipc ' . I II 011ce. ma11y Tl 1 . J said· TotiiglJt. my so11s. 111e s ia 

of ll'alki 11g, tl!ey stopped to sleep. ie c lie . 
'J • , , sltall take up our path. 

'lleep /1ert' alld tomorrOll· IH . · .· J\nd all tile 11•(u-
. I ti Vuot puot 1 l bird began to s111g. 

During tlie lllg it'. le _- . 
1 

r bad/'· Tht> bird got angry to see 
rior.s burst out /aughnrg. beca '.':c ti ,sa11g I e yllc b;ga11 singing agai11. and the 

b · nadefu11 OJ 111t11s /I'll}'. 
tliat lie 1l'aS c111g 1 b di. 't •· igsl o11 e ma 11 among tl1e111 

l I· gai11 · Ho1i• a Y 1 ' 11 ' • • · d 
111e11 be!}a11 aug 1111g a · . , d ir/Jeii tiiry got up, they m1t1cc 
lauql1cd less tha11 tl1t· others. 7 In nc,.rt ay. ea •ice o c: tf1e bird I am blind! So 

• bl' /· ·r ll'GS t 1 e 11eng • 'J · 
that they had all go11e 111(.' ' for tl1e one wl10 laugl1ed less 1/1011 t/w orl1-
rm1 I! And so am I! rl1ey met!. As/ . d· I am not completely blind! I mn t/1e 

ers, Ire could see a little ~~1(:11~~:1i~1;'."'.!1i;11 yo11 11111st /Je mir guide' And he 
011 /y 011 e 11'110 ca11 see 
hecamr t!1e /eadn. 

- . l rt Dml.'time hC'twet'll 194' ;ind 
l I The w:ir between thr Toba an'.! _0111~~~e~1~\rort:. It is niore a g:nne of ;igility 

!9 r. o 8 Wrestling is one of tile Ch11\up1s pre . \ t d 
'.) · . . f 1 , g the advers:uy to t ie groun · . . 

tlrnn of strength, cons1 st1ng_o t iro>~lll I _r:. /1 (in Guar;ll!i. ca1·11re"i): glaucirlntm. 
12 Vuor-111wr: in1rlenufo:rl h1rrL Fo I Jo . 

(. 5 · 1 ·ll iiia)· rari·ima crista1a. hrasili:im1t1i. /1111uralr in parns i.' t • ' 
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Tltey all lteld caclt other's hands a11d formed a /011 /" 
rite woods; tlte one u1/to could 'iCC a little fl d g me. Tltey came to 
Y b ;> . ca e a s111ar111 of bees. Wh 

ou, ees. A ncarb Y bee a,, s we red It i m: . ere are 

Here 1 am! But 1 lla/Je l'C'')' little lto11ey! Just enou 11 .. 
Tlten tit at is 11ot enough for us' We u .11 Ju 

1 
g for my c htldre11 ! 

~ 1 ~ 1 1 . · '' go rt 1er. 
T~s. es. ~et s gofurtlter! Let's gofurtlter! cried Ilic others in cl1oru 

zey co11t111ued to walk a11d ('ame to anorhcr 1 s . . 
called once again: Pace. Tltere, the guide 

Bee, 1l'l1cre are you? 
firre! And I lta11e a lot of lto11cyf 
Well! It's yours that u1e a•iif eat! 

Yes! Yes! Thar's it! We ll'il/ car it! We il'il/ cat it' cried ti I . 
111e11. · ie c wrus of bl111d 

The man uilrn could see a litr/ b 
lti11e in tlte tree and to e rtract tit~, l~gan ~o c1d1/arge rite opening of tile bee-
f . o11ey, a11 <·t11·ryo11e bega11 t B 

f iere ims still an enormous amount of lto11ey. So they rubbed it al/o ~al. ~t 
bodies, and started bu111pi11g a11d /titting caclt otlter: o1 er their 

Wlty lta11e you co11ered me fi'ifh 11011ey:> 
Wltat abow you? 

At1d tltey co11ti11ued to figltr. 7he o11e who co Id . . 
not ro .fig/11, to ear 111elf. Tlterc 11·as still a for o. u see a little ad/I/std tltem 
tltir~1:v: and so tltey bega11 to look for irater. .f ho1wy, hut rite me11 ll't'rt' iwy 

I heir guide then called a /agoot1: 
Lagoon, 111/terc arr you? 

Here I am! Bur I lta11e /!f:1y little tmter' A11d l'ery µ I 
In that case, u•e 111i// gofurtlter. . . <:II' ee s as ll'ell/ 

t .y~t Yes:' We inil/ go further! repealed the bli11d me11 Joqetltcr, They began 
o ula agam, a11d after a 11'111/e, rite leader called our o11ce .again 

agoo11, 111/tcrc are you? · 
Here I a111! a11su1ercd a i•cry far I 

O..f cels' gc agoo11. I ha11e a lot of irnter and a lot 

Tlit>n it's your !l'aler tliar "'e will dri11k! 
Yes! . Yes! That's it! That's ii! We will dri11kl cried ' .. 

plunged 111to the Wattr and quenched their thirst . Ilic otltus. Jhey 
The11 rhey bcqa11 to fish Jo I · 1 · 

sacks ar The c:dg~ of the lagoo:; t~ sd11'1~,1 tlteir l!m11Js. 71u:y J1ad le,/r !heir 
d . n "''en a 111a11 had caugl r I 

or ered /tis sack to opew tlic sack o J . If , a11 ed. IC' w · prnei lt'>e a11d lie t11 e . I · 
lten rJic sack 11·as full. its o11•11c:r ordered it to .em I , . r II an te 111to ir. 

irsel}: and tlte ma11 filled it up all O/ler a . p ~ itself: the sack emptied 
satks t111ire. tlwy {IOI out or tlte //'{lf('r d ;;1111. Whc:11 tltey //{Jd e111pticd the 
great fire. They hcgan to grill rht- al~ a~f . w o/11/e ll'ho could see a li11le lit a 

· · twni· 11 c, 111 t: 1-oh-,foli bird arm·ed 
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11 1111111 std ltim J1ery much to St<' all these blind men eating <"ds. lie ,J7ew 
dil 11 •11 and seized a11 eel and shook ii abo11c tl1e mn1 's lteads, sµri11k/i11g them 
ititll droplets ofbumi11g hot grease. They got angry: 

Wlty did you bum me? 
Wlty dld you? 
TheY bega11 bumping each otller a11d jigltti11g again. Fol1-fol1 fi'cu1 back ro 

tlte rop <tt' ltis tree. Ile almost burst out lauglti11g but h<:ld it in, so that they 
//'Oll/i/11 'f k/1011 1 it l/1aS he. 

fk jku 1 ml'ay 1111d met the lui111tal1 bird, to 1d1om lie told rite 11•hole story: 
There are 111e11 dou•n there! I burm 1lte111, and they started to fight each 

orl!er! Jt's l1ifario11s! I wanrcd to laugl1 so badly, but I lield it i11. 
I //'ant to see, too! 
No! No! TJ011't go! We mr1sl1i'I laugh, a11d the littlest t/Ji11g makn you 

/m1gl1. 
Bur Ju11utalt i11sistcd: 
No! No! I 11·a111 to go! If I start /a11gl1i11g u11co11rro/lably, J 1rill le<we righr 

airny a11d 011/y laugl1 from far a11·ay. 
J·oh-joh agreed finally, anti led him to rite pf are wl1ere tlte u•arriors were. 

There. fie began !tis little gamt· u1ice again, burnr rile 111e11 once ag<1i11 /.llho 
stnrteil fighting again. lu11uta/1 could 11ot resist anti fled far c11ough al!'(1y so 
that lte could /auglt in peace. But the blind me11 soon realized tfl(lf Sol)leone 
//'as laughing: Wltere is tltat la11gliter coming from? rlzey asked. One of rltem 
grabbed lti.~ itoicJwn a11d j1ung it i11 tl1e direction of rite laughrer. '/he prarit' 
grass ll'liere lu11utal1 u·as llidi11g caugltt 011 fire. /Je liad ltiddc11 l1i111se{f i11 a 
!10/c, u•itlt liis legs outside: a11d so. tltey were burnt. 

And rlwr's wily tl1t feet of tlte l1111u tali bird are r('(i. 

A dassical analysis of this myth would no doubt conclude that this is a 
myth about thr origins of a bird's physical characteristic. ll srrms to me, 
however. that this is not the essential thing, and that lhis myth is mostly 
about humor and derision. Whom does the myth ridicule? It is the warriors, 
grotesque cripples, more vu lnerablr and stripprd than an infant. It is precise­
ly the opposite of the portrait of the rt>al warrior, ;1 man who is l'Onf1dC'nt, 
rcckles5, powrrful and resprC'ted by the tribe. That is to say that the myth 
inverts reality. that indigenous thought mythologically does what no one 
would dream of actually doing: making fun of warriors, ridiculing them. This 
myth's mocking humor thereby expresses the gap that a warrior society 
maintains in rclntion to its warriors. And what fills the gap is pru:isely 
laughter, this same laughtrr tlliH brings the warriors their sorrow in the 

1 ·1 lroirha: tool for starting a f1rl'. 
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myth. B•Jt society is not really laughing at the warrior (in realiry, it makes 
him die). it only laughs at him in myth: who knows wh\.'th\.'r real laughter 
would not be turned against it? 

Anothn aspect of the myth: it constitutl's a sort of disrreet guard against 
inequality. Does it not say, in effect, that in a kingdom of blind mtn, the 
one-eyed are king? So that its moral could be: there is no good society 
except under the sign of equality and non-division. It is a matter of opening 
one's eyes! It is a political morality ta!<'. The classic or st111cturalist analysis 
of myths obscures the political dimension of Savage though£. Myths no 
doubt reflect upon each other, as Levi-Strauss writes. but thl'Y reflect upon 
society first: they are primitive society's discourse on itself: 
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