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For the Unfree of the World

Greeks were born to rule barbarians, Mother, not barbarians
To rule Greeks. They are slaves by nature; we have freedom
in our blood.
—Euripides, Iphigenia in Aulis, 1400-1

Suffer us to go back whence we came; suffer us to be freed at last
from these fetters that are fastened to us and weigh us down.
—Epictetus, Discourses, 1.1X

For freedom Christ has set us free; stand fast therefore, and do not
submit again to a yoke of slavery.
—Galatians, 5.1
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PREFACE

No one would deny that today freedom stands unchallenged as the
supreme value of the Western world. Philosophers debate its nature
and meaning endlessly; it is the catchword of every politician, the sec-
ular gospel of our economic, ‘’free enterprise’” system, and the foun-
dation of all our cultural activities. It is also the central value of
Christianity: being redeemed, being freed by, and in, Christ, is the
ultimate goal of all Christians. It is the one value that many people
seem prepared to die for, certainly by their words, and often by their
actions. During the long nightmare of the Cold War, leaders of the
West had even divided the world into two great camps, the free world
and the unfree, and repeatedly declared, with dreadful sincerity, that
they were prepared to risk a nuclear holocaust in order to defend this
sacred ideal we call freedom.

Today we are living through another explosive diffusion of this ideal.
The extraordinary developments in Eastern Europe herald only the
latest and most dramatic phase of the commitment of peoples all over
the world to freedom. Since the Second World War, scores of countries
all over the Third World and the Far East have embraced the value
and sometimes lived by it. There is now hardly a country whose lead-
ers, however dubiously, do not claim that they are pursuing the ideal.
The very hypocrisy and absurdity of many of these claims attest to the
enormous power of this ideal. People may sin against freedom, but no
one dares deny its virtue.

This book examines how freedom became such a powerful value,
and how such an extraordinary commitment to it came about. To those
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who hold that freedom is a natural concept, something that all human
beings, simply by being human, would naturally want, my objective
must seem strange. Yet, there is nothing at all self-evident in the idea
or, more properly, the high esteem in which we in the West hold
freedom. For most of human history, and for nearly all of the non-
' Western world prior to Western contact, freedom was, and for many
still remains, anything but an obvious or desirable goal. Other values
and ideals were, or are, of far greater importance to them—values such
as the pursuit of glory, honor, and power for oneself or one’s family
and clan, nationalism and imperial grandeur, militarism and valor in
warfare, filial piety, the harmony of heaven and earth, the spreading
of the “‘true faith,”” nirvana, hedonism, altruism, justice) equality, ma-
terial progress—the list is endless. But almost never, outside the con-
text of Western culture and its influence, has it included freedom.

Indeed, non-Western peoples have thought so little about freedom
that most human languages did not even possess a word for the con-
cept before contact with the West. Japan is typical. The current Japa-
nese word for freedom only acquired this meaning during the
nineteenth century with the opening of the country to the West. Even
then, however, Meiji translators had great difficulty finding an equiv-
alent term to denote this weird Western concept. Significantly, the
word they chose to designate the concept of freedom, jiyu, previously
had as its primary meaning “‘licentiousness.”” Much the same holds
for Korea, where the term—borrowed from the Chinese—was used for
the first time in the nineteenth century under linguistic pressure from
Western intruders. Even where an indigenous, pre-Western term
roughly equivalent to some aspect of our notion of freedom existed,
as in China, it was typically used in the pejorative sense of license,
very occasionally in the slightly less negative sense of existing by one-
self (hardly a virtue in China), and rarely in the vaguely positive aes-
thetic or Confucian sense of avoidance of egotistical evils. In general,
the term was hardly used. Even so, China was exceptional among non-
Western societies in recognizing a need at all for this odd, seemingly
unnecessary concept.

So strong is our commitment to this value, however, and so insistent!
our claim that this commitment is natural, that we have assumed that|
something is wrong with the rest of the world and with the majorityi
of human history during which no one ever thought it necessary to'
express and cherish freedom as an ideal. Our political scientists, obliv-
ious to the way we have inverted history and social reality, repeatedly
write learned treatises explaining why the rest of the world and history
have not embraced freedom.
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As a result of the inverted parochialism of our civilization, we have
posed the problem the wrong way around. Like Aristophanes’ frogs
we have not only assumed that it is natural for all creatures to croak,
but are puzzled when others are not gladdened by our sound. In fact,
it is not the rest of the world that needs explaining for its lack of

commitment to freedom, and all works of social science and history |

that attempt to do so are hopelessly misguided; rather it is the West
that must be scrutinized and explained for its peculiar commitment to
this value.

But once we pose the problem in this way, we are immediately faced
with an extraordinary intellectual paradox. Western civilization, by
taking its most important ideal and core value for granted, has failed
to ask the most important question about it, namely, How and why
did freedom emerge, develop, and become institutionalized as our civ-
ilization’s preeminent ideal? Since valuing freedom is not a part of the
human condition, not something we are born with, we must inquire
not only into the reasons for the West’s extraordinary devotion to it
but into the circumstances under which it was first invented or socially
constructed.

From what has been said, it should already be clear that this book
is not another history of the idea of freedom; and most certainly it is
not a philosophical study of what it is, or should be. Rather, it is a
historical sociology of our most important cultural value. My aim is to
understand how ordinary and influential persons socially constructed
freedom as a value, and why they remained so profoundly committed
to it. In the course of this inquiry I naturally examine what the value
meant to them. Because the philosophical mind has been so attuned
to the value, however, it is necessary to understand what philosophers
have had to say on the subject, but only insofar as their views have
influenced the valorization, understanding, and institutionalization of
the value.

To be more specific, this work attempts to answer four questions.
First, how and why was freedom initially constructed as a social value?
Second, how and why, after having been invented, did it emerge as
the supreme value distinct from any number of other important val-
ues? Third, why did this rise to cultural supremacy happen only in the
Western world, and for so many centuries remain confined to this civ-
ilization? Finally, having achieved preeminence, what forces main-
tained its status as the core value of Western civilization throughout
the course of its history?

A few important attempts have been made to answer the first and
second of these questions, but all such efforts have left fundamental
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questions unanswered. I will return to these works shortly. No extant
work has ever satisfactorily answered the third and fourth questions.
There are remarkably few general histories of freedom, and those few
amount merely to a record of the ideal in different periods without any
serious attempt to explain why the commitment persisted throughout
the millennia of Western history. When we have explained how a cul-
tural pattern emerged, we still have to account for the reasons for its
persistence. A given value complex or behavioral pattern emerges as
a result of a specific configuration of historical factors. Once present,
however, additional forces account for its institutionalization, and
these, in turn, vary from one period to the next. The earlier a core
value emerged, the greater the need to explain its continuity since it is
usually the case that human values change over time. The most stun-
ning characteristic of the history of freedom is its continuity. Freedom,
we will see, emerged as a supreme value over the course of the sixth
and fifth centuries B.c., at the very dawn of Western civilization. Typ-
ically, historians and political scientists who attempt to explain free-
dom address the problem of origins in ancient Greece, then make a
spectacular leap to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, where the
story is picked up again with the rise of the modern world. A vast
chasm of continuity, two millennia wide, is simply left unexplained.
Such a procedure is not simply unsatisfactory; it is absurd.

Most serious students of the history of freedom, while recognizing
the problem, have ultimately evaded its demands, and instead have
concentrated on specific periods in the development of freedom. The
great majority of works have concentrated on the modern history of
the subject; the historiography is enormous, dealing with both the
modern West in general and specific countries. There is thus a serious
limit to the explanatory force of nearly all of these works: they either
neglect the previous history of freedom, or, worse, they assume that
the ancient, and especially the medieval, experience of freedom has
little or nothing to do with its modern history. Thus, in his ““Two
Concepts of Liberty,”” possibly the most widely read modern essay on
the subject, Isaiah Berlin claims that personal liberty ‘‘is comparatively
modern. There seems to be scarcely any discussion of individual liberty
as a conscious political ideal (as opposed to its actual practice) in the
ancient world.”’

Nothing could be further from the truth. Indeed, one of my major
objectives will be to show that in all respects our modern conceptions
of, and intense commitment to, freedom were fully established in the
ancient world, and that a pattern of continuity links the ancient to the
modern expression and experience of the value. There has been no
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lacuna in the Western idealization of freedom, certainly not in the me-
dieval world where, contrary to the common view, commitment to the
ideal, including the notion of negative, personal freedom, was as great
as it had been in the ancient past and as it is today. No understanding
of the modern history of freedom is possible without a complete ap-
preciation of the fact that freedom has been the core value of Western
culture throughout its history. Attempting to understand the nature
and history of freedom while neglecting its premodern past is as ab-
surd as an attempt to understand Christianity in the absence of any
knowledge of Christ, Paul, the Apostles, or the early and medieval
history of the religion.

The basic argument of this work is that freedom was generated from
the experience of slavery. People came to value freedom, to construct
it as a powerful shared vision of life, as a result of their experience of,
and response to, slavery or its recombinant form, serfdom, in their
roles as masters, slaves, and nonslaves. This basic insight has long
been recognized by philosophers, though usually only in passing, and
by several important scholars. The pathbreaking comparative work of
David Brion Davis, and later that of his Yale colleague, Edmund Mor-
gan, on early Virginia, demonstrated the enormous importance of slav-
ery in the social and intellectual reconstruction and reconfiguration of
freedom in the modern West. In The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture,
Davis’s problem was to explain why, after taking slavery for granted
since the beginning of its history, the West, in a remarkably short
period of time during the late eighteenth century, redefined slavery as
the greatest of evils, a moral and socioeconomic scourge that had to
be exterminated. In this work and later works, he brilliantly demon-
strated the latent ideological significance of the antislavery movement:
the promotion of personal liberty, not the emancipation of black slaves,
was the powerful cultural subtext of the movement.

Originally, the problem I had set out to explore was the sociohistor-
ical significance of that taken-for-granted tradition of slavery in the
West. Armed with the weapons of the historical sociologist, I had gone
in search of a man-killing wolf called slavery; to my dismay I kept
finding the tracks of a lamb called freedom. A lamb that stared back at
me, on our first furtive encounters in the foothills of the Western past,
with strange, uninnocent eyes. Was I to believe that slavery was a
lamb in wolf’s clothing? Not with my past. And so I changed my
quarry. Finding the sociohistorical roots of freedom, understanding its
nature in time and context, became my goal, and remained so for these
past eight years. What I found is reported in this work.
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Almost every historian of ancient Greece has had something to say
about the origins and development of some aspect of freedom, and
there are numerous specialist works on the subject, to many of which
I am greatly indebted. Nearly all of these works, however, confine
themselves to only one aspect of the rise of freedom in ancient Greece
(by which is usually meant Athens), namely, democracy, and are con-
cerned with a narration, or analysis, of how the institutions of the dem-
ocratic city-state developed. The remarkable characteristic of ancient
Athens, however, is that all the fundamental elements of secular free-
dom that were to dominate the Western consciousness developed si-
multaneously there over the course of the sixth and fifth centuries
B.C. Only three students of the subject have emphasized the role of
slavery in explaining both how and why this remarkable social con-
struction took place when and where it did. They are the late Anglo-
American Cambridge scholar Sir Moses Finley; the German historian
of ancient thought Max Pohlenz; and the Swiss-American philologist
and historian of ancient Greece and Rome Kurt Raaflaub, presently at
Brown University.

Of the three, Finley’s ideas are the best known, and the most mis-
understood. While Finley emphasized the fact that there was an im-
portant association between slavery and freedom in all its aspects in
ancient Athens, his views on the genetic and causal historical relation-
ship between the two ran diametrically opposite to those of Pohlenz
and Raaflaub and of my own. His argument ran as follows: first, free-
dom emerged as a result of a peculiar configuration of historical cir-
cumstances in the late seventh and early sixth centuries B.c.; this then
stimulated the unprecedented rise of large-scale slavery; and this, in
turn, became the socioeconomic foundation or ‘‘basis’’ for the civili-
zation in which classical democracy flourished. Thus, while large-scale
slavery was a structural precondition for classical freedom, it was the
latter that historically triggered the former. He explicitly rejected the
thesis that is central to this work, and to that of Pohlenz and Raaflaub:
that the very idea and valuation of freedom was generated by the ex-
istence and growth of slavery.

We are left, then, with Pohlenz and Raaflaub as the only two schol-
ars who have previously explored the role of slavery as the decisive
factor explaining the social invention and nature of freedom in ancient
Athens. [ am indebted to these two scholars, especially Pohlenz, whose
work, ironically, is almost never cited by Anglo-American scholars
concerned with the origins of freedom. While I have examined the
primary materials myself and, as will be seen, drawn radically different
conclusions from theirs on many important aspects of the subject, their
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insights and powerful philological analyses were indispensable to me.
Indeed, while I arrived independently at the hypothesis that it was
slavery that generated freedom in the course of my earlier studies of
slavery, I doubt that I would have had the nerve to enter the academic
field of the ancient sources had I not the assurance that these two
distinguished classicists were already “on my side,”” so to speak.

Nonetheless, it is important to indicate at the outset the two most
critical respects in which I differ from these and all previous scholars
who have explored the problem of the origins of freedom in the ancient
world. First, there is my wholly unanticipated discovery that women
played a decisive role in the Western social invention of personal free-
dom. I now find it extraordinary that this fact had not been previously
established. What is more, women continued to play a critical role in
the history of this element of freedom, continuously reconstructing a
distinctively feminine version of the value after men had embraced and
refigured it in its now more familiar negative form.

My second major departure from Pohlenz, Raaflaub, and others who
emphasize the role of slavery in the construction of Greek freedom
originated in unease with one aspect of their comparative methodol-
ogy. If it is indeed true that freedom emerged in the ancient West as
a direct result of the social dialectics of slavery, then one fundamental
question has been left begging. We know that slavery was a nearly
universal institution, and was certainly well established in the ad-
vanced civilizations that long preceded the rise of classical Greece.
Why, then, did freedom not emerge as a major core value in these
societies? Clearly, a heavy burden of negative proof rests on all who
argue this thesis. An analysis of the Greek data is obviously necessary
to make the case for the Greek origins of the value, but it cannot be
sufficient even for the Greek case. We are required to examine the non-
Greek experience of slavery in order to show why, in spite of the
existence of slavery, freedom did not emerge in these societies, espe-
cially those in the ancient Near East which were not only as advanced
as the ancient Greek city-states but, as Martin Bernal has recently re-
minded us in Black Athena, the source of many of Greece’s most im-
portant innovations. Hence, the work opens with an attempt to answer
just this question. It is, I believe, the first attempt to examine the fail-
ure, or “‘stillbirth,”” of freedom in the non-Greek world, with a view
to demonstrating the sufficiency of the argument that freedom, as a
core value, was first socially constructed in ancient Athens.

Having explained the origins and rise to prominence of the value of
freedom in the Greek world, I next had to show how it became not
simply a Greek but a Western-wide value. Here the Roman world was
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the decisive factor. My argument is not a simple diffusionist one. That
Greece greatly influenced later Western history no one doubts; what
is rarely explained is how it did so, and why. It is not enough simply
to point to contact, or even a willingness on the part of the Romans to
embrace Greek ideas and attitudes. We know, in fact, that there were
many things the Greeks cherished that the Romans either neglected
or despised. The Romans adopted later Greek comedy but neglected
tragic drama; they admired Greek philosophy, but Latin scholarship
never produced an original philosopher. We will see that freedom tri-
umphed in the Roman world both because there was a massive inde-
pendent redevelopment of the condition that originally generated
freedom—large-scale slavery—and because of the cultural influence of
Greek views on freedom. Thus, there was both continuity and recon-
struction; diffusion as well as adaptation and refiguration. Because
Rome dominated the Western world, freedom was spread to all cor-
ners of that world, in both the elite and the personal version embraced
and celebrated by the urban masses of Rome.

It was in imperial Rome, too, that the third great development in
the history of freedom took place: the rise of Christianity. The same
class of people who dominated the Roman economy and popular cul-
ture and made of freedom a secular mass value were the ones who
transformed the rustic Jewish sect into a world religion. In the process,
they refashioned the original religion of Jesus into their own image,
making it the first, and only, world religion that placed freedom—
spiritual freedom, redemption—at the very center of its theology. In this
way, freedom was to be enshrined on the consciousness of all Western
peoples; wherever Christianity took root, it garnered converts not only
to salvation in Christ but to the ideal of freedom. As long as Christi-
anity survived, so, at least in spiritual form, would the deep Western
commitment to the ideal of freedom.

In this respect, the significance of the Middle Ages lies in the fact
that it was dominated not only by the religion of freedom but by the
spread first of slavery, then of the recombinant slavery we call serf-
dom, to nearly all corners of Europe. In medieval slavery and serfdom
we trace, once again, the reconstruction of the chord of freedom even
as it resounded from the overarching spiritual culture of the civiliza-
tion. By the end of the Middle Ages, Europe had been not only formed
as a cultural unity but, in the process of its creation, infused, body and
soul, with the value of freedom. Here we end our story. The modern
history of freedom, to be taken up in a later, shorter work, is merely
a long series of footnotes to the great civilizational text that was already
complete, and almost fully edited, by the end of the Middle Ages.
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One incurs many debts writing a book. I must single out three schol-
ars who were of great help. First, I wish to thank my dear friend Pro-
fessor Heinz Heinen, chair of the Department of Ancient History at
the University of Trier in West Germany. As my host on two visits to
his department, one of them sponsored by the Mainz Academy of Sci-
ence and Literature, he went well beyond the call of duty in his weekly
one-on-one seminars with me, during which I learned a great deal
about both the ancient world and medieval Germany, as well as gain-
ing the insider’s approach to their study.

Professor Valerie Warrior very carefully scrutinized an earlier ver-
sion of the chapters dealing with ancient Greece and Rome, graciously
lending me all the skills of her philological training and the wisdom of
her scholarship on ancient Greece and Rome. She alone knows the
number of academic pitfalls and mines I was gently steered away from
in my often too eager efforts to make sociological sense of the ancient
texts. Finally, I am extremely indebted to my colleague Professor
Thomas Bisson, who kindly read an earlier version of the chapters
dealing with the Middle Ages. His cogent criticisms had me returning
to the stacks, leading to a better understanding of the world he knows
so well. Needless to say, I am solely responsible for the final version
of this work, which was not seen in its entirety by any of the scholars
before going to press. Any error of a factual or bibliographic nature is
entirely my own; and the same goes for whatever is lacking in the
soundness of the argument.

The basic premise of this work was first given a public hearing at
the Legal Theory Workshop of Yale University in the fall of 1983. That
was a bracing, wonderful experience for me. One cannot imagine a
better way to test the viability of one’s ideas than to expose them to
two long hours of nonstop questioning from some of the nation’s finest
minds in legal, historical, and social analyses. Having survived that
gauntlet, I decided that the book I had in mind was well worth writing.

During the 1988-89 academic year, I was a Phi Beta Kappa visiting
professor, and had the opportunity to present earlier versions of this
work to historians, classicists, and sociologists at universities around
the country. I received many useful criticisms and suggestions from
the many fine scholars I met on these visits. I want to express special
thanks to the classicists, historians, and sociologists at the University
of California, Santa Cruz, Rice University, Kalamazoo College, Mid-
dlebury College, and Union College in New York.

My wife, Dr. Nerys Wyn Patterson of the Department of Celtic Lan-
guages and Literatures at Harvard, taught me not only all I ever need



xviii FREEDOM

to know about slavery, kinship, clientship, and the position of women
in medieval Ireland and Britain, but a good deal about Dark Age Eu-
rope generally. As a fellow historical sociologist, she patiently listened
to, and offered valuable criticisms of, my ideas at both their half-baked
and fully developed stages.

Professor Eiko Ikegami, now of Yale University, generously trans-
lated an important Japanese work on freedom for me, and was very
helpful in my attempt to understand what did not happen in Japan;
and Drs. Sook-Jong Lee and Hou-keun Song, then graduate students
in my department, kindly assisted me in my work on premodern Korea
and China. Finally, I wish to thank Ms. Sandra Leonard and Ms. Kara
Blackman for their skillful help in preparing various versions of the
manuscript.









INTRODUCTION

The Meaning of Freedom

Freedom, like love and beauty, is one of those values better experi-
enced than defined. On the verge of waging one of the bloodiest civil
wars of all time in its defense, Abraham Lincoln complained that he
knew of no good definition of freedom. The situation is hardly differ-
ent today, in spite of a vast literature on the subject. As Lawrence
Crocker recently observed, ““While there is overwhelming agreement
on the value of liberty . . . there is a great deal of disagreement on
what liberty is,”” and it is “‘this fact that explains how it is possible for
the most violently opposed of political parties to pay homage to the
‘same’ ideal.”’! One is tempted to pronounce the effort futile, even at
times to support the skeptical view that nothing useful can ever come
of rational reflection on the subject.? Yet, as Leonard Krieger remarked,
if one plans to explore the subject, ‘’the initial problem is posed by the
necessity of finding a working definition of essential terms that will
function as a criterion of relevance without stacking the cards a
priori.””® This introduction aims at such a working definition, inevita-
bly anticipating issues to be discussed at greater length in later chap-
ters.

Common usage offers little help. Nearly everyone in the Western
world worships freedom and will declare herself willing to die for it.
Like all intensely held beliefs, it is assumed to be so self-evident that
there is no need for explicitness. Clarity on something so charged and
sacrosanct might even by undesirable, for the virtue of a vague idea is
that everyone can safely read his or her own meaning into it.

We have, however, a strong tendency in Western culture to ration-
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alize our values, to explain them, and to demonstrate their internal
coherence. The more important the value, the greater the effort. We
even write treatises on love. Almost from the moment freedom first
entered the stream of Western history, a struggle began to redefine it
philosophically, to embrace and refine it apart from its vulgar base,
and to render it coherent and acceptable to thinking people and their
audience. The result has been not one but two interacting histories of
freedom. There is the history of freedom as ordinary men and women
have understood it—vague, to be sure, yet intensely held, a value
learned in struggle, fear, and hope. Paralleling this has been the his-
tory of people’s efforts to define ““true freedom,’’ to arrive at the es-
sence of what freedom really is, if only we thought about it logically,
or moralized correctly. Invariably, freedom came to be defined as what
the thinker in question most favored, whether it was truth, god, the
world soul, property, or communism. Indeed, very soon after it was
fully formed in classical Greece, freedom, as we will see, was being
defined as the very opposite of what any sane, ordinary person on the
streets of classical Athens, or in the market, assembly, or palaestra,
would have imagined it to be.

No other value or ideal in the West carries such a heavy intellectual
burden—one impossible to discard or neglect. The very obsession of
the philosophical mind with the idea is itself the best index of its gen-
eral importance. And this involvement, in turn, reinforced the com-
mon idealization of the value. Further, it was not long before
ratiocination on the subject came to influence how ordinary people
thought and felt about freedom. This is why, in spite of our sympathy
for Robert Maclver’s complaint that, with respect to liberty, “‘the great-
est sinners against reason have been the reasoners, the philosophers,
and high priests,”’* we must nonetheless consider the views of these
intellectual sinners.

This philosophical concern has a good and a bad side. It means that
we have a record of how the idea fared through the ages, not only
among philosophers but among the generality of ordinary women and
men. But in this very advantage we face our biggest problem: that
most of what we know about the common person’s view of the subject
comes from writers who despised what ordinary people thought about
it. Our best evidence that freedom had become a mass value in late-
fifth-century Greece, for example, is the relentless condemnation of
popular conceptions of the value by the Greek elite thinkers.?

However, as we shall see, this dialectic between the thought of or-
dinary men and women and that of the intellectual elite was itself the
outcome of a more basic interplay of thought and social action. In
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answering the question of how freedom became a value to the ordinary
person in the first place, we arrive at this more fundamental process.
I will show, in later chapters, that freedom was socially constructed—
not discovered, for it was an invented value, however “'startling’’ this
might seem to some®—in a specific pair of struggles generated by slav-
ery. One of these inhered in the master-slave relationship itself; the
other arose from the confrontation between slaveholders and slaves,
on the one hand, and slaveholders and other free persons, on the
other.

But all that is to come. We must still say, in a preliminary way, what
freedom is, without unduly “’stacking the card a priori.”” Freedom, I
will show, is a tripartite value. Behind the term’s numerous shades of
meaning are three ideas, closely related historically, sociologically, and
conceptually, which may be called personal, sovereignal, and civic
freedoms. The musical metaphor of a chordal triad is very useful in
understanding the term and its constituent elements or notes, and I
will be employing it frequently in this work. We think in chordal terms
when we speak generally of ““our freedom,’” meaning a gestalt, a har-
monious whole which is its own special value. This is the main reason
why social scientists, especially opinion pollsters, have such a devil of
a time getting the public meaning of freedom statistically right. Within
the context of the chord, however, we may want to emphasize one or
another element of our expression. Further, the different elements also
exist independently. People can, and often do, play them separately,
and this also makes for easier observation and analysis.

Personal freedom, at its most elementary, gives a person the sense
that one, on the one hand, is not being coerced or restrained by an-
other person in doing something desired and, on the other hand, the
conviction that one can do as one pleases within the limits of other
person’s desire to do the same. Both aspects, negative and positive,
lie and have always lain at the heart of the common, and common-
sense, conception, whatever philosophers may think. Isaiah Berlin’s
celebrated attempt to distinguish between the positive and negative
aspects of this value has not held up to philosophical scrutiny, and
was always a nonstarter sociologically, especially his attempt to con-
fine it to a purely negative meaning.” As Bertrand Russell clearly saw,
"’the absence of obstacles to the realization of desires’’ implies, in both
logical and practical sociological terms, “‘the attainment of a condition
for the satisfaction of our impulses.’’®

The second note of freedom which emerged in the West at about the
same time as personal freedom is what I will call sovereignal freedom.
This is simply the power to act as one pleases, regardless of the wishes
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of others, as distinct from personal freedom, which is the capacity to
do as one pleases, insofar as one can. Russell observed that while every-
one desires freedom for the satisfaction of his own impulses, these
impulses are often in conflict among individuals (and, we might add,
within individuals, but this is another matter). This is so for two rea-
sons: first, because people frequently desire more than their fair share
and, second, because ‘“‘most human beings . . . desire to control not
only their own lives but also the lives of others.””® Russell, as a philos-
opher attempting to define what freedom really is, or should be, dis-
misses such impulses from the domain of freedom. But this is precisely
where sociology and history differ from philosophy. It may, indeed, be
illogical and immoral to desire for oneself the absence of obstacles,
only to be able to restrain others, but, as this work will demonstrate,
it is a sociohistorical fact that human beings have always sought to do
just that, and have frequently succeeded in doing so. What is more,
they have, until quite recently, found no problem calling such con-
straint on others ‘‘freedom.”” The idea that there is something wrong
with this is one of the peculiar products of Enlightenment rationalism.
The sovereignally free person has the power to restrict the freedom of
others or to empower others with the capacity to do as they please
with others beneath them. This conception of freedom is always rela-
tive. At one extreme stands the person who is absolutely free with
respect to another, namely the slavemaster or absolute ruler or god; at
the other extreme is the person who has no freedom with respect to
another, namely, the slave in relation to his master. Between the two
are all other human beings with more or less power or freedom, with
respect to others.

Civic freedom is the capacity of adult members of a community to
participate in its life and governance. A person feels free, in this sense,
to the degree that he or she belongs to the community of birth, has a
recognized place in it, and is involved in some way in the way it is
governed. The existence of civic freedom implies a political community
of some sort, with clearly defined rights and obligations for every cit-
izen. It does not necessarily imply a complete political democracy; full
adult suffrage is a peculiarly modern variant of it. In ancient Athens,
where democracy was first constructed, it was, as will be seen, an
exclusive male club, closed to female citizens and all resident aliens.
And in republican Rome it was even more restricted, being confined
to male aristocrats.

Participative politics is a necessary but not sufficient condition for
civic freedom. In comparative terms, many non-Western societies, es-
pecially those tribal proto-democracies described by political anthro-
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pologists, exhibited some form of participation, at least among all senior
male members of the community. What is unique to the West is the
combination of civic participation and organized polities. In other parts
of the world, whenever centralized states emerged, the price paid for
this more complex form of political organization was the loss of adult
(male) participation in the decision-making process. The unique
p achievement of Athens was neither its participative politics nor its cen-
tralized city-based polity but its being the first political entity in which
. the two processes coexisted. It is in this happy conjunction (for men)
that all that was necessary and sufficient for democracy was attained.
" Explaining how large-scale slavery not only made possible but directly
| fashioned what resulted from this political configuration will be an-
| other task of this work.

These, then, are the three constitutive elements of the uniquely
Western chord of freedom. The manner in which the chord has been
played in the music of Western time is itself a complex and fascinating
story. I will show that hardly had the triad been constructed than peo-
ple began to reconceptualize it on different levels—the physical or
outer, the inner or philosophical, and the spiritual or religious. And I
will demonstrate, further, that on all levels there have been important
changes, over time, in the way in which the chord has been played in
the Western consciousness, such changes coming from the relative em-
phasis given one or another of the three elements or notes of freedom.
Even today, Western societies vary in their choice of the fundamental
note of the triad. Switzerland, Sweden, and America all cherish free-
dom as their supreme value, but consider how discordant the triads of
these cultures sound when played too closely together to the mind’s
ear. From the moment of their chordal fusion in classical Greece, a
tension has always existed among personal, civic, and sovereignal
freedoms. Yet, however stridently and disharmoniously one of them
has played at the expense of the others, all three have remained a vital
part of the Western consciousness. We will see how that tension, ex-
isting within an unbroken though often fragile unity, had its roots in
the paradoxical source of the value itself: the social death that was
human slavery.












CHAPTER I

Primitive Beginnings

OF

' Who were the first persons to get the unusual idea that being free was

not only a value to be cherished but the most important thing that
someone could possess? The answer, in a word: slaves. Freedom be-
“gan its career as a social value in the desperate yearning of the slave
to negate what, for him or her, and for nonslaves, was a peculiarly
inhuman condition. Now, in stating this I am proposing nothing new.
Many historians and philosophers have already noted that freedom
started as a special legal status. As Bernard Bosanquet correctly ob-
served, ‘It will not lead us far wrong if we assume that the value we
put upon liberty and its erection into something like an ideal comes
from the contrast with slavery.”” This contrast, he correctly insists, “‘we
may take as the practical starting point in the notion of freedom.””!

What has not been recognized, however, is the critical fact that the
idea of freedom has never been divorced from this, its primordial,
servile source. Failure to recognize this springs from too great an em-
phasis on the legal aspects of the status first called freedom. When a
person was enslaved or freed, however, much more was going on than
the simple creation of a new legal status. To understand this requires
a better knowledge of the condition called slavery.

Slavery is the permanent, violent, and personal domination of na-
tally alienated and generally dishonored persons.? It is, first, a form of
personal domination. One individual is under the direct power of an-
other or his agent. In practice, this usually entails the power of life
and death over the slave. Second, the slave is always an excommuni-
cated person. He, more often she, does not belong to the legitimate
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social or moral community; he has no independent social existence; he
exists only through, and for, the master; he is, in other words, natally
alienated. As Aristotle observed, “‘The slave is not only the slave of
his master; he also belongs entirely to him, [and has no life or being
other than that of so belonging].”’® Third, the slave is in a perpetual
condition of dishonor. What is more, the master and, as we shall see,
his group parasitically gain honor in degrading the slave.

Slavery, however, has never existed in a social vacuum. Like all
enduring social relationships, it has existed only with the support of
the community, and its peculiar interpersonal qualities and symbolic
meanings have inevitably been institutionalized. A slave relationship,
in short, requires at least the tacit support of those not directly in-
volved with it, and it calls into being a slave culture, however rudi-
mentary. As Plato saw, all too clearly, the master’s power was nothing
in isolation from fellow members of his community. And it has been
shown, elsewhere, that the peculiar symbolic conceptions of the slave
and the slave relationship were meaningful only when these concep-
tions were shared by all members of the community.* What are these
shared cultural conceptions of slavery?

In all societies the three constitutive features of the slave condition
add up to a generalized conception of slavery as a state of social death.
The slave is always conceived of as someone, or the descendant of
someone, who should have died, typically as a result of defeat in war,
but also as a result of poverty. His physical life was spared, or as
Hobbes put it, “'his life and corporall Libertie given him, on condition
to be Subject to the Victor, . . . subject of him that took him; because
he had no other way to preserve himself.”’> Few writers have more
bluntly stated this nearly universal way of rationalizing and symboli-
cally expressing the condition of slavery than Locke: ““having, by his
own fault, forfeited his own Life, by some Act that deserves Death;
he, to whom he has forfeited it, may (when he has him in his Power)
delay to take it, and make use of him to his own Service, and he does
him no injury by it.”’¢

Slavery posed at least two fundamental problems wherever it ex-
isted. One of these was more social or communal; the other, interper-
sonal. In the solving of these two problems, the value of freedom was
born. The two problems are actually aspects of each other and should
not be too rigidly separated. We do so only for the sake of clarity and
exposition. ‘

The interpersonal problem was that of getting the slave to serve the
master diligently. Actually the problem developed later than the social
dilemma, for the simple reason that the demands of the master were
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not great in the most primitive societies where we find the relation-
ship. Rarely, in these cases, did the master rely on his slaves for
economic purposes. What the master wanted was honor and defer-
ence. The slave was a living embodiment of his prowess in warfare. It
did not take much to achieve this satisfaction. The slave merely had to
exist and behave himself. In most such societies, the slave was well
looked after, sometimes even pampered, by the master. Only later,
when more complex demands were to be made on the slave, did per-
sonal motivation become a problem.

What became problematic from the moment a slave was introduced
into a society, however primitive it might have been, was the com-
munal acceptance of the slave and of the slave relation. How does a
society, any society, come to terms with the idea of socially dead per-
sons in its midst? Why would a community, in the first place, permit
such a bizarre relationship? Clearly, there must have been something
in the relationship which served the interests of the community, some
compensating factor. The simpler, the smaller, and the more primitive
the community, the greater would have been the need for such com-
pensations. There were few distinctions of rank or personal power in
such communities, so no prospective master or group of masters was
powerful enough to impose its will on the rest of the community. As
Michael Mann, synthesizing a long tradition of political anthropology,
has recently pointed out, all precivilized societies were hostile to the
accumulation of personal power; power, where it existed, was collec-
tive and ““almost totally confined to the use of ‘authority’ on behalf of
the collectivity.”’”

Further, because the earliest societies were small, tightly knit groups,
three or two slaves, or even one would have made quite an impact on
the entire group. Everyone was alive to the presence of strangers in
such societies, and that precisely was the condition of the slave, a
permanent stranger, a kinless soul in their midst. In evolutionary
terms, then, the social problem of slavery preceded its interpersonal
problem. Hence its resolution, and the kind of freedom it intimated,
comes before all others.

The comparative, ethnohistorical evidence on slavery among hunter-
gatherers and primitive agriculturalists is quite rich, making it possible
to understand how the dilemma was resolved in these societies and
what it implies for our story. Slaveholding and trading existed among
the earliest and most primitive of peoples. The archaeological evidence
reveals that slaves were among the first items of trade within, and
between, the primitive Germans and Celts, and the institution was an
established part of life, though never of major significance, in primitive

{
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China, Japan, and the prehistoric Near East. Among preliterate tribal
peoples of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the relation was
institutionalized and hereditary in nearly 30 percent of all cases ob-
served by anthropologists, and at least incipient in another 15 percent
of the cases. The conventional view that hunters and gatherers never
kept slaves, because they lacked the resources to do so, is incorrect; a
small but significant minority of these groups did so, and while their
numbers were usually small, there are on record several cases of slave
populations approaching 10 to 15 percent of the gatherers, most no /
tably the Indians of the northwest coast of North America.?

Whatever their numbers, slaves were rarely of any economic signif-
icance among hunters and gatherers. Their cultural and social roles,
however, were sometimes important, and in a handful of cases on
record, one of which we will examine shortly, the slave loomed large
in the cultural life of the tribe. In all these societies, the slave was
mainly a shared social good. While every slave had a master, the mas-
ter’s gains were often secondary and, in all cases, heavily dependent
upon the community’s interest in the slave.

The pre-European Cherokees, studied by Theda Perdue, were typi-
cal of slaveholding hunter-gatherers and primitive agriculturalists. Most
prisoners of war were killed, though some were occasionally adopted
as full members of the victor’s clan. In a few cases, however, captives
were reduced to genuine enslavement. These were the atsi nahsa’i,
people without clan membership and, as such, ““without any rights,
even the right to live,”” and over whom the master had absolute power.
Slaves served no real economic purpose in this redistributive subsis-
tence economy, although they were assigned servile or female work.
They were entirely excluded from participation in the social life of the
community. The slave, like the bear, Perdue tells us, “was an anomaly
because he had a human form but could not lead a normal human
existence,”” and she suggests that it was precisely because they were
anomalies that the Cherokees kept them. The Cherokees used the ab-
normal status of the slave as a way of strengthening their system of
classification. Further, the deviant and outsider condition of the slave
helped to establish Cherokee identity, ‘‘not by proclaiming what they
are, or the norm, but by carefully defining what they are not.”” The
kinless, clanless, socially dead slave negatively defined all that it meant
to be socially alive and an active member of one’s clan.’ It is most
significant that this earliest role of the slave, and of slavery, was a
communal and social one. There is, as yet, no hint of individual free-
dom. Once a man was enslaved, he could not return to his own tribe,
nor could he be promoted to the status of a full member of his captor’s
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society. The stain of slavery was indelible. Social death was like phys-
ical death: once dead, you remained dead.

While individual freedom was not possible, or even conceivable, in
these societies, the social definitions which slavery generated some-
times allowed for the possibility of something even more innovative.
We see this happening among those few societies of this type in which
there was an unusual ritual preoccupation with the slave, to the point
where it became the dominant focus of the entire culture, although at
any given time no more than two or three slaves may have been
around. The most fascinating case on record of this development
involved the Tupinamba of pre-European South America.

The Tupinamba belonged to the large group of Tupi-Guarani-speaking
peoples who, when discovered by the Europeans in the sixteenth cen-
tury, occupied the eastern coastal strip of Brazil from the mouth of the
Amazon to Cananéa, located in the south of what is now Sao Paulo."
The Tupinamba proper were the northernmost of this group of tribes.
When the Europeans arrived, they were just coming to the end of their
migrations into the coastal region and were perpetually at war with
the Tapuya peoples they had displaced. Their economy was a combi-
nation of farming, hunting, and gathering. Slash-and-burn techniques
were used to grow manioc and, to a lesser degree, maize. All the plant-
ing and harvesting was done by women, as was the gathering of the
highly favored tanajuras ants. There was also extensive fishing, espe-
cially of oysters. Hunting was carried out by men, either individually
or in small groups, the main game being certain ratlike rodents, al-
though occasionally larger game, such as jaguars, were taken. There
was little domestication of animals, and none of any real economic
significance. It was hardly necessary. Food, including protein, was
abundant, and the Tupinamba nicely fit Marshal Sahlins’s model of
Stone Age affluence.™

The Tupinamba lived in villages of between four hundred and six-
teen hundred persons, in huge thatched houses holding between one
and two hundred persons, located around a central communal plaza.
Special parts of these houses were set aside for the heads of extended
families, their relatives, and their slaves. The villages were built on the
summits of hills for protection and were well defended. Any outsider
in such a community was highly visible and the object of constant
curiosity and watchfulness.

Since material wants were no problem, and since women were doing
most of the work, men had a lot of time on their hands. When men in
traditional—some may say, in all—societies had more time than they
knew what to do with, they invariably played, and made war, the two
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tending to converge. The Tupinamba were a classic case in point. War-
fare was the pivotal institution among them. According to Alfred Mé-
traux, ‘‘Rank was determined by war prowess (capture and ceremonial
execution of prisoners), magic power, oratorical gifts, and wealth.”’12
The taking of captives was the major objective of warfare. The captive,
as the enemy within, provided for the extension of war and vengeance
against the enemy. The high point of social life and cultural play was
the ritualistic slaughter of the captives. Such slaves, then, played a
critical role in Tupinamba life and culture, even though few in num-
bers.

Of slaves, Métraux writes, ““Though, with few exceptions, all pris-
oners, male or female, were eventually eaten, they were kept long
enough in the community to be considered a special class within Tup-
inamba society. Possession of a prisoner was an envied privilege. One
who enjoyed it did not hesitate to make the greatest sacrifices to keep
his charge happy and in good health.””?*> Wives were found for the
slaves, sometimes from among the slaveholder’s own kinsmen. The
children of male slaves, and those of female slaves by male slaves,
remained slaves. After they were captured and brought home, there
were elaborate rituals of enslavement in which the slave was incorpo-
rated into the group as an internal enemy. The slaves lived and worked
with their captors as junior kinsmen, although they felt the constant
threat of being slaughtered at any time. While generally well treated,
the slaves were objects of the usual combination of fear and contempt.
At any time they could become the target of the most violent insults
and abuses from nonslaves. The main symbol of slavery was a rope
tied around the neck of the slave, which sometimes was ‘“a symbolical
necklace strung with as many beads as he had months to live until his
execution.”’1

Slaves had to respect their masters. Deferential behavior included
entering the owner’s quarters through special areas. Indeed, the only
purpose the slave served for the individual master was to enhance his
sense of honor and to reinforce his sense of manly dignity.' In keeping
with the tradition of violence toward the external and internal enemy,
the Tupinamba had a highly developed timocratic character. Courage,
military prowess, and personal discipline alternating with the most
extreme expressions of brutality and rage against the enemy, both
without and within, were the highest virtues. An observer remarked,

Great stress was put on the smoothness of manners and gentleness, any
outburst of anger being looked on with abhorrence. People shunned the
company of temperamental persons. If an Indian felt incapable of con-
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trolling his feelings, he warned those present, who immediately tried
to calm him down. When a serious quarrel broke out in a village, the
individuals involved went to the extreme of burning their own houses,
challenging their adversaries to do likewise. . . .

Blood revenge was a sacred duty.'

Considerable emphasis was also placed on proper etiquette and hos-
pitality. If this all sounds highly familiar, it is only because there is
indeed an honorific complex which anthropologists, especially those
who work on the Mediterranean, have shown to exhibit striking sim-
ilarities across levels, and regions, of human cultures. Slavery often,
though obviously not always, plays a pivotal role in supporting this
timocratic complex. The Tupinamba, the ancient Greeks and Romans,
and the southerners of the United States, so markedly different in time,
place, and levels of sociocultural development, nonetheless reveal the
remarkable tenacity of this culture-character complex.'”

In a brilliant analysis, Florestan Fernandes, the Brazilian social an-
thropologist, has shown how warfare, slavery, religion, and human
sacrifice were all intimately related in Tupinamba culture.® The artic-
ulating cultural concept was vengeance. On the surface, vengeance
was important as the justification for war against the external enemy
and the cannibalistic slaughter of the slave. But the notion of ven-
geance also became a means of appeasement of, and solidarity with,
the ancestors, especially those who had been killed in warfare, and the
mythical founders of the community. Warfare—both external, in clashes
with the enemy, and internal, in the sacrifice of the slave—established
solidarity with the ancestors and the gods and reinforced communal
solidarity and strength.

The sacrificial murder and eating of the slave was undertaken with
considerable ritual. According to Fernandes, six kinds of rituals were
involved. First, rites of segregation. Because the slave had earlier been
incorporated by the rites of enslavement as a part of the community,
in it, though never a member of it, it was necessary before his sacrifice
to exclude him once again. Between exclusion and the actual sacrifice,
the slave was a masterless, uncontrolled person in their midst and
therefore, in this condition of intense liminality, a moral danger to the
community and greatly to be feared. The rites of segregation were
quickly followed by rites of inculcation in which the slave and his tribe
of origin were accused and reviled. This was followed by rites of prep-
aration for sacrifice, usually the day before the execution. Then came
rites of symbolic escape and recapture, in which the slave was taunted
with the possibility of freedom. In cat-and-mouse fashion, he was de-
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liberately allowed to escape and, just at the point when he thought he
had regained his freedom and his life, was retaken with much abuse.
Next came the rites of vengeance and, finally, the gruesome rites of
slaughter. This complex of rites was followed by the cannibalistic feast,
which also had its own elaborate rules and taboos, especially for the
slaveholder, who had done the killing. After this came the final rites
of purification.

We can now summarize and relate all this to the question of the
origins of freedom. Slavery, on the level of personal domination,
existed in all its essentials among the Tupinamba. There was the
individualized domination of the slave by his captor, the slave’s
powerlessness, and his social death. Slaves were of little direct mate-
rial value to their masters or to the community, but were vital in en-
hancing the honor, manhood, and dignities of the slaveholder. There
was little need to motivate the slave. It was enough to treat him well,
which was hardly a problem in this abundant Stone Age society.

Note, however, that the slave desperately desired his freedom.
Throughout the years of his enslavement, he made frequent attempts
to escape, the certainty of his eventual slaughter no doubt reinforcing
this desire. The master and the other members of his community also
recognized the slave’s desperate yearning for escape and freedom.
They actually taunted him with it. Neither, however, had any interest
in supporting the slave’s desire. Quite the contrary.

Thus the desire for personal freedom existed, but it could not be-
come a value. It was known both by the slave and by his captors, who
not only saw it in the slave’s anguish but also deeply mourned the
living and the dead among them who had been captured and slaugh-
tered, and eaten, by the slave’s natal tribe. They too must have tried
to escape. So the desire for and the idea of personal freedom at its
most basic and biological level were known by all. But it could not be
actualized. For a desire to become value, there must be present the
consent of the community. At the very least, the slave’s master must
have had to find some value in it. Among the Tupinamba, as among
nearly all hunter-gatherers who held slaves and among many neolithic
peoples, neither masters nor other members of the community had any
motivation or interest in instituting freedom. Hence there was no social
reaction, no fusion of slave’s yearning, master’s interest, and com-
munity’s consent, which together, and together only, transformed de-
sire and idea into enduring social value. That had to await further
developments.

Now, while the master had no interest in supporting the slave’s
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yearning for personal freedom, he did have a strong interest in being
his benefactor. Until the day of his sacrifice, the good master did all
he could to care for and protect his slave. He fed him well. He even
found him a wife from among his kinfolk. There are many accounts of
these wives’ becoming very attached to their doomed husbands, some
of them making pathetic attempts to help them escape. The master
expected the slave to reciprocate his good treatment by honoring him.
Thus we find, even in this most primitive situation, the rudiments of
sovereignal freedom, the experience of freedom as the exercise of
power. We will see how, in more complex social formations, that be-
nevolence would fuse with the master’s interest in freeing the slave,
to create elementary personal freedom. But not yet. Not until the mas-
ter had good reason to conspire with the slave’s brute instinct to be
free would desire become value and, in the process, give birth to per-
sonal freedom.

Nonetheless, as we have seen, there was one critical respect in which
the community did become involved with the slave. Indeed, it was
obsessed with him. The slaveholder’s community participated in the
relationship both in recognizing the slaveholder’s claim to honor and
prestige and in helping to control and recapture the slave. They all
shared in the collective honor of the defeated enemy. And, most im-
portant of all, the keeping and sacrificing of slaves was a critical part
of the dominant constellation of values that made Tupinamba life
meaningful. Slavery, by bringing warfare home, made possible both
the continuous exercise of vengeance and its most dramatic ritual ex-
pression. The slave became a kind of cultural money, a medium of
social and ritual exchange, and a living expression of the value of free-
dom, and of the enormous risk of losing it in warfare. In the process
of defining the enemy, the Tupinamba defined themselves, in social
and in supernatural terms. Thus slavery made possible both group
definition and group solidarity. The ritual slaughter of the slave
brought together all who were not directly involved in the relation of
slavery, even as it intensified the ties of solidarity between slaveholder
and nonslaveholders. In short, slavery formed the basis of the most
important civic act, the most intense form of participation.

At the heart of this civic experience must have been the conscious-
ness of a negation, of a not-being which was the sheer joy, the intense
exhilaration of not being the sacrificed slave. And in eating his body,
and in drinking his blood, the Tupinamba experienced both personally
and together the ultimate act of sanctification and communal solidar-
ity—the consumption of the hated other, the not-being, the not-I, the
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Them-object that made Us possible. By the literal consuming of the
enemy, the enemy within the body social became the enemy within
the real body. Thus the individual and the community became one.

And what was that one? A free one, of course, constantly alive to
the idea of that freedom by being partly made up of the being that was
not free. Incipient or proto-civic freedom, then, is found in the most
primitive of social formations having slavery. To be sure, its creation
was not yet complete. It still had to be given a name, to be intellectu-
ally purified, and to be morally transvalued, and that had to await the
creation both of more complex polities and of more intellectually self-
conscious peoples. And as we suggested earlier, its configuration with
the other two freedoms was to give it a chordal quality wholly un-
known among the Tupinamba. Even so, in the use of the slave as an
object of communal solidarity, as a mode of defining the community,
and at the same time defining it as not-slaves, and as a means of forg-
ing individual and collective consciousness around the negation, not-
slave, the Tupinamba exhibited one of the most necessary elements of
participatory or civic freedom.

Necessary, but not sufficient. For civic freedom also required the
existence of a politically centralized community with governmental in-
stitutions. And that decisive development human beings resisted for a
very long time, as Mann has so forcefully reminded us.” We will see
later how slavery, when inserted on a large scale into such advanced
polities, became a revolutionary force engendering civic freedom. What
the Tupinamba case illustrates, however, is the primitive mechanism
that underlay the propensity of slavery to generate such a revolution:
its immediate stimulation of a bond of love among the nonslaves vis-
a-vis the bonded slave—and it is no accident that we express solidarity
in the language of the shackled—for it is its obverse, the hated enemy
within, that defined, even in the absence of war, the political bound-
aries of the group: the primordial outsider who defined internally the
nature of belonging and the privileges of membership of a social group.
We are bonded together in love, because others are bonded to us in
hate.

Before the slave came into being, the Tupinamba could define the
boundaries of their group only by going to war and risking death. With
slavery—with even one solitary slave—all the social and political func-
tions of war were institutionalized, realized without risks, and given
ritual expression.

But slavery did more. Unlike war, it began to identify, for the first

{ time in human history, the community with something new, a new
\ value, that being not-slave, not constrained, not socially dead—in other
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words, at least implicitly, socially free. This, primitive warfare by itself
could not have done, for as we have seen, the norm was to slaughter
the men and either kill or completely absorb the women. We may call
what the Tupinamba experienced proto-civic freedom, the first expe-
rience of freedom as a socially valued good.

Nonetheless, it was a historical dead end. Nothing emerged directly
from it. More advanced agricultural societies had to reinvent freedom
as a social value. It took a long period of social time for this to happen.
When it did, however, slavery, as we will see, was once again its
handmaiden. Before coming to this reinvention, let us see why it did
not happen in other societies, more developed than that of the Tupi-
namba, and with far higher levels of slavery.



CHAPTER 2

For the Creation of Eyes:
Why Freedom Failed in
the Non-Western World

I have suggested that freedom as a value was generated by, and
socially constructed out of, the interaction among master, slave, and
native nonslaves. Elsewhere, I have demonstrated that slavery was a
nearly universal institution.! It should follow that the value of freedom
was constructed everywhere. Yet, we know that this was not so. In-
deed, one of the major objectives of this work is to show that freedom
was a peculiarly Western value and ideal. How is the discrepancy
explained?

Simply, by noting that while the idea of freedom was certainly en-
gendered wherever slavery existed, it never came to term. People ev-
erywhere, except in the ancient West, resisted its gestation and
institutionalization. This chapter will show why. It will be seen that
resisting the promotion of freedom as value was the natural thing to
do for most human societies, in much the same way that the long
resistance to the concentration of power was natural for most human
societies for most of human history. What is unusual is the institution-
alization and idealization of this value, given its degraded, servile
source. It is the ancient West that needs explanation. Because we are
of the West and share its central value, we have turned the history of
human societies around, and ethocentrically assumed that it is the rest
of humankind, in its failure to embrace freedom, that needs explain-
ing. To undo such preconceptions is another aim of the present
chapter.
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1. SLAVERY AND THE CONCEPTIONS
OF FREEDOM IN PRELITERATE CULTURES

As societies became more settled, more agricultural or pastoral, the
captured enemy often became increasingly useful to his master or the
person assigned personal control over him. The reasons for keeping
slaves also became more complex and varied. Honorific factors re-
mained important, as did ritual factors such as the sacrificial murder
of slaves, spectacularly so in ancient China, where hundreds were bur-
ied alive with their deceased emperor masters, and in ancient Car-
thage, where large-scale economic uses of slaves went along with the
mass ritual sacrifice of hundreds of them on special religious occa-
sions.? Of increasing though never prime importance, too, was the
economic use of slaves, either to supplement household labor or to
generate surplus on specially assigned tenancies. In many societies,
slaves were also used for military and bureaucratic or executive pur-
poses. Female slaves, the majority in most premodern slaveholding
societies, were valued as much for their reproductive as for their pro-
ductive roles, especially in regions of low population density such as
western Africa.

For the slaveholder in settled small communities, then, one of the
main objectives in keeping slaves now became the services which he
could extract from them. In such situations the second major problem
of slavery asserted itself—that of motivating the slave to serve the mas-
ter well. The greater the number of slaves owned, and the greater the
dependence of the master on these slaves for his own status and ma-
terial well-being and power, the greater became the need to find some
way of motivating his slaves. But increased numbers of slaves created
an even bigger problem for the slave owner: the need to placate the
nonslaveholding members of his community. It is in the search for a
solution to these two sets of problems that slaveholder, slave, and
““freeman’’ began to discover, or stumble upon, aspects of the value
of freedom. The outcome in these societies, however, is not what we
had expected. Human societies had a difficult labor, giving birth to
freedom.

The obvious solution to the problem of motivating the slave was, we
know from hindsight, to hold out the promise of release from slavery.
Nonetheless, the evidence is clear that in no premodern society outside
of the West was personal freedom seriously entertained. It would be
going too far to say that it was never conceived. A slave is a dead man.
A man desperate for life. In desperation men and women conceive of
anything. And anything, even the sociological impossibility of going it
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alone—a stranger, an outcast and runaway, a rebel, a bandit—might
sometimes, must sometimes, have crossed the mind of the socially
dead slave. And we know it to be true of all these societies that the
rare slave did seek to actualize the impossible.

Nearly all slaves in premodern societies, however, dreamed of some-
thing more practical—to become again legitimate members of society,
to be socially born again, in their next to wildest dreams, to be reborn
in their native community, but in their more pragmatic dreams, to be
reborn in the community of their enslavement. This last, for a small
minority of them, was now possible. Possible because the master had
reason to entertain it, and sometimes had the means to persuade the
freeborn to accept it.

Sometimes. For the transition was always resisted by the freeborn,
who had every reason to resent the intrusion of such formerly dead,
utterly kinless persons into their midst. The freedman was no longer
a slave, but it is important to note that what he had achieved with the
release from slavery was not personal freedom; nor was he necessarily
a freeman or citizen of his master’s community. As Bosanquet nicely
puts it, ”A man may be a long way more than a slave and yet a long
way less than a citizen.””? It was very rare in the history of human
servitude for the ex-slave to become immediately a freeman. It almost
never happened in the slaveholding societies of the non-Western
world. What Ignatious Gelb wrote of ancient Mesopotamia remained
true of all non-Western societies throughout history, and of a good
part of the history of Western slavery: “that the manumitted or freed
individual remained in some state of dependency on their old master’s
household.”’* In these societies, that further transition to fully free
status took at least a couple of generations. "’To make them round”’
again, as the Toradja of the Central Celebes expressed it, took much
time, deep rituals, and the exchange of many gifts. First, they were
only “‘half round”’; and so they remained for the rest of their lives. It
was no easy matter this, the creation even of a half-free person. For
people knew immediately that not just a radically new category of
persons was being created but a profoundly new kind of value. They
also say, the people of the Central Celebes, that the ritual and social
change invoked in making this new thing was “’for the creation of
eyes.’”’

The creation of eyes, then, would be possible only where the free-
born benefited. We have already seen from our discussion of the Tup-
inamba that these benefits accrued even where no release from slavery
was possible for the slave. That is, the mere existence of slavery cre-
ated, among the nonslaves, a sense of civic pride, of solidarity, and of
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participation, identified with the mere fact of not being a slave. That
happened, however, only where slavery and the ritual slaughter of the
slave were central cultural preoccupations. But, as we argued above,
precisely this cultural focusing on the slave was lost as societies be-
came more complex and settled. So just when the master needed some
such cultural compensation to justify not simply the holding but the
release of some of his slaves, it was lost. This value thus had to be re-
created or revived. One way or another, the creation of the freedman
had to be complemented and compensated for, by the re-creation or
intensification of the value of social or proto-civic freedom. Further, it
had to await the construction of some social space for such a category
of persons. Let us examine how this was done in those parts of the
non-Western world where we find significant levels of slavery.

In precolonial African societies slavery was widespread and the re-
lease from slavery not uncommon. But as Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne
Miers have shown, the antithesis of slavery in these societies was never
freedom in the Western sense (by which they mean personal freedom).
What the ambitious slave sought, and what the self-interested master
offered, was the reduction of the slave’s marginality and his partial
resocialization in the master’s community. Not autonomy or isolation,
which was neither possible nor desired, but “‘new bonds must be cre-
ated, in the integrative sense of ‘bonding’ him to the new society.”’®
Ultimately, what the ex-slave wanted was “‘the condition of the com-
plete insider, of the man born into the society as a full-fledged citizen.
But the insider in most traditional societies of Africa was not an auton-
omous individual. His full citizenship derived from belonging to a kin
group, usually corporate, which was the fundamental social, legal, po-
litical, and ritual protective unit.”’”

This condition of belonging, of participating, of being protected by
the community, constituted the ideal nonslave condition not only in
Africa but, as we shall see, in nearly all traditional societies. Personal
freedom had no place in such societies. Indeed, such a condition
amounted to social suicide and, very likely, physical death. In many
respects it was a condition worse than slavery, even though, as we
said earlier, a few slaves were desperate enough to try it. Something
else was needed, some radically new social development, before this
possibility could become anything more than the crazed musing of a
desperate slave.

In order to come to a deeper understanding of the values which were
actually possible in settled, kin-based agricultural societies, let us
sharpen our focus on two pre-European slaveholding societies, the Im-
bangala of Angola and the Toradja of the Central Celebes, both reflect-



24 FREEDOM

ing the full range of slavery in such societies, measured in terms of
the numbers and uses of slaves.

2. MAVALA AND JIMBANZA: FREEDMEN
AND KINSMEN IN AN AFRICAN CULTURE

What distinguished the slaves, or abika, among the Imbangala was the
fact that they did not have a wide network of affiliation, of persons on
whom to depend. Rather, as Joseph C. Miller, the authority on this
society, tells us, the slaves were exclusively dependent on one person,
their master, ““who, in turn, was accountable to no social or political
authority that might act in their behalf. By definition, slaves lacked the
kinsmen who were constantly available to [others] for assistance in
avenging injustices, borrowing wealth, offering solace, or arranging for
a spouse.”’® In this situation, the idea of personal freedom made no
sense, even though the desire to be liberated from the condition of
slavery certainly did. That liberation, however, was found not in any
freedom from someone, since no one had or wanted that, but in in-
volvement with, and closer bondage to, a wider network of persons.
Miller sums up the situation well:

The slave/free dichotomy, familiar to Western heirs of the Enlightenment,
would not appear so obvious to the Imbangala, since in Kasanje all status
was seen as involuntary and no individual considered himself free in any
sense close to Western theoretical notions of freedom. Everyone lived
subordinated to the collective needs of his or her lineage, subordinated
to the character of the name he or she assumed, subordinated to the
ideally absolute authority of the king . .. all obediently suffered fates
determined for them by the gods.®

While I am in general agreement with Miller’s insistence that the West-
ern slave-free dichotomy is not relevant to an understanding of the
African situation, I must at this point emphasize one crucial difference
between my own position and his, as well as that of Miers and Ko-
pytoff. To the extent that these authors mean by the Western idea of
freedom only personal freedom, we are in complete agreement.
However, as I indicated in the Introduction, and will demonstrate in
the remaining chapters of this work, it is a serious error to claim that
the Western idea and value of freedom involve only the notion of per-
sonal liberty. That is one of the great myths of modern political and
economic theory which I hope to correct here. Western freedom is
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unique in many respects—in the component of personal liberty, in the
extraordinary emphasis placed on it, and in its trinitarian configura-
tion. However, one of the three elements of freedom, the sovereignal,
did emerge in the non-Western world, and there were clear precursors
of civic freedom, both, as in the West, developing under the influence
of slavery. But neither ever became a dominant or even a socially im-
portant value. To demonstrate this important point, we can do no
better than to return to Miller’'s own, excellent ethnography of the
Imbangala. '

Now, the Imbangala are a fascinating group of people, bundling
enormous social complexity on a primitive technological base, as only
traditional Africans seemed capable of doing. In the latter half of the
nineteenth century, when we come upon them, they were emerging
from a long period of subjection to the despotic slave-trading state of
Kasanje, the rulers of which had wreaked havoc on the peoples of the
Lui-Kwango valley from the early part of the seventeenth century. Vast
numbers of people had been brought into the region by the kings, and
even more had been sold out to the Europeans. With the collapse of
the centralized kingdom, many local petty kingdoms under provincial
Kasanje rulers had appeared. In the face of all this, the indigenous
Imbangala held on to, and even reinforced, their central social insti-
tution. This was the ngundu, the exogamous, matrilineal descent group.
They considered this group “‘vital to their lives’” since it determined
their social and economic position and level of protection, as well
as their access to the gods. Hence they evaluated these groups ‘’at the
very center of human existence, even seeing humanness itself as an
attribute of membership in the descent group.’’*

A slave was a person without a lineage and, as such, someone whose
very humanness was permanently in question. Numerous slaves, along
with other, nonslave aliens, had been brought into the region by the
Kasanje rulers, eventually outnumbering the indigenous Imbangala.
Thus the native Imbangala found themselves in the middle of a hier-
archical kingdom. Above them was the conquering group, which not
only enriched itself by selling slaves abroad but used slaves as a prae-
torian guard to prevent native rebellion. Soon, however, the native
Imbangala were procuring slaves themselves, and these they incorpo-
rated by creating a special class of lowly statuses bearing special rela-
tion to their own lineages. The Kasanje rulers had a different system
of organization and were outside the lineage framework which the
natives took to be so central to their existence.

The Imbangala’s ideological response to this situation is interesting,
for, as Miller tells us, it has parallels in other parts of the world, in-
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cluding Europe: they came to identify kings and slaves alike as be-
longing to the same category of outsiders. This made sociological sense,
since the kings constantly struggled to undermine the central social
position of the lineages, using their slave retainers to do so. The Im-
bangala fought back with their own slave recruits and by fiercely hold-
ing on to their traditional lineage system. ““The abika thus served as
the pawns that simultaneously maintained the political balance be-
tween kings and lineages in Kasanje and provided the plentiful slave
exports for which Kasanje became justifiably infamous.”’'"!

In this situation, it is clear, some means of motivating the slaves was
called for. The release from slavery, by both the kings and the lineage
leaders, was the answer. A special category of freedmen called mavala
was created for those locally born slaves whose skills and loyalty were
highly desired. These mavala were important, not only in the struggles
between the lineage and the kings but also in resolving a chronic in-
tralineage problem peculiar to all matrilineal systems, that between a
man’s own matrilineage and that of his father. That is, the children of
a man and his slave remained in the man’s own retinue and did not
belong to that of his wife, as was true of his own children. These
mavala were certainly not full members of the lineage. Indeed, they
were hardly even half members, since one became a member of a lin-
eage only through the mother; and they had blood links only to one
line. At the same time, they were no longer slaves. Rather, they were
grateful and loyal supporters of the person who had released them
from the socially dead condition of slavery.

Now, whatever the name the Imbangala might have given this re-
lationship, the thing it described closely resembles what I have called
sovereignal freedom. For the freedmen, it was a set of rights and ca-
pacities given by a slave owner to his slave which results in his release
from a condition of complete social isolation and nonbeing, into one
which, while not the same as that of a full member or citizen, at least
allows for the possibility of his descendants’ becoming full citizens
over time; it also gave the freedman certain powers vis-a-vis native
Imbangala. In return, the ex-slave offered further loyal service, defer-
ence, and loyalty; in other words, as a retainer he reinforced the honor
and absolute sovereignal freedom of the ex-master. It was only in this
and the slave relation that a person could freely exercise such absolute
power.

Miller’s ethnography makes it perfectly clear that “’freeborn,”” or jim-
banza, members of the community strongly resented the mavala. In-
deed, he goes so far as to speak of “’structural tensions’” between abika
(slaves), mavala (freedmen), and jimbanza (full members); this is under-
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standable when it is considered that many favored mavala became more
prosperous than jimbanza kinsmen, that is to say, had more liberties,
in the prescriptive sense, than the latter did. The jimbanza, however, did
gain from the presence of both slaves and mavala. In the first place,
all slaves and freedmen had to pay special deference to jimbanza, no
matter how wealthy the former and how poor the latter. I find it hard
to believe that such a state of affairs did not imprint upon the con-
sciousness of jimbanza the fact that not being a slave meant something
valuable, regardless of what may have been the nature of dependency
among such nonslaves.

It was in this way that among the Imbangala—as presumably among
all tribal groups with significant numbers of slaves and freedmen—a
wholly new category of persons was created, namely, that of the free-
man. Note that no such category existed among the Tupinamba, or
among other groups where the slave was only of ritual significance,
however great that cultural role. The social category of freeman can
exist only in contradistinction to the established social categories of
slaves and freedmen.

Second, we find a strong sense of collective pride among the jimbanza
vis-a-vis all slaves, mavala, and even the kings with whom they iden-
tified the slaves. All were outsiders. There can be no outsiders without
insiders. And since what characterized all of these outsiders was their
slaveness, the kings themselves included, the intense focus on the
human-defining lineage must have been identified with the condition
of not being the slave outsider. This is quite consistent with the fact,
emphasized by Miller, that the Imbangala did not have a slave-free
dichotomy in the Western sense, for we have seen that by Western
freedom Miller meant only personal freedom. The Imbangala, however,
did think in starkly dichotomized terms, as Miller himself attests, for
he closes his analysis of the effects of slavery on the relations between
states and lineages by stating, ‘‘The state/lineage dichotomy in Kasanje
was therefore also an alliance of outsiders, chiefs and abika or yijiko
[another category of slaves], against the jimbanza of the lineages.””'? It
is in the face of just such a dichotomous social construction that people
come to value their solidarity, and their civic participation, not only as
something expressive of great social import but, substantively, as
something that is the negative social essence: not-slave.

But note, immediately, two important aspects of this valuation. First,
it is in no sense civic freedom and does not even hint at anything
approaching democracy. Indeed, it is not even the proto-civic freedom
of the more primitive Tupinamba. And this is so although the Imban-
gala had a centralized polity and a moderately developed system of
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governance. That polity, however, focused on a monarch and a ruling
elite who were themselves considered outsiders. Far from seeking to
establish solidarity with its elite vis-a-vis the slaves and freedmen, the
Imbangala identified the ruling group and the slaves and freedmen as
outsiders. The insider freeman was the native, but the native freeman
did not constitute the civic community. The civic group, in turn, had
no need or inclination to establish any bond with the native freeman
versus the slaves and freedmen. Instead, it used its own slaves and
freedmen to aid in the exclusion of the native group from the civic
decision-making process.

The second important aspect of the native Imbangala’s valuation of
their freeman status is that it was just that—the valuation of a status,
not of a principle or ideal; nor was it associated, in itself, with anything
dynamic or creative in their social life. Being a free person was a mere
passive aspect of something far more important, the real center of life,
namely, belonging to the lineage. Thus, while every Imbangala would
acknowledge with some pride that he or she was not a slave or a
freedman, none, if asked to name the things that constituted human-
ness, the things that were vital to their existence as active and engaged
members of their community, would dream of mentioning freedom.

In fact, the only people in Imbangala society who would truly have
valued freedom as something to strive for would have been the de-
spised slaves seeking to become mavala, and once they achieved their
release from slavery they ceased immediately to value its negation. No
one in his or her right mind in Imbangala society desired personal
liberty, least of all the mavala. What the freedman sought, instead, were
the prescriptive liberties of sovereignal freedom and the enhancement
of his patron’s, and protector’s, sovereignal power or freedom over his
remaining slaves.

3. KABOSENJA AND SLAVE: THE FREE
WHO ARE ""GREAT" IN THE SOUTH PACIFIC

With all this in mind, let us now turn to the Toradja of the Central
Celebes.™ This remote group of tribes presents us with a valuable ex-
perimental situation, in that here we find a people who were remark-
ably similar in most sociocultural respects, except in one critical area.
One group (the To Lage, To Onda’e, To Palande, and To Pada) had a
large slave population organized into a clearly demarcated slave stand-
ing, while the other group either had only a few slaves, who were not
socially important and not reduced to a special standing, or had no
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slaves at all (for example, the To Pebato and To Wingkemposo). They
permit us, then, to explore the effects of slavery on the construction
of notions of freedom among a tribal people, as well as to examine the
effects of a proportionately large slave population on a tribal, non-
Western society.

These were classic tribal societies with little development of private
property. All land and important movable property, including slaves,
were collectively owned, though their usufruct was usually assigned
to particular members of the family. As in Africa, we find a basic di-
vision between bought or captured slaves and those born in the family.
Hereditary slaves were generally well treated, were assigned family
land on which to set up their own households, and were permitted to
marry. Favored slaves could even achieve a measure of prosperity
above the average for free persons. Bought slaves had a more precar-
ious existence. They could be resold and were the sources of ritual
sacrifice either at the death of the head of the family or on other oc-
casions requiring such sacrifice. Whether they were bought or home-
bred, however, a sharp social cleavage existed between free and slave
persons. The latter had no role whatever in the political or social life
of the village and, however well treated, were regarded with con-
tempt.

Slavery had a profound effect upon the attitudes of the tribes with
a slave standing, in some of which the proportion ran to over 50 per-
cent. In the first place, it introduced a basic class division where none
had previously existed, that between slaves and freeborn persons.
What is even more remarkable, from our point of view, is the termi-
nology used to describe the standing of the free. The term for the free
was kabosenja. It literally meant “"the great”” and originally referred only
to the house fathers or heads of families, as a collectivity when they
met in council, or more simply to the village chief. Among those tribes
with a slave standing, however, in sharp contrast to those without
such a standing, one of the first things inquired of a person was
whether he or she belonged to the kabosenja, “‘the great, the promi-
nent, that is to say, the free, in contrast to the slaves.””'* N. Adriani
and Albert C. Kruyt, the main ethnographers of the group, examine
at length the effect of this status assimilation among the free and of
social distancing from the slaves: “"The great distance between the
masters and their slaves was shown in daily life by the great respect
that the latter showed their lords. A slave should not use the eating
utensils of one of his masters, not eat before his master and help him-
self, take nothing from his master’s sirih bag.”’'s

Although the slave was under the direct control of the household
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head, because he or she was technically owned by the entire kin group,
such deference was demanded by all members of the family, which
meant all nonslave members of the community, since every family
owned slaves. For all free Toradja among the slaveholding tribes, "’it
was therefore a matter of assuming a commanding attitude with regard
to the slave. Through this, striking an attitude had become second
nature to them.’* Slaves were stereotyped as lowly and degraded,
and they apparently lived out the slavish role expected of them. ‘’Be-
cause of all this,”” the ethnographers found, ‘’slaves are often rude,
and ada mbatoea ‘slave manners’ is tantamount to ‘improper behav-
iomirdd

By contrasting slaveholding with nonslaveholding tribes, Adriani and
Kruyt were further able to isolate the effects on the character and pub-
lic life of the former. Politics was conducted in a more authoritarian
manner among the slave tribes, and there was a greater tendency to-
ward centralization of decision making among them, a clear departure
from the original, primitive communism witnessed in the tribes with-
out a slave standing.

First, this influence appears in the communistic social life. Formerly a
chief among the To Lage (to take this tribe as representative of the slave-
holding ones) would no more have ordered something that went beyond
the adat than would a Pebato chief; the members of his own group would
have turned away from him and would have gone to found a village on
their own. But the manner in which a Lage chief handles matters testifies
to a feeling of power that has developed through mastery over his slaves, but from
which the free in the society also feel the influence.™

Younger members of the community, as a result of their mastery over
slaves, became more authoritarian and at the same time more inclined
to obey their superiors. In general, the ethnographers were impressed
by what seemed like a more civilized manner in the generality of free
persons. ‘"Mindful of keeping their prestige high with regard to their
slaves,”” the To Lage ‘“'made a more civilized impression on the for-
eigner than did the To Pebato who, not knowing this pressure, be-
haved more as they are, let themselves go more.”"*

In spiritual life, the large presence of a socially dead group of people
led to greater skepticism about religious matters and to more reflec-
tiveness. Power, they discovered, came not only from dead ancestors
but in this life from mastery over their slaves. Religious behavior took
on a greater element of ““display’” and ‘“’splendor,”” as if to impress
the ever-observing, but excluded, slaves with their cultural superiority.

7
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Slavery also generated cynicism and skepticism in another, more fa-
miliar way: freemen sexually exploited slave women and routinely de-
nied paternity. At the same time, “‘the licentiousness of many female
slaves made the free woman more prudish.’’?

In economic life, slavery also had an important effect, one we will
return to when we come to examine the development of freedom in
Western societies. The free among the slaveholding groups dressed
better, had sounder houses, and imported more articles of trade than
did their nonslaveholding neighbors. They also developed a contempt
for manual agricultural work, leaving most of it to their slaves.

There was very little opportunity for mobility out of slavery in these
societies. If a master had a child by a slave and chose to marry her,
the child could be declared free after elaborate purification rites by the
master. But such marriages were rare and negatively sanctioned, and
the offspring always suffered some stigma. Free women who con-
sorted with slaves were killed, along with the offending slave: “'For
the Toradja it was just as preposterous that a slave could be made free
as that, for instance, a woman could be declared to be a man; it would
have brought about a disturbance in the order of nature.”’

There are several lessons to be learned from the case of the Toradja.
First, having a large number of slaves was not sufficient to create a
large-scale slave society. Genuine slave societies existed only where
slaves were structurally constitutive, that is, were used to transform
the preexisting social structure in some way, often economically, but,
pace all Marxist students of slavery, often politically or militarily. The
slaveholding Toradja had a higher proportion of slaves than did most
states of the antebellum South or the large-scale slave systems of an-
cient Greece and Rome, but their slaves were passively articulated in
their social systems, and the institution was in no way sociologically
generative.

Second, because of this passive articulation, slaveholders were un-
der no pressure to motivate their slaves, so the institution did not
generate any willingness or desire on their part to cultivate the value
of freedom. Nor was there any social space for a freedman standing in
these societies. To make a slave ““whole’” again was so culturally and
socially difficult that only a precious few ever experienced this transi-
tion.

Further, because all Toradja in the groups with slave standings
owned slaves, either individually or collectively, there was no disgrun-
tled group of nonslaveholding freemen to be placated. Thus, while
there was a sense of pride in not being a slave, in being of the free
standing, this was not generative of any compensating par-
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ticipative politics. If anything, slavery made the slaveholding Toradja
more authoritarian in their civic culture. There was, however, an im-
portant difference from the African case, examined earlier. The pride
the Toradja felt in being free did go beyond a mere passive enjoyment
of a status. Freedom did become something of an ideal here, if not the
central one; it would certainly have been listed among the important
things in life by the typical free Toradja.

The freedom celebrated, however, had nothing to do with personal
liberty or civic equality. Rather, it was the freedom to exercise complete
power over another person and group, to do with them as one pleased.
In other words, pure sovereignal freedom was the element of the value
generated by the large number of slaves in their midst.

We can now make an important qualification to Michael Mann’s re-
cently stated generalization, to which we referred earlier. Mann cor-
rectly observed that people in precivilized societies were strongly
egalitarian and that all attempts on the part of persons with authority
to translate such collective power into personal, direct power were
successfully resisted: ‘‘If the authority figures become overmighty, they
are deposed. If they have acquired resources such that they cannot be
deposed, the people turn their backs on them, find other authorities,
or decentralize into smaller familial settlements.”’22 All very true, but
with one critical exception. That exception was the relation of slavery.
This was the one, and only, situation in which authority figures in
such societies could indeed become overmighty, could exercise abso-
lute power over another. Indeed, it was in order to make this possible,
to enjoy the delights of total personal power, that slaves were acquired
in such societies, given that they were usually of little economic use
and often a drain on resources. Precisely because the slave was con-
sidered socially dead, and emphatically one who did not belong, he
could be freely and totally dominated. Slavery, then, while from its
inception suggesting both the desire for the removal of constraint and
the possibility or the freedom of absolute personal power, could gen-
erate only the latter in precivilized societies.

However, there remained a major limitation. The enjoyment of this
absolute freedom to dominate another—incipient sovereignal free-
dom—was wholly confined to the domination of slaves. The master
dared not extend it to nonslave persons; indeed, following the egali-
tarian principle, he was often forced to share this absolute freedom to
dominate with other freemen in his kin group. Men no doubt enjoyed
this incipient form of sovereignal freedom, as they would come to en-
joy it even more in more civilized societies. But it could never become
an ideal value. Its confinement to slaves would alone have smeared it;
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and the chronic egalitarian bias of these societies would have cast a
veil of suspicion around it, even as men enjoyed it. Sovereignal free-
dom of this sort was real, and desired, but it remained an obscenity,
the psychosocial version of raping the virgins of the enemy.

4. CONTAINED POWER AND THE DAWN OF
SOVEREIGNAL FREEDOM IN ARCHAIC POLITIES

Centralized polities first arose, as we know, thousands of years ago in
the Near East. The institution of slavery existed in all of them almost
from the moment they emerged. It is now generally accepted, how-
ever, that in none of them did large-scale slavery develop. Indeed, it
was rare for slaves to be used in any productive activities. This has
surprised many, and for a long time Marxist scholars indeed thought
they had found large-scale slavery in many of these societies.?> What
else could have happened to the vast numbers of prisoners of war
known to have been taken in the endless campaigns that checker the
history of these earliest of civilized communities? Gelb and others have
shown, however, that few of these mass imprisonments resulted in
slavery. Instead, whole tribes and peoples were transported from their
homelands and resettled elsewhere, or else were used as king’s body-
guards, mercenaries, or ordinary soldiers or placed in the service of
the temple.?

The best-known case in point is that of the Israelites. Their bondage,
if that is the proper term for their sojourn in Egypt, was a collective
one, and not slavery as we normally understand the institution. Quite
apart from the fact that there is no extrabiblical reference to their flight
from Egypt, the nature of the exodus is proof enough that the Israelites
could not have been individually enslaved in Egypt, and this is borne
out by what we know of Egyptian and related ancient Near Eastern
slavery.? In all likelihood, the Israelites in Egypt were a subject pop-
ulation which had originally either gone there voluntarily or been
transferred there forcefully, or perhaps both, then subjected to certain
labor demands such as the corvée. The Egyptian term Apiru (the Ak-
kadian Hapiru), if it is indeed connected to the term ibri (Hebrew),
would reinforce this speculation, for it denotes a low-status group of
foreign origin.? There were numerous such groups all over the ancient
Near East, almost none of which were slaves. Because Israel’s bondage
was collective, so was its liberation. Its epic history, in which its Egyp-
tian sojourn was retrospectively reinterpreted as slavery, has no spe-
cial part in the history of individual freedom. Even though the ancient
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Israelites, like all the neighboring peoples, kept slaves, these were
never present in significant numbers, even when state slaves are taken
into account. Further, manumission was rare for those who were of
foreign origin, which was the great majority.?” Freedom, in fact, was
never a central value among the ancient Israelites and Jews. ““The con-
ception of freedom,”” as Alfred North Whitehead rightly observed,
"‘never entered into the point of view of the Jehovah of the proph-
ets.”’?® What the Egyptian sojourn taught the Israelites was a lasting
sense of ethnic identity, a yearning for home, and a passion for justice,
including justice for the stranger: "You shall not oppress a stranger;
you know the heart of a stranger, for you were strangers in the land
of Egypt.”’#

What genuine slavery existed in the ancient Near Eastern societies
was mainly of the personal and household kind, although in various
periods temple slaves did perform important economic tasks. Signifi-
cantly, it was precisely slaves of the temple who were never manu-
mitted. There is no evidence that a freedman class ever existed in any
of these ancient civilizations. The notion of the free person never be-
came anything more than a minor legal category. Gelb, summing up
a lifetime of research on the subject, felt obliged to revise his earlier
view of Mesopotamia, in which he had distinguished between an up-
per, free class; semifree serfs; and chattel slaves. He came finally ""to
doubt the validity of the criterion of freedom in class differentiation”’—
indeed, to question the use of the class concept altogether. Instead, he
wrote,

there was never a strong social cleavage in Mesopotamia as there was
between the free and the unfree in Classical Greece and Rome, or be-
tween the different castes in the Indic system. In the economic sense, we
may very well distinguish not three, but two classes, the master class and
the rest of the population. The latter could include all the dependent
labor, composed not only of serfs and slaves, but also of the so-called free
peasantry and craftsmen, who, while theoretically free and independent,
sooner or later became dependent on the large landowners for water,
draft animals, plows, seed grain, and other means of production.*

Nearly all Western scholars and post-Stalinist Soviet scholars now con-
cur with this position.

The legal evidence clearly indicates that slaves could be manumitted
and that running away was sufficiently important a problem to justify
harsh, and repeatedly enacted, laws against persons harboring them.
The desire for personal freedom, then, was as much a fact of life as
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slavery. One of the earliest manumission contracts on record is ex-
tremely revealing in this regard. It comes from the first dynasty of
Babylon, and concerns a slave who used the traditional legal method
of entering into a daughtership with her owner, agreeing to support
her for the rest of her life. When the owner died, the slave became
free. The document reads, ‘As long as E, her mother, lives, she [the
adopted slave girl] shall support her; and E, her mother, will have
been called away by her god, she shall be cleansed, she shall belong
to herself, all her desires will have been attained.’’® There is evidence,
too, that masters sometimes used the carrot of manumission to moti-
vate their slaves.

So the desire for freedom existed. However, the evidence is equally
conclusive that personal freedom never became a value of any impor-
tance in any of these societies. It is remarkable that, although the laws
made provision for manumission, there is ““a conspicuous absence of
manumission documents’” in the hundreds of business records which
have survived from ancient and neo-Babylonian times.*? Isaac Men-
delsohn’s explanation was that the poorer slaves lacked the means to
purchase their freedom, while the rich slaves were too valuable to be
freed.®® The problem here is that Mendelsohn himself had observed
that slaves were sometimes motivated to work hard with the promise
of manumission. And the same argument could have been used with
respect to classical Greece and Rome, where, we know, high rates of
manumission prevailed. It would seem that an additional factor ex-
plaining the extraordinary absence of records on manumission was the
unwillingness of wealthy slaves to be manumitted. They did not want
freedom, because there was no social space for the ambitious freed-
man, and it was not a valued state; indeed, being free involved a loss
of status and power.

Bernard ]. Siegel, in his monograph on slavery during the Third
Dynasty of Ur, concludes that ‘’there was very little difference between
the poor man and the slave. Often the latter must have fared much
better than the former.”’** It made no sense for a rich slave to become
free, because, in a real sense, no one of any significance was, or de-
sired to be, free. The only slaves who sought freedom were the down-
trodden bondsmen of ordinary persons who wanted their freedom as
a means of improving their material condition. These, however, were
despised people, frequently prostitutes. They alone desired personal
freedom, and by virtue of that fact, personal freedom, while it existed,
was a despised value.

What Max Weber observed of Egypt was generally true of all ancient
Near Eastern societies—that relations of personal dependence, and in-
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stitutions based on retainers, affected all areas of society. The "’pre-
vailing rule would be ‘'no man without a master,” for the man without
a protector was helpless. Hence the entire population of Egypt was
organized in a hierarchy of clientages.””*> Such a system was actually
800quite consistent with—indeed, could even ensure—moderately equal
justice for all, as T. G. H. James has shown in his study of imperial
Egypt.** Many Egyptians made it an ideal to “’give bread to the hun-
gry, water to the thirsty, clothing to the naked, a ferryboat to the boat-
less,”” an ideal which, as Eugene Cruz-Uribe has suggested, was done
in imitation of Isis as a protector goddess.?” To belong, to be bonded,
was to be protected, by one’s patrons and one’s gods. To be personally
free was to be deprived of this vital support.

Nothing better illustrates the manner in which the idea of being set
free was evaluated in the ancient Near East than the old Egyptian word
for emancipating someone from slavery. First, there was no specific
word for this experience, which immediately suggests that it could
hardly have been a common or desired occurrence. More important,
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