
Chapter 6

Games with Sex and Death

WHEN WE RETURN to an examination of conventional economic history, one
thing that jumps out is how much has been made to disappear. Reducing
all human life to exchange means not only shunting aside all other forms of
economic experience (hierarchy, communism), but also ensuring that the vast
majority of the human race who are not adult males, and therefore whose day-
to-day existence is relatively difficult to reduce to a matter of swapping things
in such a way as to seek mutual advantage, melt away into the background.

As a result, we end up with a sanitized view of the way actual business
is conducted. The tidy world of shops and malls is the quintessential middle-
class environment, but at either the top or the bottom of the system, the world
of financiers or of gangsters, deals are often made in ways not so completely
different from ways that the Gunwinggu or Nambikwara make them—at least
in that sex, drugs, music, extravagant displays of food, and the potential for
violence do often play parts.

Consider the case of Neil Bush (George W.’s brother) who, during divorce
proceedings with his wife, admitted to multiple infidelities with women who,
he claimed, would mysteriously appear at his hotel-room door after important
business meetings in Thailand and Hong Kong.

“You have to admit it’s pretty remarkable,” remarked one of his
wife’s attorneys, “for a man to go to a hotel-room door and open it
and have a woman standing there and have sex with her.”

“It was very unusual,” Bush replied, admitting however that this
had happened to him on numerous occasions.

“Were they prostitutes?”
“I don’t know.”1

In fact, such things seem almost par for the course when really big money
comes into play.

In this light, the economists’ insistence that economic life begins with barter,
the innocent exchange of arrows for teepee frames, with no one in a position
to rape, humiliate, or torture anyone else, and that it continues in this way, is
touchingly utopian.

1From: Peter Carlson, “The Relatively Charmed Life of Neil Bush,” The Washington Post,
Sunday December 28, 2003, Page D01.
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As a result, though, the histories we tell are full of blank spaces, and the
women in them seem to appear out of nowhere, without explanation, much like
the Thai women who appeared at Bush’s door. Recall the passage cited in Chap-
ter Three, from numismatist Philip Grierson, about money in the barbarian law
codes:

Compensation in the Welsh laws is reckoned primarily in cattle
and in the Irish ones in cattle or bondmaids (cumal), with consid-
erable use of precious metals in both. In the Germanic codes it is
mainly in precious metal . . .2

How is it possible to read this passage without immediately stopping at the
end of the first line? “Bondmaids”? Doesn’t that mean “slaves?” (It does.) In
ancient Ireland, female slaves were so plentiful and important that they came to
function as currency. How did that happen? And if we are trying to understand
the origins of money, here, isn’t the fact that people are using one another as
currency at all interesting or significant?3 Yet none of the sources on money
remark much on it. It would seem that by the time of the law codes, slave girls
were not actually traded, but just used as units of account. Still, they must
have been traded at some point. Who were they? How were they enslaved?
Were they captured in war, sold by their parents, or reduced to slavery through
debt? Were they a major trade item? The answer to all these questions would
seem to be yes, but it’s hard to say more because the history remains largely
unwritten.4

Or let’s return to the parable of the ungrateful servant. “Since he was not
able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all
that he had be sold to repay the debt.” How did that happen? Note that we’re
not even speaking of debt service here (he is already his creditor’s servant),
but outright slavery. How did a man’s wife and children come to be considered
no different than his sheep and crockery—as property to be liquidated on the
occasion of default? Was it normal for a man in first-century Palestine to be
able to sell his wife? (It wasn’t.)5 If he didn’t own her, why was someone else
allowed to sell her if he couldn’t pay his debts?

The same could be asked of the story in Nehemiah. It’s hard not to em-
pathize with the distress of a father watching his daughter taken off by strangers.
On the other hand, one might also ask: Why weren’t they taking him? The
daughter hadn’t borrowed any money.

2Grierson 1977:20.
3To be fair to Grierson, he does later suggest that slavery played an important part in

the origins of money—though he never speculates about the gender, which seems significant:
slave girls also served as the highest denomination of currency in Medieval Iceland (Williams
1937), and in the Rig Veda, great gifts and payments are regularly designated in “gold, cattle,
and slave girls” (Chakravarti 198s:s6-57). By the way, I say “young” because elsewhere, when
slaves are used as monetary units, the unit is assumed to be a slave about 18- 20 years old.
A cumal was considered the equivalent in value of three milch cows or six heifers.

4On cumal see Nolan 1926, Einzig 1949:247-48, Gerriets 1978, 1981, 1985, Patterson
1982:168-69, Kelly 1998:112-13. Most merely emphasize that cumal were just used as units of
account and we don’t know anything about earlier practices. It’s notable, though, that in the
law codes, when several different commodities are used as units of account, they will include
that country’s most significant exports, and trade currency (that’s why in Russian codes, the
units were fur and silver). This would imply a significant trade in female slaves in the period
just before written records.

5So Bender 1996.
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It’s not as if it is ordinary for fathers in traditional societies to be able to
sell their children. This is a practice with a very specific history: it appears in
the great agrarian civilizations, from Sumer to Rome to China, right around the
time when we also start to see evidence of money, markets, and interest-bearing
loans; later, more gradually, it also appears in those surrounding hinterlands
that supplied those civilizations with slaves.6 What’s more, if we examine the
historical evidence, there seems good reason to believe that the very obses-
sion with patriarchal honor that so defines “tradition” in the Middle East and
Mediterranean world itself arose alongside the father’s power to alienate his
children—as a reaction to what were seen as the moral perils of the market. All
of this is treated as somehow outside the bounds of economic history.

Excluding all this is deceptive not only because it excludes the main purposes
to which money was actually put in the past, but because it doesn’t give us a
clear vision of the present. After all, who were those Thai women who so
mysteriously appeared at Neil Bush’s hotel door? Almost certainly, they were
children of indebted parents. Likely as not, they were contractual debt peons
themselves.7

Focusing on the sex industry would be deceptive, though. Then as now, most
women in debt bondage spend the vast majority of their time sewing, preparing
soups, and scouring latrines. Even in the Bible, the admonition in the Ten
Commandments not to “covet thy neighbor’s wife” clearly referred not to lust
in one’s heart (adultery had already been covered in commandment number
seven), but to the prospect of taking her as a debt-peon—in other words, as a
servant to sweep one’s yard and hang out the laundry.8 In most such matters,
sexual exploitation was at best incidental (usually illegal, sometimes practiced
anyway, symbolically important.) Again, once we remove some of our usual
blinders, we can see that matters have changed far less, over the course of the
last five thousand years or so, than we really like to think.

These blinders are all the more ironic when one looks at the anthropological
literature on what used to be called “primitive money”?—that is, the sort one
encounters in places where there are no states or markets—whether Iroquois
wampum, African cloth money, or Solomon Island feather money, and discovers
that such money is used almost exclusively for the kinds of transactions that
economists don’t like to have to talk about.

In fact, the term “primitive money” is deceptive for this very reason, since
it suggests that we are dealing with a crude version of the kind of currencies

6Here I am drawing on the detailed ethnographic survey work of Alain Testarr (2000, 2001,
2002). Testarr does a magnificent job synthesizing the evidence, though he too—as we’ll see
in the next chapter—has some equally strange blind spots in his conclusions.

7“Although the rhetorical phrase ’selling one’s daughter into prostitution’ has wide cur-
rency . . . the actual arrangement is more often presented as either a loan ro the family
or an advance payment for the girl’s (usually unspecified or misrepresented) services. The
interest on these ’loans’ is often 100 percent, and the principal may be increased by other
debts—for living expenses, medical care, bribes to officials—accrued once the girl has begun
work” (Bishop & Robinson 1998:105).

8So Michael Hudson (cited in Wray 1999), but it’s clear enough if one looks at the lan-
guage of the original: “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house, thou shalt not covet thy
neighbour’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor any
thing that is thy neighbour’s” (Exodus 20:17, Deuteronomy 5:21).
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we use today. But this is precisely what we don’t find. Often, such currencies
are never used to buy and sell anything at all.9 Instead, they are used to
create, maintain, and otherwise reorganize relations between people: to arrange
marriages, establish the paternity of children, head off feuds, console mourners
at funerals, seek forgiveness in the case of crimes, negotiate treaties, acquire
followers—almost anything but trade in yams, shovels, pigs, or jewelry.

Often, these currencies were extremely important, so much so that social life
itself might be said to revolve around getting and disposing of the stuff. Clearly,
though, they mark a totally different conception of what money, or indeed an
economy, is actually about. I’ve decided therefore to refer to them as “social
currencies,” and the economies that employ them as “human economies.” By
this I mean not that these societies are necessarily in any way more humane
(some are quite humane; others extraordinarily brutal), but only that they are
economic systems primarily concerned not with the accumulation of wealth, but
with the creation, destruction, and rearranging of human beings.

Historically, commercial economies—market economies, as we now like to call
them—are a relative newcomer. For most of human history, human economies
predominated. To even begin to write a genuine history of debt, then, we have
to start by asking: What sort of debts, what sort of credits and debits, do people
accumulate in human economies? And what happens when human economies
begin to give away to or are taken over by commercial ones? This is another
way of asking the question, “How do mere obligations turn into debts?”—but it
means not just asking the question in the abstract, but examining the historical
record to try to reconstruct what actually did happen.

This is what I will do over the course of the next two chapters. First I will
look at the role of money in human economies, then describe what can happen
when human economies are suddenly incorporated into the economic orbits of
larger, commercial ones. The African slave trade will serve as a particularly
catastrophic case in point. Then, in the next chapter, I will return to the first
emergence of commercial economies in early civilizations of Europe and the
Middle East.

Money as Inadequate Substitute

The most interesting theory of the origin of money is the one recently put for-
ward by a French economist-turned-anthropologist named Philippe Rospabé.
While his work is largely unknown in the Englishspeaking world, it’s quite in-
genious, and it bears directly on our problem. Rospabé’s argument is that
“primitive money” was not originally a way to pay debts of any sort. It’s a way
of recognizing the existence of debts that cannot possibly be paid. His argument
is worth considering in detail.

In most human economies, money is used first and foremost to arrange mar-
riages. The simplest and probably most common way of doing this was by being

9Wampum is a good example: Indians never seem to have used it to buy things from
other members of the same community, although it was regularly used in conducting trade
with settlers (see Graeber 2001:117-150). Others, like Yurok shell money or some Papuan
currencies, are widely used as currencies in addition to their social functions, bur the first
seems to have emerged from the second.
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presented as what used to be called “brideprice”: a suitor’s family would deliver
a certain number of dog teeth, or cowries, or brass rings, or whatever is the local
social currency, to a woman’s family, and they would present their daughter as
his bride. It’s easy to see why this might be interpreted as buying a women, and
many colonial officials in Africa and Oceania in the early part of the twentieth
century did indeed come to that conclusion. The practice caused something of a
scandal, and by 1926, the League of Nations was debating banning the practice
as a form of slavery. Anthropologists objected. Really, they explained, this
was nothing like the purchase of, say, an ox—let alone a pair of sandals. After
all, if you buy an ox, you don’t have any responsibilities to the ox. What you
are really buying is the right to dispose of the ox in any way that pleases you.
Marriage is entirely different, since a husband will normally have just as many
responsibilities toward his wife as his wife will have toward him. It’s a way of
rearranging relations between people. Second of all, if you were really buying
a wife, you’d be able to sell her. Finally, the real significance of the payment
concerns the status of the woman’s children: if he’s buying anything, it’s the
right to call her offspring his own.10

The anthropologists ended up winning the argument, and “brideprice” was
dutifully redubbed “bridewealth.” But they never really answered the question:
What is actually happening here? When a Fijian suitor’s family presents a whale
tooth to ask for a woman’s hand in marriage, is this an advance payment for the
services the woman will provide in cultivating her future husband’s gardens? Or
is he purchasing the future fertility of her womb? Or is this a pure formality,
the equivalent of the dollar that has to change hands in order to seal a contract?
According to Rospabe, it’s none of these. The whale tooth, however valuable,
is not a form of payment. It is really an acknowledgment that one is asking for
something so uniquely valuable that payment of any sort would be impossible.
The only appropriate payment for the gift of a woman is the gift of another
woman; in the meantime, all one can do is to acknowledge the outstanding
debt.

There are places where suitors say this quite explicitly. Consider the Tiv of
Central Nigeria, who we have already met briefly in the last chapter. Most of
our information on the Tiv comes from mid-century, when they were still under
British colonial rule.11 Everyone at that time insisted that a proper marriage
should take the form of an exchange of sisters. One man gives his sister in
marriage to another, that man marries the sister of his newfound brother-in-
law. This is the perfect marriage because the only thing one can really give in
exchange for a woman is another woman.

Obviously, even if every family had exactly equal numbers of brothers and
sisters, things couldn’t always work this neatly. Say I marry your sister but you
don’t want to marry mine (because, say, you don’t like her, or because she’s only

10The most important texts on the “brideprice debate”: Evans-Pritchard 1931, Raglan
1931, Gray 1968, Comaroff 1980, Valeri 1994. One reason why Evans-Pritchard originally
proposed to change the name from “brideprice” to “bridewealth” was because the League of
Nations had in 1926 outlawed the practice as a form of slavery (Guyer 1994).

11On Tiv kinship and economy: Duggan 1932; Abraham 1933; Downes 1933; . Akiga 1939;
L. Bohannan 1952; P. Bohannan 1955, 1957, 1959; P. & L. Bohannan 1953, 1968; Tseayo
1975; Keil 1979.
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five years old). In that case, you become her “guardian,” which means you can
claim the right to dispose of her in marriage to someone else—for instance, some-
one whose sister you actually do wish to marry. This system quickly grew into
a complex system in which most important men became guardians of numerous
“wards,” often scattered over wide areas; they would swap and trade them and
in the process accumulate numerous wives for themselves, while less-fortunate
men were only able to marry late in life, or not at all.12

There was one other expedient. The Tiv at that time used bundles of brass
rods as their most prestigious form of currency. Brass rods were only held
by men, and never used to buy things in markets (markets were dominated
by women); instead, they were exchanged only for things that men considered
of higher importance: cattle, horses, ivory, ritual titles, medical treatment,
magical charms. It was possible, as one Tiv ethnographer, Akiga Sai, explains,
to acquire a wife with brass rods, but it required quite a lot of them. You would
need to give two or three bundles of them to her parents to establish yourself
as a suitor; then, when you did finally make off with her (such marriages were
always first framed as elopements), another few bundles to assuage her mother
when she showed up angrily demanding to know what was going on. This would
normally be followed by five more to get her guardian to at least temporarily
accept the situation, and more still to her parents when she gave birth, if you
were to have any chance of their accepting your claims to be the father of her
children. That might get her parents off your back, but you’d have to pay off
the guardian forever, because you could never really use money to acquire the
rights to a woman. Everyone knew that the only thing you can legitimately give
in exchange for a woman is another woman. In this case, everyone has to abide
by the pretext that a woman will someday be forthcoming. In the meantime,
as one ethnographer succinctly puts it, “the debt can never be fully paid.”13

According to Rospabé, the Tiv are just making explicit the underlying logic
of bridewealth everywhere. The suitor presenting bridewealth is never paying
for a woman, or even for the rights to claim her children. That would imply
that brass rods, or whale’s teeth, cowrie shells, or even cattle are somehow the
equivalent of a human being, which by the logic of a human economy is obviously
absurd. Only a human could ever be considered equivalent to another human.
All the more so since, in the case of marriage, we are speaking of something
even more valuable than one human life: we are speaking of a human life that
also has the capacity to generate new lives.

Certainly, many of those who pay bridewealth are, like the Tiv, quite explicit
about all this. Bridewealth money is presented not to settle a debt, but as a
kind of acknowledgment that there exists a debt that cannot be settled by means
of money. Often the two sides will maintain at least the polite fiction that there
will, someday, be a recompense in kind: that the suitor’s clan will eventually
provide one of its own women, perhaps even that very woman’s daughter or
granddaughter, to marry a man of the wife’s natal clan. Or maybe there will be
some arrangement about the disposition of her children; perhaps her clan will
get to keep one for itself. The possibilities are endless.

12Akiga Sai 1939:106 for a good analysis of how this could happen. For a later comparative
reanalysis in regional perspective, see Fardon 1984, 1985.

13Paul Bohannan puts it: “The kem relationship of debt between a man and his wife’s
guardian is never broken, because kem is perpetual, the debt can never be fully paid.”
(I957:73.) Otherwise the account is from Akiga (1939:126-I27).
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Money, then, begins, as Rospabé himself puts it, “as a substitute for life.”14

One might call it the recognition of a life-debt. This, in turn, explains why it’s
invariably the exact same kind of money that’s used to arrange marriages that
is also used to pay wergeld (or “bloodwealth” as it’s sometimes also called):
money presented to the family of a murder victim so as to prevent or resolve
a blood-feud. Here the sources are even more explicit. On the one hand, one
presents whale teeth or brass rods because the murderer’s kin recognize they
owe a life to the victim’s family. On the other, whale teeth or brass rods are in
no sense, and can never be, compensation for the loss of a murdered relative.
Certainly no one presenting such compensation would ever be foolish enough
to suggest that any amount of money could possibly be the “equivalent” to the
value of someone’s father, sister, or child.

So here again, money is first and foremost an acknowledgment that one owes
something much more valuable than money.

In the case of a blood-feud, both parties will also be aware that even a
revenge killing, while at least it conforms to the principle of a life for a life,
won’t really compensate for the victim’s grief and pain either. This knowledge
allows for some possibility of settling the matter without violence. But even
here, there is often a feeling that, as in the case of marriage, the real solution
to the problem is simply being temporarily postponed.

An illustration might be helpful. Among the Nuer, there is a special class of
priestly figures who specialize in mediating feuds, referred to in the literature
as “leopard-skin chiefs.” If one man murders another, he will immediately seek
out one of their homesteads, since such a homestead is treated as an inviolate
sanctuary: even the dead man’s family, who will be honor-bound to avenge the
murder, will know that they cannot enter it, lest terrible consequences ensue.
According to Evans? Pritchard’s classic account, the chief will immediately start
trying to negotiate a settlement between the murderer and victim’s families, a
delicate business, because the victim’s family will always first refuse:

The chief first finds out what cattle the slayer’s people possess
and what they are prepared to pay in compensation . . . . He then
visits the dead man’s people and asks them to accept cattle for the
life. They usually refuse, for it is a point of honor to be obstinate,
but their refusal does not mean that they are unwilling to accept
compensation. The chief knows this and insists on their acceptance,
even threatening to curse them if they do not give way . . .15

More-distant kin weigh in, reminding everyone of their responsibility to the
larger community, of all the trouble that an outstanding feud will cause to
innocent relatives, and after a great show of holding out, insisting that it is
insulting to suggest that any number of cattle could possibly substitute for the
life of a son or brother, they will usually grudgingly accept.16 In fact, even once
the matter has technically been settled, it really hasn’t—it usually takes years

14Rospabé 1993:35.
15Evans-Pritchard 1940:153.
16As the ethnographer puts it, “that they are accepting the cattle only in order to hon-

our him and not because they are ready to take cattle for the life of their dead kinsman.”
(1940:153).
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to assemble the cattle, and even once they have been paid, the two sides will
avoid each other, “especially at dances, for in the excitement they engender,
merely bumping into a man whose kinsman has been slain may cause a fight to
break out, because the offense is never forgiven and the score must finally be
paid with a life.”17

So it’s much the same as with bridewealth. Money does not wipe out the
debt. One life can only be paid for with another. At best those paying blood-
wealth, by admitting the existence of the debt and insisting that they wish they
could pay it, even though they know this is impossible, can allow the matter to
be placed permanently on hold.

Halfway around the world, one finds Lewis Henry Morgan describing the
elaborate mechanisms set up by the Six Nations of the Iroquois to avoid precisely
this state of affairs. In the event one man killed another,

Immediately on the commission of a murder, the affair was taken
up by the tribes to which the parties belonged, and strenuous efforts
were made to effect a reconciliation, lest private retaliation should
lead to disastrous consequences.

The first council ascertained whether the offender was willing to
confess his crime, and to make atonement. If he was, the council
immediately sent a belt of white wampum, in his name, to the other
council, which contained a message to that effect. The latter then
endeavored to pacify the family of the deceased, to quiet their excite-
ment, and to induce them to accept the wampum as condonation.18

Much as in the case of the Nuer, there were complicated schedules of exactly
how many fathoms of wampum were paid over, depending on the status of the
victim and the nature of the crime. As with the Nuer, too, everyone insisted
that this was not payment. The value of the wampum in no sense represented
the value of the dead man’s life:

The present of white wampum was not in the nature of a com-
pensation for the life of the deceased, but of a regretful confession
of the crime, with a petition for forgiveness. It was a peace-offering,
the acceptance of which was pressed by mutual friends . . .19

Actually, in many cases there was also some way to manipulate the system
to turn payments meant to assuage one’s rage and grief into ways of creating a
new life that would in some sense substitute for the one that was lost. Among
the Nuer, forty cattle were set as the standard fee for bloodwealth . But it
was also the standard rate of bridewealth. The logic was this: if a man had
been murdered before he was able to marry and produce offspring, it’s only
natural that his spirit would be angry. He had been, effectively, robbed of his

17Op cit 154-155.
18Morgan 1851:332. Morgan, a lawyer by training, is using a technical term here, “con-

donation,” which the Oxford English Dictionary defines as “the voluntary overlooking of an
offence.”

19Morgan 1851:333. The baseline was five fathoms for a man, ten for a woman, bur other
factors might intervene (T. Smith 1983:236; Morgan 1851:331- 34; Parker 1926). On “mourn-
ing wars” see Richter 1983; the expression “putting his name upon the mat” is from Fenton
1978:315. Incidentally I am assuming it’s a man who dies, since these are the examples in the
sources. It’s not clear if the same was done for women who died naturally.
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eternity. The best solution would be to use the cattle paid in settlement to
acquire what was called a “ghost-wife”: a woman who would then be formally
married to the dead man. In practice, she was usually paired off with one of
the victim’s brothers, but this was not particularly important; it didn’t really
matter too much who impregnated her, since he would be in no sense the father
of her children. Her children would be considered the children of the victim’s
ghost—and as a result, any boys among them were seen as having been born
with a particular commitment to someday avenge his death.20

Nuer appear to have been unusually stubborn about feuds. Rospabé provides
examples from other parts of the world that are even more telling. Among North
African Bedouins, for instance, it sometimes happened that the only way to
settle a feud was for the killer’s family to turn over a daughter, who would then
marry the victim’s next of kin—his brother, say. If she bore him a male child, the
boy was given the same name as his dead uncle and considered to be, at least in
the broadest sense, a substitute for him.21 The Iroquois, who traced descent in
the female line, did not trade women in this fashion. However, they had another,
more direct approach. If a man died—even of natural causes—his wife’s relatives
might “put his name upon the mat,” sending off belts of wampum to commission
a war party, which would then raid an enemy village to secure a captive. The
captive could either be killed, or, if the clan matrons were in a benevolent
mood (one could never tell; the grief of mourning is tricky), adopted: this was
signified by throwing a belt of wampum around his shoulders, whereon he would
be given the name of the deceased and be considered, from that moment on,
married to the victim’s wife, the owner of his personal possessions, and in every
way, effectively, the exact same person as the dead man used to be.22

All of this merely serves to underline Rospabé’s basic point, which is that
money can be seen, in human economies, as first and foremost the acknowledg-
ment of the existence of a debt that cannot be paid.

In a way, it’s all very reminiscent of primordial-debt theory: money emerges
from the recognition of an absolute debt to that which has given you life. The
difference is that instead of imagining such debts as between an individual and
society, or perhaps the cosmos, here they are imagined as a kind of network of
dyadic relations: almost everyone in such societies was in a relation of absolute
debt to someone else. It’s not that we owe “society.” If there is any notion of
“society” here—and it’s not clear that there is—society is our debts.

Blood Debts (Lele)

Obviously, this leads us to the same familiar problem: How does a token of
recognition that one cannot pay a debt turn into a form of payment by which

20Evans-Pritchard 1940:155, 1951:109-11; Howell 1954:71-80, Gough 1971, Hutchinson
1996:62, 175-76.

21Rospabé 1995:47-48, citing Peters 1947.
22On mourning war: Richter 1983. Interestingly, something similar occurred among the

Nambikwara. I mentioned in chapter 3 that the feasts held after barter could lead to seductions
and jealous murders; Levi-Strauss adds that the ordinary way of resolving such murders is
for the killer to marry the victim’s wife, adopt his children, and thus, effectively, become the
person the victim used to be (1943:123).
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a debt can be extinguished? If anything, the problem seems even worse than it
was before.

In fact, it isn’t. The African evidence clearly shows how such things can
happen—though the answer is a bit unsettling. To demonstrate this, it will be
necessary to look at one or two African societies with a closer focus.

I’ll start with the Lele, an African people who had, at the time that Mary
Douglas studied them in the 1950s, managed to turn the principle of blood debts
into the organizing principle of their entire society.

The Lele were, at that time, a group of perhaps ten thousand souls, living
on a stretch of rolling country near the Kasai River in the Belgian Congo,
and considered a rude backcountry folk by their richer and more cosmopolitan
neighbors, the Kuba and Bushong. Lele women grew maize and manioc; the
men thought of themselves as intrepid hunters but spent most of their time
weaving and sewing raffia-palm cloth. This cloth was what the area was really
known for. It was not only used for every sort of clothing, but also exported:
the Lele considered themselves the clothiers of the region, and it was traded
with surrounding people to acquire luxuries. Internally, it functioned as a sort
of currency. Still, it was not used in markets (there were no markets), and,
as Mary Douglas discovered to her great inconvenience, within a village, one
couldn’t use it to acquire food, tools, tableware, or really much of anything.23

It was the quintessential social currency.

Informal gifts of raffia cloth smooth all social relations: husband
to wife, son to mother, son to father. They resolve occasions of
tension, as peace-offerings; they make parting gifts, or convey con-
gratulations. There are also formal gifts of raffia which are neglected
only at risk of rupture of the social ties involved. A man, on reaching
adulthood, should give 20 cloths to his father. Otherwise he would
be ashamed to ask his father’s help for raising his marriage dues. A
man should give 20 cloths to his wife on each delivery of a child . .
.24

Cloth was also used for various fines and fees, and to pay curers. So for
instance, if a man’s wife reported a would-be seducer, it was customary to
reward her with 20 cloths for her fidelity (it was not required, but not doing so
was considered decidedly unwise); if an adulterer was caught, he was expected to
pay 50 or 100 cloths to the woman’s husband; if the husband and lover disturbed
the peace of the village by fighting before the matter was settled, each would
have to pay two in compensation, and so forth.

Gifts tended to flow upward. Young people were always giving little presents
of cloth as marks of respect to fathers, mothers, uncles, and the like. These
gifts were hierarchical in nature: that is, it never occurred to those receiving
them that they should have to reciprocate in any way. As a result, elders, and
especially elder men, usually had a few extra pieces lying around, and young
men, who could never weave quite enough to meet their needs, would have to
turn to them whenever time for some major payment rolled around: for instance,
if they had to pay a major fine, or wished to hire a doctor to assist their wife

23Though people did use them to commission certain fancy craft goods (say, musical instru-
ments) from specialists in other villages (1963:54-55).

24Douglas 1958:112; also 1982:43.
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in childbirth, or wanted to join a cult society. They were thus always slightly
in debt, or at least slightly beholden, to their elders. But everyone also had a
whole range of friends and relatives who they had helped out, and so could turn
to for assistance.25

Marriage was particularly expensive, since the arrangements usually required
getting one’s hands on several bars of camwood. If raffia cloth was the small
change of social life, camwood—a rare imported wood used for the manufacture
of cosmetics—was the high-denomination currency. A hundred raffia cloths
were equivalent to three to five bars. Few individuals owned much in the way of
camwood, usually just little bits to grind up for their own use. Most was kept
in each village’s collective treasury.

This is not to say that camwood was used for anything like bridewealth–rather,
it was used in marriage negotiations, in which all sorts of gifts were passed back
and forth. In fact, there was no bridewealth. Men could not use money to
acquire women; nor could they use it to claim any rights over children. The
Lele were matrilineal. Children belonged not to their father’s clan, but to their
mother’s.

There was another way that men gained control over women, however.26

This was the system of blood debts.
It is a common understanding among many traditional African peoples that

human beings do not simply die without a reason. If someone dies, someone
must have killed them. If a Lele woman died in childbirth, for example, this
was assumed to be because she had committed adultery. The adulterer was
thus responsible for the death. Sometimes she would confess on her deathbed,
otherwise the facts of the matter would have to be established through divina-
tion. It was the same if a baby died. If someone became sick, or slipped and
fell while climbing a tree, one would check to see if they had been involved in
any quarrel that could be said to have caused the misfortune. If all else failed,
one could employ magical means to identify the sorcerer. Once the village was
satisfied that a culprit had been identified, that person owed a blood-debt: that
is, he owed the victim’s next of kin a human life. The culprit would thus have
to transfer over a young woman from his family, his sister or her daughter, to
be the victim’s ward, or “pawn.”

As with the Tiv, the system quickly became immensely complicated. Pawn-
ship was inherited. If a woman was someone’s pawn, so would her children be,
and so would her daughters’ children. This meant that most males were also
considered someone else’s man. Still, no one would accept a male pawn in pay-
ment of blood-debts: the whole point was to get hold of a young woman, who
would then go on to produce additional pawn children. Douglas’s Lele infor-
mants emphasized that any man would naturally want to have many of these
as possible:

Ask “Why do you want to have more pawns?” and they invari-
ably say, “The advantage of owning pawns is that if you incur a

25Douglas (1963:58) estimates that a successful man will have spent at minimum 300 raffia
cloths in payments, and given away at least 300 more as gifts, by the time he reached full
social maturity.

26As anthropologists often note, the fact that one traces descent through the female line
does not necessarily mean that women themselves have a lot of power. It can; it did among
the Iroquois, and it does among Minangkabau right now. But it doesn’t necessarily.
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blood-debt, you can settle it by paying one of your pawns, and your
own sisters remain free.” Ask, “Why do you wish your own sisters
to remain free?” and they reply, “Ah! then if I incur a blood-debt,
I can settle it by giving one of them as a pawn . . .”

Every man is always aware that at any time he is liable for a
blood-debt. If any woman he has seduced confesses his name in the
throes of child-birth, and subsequently dies, or if her child dies, or
if anyone he has quarreled with dies of illness or accident, he may
be held responsible . . . Even if a woman runs away from her
husband, and fighting breaks out on her account, the deaths will be
laid at her door, and her brother or mother’s brother will have to
pay up. Since only women are accepted as blood-compensation, and
since compensation is demanded for all deaths, of men as well as of
women, it is obvious that there can never be enough to go around.
Men fall into arrears in their pawnship obligations, and girls used
to be pledged before their birth, even before their mothers were of
marriageable age.27

In other words, the whole thing turned into an endlessly complicated chess
game—one reason, Douglas remarks, why the term “pawn” seems singularly
apropos. Just about every adult Lele male was both someone else’s pawn, and
engaged in a constant game of securing, swapping, or redeeming pawns. Every
major drama or tragedy of village life would ordinarily lead to a transfer of rights
in women. Almost all of those women would eventually get swapped again.

Several points need to be emphasized here. First of all, what were being
traded were, quite specifically, human lives. Douglas calls them “blood-debts,”
but “life-debts” would be more appropriate. Say, for instance, a man is drown-
ing, and another man rescues him. Or say he’s deathly ill but a doctor cures
him. In either case, we would likely say one man “owes his life” to the other. So
would the Lele, but they meant it literally. Save someone’s life, they owe you
a life, and a life owed had to be paid back. The usual recourse was for a man
whose life was saved to turn over his sister as a pawn—or if not that, a different
woman; a pawn he had acquired from someone else.

The second point is that nothing could substitute for a human life. “Com-
pensation was based on the principle of equivalence, a life for a life, a person
for a person.” Since the value of a human life was absolute, no amount of raffia
cloth, or camwood bars, or goats, or transistor radios, or anything else could
possibly take its place.

The third and most important point is that in practice, “human life” actually
meant “woman’s life”—or even more specifically, “young woman’s life.” Osten-
sibly this was to maximize one’s holdings: above all, one wished for a human
being who could become pregnant and produce children, since those children
would also be pawns. Still, even Mary Douglas, who was in no sense a feminist,
was forced to admit that the whole arrangement did seem to operate as if it were
one gigantic apparatus for asserting male control over women. This was true
above all because women themselves could not own pawns.28 They could only
be pawns. In other words: when it came to life-debts, only men could be either

27Douglas 1963:144-45, which is an adoption of 1960:3-4.
28She was in fact a conservative Catholic, married a Tory economist, and tended to look

with disdain on all liberal concerns.
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creditors or debtors. Young women were thus the credits and the debits—the
pieces being moved around the chessboard—while the hands that moved them
were invariably male.29

Of course, since almost everyone was a pawn, or had been at some point in
their lives, being one could not in itself be much of a tragedy. For male pawns
it was in some ways quite advantageous, since one’s “owner” had to pay most of
one’s fines and fees and even blood-debts. This is why, as Douglas’s informants
uniformly insisted, pawnship had nothing in common with slavery. The Lele did
keep slaves, but never very many. Slaves were war captives, usually foreigners.
As such they had no family, no one to protect them. To be a pawn, on the other
hand, meant to have not one, but two different families to look after you: you
still had your own mother and her brothers, but now you also had your “lord.”

For a woman, the very fact that she was the stakes in a game that all men
were playing afforded all sorts of opportunities to game the system. In principle,
a girl might be born a pawn, assigned to some man for eventual marriage. In
practice, however,

a little Lele girl would grow up a coquette. From infancy she was
the centre of affectionate, teasing, flirting attention. Her affianced
husband never gained more than a very limited control over her ...
Since men competed with one another for women there was scope
for women to manoeuvre and intrigue. Hopeful seducers were never
lacking and no woman doubted that she could get another husband
if it suited her.30

In addition, a young Lele woman had one unique and powerful card to play.
Everyone was well aware that, if she completely refused to countenance her
situation, she always had the option of becoming a “village-wife.”31

The institution of village-wife was a peculiarly Lele one. Probably the best
way to describe it is to imagine a hypothetical case. Let us say that an old,
important man acquires a young woman as pawn through a blood-debt, and he
decides to marry her himself. Technically, he has the right to do so, but it’s
no fun for a young woman to be an old man’s third or fourth wife. Or, say he
decides to offer her in marriage to one of his male pawns in a village far away
from her mother and natal home. She protests. He ignores her protestations.
She waits for an opportune moment and slips off at night to an enemy village,
where she asks for sanctuary. This is always possible: all villages have their
traditional enemies. Neither would an enemy village refuse a woman who came
to them in such a situation. They would immediately declare her “wife of the
village,” who all men living there would then be obliged to protect.

It helps to understand that here, as in many parts of Africa, most older men
had several wives. This meant that the pool of women available for younger
men was considerably reduced. As our ethnographer explains, the imbalance
was a source of considerable sexual tension:

29As if to hammer this home, a man was actually considered to be owed a lifedebt for
fathering female children (Douglas 1963:115)—that could only be paid by allowing him to
take one of his own daughters’ daughters as a pawn. This only makes sense if we assume a
principle that only men can be owed a life, and therefore, in the case of women, the creation
of life was assumed to be given free. Men, as noted, could be pawns and many were, but they
were never traded.

30Douglas 1966:150.
31On “village-wives,” see particularly Douglas 1951, also 1963:128-40.
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Everyone recognized that the young unmarried men coveted the
wives of their seniors. Indeed, one of their pastimes was to plan
seductions and the man who boasted of none was derided. Since the
old men wished to remain polygynists, with two or three wives, and
since adulteries were thought to disrupt the peace of the village, Lele
had to make some arrangement to appease their unmarried men.

Therefore, when a sufficient number of them reached the age of
eighteen or so, they were allowed to buy the right to a common
wife.32

After paying an appropriate fee in raffia cloth to the village treasury, they
were permitted to build a collective house, and then they were either allotted a
wife to put in it, or allowed to form a party that would try to steal one from a
rival village. (Or, alternately, if one showed up as a refugee, they would ask the
rest of the village for the right to accept her: this was invariably granted.) This
common wife is what’s referred to as a “village wife.” The position of village
wife was more than respectable. In fact, a newly married village wife was treated
very much like a princess. She was not expected to plant or weed in the gardens,
fetch wood or water, or even to cook; all household chores were done by her eager
young husbands, who provided the best of everything, spending much of their
time hunting in the forest vying to bring her the choicest delicacies, or plying her
with palm wine. She could help herself to others’ possessions and was expected
to make all sorts of mischief to the bemused indulgence of all concerned. She
was also expected to make herself sexually available to all members of the age-
set—perhaps ten or twelve different men—at first, pretty much whenever they
wanted her.33

Over time, a village wife would usually settle down with just three or four
of her husbands, and finally, just one. The domestic arrangements were flexible.
Nonetheless, in principle, she was married to the village as a whole. If she had
children, the village was considered to be their father, and as such expected to
bring them up, provide them with resources, and eventually, get them properly
married off—which is why villages had to maintain collective treasuries full of
raffia and camwood bars in the first place. Since at any time a village was
likely to have several village wives, it would also have its own children and
grandchildren, and therefore be in a position to both demand and pay blood-
debts, and thus, to accumulate pawns.

As a result, villages became corporate bodies, collective groups that, like
modern corporations, had to be treated as if they were individuals for purposes
of law. However there was one key difference. Unlike ordinary individuals,
villages could back up their claims with force.

As Douglas emphasizes, this was crucial, because ordinary Lele men were
simply not able to do this to one another.34 In everyday affairs, there was an

32Douglas 1963:76; compare 1951:11. The author is clearly simply repeating her informants’
explanation for the custom: the Lele didn’t “have to” make such an arrangement; in fact, most
African societies did not.

33Some village wives were literally princesses, since chiefs’ daughters invariably chose to
marry age-sets in this way. The daughters of chiefs were allowed to have sex with anyone they
wanted, regardless of age-set, and also had the right to refuse sex, which ordinary village wives
did not. Princesses of this sort were rare: there were only three chiefs in all Lele territory.
Douglas estimates that the number of Lele women who became village wives, on the other
hand, was about 10 percent (1951).

34For instance: 1960:4, 1963:145-46, 168-73, 1964:303. Obviously, men could sometimes put
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almost complete lack of any systematic means of coercion. This was the main
reason, she notes, that pawnship was so innocuous. There were all sorts of rules,
but with no government, no courts, no judges to make authoritative decisions,
no group of armed men willing or able to employ the threat of force to back
those decisions up, rules were there to be adjusted and interpreted. In the end,
everyone’s feelings had to be taken into account. In everyday affairs, Lele put
great stock on gentle and agreeable behavior. Men might have been regularly
seized with the urge to throw themselves at each other in fits of jealous rage
(often they had good reason to), but they very rarely did. And if a fight did
break out, everyone would immediately jump in to break it up and submit the
affair to public mediation.35

Villages, in contrast, were fortified, and age-sets could be mobilized to act
as military units. Here, and only here, did organized violence enter the picture.
True, when villages fought, it was also always over women (everyone Douglas
talked to expressed incredulity at the very idea that grown men, anywhere,
could ever come to blows over anything else). But in the case of villages, it
could come to an actual war. If another village’s elders ignored one’s claims
to a pawn, one’s young men might organize a raiding party and kidnap her,
or carry off some other likely young women to be their collective wife. This
might lead to deaths, and to further claims for compensation. “Since it had the
backing of force,” Douglas observes drily, “the village could afford to be less
conciliatory towards the wishes of its pawns.”36

It’s at exactly this point, too, where the potential for violence enters, that
the great wall constructed between the value of lives and money can suddenly
come tumbling down.

Sometimes when two clans were disputing a claim to blood com-
pensation, the claimant might see no hope of getting satisfaction
from his opponents. The political system offered no direct means
for one man (or clan) to use physical coercion or to resort to su-
perior authority to enforce claims against another. In such a case,
rather than abandon his claim to a pawn-woman, he would be ready
to take the equivalent in wealth, if he could get it. The usual pro-
cedure was to sell his case against the defendants to the only group
capable of extorting a pawn by force, that is, to a village.

The man who meant to sell his case to a village asked them
for 100 raffia cloths or five bars of camwood. The village raised
the amount, either from its treasury, or by a loan from one of its
members, and thereby adopted as its own his claim to a pawn.37

Once he held the money, his claim was over, and the village, which had now
bought it, would proceed to organize a raid to seize the woman in dispute.

In other words, it was only when violence was brought into the equation
that there was any question of buying and selling people. The ability to deploy
force, to cut through the endless maze of preferences, obligations, expectations,

a great deal of physical pressure on women, at least, if everyone else agreed they had a moral
right to do so, but even here Douglas emphasizes most women had a good deal of room for
maneuver.

35On peacefulness, particularly, 1963:70-71.
361963:170.
371963:171.
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and responsibilities that mark real human relationships, also made it possible
to overcome what is otherwise the first rule of all Lele economic relationships:
that human lives can only be exchanged for other human lives, and never for
physical objects. Significantly, the amount paid—a hundred cloths, or an equiv-
alent amount of camwood—was also the price of a slave.38 Slaves were, as I
mentioned, war captives. There seem never to have been very many of them;
Douglas only managed to locate two descendants of slaves in the 1950s, some
twenty-five years after the practice had been abolished.39 Still, the numbers
were not important. The mere fact of their existence set a precedent. The value
of a human life could, sometimes, be quantified; but if one was able to move
from A= A (one life equals another) to A = B (one life = one hundred cloths),
it was only because the equation was established at the point of a spear.

Flesh-Debt (Tiv)

I have dwelt on the Lele in such detail in part because I wanted to convey some
sense of why I was using the term “human economy,” what life is like inside one,
what sort of dramas fill people’s days, and how money typically operates in the
midst of all this. Lele currencies are, as I say, quintessential social currencies.
They are used to mark every visit, every promise, every important moment in
a man’s or woman’s life. It is surely significant, too, what the objects used as
currency here actually were. Raffia cloth was used for clothing. In Douglas’s day,
it was the main thing used to clothe the human body; camwood bars were the
source of a red paste that was used as a cosmetic—it was the main substance
used as makeup, by both men and women, to beautify themselves each day.
These, then, were the materials used to shape people’s physical appearance,
to make them appear mature, decent, attractive, and dignified to their fellows.
They were what turned a mere naked body into a proper social being.

This is no coincidence. In fact, it’s extraordinarily common in what I’ve
been calling human economies. Money almost always arises first from objects
that are used primarily as adornment of the person. Beads, shells, feathers,
dog or whale teeth, gold, and silver are all well-known cases in point. All
are useless for any purpose other than making people look more interesting,
and hence, more beautiful. The brass rods used by the Tiv might seem an
exception, but actually they’re not: they were used mainly as raw material for
the manufacture of jewelry, or simply twisted into hoops and worn at dances.
There are exceptions (cattle, for instance), but as a general rule, it’s only when
governments, and then markets, enter the picture that we begin to see currencies
like barley, cheese, tobacco, or salt.40

It also illustrates the peculiar progression of ideas that so often mark human
economies. On the one hand, human life is the absolute value. There is no
possible equivalent. Whether a life is given or taken, the debt is absolute. In

38Cost of slaves: 1963:36, 1982:46-47.
39Partly, though, this was because the main purpose of male slaves was to be sacrificed at

important men’s funerals (1963:36).
40See Graeber 2001, chapter 4. The great exception might seem to be the cattle money of

the Nuer, and similar pastoral peoples. Yet even these were arguably adornment of the person
of a sort.
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places, this principle is indeed sacrosanct. More often, it is compromised by
the elaborate games played by the Tiv, who treat the giving of lives, and the
Lele, who treat the taking of lives, as creating debts that can only be paid
by delivering another human being. In each case, too, the practice ends up
engendering an extraordinarily complex game in which important men end up
exchanging women, or at least, rights over their fertility.

But this is already a kind of opening. Once the game exists, once the prin-
ciple of substitution comes in, there was always the possibility of extending it.
When that begins to happen, systems of debt that were premised on creating
people can—even here—suddenly become the means of destroying them.

As an example, let us once again return to the Tiv. The reader will recall
that if a man did not have a sister or a ward to give in exchange for one’s
wife, it was possible to assuage her parents and guardians by gifts of money.
However, such a wife would never be considered truly his. Here too, there was
one dramatic exception. A man could buy a slave, a woman kidnapped in a raid
from a distant country.41 Slaves, after all, had no parents, or could be treated
as if they didn’t; they had been forcibly removed from all those networks of
mutual obligation and debt in which ordinary people acquired their outward
identities. This was why they could be bought and sold.

Once married, though, a purchased wife would quickly develop new ties.
She was no longer a slave, and her children were perfectly legitimate—more so,
in fact, than those of a wife who was merely acquired through the continual
payment of brass rods.

We have perhaps a general principle: to make something saleable, in a human
economy, one needs to first rip it from its context. That’s what slaves are: people
stolen from the community that made them what they are. As strangers to their
new communities, slaves no longer had mothers, fathers, kin of any sort. This
is why they could be bought and sold or even killed: because the only relation
they had was to their owners. A Lele village’s ability to organize raids and
kidnap a woman from an alien community seems to have been the key to its
ability to start trading women for money—even if in their case, they could do
so only to a very limited extent. After all, her relatives were not very far away,
and they would surely come around demanding an explanation. In the end,
someone would have to come up with an arrangement that everyone could live
with.42

Still, I would also insist that there is something more than this. One gets
the distinct sense, in much of the literature, that many African societies were
haunted by the awareness that these elaborate networks of debt could, if things
went just slightly wrong, be transformed into something absolutely terrible. The
Tiv are a dramatic case in point.

Among students of anthropology, the Tiv are mainly famous for the fact that
their economic life was divided into what their best-known ethnographers, Paul
and Laura Bohannan, referred to as three separate “spheres of exchange.” Or-
dinary, everyday economic activity was mostly the affair of women. They were
the ones who filled the markets, and who trod the paths giving and returning

41Akiga Sai 1939:121, 158-60.
42So too when Tiv practiced marriage by capture: Akiga Sai (1939:137-41).
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minor gifts of okra, nuts, or fish. Men concerned themselves with what they
considered higher things: the kind of transactions that could be conducted us-
ing the Tiv currency, which, as with the Lele, consisted of two denominations,
a kind of locally made cloth called tugudu, widely exported, and, for major
transactions, bundles of imported brass rods.43 These could be used to acquire
certain flashy and luxurious things (cows, purchased foreign wives), but they
were mainly for the give and take of political affairs, hiring curers, acquiring
magic, gaining initiation into cult societies. In political matters, Tiv were even
more resolutely egalitarian than the Lele: successful old men with their numer-
ous wives might have lorded it over their sons and other dependents within their
own house compounds, but beyond that, there was no formal political organiza-
tion of any sort. Finally, there was the system of wards, which consisted entirely
of men’s rights in women. Hence, the notion of “spheres.” In principle, these
three levels—ordinary consumption goods, masculine prestige goods, and rights
in women—were completely separate. No amount of okra could get you a brass
rod, just as, in principle, no number of brass rods could give you full rights to
a woman.

In practice, there were ways to game the system. Say a neighbor was spon-
soring a feast but was short on supplies; one might come to his aid, then later,
discreetly, ask for a bundle or two in repayment. To be able to wheel and
deal, to “turn chickens into cows,” as the saying went, and ultimately, bro-
ker one’s wealth and prestige into a way of acquiring wives, required a “strong
heart”—that is, an enterprising and charismatic personality.44 But “strong
heart” had another meaning too. There was believed to be a certain actual bio-
logical substance called tsav that grew on the human heart. This was what gave
certain people their charm, their energy, and their powers of persuasion. Tsav
therefore was both a physical substance and that invisible power that allows
certain people to bend others to their will.45

The problem was—and most Tiv of that time appear to have believed that
this was the problem with their society—that it was also possible to augment
one’s tsav through artificial means, and this could only be accomplished by
consuming human flesh.

Now, I should emphasize right away that there is no reason to believe that
any Tiv actually did practice cannibalism. The idea of eating human flesh ap-
pears to have disgusted and horrified them as much as it would most Americans.
Yet for centuries, most appear to have been veritably obsessed by the suspicion
that some of their neighbors—and particularly prominent men who became de
facto political leaders—were, in fact, secret cannibals. Men who built up their
tsav by such means, the stories went, attained extraordinary powers: the ability
to fly, to become impervious to weapons, to be able to send out their souls at
night to kill their victims in such a way that their victims did not even know
that they were dead, but would wander about, confused and feckless, to be
harvested for their cannibal feasts. They became, in short, terrifying witches.46

43Here I’m drawing on the classic “spheres of exchange” analysis by Paul Bohannan (1955,
1959), supplemented by Dorward (1976) and Guyer (2004:27-31).

44So Akiga Sai 1939:241; P. Bohannan 1955:66; P. & L. Bohannnan 1968:233, 235. As
charisma in general: East in Akiga Sai 1939:236, Downes 1971:29.

45See Abraham 1933:26; Akiga Sai 1939:246; P. Bohannan 1958:3; Downes 1971:27.
46On witches in general: P. Bohannan 1957:187-88, 1958; Downes 1971:32- 25. On flesh

debts (or ikipindi): Abraham 1933:81-84; Downes 1971:36-40.
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The mbatsav, or society of witches, was always looking for new members,
and the way to accomplish this was to trick people into eating human flesh. A
witch would take a piece of the body of one of his own close relatives, who he
had murdered, and place it in the victim’s food. If the man was foolish enough
to eat it, he would contract a “flesh-debt,” and the society of witches ensured
that flesh-debts are always paid.

Perhaps your friend, or some older man, has noticed that you
have a large number of children, or brothers and sisters, and so
tricks you into contracting the debt with him. He invites you to eat
food in his house alone with him, and when you begin the meal he
sets before you two dishes of sauce, one of which contains cooked
human flesh . . .

If you eat from the wrong dish, but you do not have a “strong heart”—the
potential to become a witch—you will become sick and flee from the house in
terror. But if you have that hidden potential, the flesh will begin to work in
you. That evening, you will find your house surrounded by screeching cats and
owls. Strange noises will fill the air. Your new creditor will appear before you,
backed by his confederates in evil. He will tell of how he killed his own brother
so you two could dine together, and pretend to be tortured by the thought of
having lost his own kin as you sit there, surrounded by your plump and healthy
relatives. The other witches will concur, acting as if all this is your own fault.
“You have sought for trouble, and trouble has come upon you. Come and lie
down on the ground, that we may cut your throat.”47

There’s only one way out, and that’s to pledge a member of your own family
as substitute. This is possible, because you will find you have terrible new
powers, but they must be used as the other witches demand. One by one, you
must kill off your brothers, sisters, children; their bodies will be stolen from
their graves by the college of witches, brought back to life just long enough to
be properly fattened, tortured, killed again, then carved and roasted for yet
another feast.

The flesh debt goes on and on. The creditor keeps on coming.
Unless the debtor has men behind him who are very strong in tsav,
he cannot free himself from the flesh debt until he has given up all
his people, and his family is finished. Then he goes himself and lies
down on the ground to be slaughtered, and so the debt is finally
discharged.48

The Slave Trade

In one sense, it’s obvious what’s going on here. Men with “strong hearts” have
power and charisma; using it, they can manipulate debt to turn extra food into
treasures, and treasures into wives, wards, and daughters, and thus become the
heads of ever-growing families. But that very power and charisma that allows

47Akiga Sai 1939:257.
48Akiga Sai 1939:260.
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them to do this also makes them run the constant danger of sending the whole
process jolting back into a kind of horrific implosion, of creating flesh-debts
whereby one’s family is converted back into food.

Now, if one is simply trying to imagine the worst thing that could possibly
happen to someone, surely, being forced to dine on the mutilated corpses of
one’s own children would, anywhere, be pretty high on the list. Still, anthropol-
ogists have come to understand, over the years, that every society is haunted
by slightly different nightmares, and these differences are significant. Horror
stories, whether about vampires, ghouls, or flesh-eating zombies, always seem
to reflect some aspect of the tellers’ own social lives, some terrifying potential,
in the way they are accustomed to interact with each other, that they do not
wish to acknowledge or confront, but also cannot help but talk about.49

In the Tiv case, what would that be? Clearly, Tiv did have a major prob-
lem with authority. They lived in a landscape dotted with compounds, each
organized around a single older man with his numerous wives, children, and
assorted hangers-on. Within each compound, that man had near-absolute au-
thority. Outside there was no formal political structure, and Tiv were fiercely
egalitarian. In other words: all men aspired to become the masters of large
families, but they were extremely suspicious of any form of mastery. Hardly
surprising, then, that Tiv men were so ambivalent about the nature of power
that they became convinced that the very qualities that allow a man to rise
to legitimate prominence could, if taken just a little bit further, turn him into
a monster.50 In fact, most Tiv seemed to assume that most male elders were
witches, and that if a young person died, they were probably being paid off for
a flesh-debt.

But this still doesn’t answer the one obvious question: Why is all this framed
in terms of debt?

Here a little history is in order. It would appear that the ancestors of the Tiv
arrived in the Benue river valley and adjacent lands sometime around 1750—a
time when all of what’s now Nigeria was being torn apart by the Atlantic slave
trade. Early stories relate how the Tiv, during their migrations, used to paint
their wives and children with what looked like smallpox scars, so that potential
raiders would be afraid to carry them off.51 They established themselves in
a notoriously inaccessible stretch of country and offered up ferocious defense
against periodic raids from neighboring kingdoms to their north and west—with
which they eventually came to a political rapprochement.52

49Following here Wilson 1951.
50Paul Bohannan (1958:4) makes a similar but not identical argument.
51Tiv migration stories (e.g. Abraham 1933:17-26; Akiga & Bohannan 1954; P. Bohan-

nan 1954) do not explicitly say this, but they could easily be read this way. Akiga’s story
(1939:137) about Tiv migrants painting what looked like sores on their women’s bodies so
raiders would not take them is particularly suggestive. Despite their lack of government, Tiv
did have a notoriously effective war organization, and as Abrahams notes (1933:19), managed
to successfully play the Fulani and Jukun against each other by intervening in their own wars
with each other.

52Some of these raids were not entirely unsuccessful. For a while, it would appear, the nearby
Jukun kingdom, which made several ultimately unsuccessful efforts to incorporate the Tiv in
the eighteenth century, appear to have been selling Tiv captives to slave dealers operating on
the coast (Abraham 1933:19; Curtin 1965:255, 298; Latham 1973:29; Tambo 1976:201-3.) It’s
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The Tiv, then, were well aware of what was happening all around them.
Consider, for example, the case of the copper bars whose use they were so careful
to restrict, so as to avoid their becoming an all-purpose form of currency.

Now, copper bars had been used for money in this part of Africa for centuries,
and at least in some places, for ordinary commercial transactions, as well. It
was easy enough to do: one simply snapped them apart into smaller pieces, or
pulled some of them into thin wires, twisted those around to little loops, and one
had perfectly serviceable small change for everyday market transactions.53 Most
of the ones current in Tivland since the late eighteenth century, on the other
hand, were mass-produced in factories in Birmingham and imported through
the port of Old Calabar at the mouth of the Cross River, by slave-traders based
in Liverpool and Bristol.54 In all the country adjoining the Cross River—that
is, in the region directly to the south of the Tiv territory—copper bars were
used as everyday currency. This was presumably how they entered Tivland;
they were either carried in by pedlars from the Cross River or acquired by Tiv
traders on expeditions abroad. All this, however, makes the fact that the Tiv
refused to use copper bars as such a currency doubly significant.

During the 1760s alone, perhaps a hundred thousand Africans were shipped
down the Cross River to Calabar and nearby ports, where they were put in
chains, placed on British, French, or other European ships, and shipped across
the Atlantic—part of perhaps a million and a half exported from the Bight of
Biafra during the whole period of the Atlantic slave trade.55 Some of them had
been captured in wars or raids, or simply kidnapped. The majority, though,
were carried off because of debts.

Here, though, I must explain something about the organization of the slave
trade.

The Atlantic Slave Trade as a whole was a gigantic network of credit ar-
rangements. Ship-owners based in Liverpool or Bristol would acquire goods
on easy credit terms from local wholesalers, expecting to make good by selling
slaves (also on credit) to planters in the Antilles and America, with commission
agents in the city of London ultimately financing the affair through the prof-
its of the sugar and tobacco trade.56 Ship-owners would then transport their
wares to African ports like Old Calabar. Calabar itself was the quintessential
mercantile city-state, dominated by rich African merchants who dressed in Eu-
ropean clothes, lived in European-style houses, and in some cases even sent their
children to England to be educated.

doubtless significant here that many Tiv insisted in the 1930s that the Jukun were themselves
cannibals, and that the origins of the mbatsav “organization” lay in certain chiefly titles
that Tiv acquired from them when they finally came to a political rapprochement (Abraham
1933:33-35).

53Jones 1958; Latham 1971; Northrup 1978:157-64; Herbert 2003:196. The famous Medieval
Arab traveler Ibn Batruta, who we’ve already met at the court of the King of Singh in chapter
2, saw people using them as money in the Niger region, not far away, in the 1340s.

54Herbert (2003:181) estimates that Europeans imported about 20,000 tons of English brass
and copper into Africa between 1699 and 1865. It was manufactured in Bristol, Cheadle, and
Birmingham. The vast majority was exchanged for slaves.

55I base this number on the fact that 152,076 slaves are known to have been exported from
the Bight of Biafra as a whole in those years (Eitis, Behrent, Richardson & Klein 2000). The
slave trade at Old Calabar lasted roughly from 1650 to 1841, during which time the port was
by far the largest in the Bight, and the exports from the Bight itself during its height represent
about 20 percent of all Africa (Lovejoy & Richardson 1999:337).

56Sheridan 1958, Price 1980, 1989, 1991.
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On arrival, European traders would negotiate the value of their cargoes in the
copper bars that served as the currency of the port. In 1698, a merchant aboard
a ship called the Dragon noted the following prices he managed to establish for
his wares:

one bar iron 4 copper bars
one bunch of beads 4 copper bars

five rangoes57 4 copper bars
one basin No. 1 4 copper bars

one tankard 3 copper bars
one yard linen 1 copper bar

six knives 1 copper bar
one brass bell No. 1 3 copper bars58

By the height of the trade fifty years later, British ships were bringing in large
quantities of cloth (both products of the newly created Manchester mills and
calicoes from India), and iron and copper ware, along with incidental goods like
beads, and also, for obvious reasons, substantial numbers of firearms.59 The
goods were then advanced to African merchants, again on credit, who assigned
them to their own agents to move upstream.

The obvious problem was how to secure the debt. The trade was an extraor-
dinarily duplicitous and brutal business, and slave raiders were unlikely to be
dependable credit risks—especially when dealing with foreign merchants who
they might never see again.60 As a result, a system quickly developed in which
European captains would demand security in the form of pawns.

The sort of “pawns” we are talking about here are clearly quite different from
the kind we encountered among the Lele. In many of the kingdoms and trading
towns of West Africa, the nature of pawnship appears to have already under-
gone profound changes by the time Europeans showed up on the scene around
1500—it had become, effectively, a kind of debt peonage. Debtors would pledge
family members as surety for loans; the pawns would then become dependents
in the creditors’ households, working their fields and tending to their household
chores—their persons acting as security while their labor, effectively, substituted
for interest.61 Pawns were not slaves; they were not, like slaves, cut off from
their families; but neither were they precisely free.62 In Calabar and other ports,

59Inkori (1982) demonstrates that in the late eighteenth century, British ships docking in
Old Calabar brought on average 400 muskets each, and that between 1757 and 1806, the total
number imported into the Calabar-Cameroons region was 22,986. Rum and other liquor was,
however, a very minor import.

60One common expedient, especially in the early years, was for merchants to arrive at village
markets with canoes full of wares, exchange them for slaves, and then, if they didn’t come
up to quota, wait until nightfall and simply attack homesteads along the river, carrying off
anyone they could find (Clarkson in Northrup 1978:66, also cited in Noah 1990:94.)

61The existing scholarly literature is of little help in reconstructing the history of how one
form was transformed into the other, since there are only works treating pawnship either as
a matter of kinship (e.g., Douglas 1964, Fardon 1985, 1986), or of commerce (e.g., Faiola
& Lovejoy 1994), but never comparing the two. As a result, many basic questions remain
unasked. Faiola and Lovejoy, for instance, suggest that pawns’ labor functions as interest, but
the book contains no information on whether interest-bearing loans even existed in the parts
of Africa where pawnship was practiced.

62It’s also clear that this sort of pawnship must have developed from something like the Lele
institution. Many of the rules are the same: for instance, much as among the Lele, if a girl
was pledged, the creditor often had the option of marrying her when she reached maturity,
thus cancelling the debt.
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masters of slaving ships, on advancing goods to their African counterparts, soon
developed the custom of demanding pawns as security—for instance, two of the
merchants’ own dependents for every three slaves to be delivered, preferably
including at least one member of the merchants’ families63 This was in practice
not much different than demanding the surrender of hostages, and at times it
created major political crises when captains, tired of waiting for delayed ship-
ments, decided to take off with a cargo of pawns instead.

Upriver, debt pawns also played a major part in the trade. In one way, the
area was a bit unusual. In most of West Africa, the trade ran through major
kingdoms such as Dahomey or Asante to make wars and impose draconian
punishments—one very common expedient for rulers was to manipulate the
justice system, so that almost any crime came to be punishable by enslavement,
or by death with the enslavement of one’s wife and children, or by outrageously
high fines which, if one could not pay them, would cause the defaulter and his
family to be sold as slaves. In another way, it is unusually revealing, since the
lack of any larger government structures made it easier to see what was really
happening. The pervasive climate of violence led to the systematic perversion
of all the institutions of existing human economies, which were transformed into
a gigantic apparatus of dehumanization and destruction.

In the Cross River region, the trade seems to have seen two phases. The first
was a period of absolute terror and utter chaos, in which raids were frequent,
and anyone traveling alone risked being kidnapped by roving gangs of thugs
and sold to Calabar. Before long, villages lay abandoned; many people fled into
the forest; men would have to form armed parties to work the fields.64 This
period was relatively brief. The second began when representatives of local
merchant societies began to establish themselves in communities up and down
the region, offering to restore order. The most famous of these was the Aro
Confederacy, who called themselves, “Children of God.”65 Backed by heavily
armed mercenaries and the prestige of their famous Oracle at Arochukwu, they
established a new and notoriously harsh justice system.66 Kidnappers were
hunted down and themselves sold as slaves. Safety was restored to roads and
farmsteads. At the same time, Aro collaborated with local elders to create a
code of ritual laws and penalties so comprehensive and severe that everyone was
at constant risk of falling afoul of them.67 Anyone who violated one would be
turned over to the Aro for transport to the coast, with their accuser receiving
their price in copper bars.68 According to some contemporary accounts, a man
who simply disliked his wife and was in need of brass rods could always come
up with some reason to sell her, and the village elders—who received a share of
the profits—would almost invariably concur.69

63Lovejoy & Richardson 1999:349-51; 2001.
64Equiano 1789:6-13.
65Others included the Akunakuna, and the Efik, who were based in Calabar itself. The Aro

were Igbo-speakers, and the region a patchwork of speakers of lgbo and Ibibio languages.
66On the Aro in general, see Jones 1939; Ottenberg 1958; Afigbo 1971; Ekejiuba 1972;

Isichei 1976; Northrup 1978; Dike & Ekejiuba 1990; Nwauwa 1991.
67Dike and Ekejiuba (1990:150) estimate that 70 percent of the slaves sold to Europeans

in the Bight of Biafra came from the Aro. Most of the rest came from the other merchant
societies.

68One twentieth-century elder recalled, “a woman who commited adultery would be sold
by her husband and the husband kept the money. Thieves were sold, and the money went to
the elders whose responsibility it was to make the decision.” (Northrup 1978:69)

69Northrup 1978:73
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The most ingenious trick of the merchant societies, though, was to assist in
the dissemination of a secret society, called Ekpe. Ekpe was most famous for
sponsoring magnificent masquerades and for initiating its members into arcane
mysteries, but it also acted as a secret mechanism for the enforcement of debts.70

In Calabar itself, for example, the Ekpe society had access to a whole range
of sanctions, starting with boycotts (all members were forbidden to conduct
trade with a defaulting debtor), fines, seizure of property, arrest, and finally,
execution—with the most hapless victims left tied to trees, their lower jaws
removed, as a warning to others.71 It was ingenious, particularly, because such
societies always allowed anyone to buy in, rising though the nine initiatory
grades if they could pay the fee—these also exacted, of course, in the brass rods
the merchants themselves supplied. In Calabar, the fee schedule for each grade
looked like this:72

1. Nyampi
2. Oku Akana

3. Brass
4. Makanda

 300 boxes brass rods, each £2 9s.
=£735, for the first four grades

5. Makara
6. Mboko Mboko
7. Bunko Abonko

8. Bunko Nya Ekpo
9. Ekpe


50 boxes brass rods for each

of the lower grades

In other words, it was quite expensive. But membership quickly became
the chief mark of honor and distinction everywhere. Entry fees were no doubt
less exorbitant in small, distant communities, but the effect was still the same:
thousands ended up in debt to the merchants, whether for the fees required for
joining, or for the trade goods they supplied (mostly cloth and metal put to
use creating the gear and costumes for the Ekpe performances—debts that they
thus themselves became responsible for enforcing on themselves. These debts,
too, were regularly paid in people, ostensibly yielded up as pawns.)

How did it work in practice? It appears to have varied a great deal from
place to place. In the Afikpo district, on a remote part of the upper Cross River,
for instance, we read that everyday affairs—the acquisition of food, for exam-
ple—was conducted, as among the Tiv, “without trade or the use of money.”
Brass rods, supplied by the merchant societies, were used to buy and sell slaves,
but otherwise mostly as a social currency, “used for gifts and for payments in
funerals, titles, and other ceremonies.”73 Most of those payments, titles, and

70On Ekpe as debt enforcement in Calabar itself: Jones 1968, Latham 1973:35- 41, Lovejoy
& Richardson 1999:347-49. On the spread of Ekpe to Arochukwe and throughout the region:
Rue! 1969:25o-258, Northrup 1978:109-IIO, Nwaka 1978, Ottenberg & Knudson 1985. Nwaka
(1978:188) writes: “The Ekpe society, the most widespread in the Cross River area, formed
the basis of local government. It performed executive and judicial functions in areas where
it operated. Through the agency of its members, punishments were administered to public
offenders, customs enforced and the authority of the elders upheld. Ekpe laws to some extent
regulated the lives of most members of the community in such matters as the cleaning of
towns and streets, collection of debts and other measures of public benefit.”

71Latham 1963:38.
72Taken from Walker 1875:120
73Ottenberg & Ottenberg 1962:124.
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ceremonies were tied to the secret societies that the merchants had also brought
to the area. All this does sound a bit like the Tiv arrangement, but the presence
of the merchants ensured that the effects were very different:

In the old days, if anybody got into trouble or debt in the upper
parts of the Cross River, and wanted ready money, he used generally
to “pledge” one or more of his children, or some other members of
his family or household, to one of the Akunakuna traders who paid
periodical visits to his village. Or he would make a raid on some
neighboring village, seize a child, and sell him or her to the same
willing purchaser.74

T
he passage only makes sense if one recognizes that debtors were also, owing

to their membership in the secret societies, collectors. The seizing of a child
is a reference to the local practice of “panyarring,” current throughout West
Africa, by which creditors despairing of repayment would simply sweep into the
debtor’s community with a group of armed men and seize anything—people,
goods, domestic animals—that could be easily carried off, then hold it hostage
as security.75 It didn’t matter if the people or goods had belonged to the
debtor, or even the debtor’s relatives. A neighbor’s goats or children would
do just as well, since the whole point was to bring social pressure on whoever
owed the money. As William Bosman put it, “If the Debtor be an honest
man and the Debt just, he immediately endeavours by the satisfaction of his
Creditors to free his Countrymen.”76 It was actually a quite sensible expedient
in an environment with no central authority, where people tended to feel an
enormous sense of responsibility toward other members of their community and
very little responsibility toward anyone else. In the case of the secret society
cited above, the debtor would, presumably, be calling in his own debts—real or
imagined—to those outside the organization, in order not to have to send off
members of his own family.77

Such expedients were not always effective. Often debtors would be forced to
pawn more and more of their own children or dependents, until finally there was
no recourse but to pawn themselves.78 And of course, at the height of the slave
trade, “pawning” had become little more than a euphemism. The distinction
between pawns and slaves had largely disappeared. Debtors, like their families
before them, ended up turned over to the Aro, then to the British, and finally,
shackled and chained, crowded into tiny slaving vessels and sent off to be sold
on plantations across the sea.79

74Partridge 1905:72.
75If one were seeking a pawn, one couldn’t simply take a random child from a neighboring

village, as his or her parents would quickly track the child down.
76In Lovejoy & Richardson 2001:74. For a parallel case in Ghana, see Getz 2003:85.
77Remarkably, Akiga Sai (1939:379-80) insists that, among the Tiv, this was the origin of

slavery: the seizing of hostages from the same lineage as someone who refused to pay a debt.
Say, he says, the debtor still refuses to pay. They will keep their hostage fettered for a while,
then, finally, sell them in another country. “This is the origin of slavery.”

78So Harris 1972:128 writing of another Cross River district, Ikom: one of the major sup-
pliers of slaves for Calabar. There, she notes, debtors were often obliged to pawn themselves
when maternal and paternal kin intervened to prevent them from selling off any more of their
relatives, with the result that they were finally enslaved and sent to Calabar.

79We do not know what proportion. King Eyo II told a British missionary that slaves “were
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If the Tiv, then, were haunted by the vision of an insidious secret organiza-
tion that lured unsuspecting victims into debt traps, whereby they themselves
became the enforcers of debts to be paid with the bodies of their children, and
ultimately, themselves—one reason was because this was, literally happening to
people who lived a few hundred miles away. Nor is the use of the phrase “flesh-
debt” in any way inappropriate. Slave-traders might not have been reducing
their victims to meat, but they were certainly reducing them to nothing more
than bodies. To be a slave was to be plucked from one’s family, kin, friends,
and community, stripped of one’s name, identity, and dignity; of everything that
made one a person rather than a mere human machine capable of understanding
orders. Neither were most slaves offered much opportunity to develop enduring
human relations. Most that ended up in Caribbean or American plantations,
though, were simply worked to death.

What is remarkable is that all this was done, the bodies extracted, through
the very mechanisms of the human economy, premised on the principle that
human lives are the ultimate value, to which nothing could possibly compare.
Instead, all the same institutions—fees for initiations, means of calculating guilt
and compensation, social currencies, debt pawnship—were turned into their
opposite; the machinery was, as it were, thrown into reverse; and, as the Tiv
also perceived, the gears and mechanisms designed for the creation of human
beings collapsed on themselves and became the means for their destruction.

I do not want to leave the reader with the impression that what I am describ-
ing here is in any way peculiar to Africa. One could find the exact same things
happening wherever human economies came into contact with commercial ones
(and particularly, commercial economies with advanced military technology and
an insatiable demand for human labor).

Remarkably similar things can be observed throughout Southeast Asia, par-
ticularly amongst hill and island people living on the fringes of major kingdoms.
As the premier historian of the region, Anthony Reid, has pointed out, labor
throughout Southeast Asia has long been organized above all through relations
of debt bondage.

Even in relatively simple societies little penetrated by money,
there were ritual needs for substantial expenditures—the payment
of bride-price for marriage and the slaughter of a buffalo at the death
of a family member. It is widely reported that such ritual needs are
the most common reason why the poor become indebted to the rich
. . .80

For instance, one practice, noted from Thailand to Sulawesi, is for a group of
poor brothers to turn to a rich sponsor to pay for the expenses of one brother’s

sold for different reasons—some as prisoners of war, some for debt, some for breaking their
country’s laws and some by great men who hated them” (in Noah 1990:95). This suggests
that debt was not insignificant, especially since as Pier Larson (2000:18) notes, all sources at
the time would list “war,” since it was considered the most legitimate. Compare Northrup
(1978:76-80).

80Reid 1983:8.
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marriage. He’s then referred to as their “master.” This is more like a patron-
client relation than anything else: the brothers might be obliged to do the
occasional odd job, or appear as his entourage on occasions when he has to make
a good impression—not much more. Still, technically, he owns their children,
and “can also repossess the wife he provided if his bondsmen fail to carry out
his obligations. ”81

Elsewhere, we hear similar stories to those in Africa—of peasants pawn-
ing themselves or members of their families, or even gambling themselves into
bondage; of principalities where penalties invariably took the form of heavy
fines. “Frequently, of course, these fines could not be paid, and the condemned
man, often accompanied by his dependants, became the bondsman of the ruler,
of the injured party, or of whoever was able to pay his fine for him.”82 Reid
insists that most of this was relatively innocuous—in fact, poor men might take
out loans for the express purpose of becoming debtors to some wealthy patron,
who could provide them with food during hard times, a roof, a wife. Clearly this
was not “slavery” in the ordinary sense. That is, unless the patron decided to
ship some of his dependents off to creditors of his own in some distant city like
Majapahit or Ternate, whereupon they might find themselves toiling in some
grandee’s kitchen or pepper plantation like any other slave.

It’s important to point this out because one of the effects of the slave trade
is that people who don’t actually live in Africa are often left with an image
of that continent as an irredeemably violent, savage place—an image that has
had disastrous effects on those who do live there. It might be fitting, then,
to consider the history of one place that is usually represented as the polar
opposite: Bali, the famous “land of ten thousand temples”—an island often
pictured in anthropological texts and tourist brochures as if it were inhabited
exclusively by placid, dreamy artists who spend their days arranging flowers and
practicing synchronized dance routines.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Bali had not yet obtained this
reputation. At the time, it was still divided among a dozen tiny, squabbling
kingdoms in an almost perpetual state of war. In fact, its reputation among the
Dutch merchants and officials ensconced in nearby Java was almost exactly the
opposite of what it is today. Balinese were considered a rude and violent people
ruled by decadent, opium-addicted nobles whose wealth was based almost ex-
clusively on their willingness to sell their subjects to foreigners as slaves. By the
time the Dutch were fully in control in Java, Bali had been turned largely into a
reservoir for the export of human beings—young Balinese women in particular
being in great demand in cities through the region as both prostitutes and con-
cubines.83 As the island was drawn into the slave trade, almost the entire social
and political system of the island was transformed into an apparatus for the
forcible extraction of women. Even within villages, ordinary marriages took the
form of “marriage by capture”—sometimes staged elopements, sometimes real
forcible kidnappings, after which the kidnappers would pay a woman’s family
to let the matter drop.84 If a woman was captured by someone genuinely im-

81op cit.
82Reid 1983:10.
83Vickers (1996) provides an excellent history of Bali’s image in the North Atlantic imagi-

nation, from “savage Bali” to terrestrial paradise.
84Geertz & Geertz 1975; Boon 1977:121-24. Belo (1936:26) cites informants in the 1920s

that insisted that marriage by capture was a fairly recent innovation, which emerged from
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portant, though, no compensation would be offered. Even in the 1960s, elders
recalled how attractive young women used to be hidden away by their parents,

forbidden to bear towering offerings to temple festivals, lest they
be espied by a royal scout and hustled into the closely protected
female quarters of the palace, where the eyes of male visitors were
restricted to foot level. For there was slim chance a girl would be-
come a legitimate low-caste wife (penawing) of the raja . . . More
likely after affording a few years’ licentious satisfaction, she would
degenerate into a slave-like servant.85

Or, if she did rise to such a position that the high-caste wives began to
see her as a rival, she might be either poisoned or shipped off overseas to end
up servicing soldiers at some Chinese-run bordello in Jogjakarta, or changing
bedpans in the house of a French plantation-owner in the Indian Ocean island
of Reunion.86 Meanwhile, royal law codes were rewritten in all the usual ways,
with the exception that here, the force of law was directed above all and explic-
itly against women. Not only were criminals and debtors to be enslaved and
deported, but any married man was granted the power to renounce his wife, and
by doing so render her, automatically, property of the local ruler, to be disposed
of as he wished. Even a woman whose husband died before she had produced
male offspring would to be handed over to the palace to be sold abroad.87

As Adrian Vickers explains, even Bali’s famous cockfights—so familiar to
any first-year anthropology student—were originally promoted by royal courts
as a way of recruiting human merchandise:

Kings even helped put people into debt by staging large cock-
fights in their capitals. The passion and extravagance encouraged
by this exciting sport led many peasants to bet more than they
could afford. As with any gambling, the hope of great wealth and
the drama of a contest fuelled ambitions which few could afford and
at the end of the day, when the last spur had sunk into the chest of
the last rooster, many peasants had no home and family to return
to. They, and their wives and children, would be sold to Java.88

gangs of young men stealing women from enemy villages and, often, demanding that their
fathers pay money to get them back.

85Boon 1977:74.
86Covarrubias (1937:12) notes that as early as 1619, Balinese women were in great demand

in slave markets in Reunion.
87Boon 1977:28, van der Kraan 1983, Wiener 1995:27.
88Vickers 1996:61. I need only remark that the anthropological literature on Bali, most

notably Clifford Geertz’s famous essay on the Balinese cockfight as “deep play” (1973), a
space where Balinese people can express their inner demons and tell stories about themselves,
or his conception of pre-colonial governments as “theater states” (1980) whose politics centered
around gathering the resources to create magnificent rituals, might well be rethought in the
light of all of this. There is a peculiar blindness in this literature. Even Boon, after the above
quote about men hiding their daughters, proceeds on the very next page (1977:75) to refer to
that government’s “subjects” as really just a “slightly taxed audience for its rituals,” as if the
likely prospect of the rape, murder and enslavement of one’s children didn’t really matter, or,
anyway, was not of explicitly political import.
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Reflections on Violence

I began this book by asking a question: How is it that moral obligations between
people come to be thought of as debts, and as a result, end up justifying behavior
that would otherwise seem utterly immoral?

I began this chapter by beginning to propose an answer: by making a distinc-
tion between commercial economies and what I call “human economies”—that
is, those where money acts primarily as a social currency, to create, maintain,
or sever relations between people rather than to purchase things. As Rospabé
so cogently demonstrated, it is the peculiar quality of such social currencies
that they are never quite equivalent to people. If anything, they are a constant
reminder that human beings can never be equivalent to anything—even, ulti-
mately, to one another. This is the profound truth of the blood-feud. No one
can ever really forgive the man who killed his brother because every brother is
unique. Nothing could substitute—not even some other man given the same
name and status as your brother, or a concubine who will bear a son who will
be named after your brother, or a ghost-wife who will bear a child pledged to
someday avenge his death.

In a human economy, each person is unique, and of incomparable value,
because each is a unique nexus of relations with others. A woman may be a
daughter, sister, lover, rival, companion, mother, age-mate, and mentor to many
different people in different ways. Each relation is unique, even in a society in
which they are sustained through the constant giving back and forth of generic
objects such as raffia cloth or bundles of copper wire. In one sense, those objects
make one who one is—a fact illustrated by the way the objects used as social
currencies are so often things otherwise used to clothe or decorate the human
body, that help make one who one is in the eyes of others. Still, just as our
clothes don’t really make us who we are, a relationship kept alive by the giving
and taking of raffia is always something more than that.89 This means that the
raffia, in turn, is always something less. This is why I think Rospabé was right
to emphasize the fact that in such economies, money can never substitute for a
person: money is a way of acknowledging that very fact, that the debt cannot
be paid. But even the notion that a person can substitute for a person, that
one sister can somehow be equated with another, is by no means self-evident.
In this sense, the term “human economy” is double-edged. These are, after
all, economies: that is, systems of exchange in which qualities are reduced to
quantities, allowing calculations of gain and loss—even if those calculations are
simply a matter (as in sister exchange) of 1 equals 1, or (as in the feud) of 1
minus 1 equals 0.

How is this calculability effectuated? How does it become possible to treat
people as if they are identical? The Lele example gave us a hint: to make
a human being an object of exchange, one woman equivalent to another for
example, requires first of all ripping her from her context; that is, tearing her
away from that web of relations that makes her the unique conflux of relations

89All this is meant in part as a critique of Louis Dumont’s arguments (1992) that the only
truly egalitarian societies are modern ones, and even those only by default: since their ultimate
value is individualism, and since each individual is valuable above all for the degree to which
he or she is unique, there can be no basis for saying that anyone is intrinsically superior to
anybody else. One can have the same effect without any doctrine of “Western individualism”
at all. The entire concept of “individualism” needs to be seriously rethought.
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that she is, and thus, into a generic value capable of being added and subtracted
and used as a means to measure debt. This requires a certain violence. To make
her equivalent to a bar of camwood takes even more violence, and it takes an
enormous amount of sustained and systematic violence to rip her so completely
from her context that she becomes a slave.

I should be clear here. I am not using the word “violence” metaphorically.
I am not speaking merely of conceptual violence, but of the literal threat of
broken bones and bruised flesh; of punches and kicks; in much the same way
that when the ancient Hebrews spoke of their daughters in “bondage,” they
were not being poetic, but talking about literal ropes and chains.

Most of us don’t like to think much about violence. Those lucky enough to
live relatively comfortable, secure lives in modern cities tend either to act as if it
does not exist or, when reminded that it does, to write off the larger world “out
there” as a terrible, brutal place, with not much that can be done to help it.
Either instinct allows us not to have to think about the degree to which even our
own daily existence is defined by violence or at least the threat of violence (as I’ve
often noted, think about what would happen if you were to insist on your right
to enter a university library without a properly validated ID), and to overstate
the importance—or at least the frequency—of things like war, terrorism, and
violent crime. The role of force in providing the framework for human relations
is simply more explicit in what we call “traditional societies”—even if in many,
actual physical assault by one human on another occurs less often than in our
own. Here’s a story from the Bunyoro kingdom, in East Africa:

Once a man moved into a new village. He wanted to find out what
his neighbors were like, so in the middle of the night he pretended
to beat his wife very severely, to see if the neighbors would come
and remonstrate with him. But he did not really beat her; instead
he beat a goatskin, while his wife screamed and cried out that he
was killing her. Nobody came, and the very next day the man and
his wife packed up and left that village and went to find some other
place to live .90

The point is obvious. In a proper village, the neighbors should have rushed
in, held him back, demanded to know what the woman could possibly have done
to deserve such treatment. The dispute would become a collective concern that
ended in some sort of collective settlement. This is how people ought to live.
No reasonable man or woman would want to live in a place where neighbors
don’t look after one another.

In its own way it’s a revealing story, charming even, but one must still ask:
How would a community—even one the man in the story would have considered
a proper community—have reacted if they thought she was beating him?91 I
think we all know the answer. The first case would have led to concern; the
second would have led to ridicule. In Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, young villagers used to put on satirical skits making fun of husbands
beaten by their wives, even to parade them about the town mounted backwards

90Beattie 1960:61.
91True, in many traditional societies, penalties are given to men who beat their wives

excessively. But again, the assumption is that some such behavior is at least par for the
course.
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on an ass for everyone to jeer at.92 No African society, as far as I know, went
quite this far. (Neither did any African society burn as many witches—Western
Europe at that time was a particularly savage place.) Yet as in most of the world,
the assumption that the one sort of brutality was at least potentially legitimate,
and that the other was not, was the framework within which relations between
the sexes took place.93

What I want to emphasize is that there is a direct relation between that fact
and the possibility of trading lives for one another. Anthropologists are fond of
making diagrams to represent preferential marriage patterns. Sometimes, these
diagrams can be quite beautiful:94

Ideal pattern of bilateral cross-cousin marriage
Sometimes they merely have a certain elegant simplicity, as in this diagram

on an instance of Tiv sister exchange:95

92On charivari, see for instance Davis 1975, Darnton 1984. Keith Thomas (1972:630), who
cites this very Nyoro story in an account of English villages of that time, recounts a whole
series of social sanctions, such as dunking the “village scold,” that seem almost entirely aimed
at the violent control of women, but oddly, he claims that charivari were directed at men who
beat their wives, despite the fact that all other sources say the opposite.

93Not quite all. Again, one might cite Iroquois society of the same period as an example:
it was in many senses a matriarchy, particularly on the everyday household level, and women
were not exchanged.

94Taken from Trawick 2000:185, figure ii.
95The diagram is reproduced from P. Bohannan 1957:87.
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Human beings, left to follow their own desires, rarely arrange themselves in
symmetrical patterns. Such symmetry tends to be bought at a terrible human
price. In the Tiv case, Akiga is actually willing to describe it:

Under the old system an elder who had a ward could always
marry a young girl, however senile he might be, even if he were a
leper with no hands or feet; no girl would dare to refuse him. If
another man were attracted by his ward he would take his own and
give her to the old man by force, in order to make an exchange. The
girl had to go with the old man, sorrowfully carrying his goat-skin
bag. If she ran back to her home her owner caught her and beat
her, then bound her and brought her back to the elder. The old
man was pleased, and grinned till he showed his blackened molars.
“Wherever you go,” he told her, “you will be brought back here
to me; so stop worrying, and settle down as my wife.” The girl
fretted, till she wished the earth might swallow her. Some women
even stabbed themselves to death when they were given to an old
man against their will; but in spite of all, the Tiv did not care.96

The last line says everything. Citing it might seem unfair (the Tiv did, evi-
dently, care enough to elect Akiga to be their first parliamentary representative,
knowing he supported legislation to outlaw such practices), but it serves nicely
to bring home the real point: that certain sorts of violence were considered
morally acceptable.97 No neighbors would rush in to intervene if a guardian
was beating a runaway ward. Or if they did, it would be to insist that he use
more gentle means to return her to her rightful husband. And it was because
women knew that this is how their neighbors, or even parents, would react that
“exchange marriage” was possible.

This is what I mean by people “ripped from their contexts.”

The Lele were fortunate enough to have largely escaped the devastations
of the slave trade; the Tiv were sitting practically on the teeth of the shark,
and they had to make heroic efforts to keep the threat at bay. Nonetheless,
in both cases there were mechanisms for forcibly removing young women from
their homes, and it was precisely this that made them exchangeable—though
in each case too, a principle stipulated that a woman could only be exchanged
for another woman. The few exceptions, when women could be exchanged for
other things, emerged directly from war and slavery—that is, when the level of
violence was significantly ratcheted up.

The slave trade, of course, represented violence on an entirely different scale.
We are speaking here of destruction of genocidal proportions, in world-historic
terms, comparable only to events like the destruction of New World civilizations
or the Holocaust. Neither do I mean in any way to blame the victims: we need
only imagine what would be likely to happen in our own society if a group of
space aliens suddenly appeared, armed with undefeatable military technology,

96Akiga Sai 1939:161.
97So too among the Lele, where Mary Douglas (1963:131) remarks that it was considered

acceptable to whip a village wife for refusing work or sex, but this was no reflection on her
status, since the same was true of Lele wives married to just one man, too.
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infinite wealth, and no recognizable morality—and announced that they were
willing to pay a million dollars each for human workers, no questions asked.
There will always be at least a handful of people unscrupulous enough to take
advantage of such a situation—and a handful is all it takes.

Groups like the Aro Confederacy represent an all-too-familiar strategy, de-
ployed by fascists, mafias, and right-wing gangsters everywhere: first unleash
the criminal violence of an unlimited market, in which everything is for sale
and the price of life becomes extremely cheap; then step in, offering to restore
a certain measure of order—though one which in its very harshness leaves all
the most profitable aspects of the earlier chaos intact. The violence is preserved
within the structure of the law. Such mafias, too, almost invariably end up
enforcing a strict code of honor in which morality becomes above all a matter
of paying one’s debts.

Were this a different book, I might reflect here on the curious parallels be-
tween the Cross River societies and Bali, both of which saw a magnificent out-
burst of artistic creativity (Cross River Ekpe masks were a major influence on
Picasso) that took the form, above all, of an efflorescence of theatrical perfor-
mance, replete with intricate music, splendid costumes, and stylized dance—a
kind of alternative political order as imaginary spectacle—at the exact moment
that ordinary life became a game of constant peril in which any misstep might
lead to being sent away. What was the link between the two? It’s an interesting
question, but not one we can really answer here. For present purposes, the cru-
cial question has to be: How common was this? The African slave trade was,
as I mentioned, an unprecedented catastrophe, but commercial economies had
already been extracting slaves from human economies for thousands of years.
It is a practice as old as civilization. The question I want to ask is: To what
degree is it actually constitutive of civilization itself?

I am not speaking strictly of slavery here, but of that process that dislodges
people from the webs of mutual commitment, shared history, and collective
responsibility that make them what they are, so as to make them exchange-
able—that is, to make it possible to make them subject to the logic of debt.
Slavery is just the logical end-point, the most extreme form of such disentan-
glement. But for that reason it provides us with a window on the process as a
whole. What’s more, owing to its historical role, slavery has shaped our basic
assumptions and institutions in ways that we are no longer aware of and whose
influence we would probably never wish to acknowledge if we were. If we have
become a debt society, it is because the legacy of war, conquest, and slavery
has never completely gone away. It’s still there, lodged in our most intimate
conceptions of honor, property, even freedom. It’s just that we can no longer
see that it’s there.

In the next chapter, I will begin to describe how this happened.


