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By Melvin Konner

[NCE the middle of tha 19th century, & majority
of social scientistPand & subatantiai minority of
nistorians hawve believed that a search for laws
of history would be fruitful, The most impres-
sive efforta along these lines (whether or not ons agrees
with them) hava been those that have been broadly
comparative. Kar] Marx and Amold Toynbee, other-
wiss unliisly bedfellows, belong together, at least In
- this regard. Such sfforts wre toyplicitly or explicitly an-
thropological; they recognize that the theorist who re-
lentleasly focuses on ¢ few cultural farmas will never see
the lorest for the trees. At their beet, the more compara-
tive etforts give us a view of the sweep of socia! forces in
history that seems as obedient to laws ap, say, most of
biology. They offer at least tha prospéct of a view of
humap nature chat is more orderly and meaningful than
the picture of endless foiblas that emerges frem more
typtcal worksa of history.

*Thae Parable of the Tribes: The Problam of Puwar
tn Social Evolution) by Andrew Bard Schmooldier, who
has a doctoral dqm trora the Graduats Thealogical
Union at the University of Califoruia and s now work-
ing at the Public Agenda Foundation in New York, is in
tha grand comparative tradition. As such, it runs the
risk of seeming pretentious and silly, but — despite a
recurtent romanticism and an unfortunats hint of mys-
ticism in the conclusion - it narrowly escaped that risk.
It alsp runs the risk of seeming obvious, because it for.
mulates some very clear generslizations about a sud-
ject for which we all bave theories.

The subject is power. And the author’s theais 18 ob-
vous only in the sense that Newton's law of gravity
seema obvious to those who think it states that “what
goes up muat come down'" or Mendal's laws Lo thase who
conatrus them os stating thet “'blood will out' Mr.
Schmocikler's “‘parable’” cartainly doss not have the
far-repching and marvelnus precision of Newton's law
or the originality of eithar Newton's or Mendal’a laws,
but {t goss far beyond our common folk knowledye
about power. Standing on the shoulders of somae glants
uf social and political theory and enlisting the ald of
leading mudern figures ia political anthropolegy, Mr.
Schmoodkler surveys a vaat landssapa of history and sih-
nalogy that has besn moldad by power in something like
tha way the physical lasdscaps has been moided by
gravity — sometimes obscuraly ar tndirectly but none-
theless lawfully. What he describes, if not nics, for the
most part has a logic that is satiafying.

Simply put, we are asked t0 imagine a group of
tribes living peaceably in an unspecified region and to
visualige a decigion by peopis in cxie of them (o ambark
on & caresr of conquest. This tribe will rapidly imposs
tha nacessity far power (thst is, preparedness for war)
an all tha othera, none of whom are any longeér free to
chooss peace. They can chooss withdrawal (but only up
to & point), destruction, truasformation foilowing con-
quast or {mitation in tha service of resistance. These
choices — there ars no others — lead reientlessly 1o the
spread of pawer and [ta concarns throughout the region.

The best part of the book — which reiles heavily an
tha work of anthropologists such ap Julian Staward,
Morton Frisd and Eiman Sarvice — is devotad o show-
ing that the parahle is a teascrable summary of what
has happened during human social svalution since the
tunting-gathering period. Although the time period in
quastion (s 10,000 years, that is brisf to an anthropolo-
gint and Mr. Schunookler is correct in saying thet
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- He wisely recognizes that hununu-nﬂwring pec-
ples have the full human capability [or power and ita ax-
ercise and thet they occasionally have a amall-acale
varsion of war. Bur, alse wisely, he insigts that soms-
thing qualitatively different occurs when population
density and group aizs are permitted (by ecotogical
conditions) to rise 1o the poine at which power is exer-
cised by and through true hierarchies, Thess hierar-
chies are ovdrwhelmingly mals and orienied to military
expioils. Sociaty becornes more complex as, and in part
bacause, (hasg exploits lead to largsr and more strati-
fied populations made up of the original tribs and the
conquered peoples. Military cooperation may play a
role aa well, but the emphasis is always oo structures of
power. Mr. Schmookier correcty identifias the underly-
Ing continuities in the history of thess processes. He is
properly skoptical of theortes that overemphasize the
transformation that occurred with the rise of ‘what we
Hke to call civilization or the differences (n the way
power {3 exercised between and among different types
of clvilirations, such as those involving siavery, capital-
ism, Communisam or democracy. Thus the early civtli-
zatlons of Mesopotamia, for example, serve as a quite
adequate mirzor for & world on the brink of nuclear self-
devastation.

This line of argument occupies most of tha book,
and 11 it 1 very nmilar w whet an be cewd 0 goveral
modern anthropology textbooks, it is no (esa true for
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that. In this book it {9 also engagingly and clearly pre-
sentad and well Integrated with historical examples and
thearies .~ frem the Mongols and Clausewitz to Centa!
America and Ronald Reagan. A weaker aspect of the
book 18 ita account of human paychology and human na-
ture. In addition to being quite naive in terms of current
theory and research, It le invested with a romant!ciam
that fortunately does not mar the parts of the book that
are really about power. In Mr. Schmookler’s view,
‘*elvilized’” or modern society becomes both the cause
and tha result of dafects in the spiritusai life of the indi-
vidual. Catch phrasas such as ‘the adrenalin society™
and “‘the loss of wholeness'* express an attitude that has
become familiar in what might be called the literature
of saclological longing. Unfortunately, it is clear that
thig part of the book i3 in 3ome sense closest to the au-
thor's heart. It reats on nalve speculations sbout the
relationship between individual psychology ana social
!ife and.on & naive judgment against modern Jife and ity
Individual values. It encourages weak thinkmg about
what mught be dona (o prevent the functionsl laws of
power {rom bringing an end to life on earth

The beat part of the 500k 14 & clesr tragic vision. [t
13 not necessarily a despairing one, since clanty can
lead the way forward. As Mr. Schmookler puts it, “‘a
work preoccupied with the dark aide of civilized life can
be dedicated to overcoming the powers of darkness.”
Perhaps in his next book he will be able to ve us some
idea hov', Meanwhlie, i% 18 gaod to have this readsble ac-
count of the shape and size of what we are up against, O]

The Search {for New Cages

Cuiture cpened a gap in
tha rigid regime of the
living order. Gradually,
over the last one or
saveral million ysars, our
ancestors widened the
range within which
human ereativity, rathar
than genetics, determined
the wey human life was
lved.

, .. Than came a major

cultural innovation in the technology of

subsistence, ... The rise of agriculture made
pasaible & more settied life with far larger
populations living in the same territory under &
single social organization, . . . The breakthrough in
food production cleared the way for the riss of
l civilization. From the rarrowly circumscribed
conditions of primitive social lifs, suddanly all .
things seem to become possible for the cultural
It s disturbing t0 see what actually developed. In
the five thousand years following the first ateps cut
of the bunter-gatherer way of life, fullscale
clvilization arcse and showad s frightening face,
The socinl equality of primitives n\:o waytorigd

Andrew Schmookier,

atratification, with the many compelled 10 serve
the few. Warfare became far more !mpartant,
more chronic, and more bloody and destructive.
And the new dominion 0of man over nature had
ajready begun to twn the green mantle that
covered the birthplace of ¢ivilization 1nto a rough
and rocky desert. ...

With the caming of civilization, with the sidden
explosion of posaibilities, animals bursting out of
nature's grasp were sure to get into trouble, like
rampant saikirs in port on jeave. Animais tll-
equipped for sudden fresdom were bound 1o seek
the protaction of new cages, like the hurman hards
the Grand Inquisitor served. . . . As man became
freer of the cemtraly of nature, he becatme subject to
aew, parhapd harahar necessitios. Paradoxically,
the very open.endedness of human possibilities
created forces that drove human destiny in a
direction that panpls did not and would not choose.
Clvilization representsd not the old cultural
process coming to fwlsr fruit but & new

governed by ¢ wholly new
svoiutionary prirciple. The emargence of this new
principle marks the vital point of discontimuity in
the histopy of lite and explaina civilization's
problematuc course. |
— From '“The Parablq of the Tribas”

June 18 19¥ THENEW YORK TIMESBOOK REVIEW 13



	Melvin Konner old articles



