
Vol. 1 The Book of Genesis: The Birth of the Jewish People                                         © Francisco Gil-White 2005 (all rights reserved) 
 

Historical and Investigative Research 
www.hirhome.com 

56

 

 

INTERLUDE 
The First Law of Class Warfare 

 

 
Samuel relayed to the people, who had asked for a 
king, everything that Yahweh had told him. He said 
to them: “This is what your king will demand of you: 
he will take your sons for his war chariots, or his 
horses, or he will make them run in front of his own 
chariot; he will employ them as chiefs of a thousand 
or chiefs of fifty; he will make them work and plow 
his fields; he will put them to work making his 
weapons and his horses’ saddles. He will take your 
daughters and make them hairdressers, cooks, and 
bakers. From you he will take your lands and your 
vinyards for his officers and servants. He will take 
your servants, your best oxen and asses, and he will 
make them work for him. From you he will take the 
tenth part of your livestock and you yourselves will 
be his slaves. That day you will lament the king you 
elected, but Yahweh will no longer answer your 
call.”—Samuel (8:1-18) 

 

Modern Western societies have many levels of formal political 
hierarchy, and highly diversified economies. This is not the 

only sense in which a society can be ‘complex,’ but there is no 
question that modern Western societies are complex in this 
way. Perhaps for this reason, when Westerners invented the 
modern social-science discipline of anthropology during the 
age of colonialism, there developed a tendency to label 
societies as ‘simple’ or ‘complex’ based on their position on 
this axis. The technical term for one extreme pole was 
‘primitive,’ but one connotation of this term was certainly 
‘simple’ in the sense of societies with relatively undiversified 
economies and relatively shallow political nesting. Of course, 
given that these Westerners were studying societies they 
militarily dominated and occupied, and in consequence 
considered vastly inferior, another connotation of ‘primitive’ 
was ‘inferior.’ It was an advance, therefore, when 
anthropologists decided to wash one prejudice from their 
technical language and began referring to pre-state societies as 
‘simple’ rather than ‘primitive.’ But political correctness had 
not run its reformative course, and so now we say ‘pre-state.’ I 
hate it every time I have to agree with political correctness, but 
this is one of those times: our new way of speaking is better, 
because the words we use cannot but have an effect on the way 
we think. 

In some pre-state societies, the political hierarchy really 
is very shallow. It could be argued, in fact, that there is no 
political hierarchy at all. This is what happens in pre-state 
societies with a subsistence economy—small-scale 
horticulturalists and hunter-gatherers—where the best a man 
can hope to have is influence, but never formal power. The 
reason for this is economic: formal power is like any other 
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good, and so it has to be paid for. In these societies, nobody 
can afford to pay for power because power is too expensive. 

To see how expensive, conduct a thought experiment. 
Suppose I let you use my car today in exchange for your 
subjection to me for the next five years. What do you say? That 
I am crazy. But what if I offered you 20 million dollars for the 
same? You might still decline the offer, but you wouldn’t think 
that it was crazy. That would certainly be closer to what 
somebody would have to pay for your temporary enslavement, 
whereas loaning you a car for a day cannot possibly be in the 
right neighborhood. But that is all that people living a 
subsistence lifestyle can do: they can loan each other their cars, 
or, what is the equivalent, their goats, their pigs, etc. They can 
exchange favors, but nobody has the means to accumulate 
enough payment to meet the price that people believe their 
freedom is worth. So everybody is free. 

Imagine that. Oh, they have lots of problems, and you 
wouldn’t want such problems. But everybody is free. 

It is not that they are more innocent. It is merely that 
nobody can afford to give orders, because the minute you try 
this people walk away and laugh, and the day after you tried to 
act like Mr. Something you are Mr. Nothing. Nobody will give 
you the time of day. And you can’t do anything about it 
because everybody is armed to the teeth and they can all kill at 
a distance. So you just don’t go there. Nobody gets pushed 
around in these societies. People are polite. Nobody orders 
anyone about. 

But you can make suggestions. And people are willing 
to listen to suggestions. And it is common that they will sit and 

talk, and talk, and talk, and listen to suggestions. Then they 
will go think about it and make up their own minds. Some 
individuals get listened to a lot, so long as they remain careful 
about not turning their suggestions into orders, and so long as 
people have good reason to believe that they might have better 
information. These individuals acquire prestige, which is 
different from power. A prestigious man has a better chance 
than average of getting the political result he prefers, because 
he has above-average influence, but he cannot compel this 
result. In an article entitled The Evolution of Prestige that we 
wrote for the journal Evolution and Human Behavior, my 
fellow anthropologist Joseph Henrich and I went out of our 
way to make this distinction clear, because most social 
scientists tend to blur it (Henrich & Gil-White 2001). 

I reiterate: it isn’t that everybody is happy-go-lucky in 
these societies (for example, there may be violent raids and 
even warfare between such societies). The point is merely that 
people are free. And it was this type of society that 
characterized the human experience for the overwhelming 
majority of the time that we have been on the planet. This 
business about living in cities with division of labor is really 
quite recent. 

Now, since you are reading this book you are literate 
and most likely grew up in a town, so you have probably been 
raised on the idea that humans began doing a lot better when 
they invented agriculture and crawled out of the ‘savagery’ of 
nature to go live in towns some 10,000 years ago or so. But this 
is wrong: when humans began living in towns they started 
doing a lot worse. First, their diets became vastly inferior, 
because the reliance on a few cereal crops drastically reduced 



Vol. 1 The Book of Genesis: The Birth of the Jewish People                                         © Francisco Gil-White 2005 (all rights reserved) 
 

Historical and Investigative Research 
www.hirhome.com 

58

the daily intake of lots of crucial nutrients that the more varied 
hunting-gathering/small horticulture diet provided. They also 
became more disease prone, because the concentration of 
people in towns fosters poor hygiene and produces ideal 
conditions for the spread of infectious diseases, whereas 
hunter-gatherers and small horticulturalists are much more 
widely spread out. In addition, town folk were more prone to 
starvation because heavy reliance on crops means vulnerability 
to crop failure; nature’s bounty does not fluctuate so violently. 
In towns, life expectancy went way down. 

But these, perhaps, were not the highest costs of the 
transition. As Jared Diamond says, 

Besides malnutrition, starvation, and epidemic 
diseases, farming helped bring another curse upon 
humanity: deep class divisions. Hunter-gatherers 
have little or no stored food, and no concentrated 
food sources, like an orchard or a herd of cows: they 
live off the wild plants and animals they obtain each 
day. Therefore, there can be no kings, no class of 
social parasites who grow fat on food seized from 
others. Only in a farming population could a healthy, 
non-producing élite set itself above the disease-
ridden masses. Skeletons from Greek tombs at 
Mycenae c. 1500 B. C. suggest that royals enjoyed 
a better diet than commoners, since the royal 
skeletons were two or three inches taller and had 
better teeth (on the average, one instead of six 
cavities or missing teeth). Among Chilean mummies 
from c. A. D. 1000, the élite were distinguished not 
only by ornaments and gold hair clips but also by a 

fourfold lower rate of bone lesions caused by 
disease.1 

But if agriculture was so costly for the majority of 
people, why in the world did humans make the transition to 
agriculture, then? Some people have suggested that the reason 
was the need to feed a growing population. In the same piece, 
Jared Diamond writes, 

…primitive peoples took up farming not by choice 
but from necessity in order to feed their constantly 
growing numbers. ‘I don’t think most hunger-
gatherers farmed until they had to, and when they 
switched to farming they traded quality for quantity,’ 
says Mark Cohen of the State University of New 
York at Plattsburgh… 

But given the tremendous costs of the transition to 
agriculture for most people, and given that populations will 
quickly reach ‘carrying capacity,’ or the maximum size 
allowed by the resources in the local environment, regulating 
themselves there naturally, perhaps we can come up with a 
more plausible hypothesis that does not fly in the face of basic 
behavioral ecology. After all, humans lived as hunter-gatherers 
or small-scale horticulturalists for many hundreds of thousands 
of years without inventing agriculture. Why? Because their 
populations didn’t grow? Or perhaps it is more plausible to say 
that, as in the case of natural populations, the human 

                                                 
1 “The Worst Mistake in the History of the Human Race”; Opinion; By Jared 

Diamond; Discover Magazine; May 1987; Pages 64-66; Illustrations by Elliott 

Danfield. 
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population grows when conditions make it possible, 
agriculture being one of those conditions. 

Here’s what I think is a reasonable proposal. Around 
10,000 years ago or so some people figured out how to make 
capital investments to land whose use could be monopolized 
and protected (say, by an extended family), yielding a storable 
surplus: more non-perishable food than is necessary all at once. 
With the storable surplus some people were able to buy 
mercenaries when times became difficult and a lot of people 
were going seriously short on food, because—trust me—under 
such circumstances you’ll give 20 million dollars for a bowl of 
cereal, or, lacking 20 million dollars, say, five years of your 
liberty. With such mercenaries, the landed families acquired 
bigger pieces of land, yielding an even bigger surplus. 
Improvements in weaponry made it possible for a small, 
trained force to kill large numbers of commoners, and so in 
some places a new form of labor developed, even less free than 
the mercenaries and the tax-paying peasant: slaves. With these 
the land could be worked more cheaply, bringing an even 
greater surplus, etc., etc. 

In other words, the transition to agriculture was an act 
of coercion—or, rather, a whole complicated series of them—
by the early movers who got access to defensible pieces of land 
that could be privately exploited with the new technologies of 
agriculture. The asymmetries these landed families or ‘ruling 
classes’ gained allowed them to perpetuate and expand them. 
In other words, there was nothing necessary about agriculture 
as far as feeding a growing population is concerned; rather, 
powerful families subjected the rest of the local population 

which, ‘thanks’ to agriculture, could now grow much larger 
even if it lived a much shorter and more miserable life. 

One piece of evidence arguing in favor of my view is 
that agriculture itself is not the point of anything. The Native 
Americans in the North West of the United States developed 
highly dense societies with complex political hierarchies 
without developing agriculture. How? By finding a way to 
catch a lot of fish at once—they constructed platforms over 
rivers—and drying the fish for storage. Their populations grew 
considerably, yes, but as a result of the abundance of dried fish. 
I don’t think platforms over rivers were invented to generate 
gigantic quantities of dried fish to feed overflowing 
populations somehow produced earlier without the resources to 
feed them. That isn’t plausible. What is plausible is that, as 
with agricultural societies, some extended families found ways 
of making capital investments yield a profit on defensible 
territory. The fish bonanza that could be dried and stored 
produced the required storable wealth with which to begin 
buying the political behavior of individuals. 

In time, priesthoods were invented in order to provide 
the commoners and slaves with a theory of the world, so that 
they could accept society as it was. This theory explained that 
social inequalities were intrinsically good and necessary. The 
heavy taxes gave the priests sufficient wealth with which to 
perform expensive sacrifices that, as they explained, would 
keep the gods happy, which was important because the 
alternative would be for these temperamental gods to destroy 
everything. And if the priests had more than enough to 
sacrifice with, then they could even ask for a favor or two, to 
benefit the whole community. So up and cough those taxes, the 
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priests suggested, because the sacrifices aren’t getting any 
cheaper, and work a little harder if you don’t want the sun to 
forget to rise in the morning. Everybody would put their 
shoulder to the wheel, because the priests couldn’t just perform 
miracles without help from ‘society.’ 

Agricultural ‘societies’—or, more properly speaking, 
agricultural ruling classes at the head of their mercenaries, fed 
by their subjected populations—could easily defeat hunter-
gatherers because numbers matter, and as Jared Diamond puts 
it, “a hundred malnourished farmers can still outfight one 
healthy hunter.” The consequence was that agricultural 
societies ended up controlling most of the land that could be 
used for farming. Naturally, different groups of organized 
mercenaries (‘countries’) ended up fighting, trying to wrest 
control of different pieces of real estate from each other, 
causing all the while great suffering to the commoners. 
Historians, either members of the wealthy aristocratic classes 
that control the mercenaries, or else dependent retainers of 
these aristocratic classes, have always celebrated these 
massacres—which are intended to enslave more people, and to 
get more land to make more soldiers—as ‘great conquests.’ As 
a case in point, we have seen how much they celebrate 
Alexander of Macedon. 

Now, of course, there has been resistance to all this. 
The masses of the people have never been thrilled with this 
state of affairs, and, from time to time, significant numbers of 
people in the upper classes have also become disgusted with 
the whole bit. In consequence, there have been repeated efforts 
throughout history to bring the system of cities to something 
like the ancestral equality, where nobody is a slave and nobody 

is Mr. Big, and where there is relative peace (at least within 
societies). These efforts have, for the most part, fared poorly. I 
claim that this answers to a law of anthropology. I will state 
this law, but first I will explain it with a metaphor, and then I 
will show you the law in operation. 

The metaphor I acquired from my friend Juan Carlos 
Ibarra. A teacher of his wanted to impress upon him and his 
schoolmates how social advantages become permanent, so he 
had them all play a game of soccer—with a twist. In this game, 
whichever team got to score a point could change or invent a 
rule—any rule—that it wanted to. The other team scored the 
first point and then created the rule that Juan Carlos’s team 
could no longer go past the midfield line. Juan Carlos and his 
teammates tried very hard to score a point by shooting from 
midfield, so they could change the rules again, but it was all in 
vain. They lost, as you might expect, by a huge margin. The 
point is this: once the other team got to change the rules to its 
advantage, it was simply impossible to level the playing field 
again. 

We can see this sort of structural problem at work in 
social life: once an aristocratic class has developed with 
economic and military advantages, dislodging it from power to 
create an egalitarian system is next to impossible. This is most 
easily seen if we imagine the most extreme form of a class-
based society: ancient Greece. 

In an ancient Greek city, a vastly wealthy aristocracy 
controls a well-calibrated system of warrior production with 
which to produce astonishing multitudes of slaves. How can 
the playing field be leveled so that this becomes its opposite: a 
world of political equality? Revolution. The common people 
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must rise as one, having realized that if they do so they can 
win. Easier said than done! The minute you start imagining 
how a revolution seeking across-the-board mass equality could 
be made to succeed in ancient Greece your heart will begin to 
sink: it was practically impossible. The barriers to organization 
for the masses of slaves in an ancient Greek city-state are many 
because these societies tend towards totalitarianism (state 
supervision over even the smallest movements of individuals, 
at times including even their thoughts), enforced by heavy 
reliance on military control of the masses. In addition, the 
slaves usually speak a variety of languages, obtained as they 
are in war or trade from various different places, which makes 
common organization for mutual self-defense difficult. Then 
there is the problem of coordination. How can mass action be 
programmed for a particular moment without the program 
becoming known? This is very difficult because the aristocrats 
can easily buy the information they need, given the massive 
availability of easily corrupted potential informants. But if the 
moment of revolt cannot be programmed, then simultaneous 
mass action is impossible; the potential power of the masses to 
overcome never manifests itself. 

But even if the masses find a way to mobilize at once, 
how will they fight? Modern weaponry is easy to use but the 
ancient variety required great skill, and the Greek ruling class 
had perfected this skill into an art, making their soldiers the 
deadliest in the world. Not to mention the fact that the 
mercenaries have weapons and the commoners don’t. The only 
way for a revolution seeking across-the-board mass equality to 
succeed in ancient Greece, therefore, is if at least some of the 
citizen-soldiers join it. And since it is these latter who have the 

greater power of organization and leadership, it will have to be 
a few enlightened mercenaries, led by some enlightened 
aristocrat, who will have to organize this revolution. Now 
things are entering very unlikely territory, because few 
aristocrats will even think to do anything like this, much less 
attempt it. First, because Greek aristocrats are thoroughly 
indoctrinated to believe that their society is just, and second, 
because even if one of them becomes enlightened, it will still 
be a scary thing to try and start a revolution. So there will be 
seething discontent, but fewer attempts at revolution than you 
might think for such levels of hatred, because the attempt at 
revolution is so unlikely to be made. If made, it is unlikely to 
succeed. 

But what if a revolution should succeed? Can it 
survive? 

It cannot. Once the ruling class has been deposed in a 
Greek city, the victorious revolutionaries will do what they 
always do: cancel debts, redistribute land, abolish slavery, pass 
worker-friendly laws, etc. But they cannot effectively defend 
themselves. The only way to survive here is for the revolution 
in the first city to inspire revolutions in surrounding cities, 
producing a ‘domino effect’—an outward wave moving faster 
than the centripetal aristocratic counter-responses against the 
revolutionary city. Because aristocratic counter-responses there 
will be, in order precisely to prevent the chain reaction outward 
from the revolutionary center. This isn’t rocket science, 
exactly: the ruling classes can figure it out. So whatever their 
previous differences, the aristocrats from neighboring cities 
will band together with the aristocratic exiles from the 
revolutionary city and attack it—quickly. 
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This will always be the outcome because the Greek 
ruling class has all sorts of advantages when it comes to 
communicating information and mobilizing resources. For 
example, they are literate, and they have kept a tradition about 
how to destroy revolutions, whereas the commoners, each time, 
are playing it by ear, since they have not been allowed to keep 
written traditions. The aristocrats have their mercenaries paid 
and trained and at the ready; the commoners, by contrast, are 
not artists of the weapon and lack their own. So the aristocrats 
will find it comparatively easy to gang together in a centripetal 
mercenary implosion against the revolutionary city, before the 
centrifugal dominos can begin falling outward in a chain 
reaction. 

And so it was in ancient Greece. When a revolution 
triumphed, it would quickly go the way of the sword when the 
allied neighboring aristocracies descended upon it. In systems 
less extreme than ancient Greece, the results will not be as 
extreme, and total suffering will therefore be less. But in all 
cases the following will hold: 

The left is unstable, and the radical left is radically 
unstable. 

And this is the First Law of Class Warfare. Once 
inequalities develop, the upper classes can, with relative ease, 
drastically reduce the probability of success for any equalizing 
challenges to the system. Naturally, the aristocratic counter-
response will be more fierce when the equalizing challenge is 
more radical, so radically leftist movements will live even 
shorter lives than the more moderate ones. Right-wing 
repression is stable. 

The First Law of Class Warfare is your friend. It will 
help you understand a great many things that take place in 
history. 


