
David Graeber: Beholden 
Rebecca Solnit: So lovely to see you all here. And totally thrilling to see my favorite political 
thinker and political inspiration, David Graeber—someone I just find extraordinarily original and 
refreshing and really brilliant, partly because he’s articulating from an anarchist point of view 
things that don’t get discussed a lot. And maybe from an anthropological point of view—there’s 
a wonderful sense, I think, of “Let’s look at your curious customs,” which we used to do to the 
other, and now anthropologists can do to ourselves as well. And it’s very much what happens in 
Debt: he looks at medieval Chinese Buddhist monk debt, the origins of money in Mesopotamia, 
and everything from Ernest Thompson Seton’s bad childhood. It ends up giving us incredibly 
powerful tools to think about who we are and what we’re doing now in our global, national, and 
personal relations. 

One of the funny things about the Occupy movement is that people really want individuals and 
leaders, and David got saddled with the task of being one. Even so, it’s been very exciting—one 
of the things that Occupy has done, “End Debt,” has made David very visible. He was not so 
visible before. Fragments of an Anarchist Anthropology was the first book of his that I came 
across. If you’re like me and you feel like you should never not have a book with you, and you’re 
not always ready to carry Debt, make sure you have Fragments with you, which is as fresh and 
original and as exciting and eye-opening in its analysis. So David, are you so mortified that I 
should just keep talking, or is there anything you want to refute yet? 

David Graeber: Not so far—you’re OK. 

Rebecca Solnit: Clearly Debt was brewing for a long time. Was there something in particular 
that got you focused on the subject? 

David Graeber: A bunch of things. More than anything else, it was really the realization of the 
tremendous moral power of the idea of debt. 

I was at Westminster Abbey—for this strange reason I was actually living in Westminster Abbey 
for a month and a half. I was at a garden party and the priest—who was a nice person, but 
slightly annoying—had this habit of introducing me to everybody by saying, “Hello, this is David 
Graeber. He’s an anarchist.” Really limited my possibilities for these conversations. To this one 
person, he said, “This person is an activist like you; you’ll have a lot in common.” It turned out it 
was this lawyer who’s an activist involved in various community campaigns. Nice person. I was 
telling a story about the “Drop the Debt” campaign and about the global justice movements I 
was doing, and I don’t know if she was just playing naive or if she actually didn’t know, but she 
asked, “What’s that about?” 

I told her the story about Madagascar and how, with the IMF structural adjustment policies, they 
had to do these budget cuts, and one thing they had to cut was the malaria eradication 
campaign—they couldn’t afford to keep it up. Malaria returned to the highlands where it had 



been eradicated for fifty years. They thought they had immunity, and at least ten thousand 
people died. Five thousand of them were children. I was telling her this and she asked what we 
could do about it and I said, well, we could just drop the debt. Suddenly she said, “Well, they 
borrowed the money, I mean surely they should have to pay their debts.” And it struck me: in 
what other circumstance would a nice person just spontaneously defend the death of five 
thousand babies? What is it about the moral power of debt that makes people willing to accept 
things that they would probably not accept under any other circumstance? And I started thinking 
about it and realized that nobody’s ever written a book about the history of debt. 

Rebecca Solnit: The research was kind of amazing. But it wasn’t really until the website, “We 
Are the 99 Percent,” where people started telling their stories of indebtedness that I realized just 
how extraordinarily brutal debt has become as a force in society today, whether it’s healthcare 
debt, mortgages—particularly on houses that have gone underwater—or college debt. All these 
different forms of indebtedness have essentially created a new form of debt peonage, and I 
think they’re talking about bringing back debtor’s prison. 

David Graeber: In several states, they are locking people up for failure to pay. Usually, if it’s 
court mandated, they can get into court for not paying. Well, the “We Are the 99 Percent” 
website, I was actually looking at that the other day because in theory I’m supposed to write a 
book on Occupy Wall Street. It’s fascinating, that page. The interesting thing for me was that this 
book came out in July and I was in New York. I had a year off and I had two projects. One of 
them was working with the Occupy Wall Street stuff, which was in formation at the time in 
August, and I was writing the book. I tried not to put them together so I didn’t talk about the 
Occupy stuff at the book events and I didn’t talk about the book at the Occupy events. But it was 
hard not to because every time I did any kind of event about the debt book and there were 
people under the age of twenty-five in the audience, two or three would come up afterwards and 
start saying, “Is there any way that we can start some sort of campaign about student loan 
debt?” And I’d start hearing these stories that were completely horrific. So I realized that there 
was something out there. 

And the “99 percent” thing fascinated me, too. It actually helped me a little bit because one of 
the things I was trying to figure out was the changing class lines that Occupy represents. The 
fact that the working poor are the people suffering out subprime mortgages and fatal loans and 
more and more of our money—you know, capitalism is operated by extracting money, not so 
much directly being paid. When I was in college, that’s what they called it. The difference 
between capitalism and feudalism is that under capitalism, they make money directly through 
wages, manufacturing, and commerce and under feudalism, it’s directly through juro-political 
means. Seems to me that, what, 16 percent of profits to emerge from corporations are not from 
any kind of premium? And that’s to overstate it, because even car manufacturers aren’t getting 
all the profits from their financial transactions. 

Rebecca Solnit: So, you’re saying we’re heading towards feudalism economically? 

David Graeber: Something like that. You know, there was this big discussion on the internet 
that included me quoting Sir Moses Finley saying that in the ancient world, there is basically one 



revolutionary program: cancel the debts and redistribute the land. And they’re saying that 
basically we’re back to that. 

Rebecca Solnit: In a piece from one of my disaster magazines, an anthropologist went to 
Kenya and an affluent herdsman offered to kill a goat and roast it for a feast in his honor. The 
anthropologist said, “Oh, that’s great, thank you so much. What a great compliment.” And then 
the herdsman borrowed the goat from a really poor guy and the anthropologist asked, “What are 
you doing?” It took him another year of being in the community to realize that the herdsman was 
creating a web of mutual—I’m trying to avoid using the horrible financial language that is so 
reductive—but essentially, that the rich man now owed the poor man something that the poor 
man could collect when times got tough and it pulled him into the community, it connected him. 
In fact, by taking something material away from the poor man, the herdsman was giving him 
something immaterial that was worth more; he wouldn’t lose materially in the long run and he 
would gain immaterially. 

But what’s also interesting about these narratives is something that they both clarified for me: 
that part of the function of money is to seal off. You want my house, you give me money, I go 
away, and all of our relations are severed forever. I wondered if you would talk about how 
money changing hands becomes a way to sever a relationship, the certain mutual times in 
which money didn’t sever, the ways in which we don’t have to think of it as debt because it 
doesn’t have to be closed, sealed, and finished, and that maybe it’s not even a bad thing to be 
in somebody’s debt (which is now wholly a bad thing). 

David Graeber: An anthropologist who studied people in central Nigeria showed us how we 
were completely clueless. She doesn’t really speak the language and she gets a house, and 
immediately women start showing up from the neighborhood and dropping off little baskets of 
stuff: somebody bringing some okra, somebody bringing some fish. And she doesn’t know what 
to do so she takes out her little notebook and eventually somebody takes pity on her and starts 
explaining how things work. The person says, “Well, you know, you give something back to 
these people. But the key is you have to figure out exactly what it’s worth, and then give them 
either something slightly more valuable, or slightly less valuable. So if it’s worth twelve shillings, 
you give them something worth eleven or thirteen, never give twelve. Because if you give 
twelve, that’s like saying, ‘go to hell, I don’t ever have to see you again.’” So everyone has to be 
a little bit beholden. 

This is a society where there are all these kinds of transactions, but they’re consciously trying to 
resist the idea of closure that money makes easy to introduce. Similarly, one of the fairly 
interesting things about money is that it makes certain things possible that wouldn’t be possible 
otherwise—it doesn’t make them inevitable. Hence the strange blindness of economists to what 
would actually happen when one does exchange things if there isn’t money in such contexts. 
The fascinating thing about standard economic stories is exactly that: they assume that 
everybody wants that kind of closure. That all human relations are forms of exchange, because 
if everything is an exchange then it’s true that we’re both equals. We walk up, I give you 
something, you give me something, and we walk away. Or I give you something, you don’t give 



me something right now, and you owe me. So if we have any ongoing relationships at all, it’s 
because somebody is in debt. 

However, the problem with that is that debt—like sin—implies that one party in the transaction 
didn’t live up to expectations, at least in the moment, and has done something wrong. In a lot of 
moral and religious versions of this, probably both parties did. And the implication—if you 
assume that human relations are all manners of exchange, which throughout the history of 
commercial society people have wanted to think—is that you end up thinking that there is 
something wrong with social relations. People don’t have an ongoing relation unless it’s a form 
of debt because everything is an exchange, so ongoing relationships are incomplete 
exchanges, and therefore one party is probably to blame—more likely than not, both are. 
Sociality itself seems to become like a matter of sin, and inherently wrong. 

Rebecca Solnit: Wait, how does sociality become a sin? 

David Graeber: Because if you imagine that everything is an exchange, then we’re supposed to 
just transact and walk away. If we haven’t walked away and we still have a relationship, it’s 
because there’s a debt. 

Rebecca Solnit: One of the things that has come up for me is how we talk as though we live in 
a capitalist society. I often think that the reason capitalism hasn’t completely destroyed 
everything is that a huge amount of anti-capitalist endeavor goes on, from labors of love, 
nurture, friendship, and barter to gift economies and different kinds of exchanges, not just one 
alternate model but a whole host of other ways in which we engage with each other and with the 
world that aren’t financial and debt-based. For example, the oil corporations spend a lot of 
money to get, say, the tar sands pipeline through, but nobody’s—you know, there are definitely 
environmentalists being paid—but a lot of people are acting for something other than financial 
compensation. So if the tar sands pipeline doesn’t get made, it’s because a huge amount of 
people are doing something that doesn’t involve remuneration, money, etc., because we’re not 
actually the self-interested financial instruments that economists like to imagine we are. 

David Graeber: David Harvie, not the British, Marxist, geographer-type guy, but David Harvie, 
the British Marxist economist, actually calculated how much time people in the U.K. spend on 
labor to get money, versus labor on something not oriented towards money and it comes out at 
about fifty-fifty. So even in the most market-obsessed society, we’re still spending half of our 
time on something other than just getting cash. It is really important to emphasize that, because 
we have a tendency to take this totalizing view that by capitalism, anything that serves to 
reproduce capitalism is capitalism, and that’s all that’s important about it. And if you do that, how 
can you possibly imagine capitalism ever not absorbing everything. There’s also this notion that 
capitalism is like this fractal thing where anything that contains an element of capitalism 
anywhere inside it is just something that turns into capitalism. It is an incredibly defeatist 
attitude. One of the things I was trying to show in the book is that if you choose to look at reality 
that way, I suppose you can, but you have to do enormous violence to reality to do so 
consistently. 



For example, the notion that anything that money touches, or that commerce touches, or that 
exchanges trade, is capitalism, and if you introduce any element of that into what might seem to 
be a non-capitalist situation, then suddenly that is part of capitalism. One of the things I 
discovered while writing this is that, to the contrary, markets and state power have always been 
deeply intertwined. And one of the facts that I discovered while researching, which I didn’t know 
at all before I started writing, is that free market ideology—does anyone know where it first 
comes from? It comes from medieval Islam, and specifically, Shari’a. Because Shari’a provided 
this commercial law that is independent from the state. 

It made it possible. There are markets extending from Mali, Indonesia, way outside the purview 
of any one government which operated under civil laws, so contracts weren’t, except on trust. 
So they have this free market ideology the moment they have markets operating outside the 
purview of the states, as prior to that markets had really mainly existed as a side effect of 
military operations. Coinage systems were created to pay soldiers. So this market system 
outside of the state immediately starts transforming entirely—Adam Smith actually took all his 
best ideas and lines from sources from medieval Persia. But one thing he doesn’t take is the 
underlying assumption they have that the basis of a market is mutual aid. 

You know, competition has a role, they don’t deny that. But that’s not what it is all about. It 
makes sense, because you can’t have cutthroat competition when there’s no one stopping you 
from actually cutting each other’s throats. In order to build up trust we also have to think about 
each other’s needs and it creates an entirely different dynamic. So in a weird way, they see the 
market as an extension of communism. In a way like mutual aid: we need each other to do 
things that we can’t do for ourselves. If we are intimately connected with each other, we just give 
things to each other; if we don’t know each other we find another way to handle it. If you think 
about it, each according to his or her abilities and each according to his or her needs is sort of 
the same thing as supply and demand. 

When you take away the violence from the market, even it starts shifting into something 
else—not exactly paradise, but it doesn’t become the market in the way we see it now. The 
conclusion that I ultimately came to is that certain types of communism—I think we should just 
change our use of the term. Now, we’re used to thinking of communism as being 
once-upon-a-time-all-things-were-owned-in-common, maybe-someday-this-will-come-again. 
And people agree that there is a sort of epic narrative going on here. I think we should just throw 
this narrative out, it’s irrelevant anyway, and who cares who owns things? I don’t. You know, we 
all own the White House. So what? I still can’t go in, right? 

The question is: who has access to it under what circumstances? And if you look at it that way, 
where the idea of each according to his or her abilities and each according to his or her needs 
applies, all societies are based on a sort of minimum level of communism. Otherwise, you 
couldn’t have any social relations at all. 

Communism is the basis of all sociality and it’s the basis of cooperation. Within a capitalist 
corporation, someone says, “Lend me a wrench,” and someone asks, “Yeah, what do I get?” 
You assume that the idea of each according to his or her abilities, each according to his or her 



needs—in solving a problem—is actually the only thing that works. And in situations of disaster, 
there are often communistic notions of improvisation, where you basically exchange hierarchies 
and all of a sudden all those things that are luxuries that you can’t afford, you have them in an 
emergency. So I think we need to think of capitalism as a very bad way of organizing 
communism. Much of what we do is already communism, so just expand it. 

Rebecca Solnit: One of the things that’s really present in your work is that life after the binaries, 
whether state socialism or free market capitalism. I wonder if you want to talk about some of the 
ways that anarchist ideas and anarchist values have become more and more the norm and the 
status quo without being acknowledged, and where you see that going? 

David Graeber: Status quo in what circles? 

Rebecca Solnit: Ours. And if you want to expand them, all of the insurrectionary activity of the 
last twenty or thirty years. But just when you look at the decentralized, non-hierarchical 
organization of the Egyptian uprising, of the Occupy movement, of the anti-globalization 
movement and the shutdown in Seattle, and a lot of stuff where people almost take it as a 
matter of course that we’re not going to have hierarchy and we’re not going to obey leaders and 
that our vision of a better world does not include some kind of total control of resources by 
corporations. We’re against them being controlled by corporations, but that doesn’t mean we 
want them controlled by the state. Just for starters. 

David Graeber: You just said it better than I could have. Anarchism is surprisingly effective in 
solving actual problems largely because anarchists have thought a lot about solving actual 
problems on a micro level in ways that other political ideologies don’t really feel they have to 
until after they seize state power. 

Rebecca Solnit: Have they thought about it, or have they just described the way that things 
actually work well in the kinds of societies that people like? 

David Graeber: So in a way it’s saying that people—actually anarchist center groups and a lot of 
people who call themselves anarchists who are working on principles that I would identify as 
anarchist—but then again I’m not going to call them that… For me, it does seem intellectually 
honest. 

Maybe it’s because I do come from an academic milieu where you quote your sources, but just 
to deny where you’re getting these ideas from seems like you’re trying to pull something over on 
people. Other people whose job is, say, community organizing, may not want to bring it up 
either, and I respect that. 

Rebecca Solnit: But don’t you yourself say that a lot of what could be identified as—if you look 
at a lot of traditional societies, they’re all organized along what we might call anarchist 
guidelines, but it’s not like the Zapatistas were reading European social theory. 

David Graeber: Well, some of them were. 



Rebecca Solnit: Well, OK, some of them were, the tall, green-eyed one. But that’s what I’m 
trying to get over: the idea that anarchism offers a description of equitable relations that go way 
back rather than a hypothesis of what the future should look like. 

David Graeber: Right, and it seems silly to say that there were Marxists in Han, China. But 
there were definitely anarchists in Han, China. In fact, you could even make an argument that 
the school of the Tillers was actually trying to create utopian communities in these sort of free 
spaces between various little wards or principalities. They had this idea that the only leadership 
was by example, and they sought to draw people from surrounding kingdoms and gradually 
create an egalitarian society. 

It’s actually quite fascinating because they were a major social movement of that period; there 
were all sorts of curious social movements going on. Eventually, people started taking up similar 
ideas in court and that’s how you got stuff like, say, this weird anarchistic advice to princes. But 
when it hits the cities and the intellectuals, suddenly we have all these individualists and 
primitivists strings. And you know, this is 300 BC, exactly the same pattern you see elsewhere. 
So there is something really fundamental that seems to crop up at the same time in different 
places. 

I once put out the idea that the best way to think about anarchism is as a combination of three 
levels. On the one hand, the sort of instinctual revulsion against forms of inequality in power; on 
the other hand, a reappraisal of what one is already doing in egalitarian relations; and then the 
projection of these principles on all sorts of relations. So those three moves making what you’re 
already doing self-conscious and trying to take those principles and project them to all sorts of 
relations… But that’s what I’m trying to do in the book and I hadn’t really thought of it until I just 
said that—when I say that what we’re already doing is communism. The first step we have to 
make is to realize that we’re already closer to it than we think. We don’t live in a capitalist 
totality. Capitalism couldn’t survive as a totality anyway. We live in this complex system and we 
already live communism and anarchism in a million forms everyday. 

Rebecca Solnit: Flipping through Fragments of an Anarchist Anthropology as I inadequately 
prepared myself for this event, I noticed that a decade ago it seemed like you had to be kind of 
defensive against the anti-utopian strain that was so strong then. Do you think that we’ve 
reclaimed utopia through Occupy and some of the other movements? 

David Graeber: I think it’s starting to happen. I think there has been a war of the imagination 
over the last several years. I was thinking a lot about what there might be to be optimistic about. 
And I came to the conclusion that this feeling of hopelessness that everybody had was a 
manufactured product, and that’s what neoliberalism is really about. Neoliberalism isn’t an 
economic program—it’s a political program designed to produce hopelessness and kill any 
future alternatives. 

I first started picking up on it when I thought about tactics of direct action. What is this incredibly 
bizarre, preemptive attitude that the people in power have? Why do they take us more seriously 
than we take ourselves—basically, the entire Iraq War was designed around heading off an 



effective antiwar movement. It seemed much more important to head off an effective antiwar 
movement to get over the Vietnam war syndrome than it was to win the war. They had these 
rules of engagement, they had all these formulas: how many dead bodies, how many 
protestors? They came up with these rules of engagement which guaranteed that lots and lots 
of Iraqi and Afghan civilians would get killed, but very few of our soldiers. This ensured that they 
couldn’t possibly link… But they didn’t care, because it was more important to be allowed to 
have a war successfully than to win the war. The key thing is to preempt the resistance at home. 

If you look at a lot of the things they do, it suddenly started to make sense. Why is it that they’re 
willing to shut down the IMF meetings so we can’t? It’s the same thing—because they found out 
about it. They meet people who are going to meetings, and we’re all frustrated and totally 
overwhelmed by a massive police presence. After the first one on May 16th, I had friends who 
had friends who were actually at the meetings and they were saying that everyone’s 
complaining: “This totally sucks,” “They shut down half the meetings,” “All the parties are shut 
down everywhere,” “We can’t get around,” “We can’t actually meet at all.” We basically canceled 
the thing. But the point is, we weren’t supposed to know that. We were supposed to think it was 
ineffective. So they don’t care if the IMF meets, they care that we don’t shut it down. 

So what is this obsession they have with us never feeling we’ve actually accomplished 
something? And I thought: everything in neoliberalism can be thought of in that sense. Look at 
labor policy. What’s the point of making everybody work too much? It’s not very useful. It is 
destroying the planet, actually. But it’s great at keeping people off the streets. What about 
precarious labor? It’s actually not the most efficient form of labor at all. They were much more 
efficient when they had loyalty to their workers and people were allowed to be creative and 
contribute—you know that what precarious labor does is that it’s the best weapon ever made to 
depoliticize labor. They’re always putting the political in front of the economic. 

Another example that struck me was the example of the Soviet Union. You would think that if 
neoliberals were in any way honest, after the collapse of the Soviet Union the first thing to do is 
get rid of the Red Army and the KGB, and build up the economy. Instead, they just get rid of the 
economy and keep the military and the KGB. Ideological conformity, this sort of guard labor to 
keep control, is what it’s all about. It’s not about economic policy at all. The example of Russia 
reminds us that keeping up that enormous dead weight of the security apparatus required to 
enforce the ideological conformity to preempt anything that looks like an alternative or a social 
movement is destroying capitalism. 

They can’t afford it. That’s why they have these economic crises and speculative bubbles and 
collapses. You can connect the dots in various ways. The thing is sinking under the dead weight 
of the apparatus they’ve created to make it seem inevitable. So we’re in this weird situation 
where the only really effective thing done in the last thirty years on a global level has been to 
convince us that no other economic system could ever be possible. Now suddenly the one 
we’ve got is completely falling apart and everybody is like “Oh no, what are we going to do now? 
Nothing else is possible, what are we going to do?” And so this is the quandary of our time. For 
a while, the utopian thing was out but it seems like we need to get back to it because the 
hopelessness can’t hold out forever when right before our eyes it’s falling apart. 



Rebecca Solnit: I feel like it’s back in a lot of different ways. When I started working on 
disasters, one of the things that I ran into immediately was the assumption that the real disaster 
is the absence of the authoritarianism of the state. The assumption that in the absence of the 
system that has collapsed in Katrina or 9/11 or the bombing of Britain or what have you, we’ll fall 
apart somehow. We’ll fall apart morally, we’ll become rabid wolves, ripping each other up and 
raping and pillaging or, in the favorite word for Katrina, “looting.” Or we’ll fall apart in another 
way if we’re not wolves—we’re sheep, we’re going to stampede and panic and fall apart. 

There was an assumption that aerial bombing of civilians in World War II would cause fragile, 
working-class people to basically have nervous breakdowns and it would paralyze the state. 
That was the logic of aerial bombing. In fact, it doesn’t happen at all, but the logic behind aerial 
bombing has never stopped, even though it never demoralizes, terrorizes, or paralyzes a 
population. But the assumption in disaster is essentially the rationale of an authoritarian state 
about why we need an authoritarian state—because we’re basically savage, competitive, 
hostile, chaotic creatures. And why we are and they aren’t and that they should run everything is 
an assumption I don’t quite understand. 

But at the same time, it was always really interesting looking at disasters. In fact, the opposite is 
true: everyday life is a disaster, and disaster can liberate us. In response to what you were 
saying about the greater concern with controlling us than Iraq during the Iraq War, I felt like in a 
way all the post-9/11 stuff the Bush administration did was about shutting down that incredible 
moment when right next to Wall Street… One of the amazing things about Occupy when I finally 
went there is that everyone talked about Wall Street—it’s closer to Ground Zero than it is to Wall 
Street. And it felt like it was ten years and six days after the event, it picked up where we had 
left off. Because when then Twin Towers collapsed, nobody trampled each other, nobody 
panicked, all that savage social Darwinism you were promised didn’t happen. People aided 
each other in kind of extraordinary ways: a quadriplegic accountant was carried down sixty-nine 
stories by his coworkers who didn’t do any accounting for what he owed them on the way. 

And then you have these amazing things: people established this kind of free circulation of 
goods, the commissaries that were supplying Ground Zero, and the displaced people, and 
things like that. You suddenly had this—you know, we had the Oakland Commune last year, we 
had the Paris Commune… it was like the New York Commune, there was this moment in which 
relations were completely different, both at a practical level but also at an emotional level. 
Everybody says everybody made eye contact, they cared about how you were, boundaries 
came down. And that was terrifying to the Bush administration and to Wall Street, which was 
essentially Al Qaeda’s target. And they had to get us back to business—remember that 
campaign, America Open For Business and all that other stuff? This is a long way around 
saying that what actually happens in disasters is that they demonstrate that people are actually 
very good at being communists in the sense that they instantly abandon capitalism, that they 
love these relationships of mutual aid, because the astonishing thing about disasters is that 
people are often weirdly joyous in them, because they’ve recovered a sense of agency, a sense 
of power, etc. 



So I did that work, David was doing his work, and what I’ve become really interested in is 
mapping the bigger picture. If you look at these fields that are emerging—altruism studies and 
empathy studies and stuff, even in the last decade in the utopian era where everything from 
Buddhism to sociology to neurology to radical economics and social theory is really trying to 
redefine human nature and human desire in ways that I think are incredibly utopian. It turns out 
that we’re actually capable of something other than neoliberalism and actually we’re really 
capable of enjoying ourselves more than we do under neoliberalism. It feels that if neoliberalism 
was first about privatizing desire and imagination before the economy, then we’re in this process 
of publicizing it again, except we don’t have an equivalent. What’s the opposite of privatize? 
“Publify”? Collectivize, or something? Bringing people back into the open: both literally, with 
living in the streets, which is happening suddenly across the country with the revolutions in 
Occupy last year, but also imaginatively, with the sense of connectedness, etc. 

I feel like we’re in a truly revolutionary period, not just in terms of practical activities to overthrow 
regimes in the Middle East or Occupy but also in terms of radical redefinitions. I feel like workers 
are a big part of it, but there’s so much more going on. The Bay Area has this Center for the 
Study of the Greater Good at Berkeley, which is a kind of altruism studies institute. And I forget, 
isn’t there another one at Stanford that the Dalai Lama funds? The Center for Studying Altruism 
and Compassion, I think? But it’s this kind of radical reconfiguring of what it means to be human, 
in who we are, what we want, and what we think we’re capable of. I wonder how you see your 
work fitting in, but also how you see Occupy fitting in? 

David Graeber: Oh, I do. It’s interesting when you were talking about 9/11. What I remember so 
clearly because I lived in New York at the time were the parks, you know, Union Square and 
other parks like that. Suddenly, everybody sort of converged—much like they did during the 
blackout—on these public spaces and made these shrines of people who were missing. They 
would put flowers and candles. But every park that I was in—it was Union Square, because that 
was the nearest one to me—was immediately covered in peace symbols. And there were 
drums, basically everybody turned into a hippie. [Laughs] There were drum circles and poetry 
readings. 

Rebecca Solnit: Why are there always drum circles? 

David Graeber: Yeah, but utopianism—one comment I’d make is that when it comes to 
altruism, when it comes to utopianism, I think the Left is just catching up now. Because I think in 
a weird, perverse way, the Right figured this out before we did. 

Rebecca Solnit: How so? 

David Graeber: How so? Why is it that when the Right says, “We need austerity and shared 
sacrifice,” and then people vote for them, Democrats ask, “Well, why aren’t people voting for 
their own economic interests?” It’s because, in a way, Democrats are saying, “Look for us 
because we’ll throw you some scraps and it’s better than those other guys who will fuck you 
entirely.” But the other guys are saying, “We think you’re good people for the good of the 
country” and they’re saying, “You know, you think I’m basically rotten, and you’re even more 



rotten, we’re not gonna get into this.” At least those guys are saying, “I’m a good person.” And I 
actually had this realization about this—I wrote a piece for Harper’s—but I was trying to figure 
out this weird combination of right-wing populism and communism: we hate the cultural elite and 
support the troops. What do these things have to do with each other? Apparently, nothing. But 
they seem to be linked in people’s minds. 

I came to the conclusion that most people in America would really like to be able to get a job 
where they think they’re doing something noble and nice and good and it isn’t just for the 
money. But the reason they hate what they call the cultural elite is that they see it as a class 
that’s grabbed all the jobs where you can get paid to do something that isn’t just for the 
money—if it’s art, if it’s charity, if it’s intellectual, if it’s political, whatever it might be. Because 
those are all the things where, if you want to get a job in that area, they won’t pay you for the 
first year or two, because there are all those unpaid internships. They see these people who 
grab all the jobs where you get to be good and noble. And we don’t get to do that. If your father 
is an air-conditioner repairman from Nebraska, its conceivable that you might become a CEO, 
but you can’t imagine being the drama critic for the New York Times. So if you come from a 
background like that and you want to actually have a career which involves doing something 
noble in the world, what can you do? You can join the army. That’s about it. Or you can work for 
the church. That explains a lot of the focus of right-wing populism. The right wing figured that 
out, that people want enough to survive and to do good. 

Rebecca Solnit: So how do you feel about where Occupy is right now? 

David Graeber: I think there was a real crisis period after the eviction. There was a lot of 
disruption; the larger meeting became incredibly dysfunctional for about a month. It’s really 
gotten better, and people are starting to refocus. And I think people are getting really excited 
about things that are going to be happening. 
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