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Introduction 
This essay is part of the larger project about the 

meanings of materialism in anthropology, about the 
reasons for the decline and fall of Marxism and Marxist 
materialism as both an analytical and praxis framework in 
our field, and about how this process has influenced our 
anthropological pedagogy (Kanna 2022, Kanna 2023, and 
Kanna 2024). The questions I want to pose here spring 
from my engagement with an understudied and, as the 
structuralists used to say, “good to think with” set of 
materials. Specifically, I will explore the ways that 
introduction to anthropology textbooks disconnect 
capitalism and class from racism, gender, and colonialism. 
In turn, these texts end up arguing for a contemplative 
rather than a political engagement with capitalism. 
Ultimately, this generates a reformist praxis and an image 
of capitalism as something immovably entrenched in 
current conditions, perhaps even in “human nature.” 

To adapt a comment from the anthropologist David 
Price, there is here an erasure of socialism and 
communism both as analytical frameworks and as 
contributions to the question of human “nature” and 
human potentials (Price 2004). The erasure of Marxists of 
color and Black Marxists is particularly notable: the work 
of CLR James, Claudia Jones, Walter Rodney, and Roxanne 
Dunbar-Ortiz, among others, which has done arguably 
more than any other tradition to highlight the necessary 
interconnections between capitalist class exploitation, 
racial and gender oppression, and colonialism, goes almost 
unmentioned in the materials analyzed here. WEB Du Bois 
is cited more often—albeit far too little—but the clear 
connections he made between anti-racist politics and the 
necessity of socialism are wholly ignored; for that matter, 
so is the lifelong commitment of Franz Boas to socialism. 

Source Texts and Summary of the 
Argument 

The texts considered for my research consist of 
popular introductory cultural anthropology textbooks 
published over the past decade and a half, free copies of 
which were sent to my campus mail on an approximately 
yearly basis. These are texts published by major trade and 
academic imprints and often written by distinguished 
scholars (Guest 2020, Podolefsky, Brown, and Lacy 2013, 
Lavenda and Schultz 2016, Pountney and Marić 2021, 
Scupin 2012, Salzman and Rice 2011, Spradley and 
McCurdy 2012, Welsch and Vivanco 2015). 

Of the dozen or so examples with which I have 
familiarized myself as I debated adoption for my 
introduction to cultural anthropology course, I have 
chosen to focus in this article on three in particular. These 
are Applying Cultural Anthropology (Podolefsky, Brown, 
and Lacy 2013), Core Concepts in Cultural Anthropology 
(Lavenda and Schultz 2016), and the special edition of the 
flagship journal Cultural Anthropology entitled “Teaching 
Ecological Distress” (Rudge, Simpson, and Quasem 2025). 
I begin with Applying because it is the text with which I 

am most familiar, having used it in my introduction to 
cultural anthropology classes for several years between 
2009 and 2015. From the aesthetic choices made by the 
publisher—the common cover image of what I term “happy 
peasant of the Global South in repose”—to the survey of 
case studies to the generalities of the thesis, the text is a 
typical example of the genre. Core Concepts is a different 
animal: It is a superb text overall, exhibiting an unusual 
theoretical sophistication and fair-mindedness, along with 
a thesis that is more incisive and compelling than the rest. 
It is the best of the bunch and is, consequently, especially 
“good to think with.” Finally, “Teaching Ecological Distress” 
shares Core Concepts’ theoretical sophistication and is the 
most sustained engagement with the climate crisis I have 
encountered in an introductory anthropology context. 
 Before looking more closely at these three texts, some 
patterns shared by many of the above-cited texts should 
be mentioned. First, they tend to locate colonialism in the 
past, framing it as a historical background to the 
emergence of anthropology rather than, as Native 
American communist scholars have pointed out, an 
ongoing process (Dunbar-Ortiz 2015, Red Nation 2021). 
Second, they disconnect racism and gender oppression 
from capitalism. The last is usually placed in a chapter or 
section called something like “Economic Anthropology,” 
thereby framing—and depoliticizing—capitalism as merely 
an economic system. One text even makes the puzzling, 
uncited, assertion that Marx thought that individuals were 
“passive,” that the possibility for individuals to change 
their class position somehow negates Marxist analysis, and 
that increasing living standards in “contemporary capitalist 
societies” challenge the Marxist idea about the widening 
gap between ruling and working classes in those societies 
(Pountney and Marić 2021:119). Almost all the texts cited 
above insist that Marx and Marxism are economically 
reductionist. 

These texts further obscure how capitalism works by 
categorizing it as a system localized to industrialized 
economies. When discussing “non-capitalist” societies, the 
relevance of Marxism is, not coincidentally, summarily 
dismissed. This is usually done in no more than a sentence. 
A typical example: Marxism, it is asserted, is “not entirely 
satisfying, because non-capitalist societies work so 
differently” (Welsch and Vivanco 2015:218). One wonders 
whether there might be some mystification owing to 
semantics here. The reader might replace “non-capitalist” 
with “colonized,” “subaltern,” “neocolonial” and the like to 
begin to see how central indeed the colonial and the non-
capitalist have been to the Marxist tradition, from Marx 
and Engels to Trotsky, Luxemburg, and Gramsci to the 
present day (see among others, Anderson 2016, Dunbar-
Ortiz 2015, Hudis 2023, and Red Nation 2021). 

Furthermore, the lack of a thesis beyond generalities 
about “humanity,” “difference,” and the like yields a 
representation of human difference as an unintelligible 
profusion of diversity. This conceptual vagueness only 
compounds the obfuscation. Concepts are, inherently, 
class concepts (See Marx and Engels 1978[1883]:473 and 
Marx 1978[1852]:608). They align with specific, albeit 
mostly unmentioned, class politics. A lack of clarity on the 
conceptual underpinnings of an analytical framework 
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results from a lack of clarity about the class nature of 
science. In other words, my contention is that our 
neoliberal and increasingly neo-fascist reality obscures 
class perhaps more than any other aspect of our material 
situation. Consequently, middle-class and bourgeois 
ideological assumptions (“Marxism doesn’t apply to the 
colonized,” “Marxism is economically reductive,” and the 
like) unconsciously become consolidated as the intellectual 
and methodological substrate of our field. 

Such erasures and conceptual fuzziness produce at 
least two baleful effects. First, they lead to the 
impoverishment of theory, specifically, muddled thinking 
on the material (class) basis of oppression. Second, they 
lead to flawed or misguided practical politics, offering at 
best, a lack of clarity on what kinds of interventions, 
organizations, and theoretical work are needed to confront 
the key issues of our times, from racism and xenophobia 
to gender oppression to the destruction of the earth. 

Erasing Settler Colonialism 
When I started my first appointment as an 

anthropology tenure-track professor in 2009, my more 
experienced anthropology colleagues were using, and 
recommended, the text Applying Cultural Anthropology 
(Podolefsky, Brown, and Lacy 2013). I used this book for 
my first several years at the institution, at which point I 
began changing my syllabus in the ways I discuss below in 
the conclusion. As with the other introductory pedagogical 
materials I consider here, I want to be clear on my general 
view of Applying Cultural Anthropology. It is a fine 
introduction to the field and any instructor wishing to use 
it will find it an engaging and useful resource for beginning 
undergraduates. 

Applying’s authors make two central claims. First, that 
their emphasis on application of anthropological 
knowledge fills a gap in anthropological pedagogy, which 
has tended to focus merely on the simple fascination that 
human diversity provokes in newcomers to the field. 
Second—and here they overlap with the more 
conventional approaches they critique—that 
anthropological research “is oriented to by certain basic 
human values,” including being against ethnocentrism, 
racism, ignorance and inequality (Podolefsky et al. 
2013:xiii). This sounds agreeable to any reader with an 
ethical outlook that is not that of a sociopath or a capitalist. 
But here also is where virtue becomes difficult to 
distinguish from flaw. To paraphrase Lenin, such 
vagueness leaves one with a sense the authors will try to 
“wriggle out” when it comes to a confrontation between 
“mutually excluding points of view” (James 1947). 

This comment by Lenin does tend to leap to mind 
when considering Applying’s inclusion both of Lila Abu 
Lughod’s classic “Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving?” 
and another piece, a rationalist analysis of religious ritual 
based on fieldwork in Israeli kibbutzim. While the Abu-
Lughod essay is a principled, clear-eyed, and ferocious 
critique of racist US imperialism as exemplified by the 
2001 invasion of Afghanistan and of the inadequacy of the 
concept of cultural relativism to intervene in that context, 

the Israeli kibbutz piece is staggering for the shallowness 
of its scientific reasoning and its normalization of settler 
colonialism (Abu Lughod 2013[2002], Sosis 2013[2004]). 

That second article is based on fieldwork conducted 
by a US-based behavioral ecologist in collaboration with an 
economist from Israel’s Ben Gurion University. To be fair, 
in 2013, the date of the edition of Applying considered 
here, the #anthroboycott movement, US anthropology’s 
affiliate of the Palestinian-led campaign to boycott work by 
scholars complicit in Israeli colonialism—which most are 
(Wind 2024)—had yet to emerge. However, at that time, 
both BDS and the Israeli crimes to which it is a response 
were obvious to all but the most uninformed. The article in 
question, carrying the title “The Adaptive Value of 
Religious Ritual,” cites at least one other Israel-based 
scholar, analyzes the purportedly positive effects on 
human cooperation of living in kibbutzim, and mentions 
Palestine and Palestinians exactly zero times. 

The word “cooperation” carries a heavy conceptual 
burden in this article. The central thesis is that “the 
primary adaptive benefit of religion is its ability to facilitate 
cooperation within a group.” Further, “costly” rituals—
costly in terms of time and resources—communicate 
commitment to the group and solve the “free rider” 
dilemma that confronts tight-knit communities (Sosis 
2013[2004]:87). One wonders how a clearer 
understanding of the inherent colonial nature of kibbutzim 
would reframe terms such as “cooperation” and “free 
riding.” Who is cooperating with whom and to do what; 
who really is the free rider? To be more concrete: Where 
does the water, the land, and the food that enable the 
survival of these kibbutzim come from and at what cost to 
the colonized? 

Explaining the inclusion of both pieces in the volume 
would challenge the abilities of even the most imaginative 
teacher. Framing the two pieces as part of a larger, vague 
anthropological humanitarianism would indeed require an 
almost total naïveté with respect to the ways that politics 
informs anthropological theory. Moreover, how a book that 
both accepts the normalization of colonialism and claims 
to teach students to be against racism avoids collapsing 
into self-contradiction is not explained by the editors. 

Flawed Politics: Race, Sex, and Gender 
in an Introductory Textbook 

Core Concepts in Cultural Anthropology by Lavenda 
and Schultz (2016) is, I would argue, the best of the 
panoply of introductory anthropology textbooks I have 
considered for adoption in my classes. Its strength is that 
it offers a comprehensive history and survey of cultural 
anthropological theoretical debates, fleshing them out with 
judicious, concisely summarized ethnographic examples. 
Even though its unstated, implicit politics are left-liberal, 
it presents opposing schools such as formalism in 
economic anthropology and Marxism fairly and with 
enough information to allow students to come to their own 
conclusions. 
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The second chapter, “Culture,” begins with a section 
titled “Culture against Racism: The Early Twentieth 
Century.” The heroes here as in most conventional 
accounts of the discipline are Franz Boas and his students. 
The Boas circle’s contributions are rightly considered 
foundational to our discipline. Two erasures or silences in 
the conventional accounts—and the Lavenda and Schultz 
text is no exception—are, however, worth considering. The 
first is that Boas’s antiracism was deeply connected to his 
socialism. As the anthropologist Chris Knight has written, 
“Boas was the son of Sophie Mayer, a Jewish feminist and 
one of the leaders of the German revolution of 1848 in the 
town of Minden in Westphalia. By 1851, her book group 
was reading Marx and Engels’s Communist Manifesto.” 
Knight continues: 

In 1913 [Boas] founded modern anthropology by 
demolishing the racism of stages theory. In The Mind of 
Primitive Man, Boas argued that ‘primitive’ people were as 
smart as anyone, as wise and as creative. In 1913 Boas 
was not rejecting his mother’s politics, but as a Jew and a 
partisan of indigenous America, he hated racism. Boas was 
a lifelong socialist. His mother’s influence was also evident 
in his nurturing of a generation of women anthropologists 
like Ruth Benedict, Margaret Mead, Zora Neale Hurston 
and many more. Boas and his students solved the problem 
of racist stages by simply deciding to stop talking about 
the evolution of human cultures, the topic was so polluted. 
[Knight 2021]. 

The second notable aspect of Lavenda and Schultz’s 
account of anthropological antiracism is the absence of 
Black and anticolonial struggles. This is not only to leave 
out perhaps the main driver of the political challenge to 
the racist regimes in which anthropology early on played a 
justificatory role, it continues to impoverish 
anthropological theory today. For example, as Walter 
Rodney, drawing on his mentor CLR James, taught, 
oppression develops on the basis of economic exploitation 
(Rodney 2018a). What is obscured by this textbook and all 
others I have considered for adoption in my classes is the 
material context in which racism is enacted in daily life and 
institutionalized in the larger historical context which 
constitutes its framework and environment. 

The impact on anthropological theory of this erasure 
becomes clear in the fifth chapter, “The Dimensions of 
Social Organization,” which includes the book’s main 
treatment of race. Whereas the authors briefly mention 
the origins of racism in European colonialism (and don’t 
mention the connections between racism and class 
exploitation at all), the bulk of the section is devoted to 
the themes of white or “light skin” privilege. The analysis 
here makes it seem as if the key issue with racism is 
whites’ failure to acknowledge the “advantages associated 
with whiteness” (Lavenda and Schultz 2016:67). Rather 
than on relations of production and class analysis, the 
authors base their analysis of the dynamics of power both 
in the US and beyond on “world domination by societies 
whose ruling groups trace their origins to Europe to sustain 
a global hierarchy in which light skin is valued over dark 
skin” (Lavenda and Schultz 2016:67). In turn, this 
narrows—or perhaps, it is better to say, misdirects—the 
authors’ conceptualization of what political forms of 

organization and intervention can be deployed to challenge 
racism. The only form of antiracism that they mention are 
training workshops “intended to bring white participants to 
acknowledge, and denounce, the racist ideology that 
makes them unaware of their own race-based privileges, 
thereby disrupting the power and reproduction of racism” 
(Lavenda and Schultz 2016:67). 

Leaving aside the highly questionable assertion about 
how effective such training workshops are, it is striking 
that examples of far more effective historical struggles to 
dismantle racist societies and replace them with 
egalitarian democratic ones are simply ignored. I am 
thinking here of examples such as the Haitian and Russian 
Revolutions and of the “general strike” by which WEB Du 
Bois referred to the revolt of the enslaved during the US 
Civil War, events which still today inspire what Du Bois 
called “abolition democracy” (Greene II 2018). These are 
examples not of middle class intellectuals, or worse, 
corporate managers, “training” members of their ascribed 
racial groups in interpersonal interactions, but of militant 
proletarian organizing from below of political struggles for 
liberation. It was in the process of such self-organization 
that proletarian and oppressed sectors gained the 
confidence to analyze the material roots of oppression, 
such as anti-Black racism, antisemitism, and national 
chauvinism, to mobilize for concrete victories against the 
agents of that oppression, and to imagine new, liberated 
social orders. 

Lavenda and Schultz’s sixth chapter, “Sex, Gender, 
and Sexuality,” is generally quite good but contains 
another set of notable erasures. In a section that, rightly, 
discusses Black and POC feminists’ critiques of the 
whiteness of second-wave feminism, the authors discuss 
how the contributions of “non-white feminists” showed 
how women’s oppression was not just the result of “male 
domination, but also structures of racial and class 
oppression, a phenomenon now called intersectionality” 
(Lavenda and Schultz 2016:73). We note two erasures 
here. The first is theoretical. It relates to the authors’ 
conventional definition of intersectionality, which for them 
refers above all to women’s “intersecting identities.” The 
liberal reduction of class to one of multiple intersecting 
identities, rather than a materialist theorization of it as an 
objective relation of production, is, as we might say 
“industry standard” for the muddled progressivism that is 
currently hegemonic in academic anthropology. The 
second erasure is historical. It was not simply “non-white 
feminists” who first theorized intersectionality. It was the 
Combahee River Collective (CRC), a group of Black queer 
women with socialist feminist and Marxist feminist politics 
(Taylor 2017). As the Marxist political theorist Asad Haider 
has discussed, there is a qualitative and indeed class 
difference between the intersectionality of the CRC and 
that of other communist and socialist feminists, and what 
was later consolidated as the intersectionality of liberal 
theory (Haider 2018, see also Kanna 2022). While the 
former bases its analysis and interventions on a materialist 
engagement with imperialism and class struggle, the latter 
takes a reformist approach, basing its hopes on potential 
reforms afforded by the capitalist state. 

http://radicalteacher.library.pitt.edu/


RADICALTEACHER  48 
http://radicalteacher.library.pitt.edu  No. 133 (Spring 2026) DOI 10.5195/rt.2026.1409 

On the Climate Crisis: Antipolitics of the 
New Irrationalism 

In recent years, Cultural Anthropology (CA), one of 
the premier journals in our field, shifted to an open access 
model. Along with this came a new effort by the editorial 
board to make the journal’s content more inclusive and to 
broaden its readership. An important part of these efforts 
is a section called “Teaching Tools” targeted to 
anthropology teachers. These changes are laudable. When 
I first encountered the recent “Teaching Tools” edition with 
the title “Teaching Ecological Distress,” I was excited 
(Rudge, Simpson, and Quasem 2025). This promised to be 
a contribution that combined grounded pedagogy lessons 
with theoretical sophistication, which is CA's specialty. 

Of the texts analyzed in this article and the others I 
have considered for course adoption, however, engaging 
with “Teaching Ecological Distress” posed the most 
significant challenges. There is much to recommend this 
text. Along with the seriousness with which the text tackles 
new and pioneering ethnography and theory—particularly 
in the areas of the so-called new materialism, object 
ontology, and posthumanism—it offers concrete, 
innovative and exciting suggestions for in-class exercises 
and conversation starters to get students to start thinking 
about the climate crisis (See Foster 2023a for a critical 
overview of new materialism, object ontology, and 
posthumanism). Moreover, it is clear that the writers are 
sensitive and caring ethnographers, alert to cultural 
difference and to the experiences of their interlocutors. 

However, the authors also abandon some of the 
strengths of the more traditional textbooks discussed 
above. The author of this article—and, it is safe to say, the 
emerging mainstream of anthropology—assumes that 
doing anthropology well means being at least critical of 
capitalism, if not outright anticapitalist. With respect to the 
climate crisis and ecological despoilation, moreover, the 
case for being anticapitalist is even stronger (Malm 2021, 
Saitō 2024). Today, it becomes more and more clear that 
it is impossible to reconcile the climate movement with 
capitalism, “green” or otherwise. This is a position that the 
editors and contributors to “Teaching Ecological Distress” 
seem to share. 

Given all this, if the two basic questions that an 
anticapitalist social science must answer are, how to 
analyze the most important contradictions of our society 
and what to do in relation to them, then it is not clear that 
“Teaching Ecological Distress” is an improvement over 
more traditional textbooks and it may in some ways 
represent a retrogression. Specifically, the theory 
underpinning this text exemplifies what the Marxist 
ecologist and political economist John Bellamy Foster has 
termed “the new irrationalism” (Foster 2023b). This 
intellectual current emerges, Foster explains, in the 
contemporary “dangerous and destructive climate of late 
imperialism.” The new irrationalism, he continues, 
“draw(s) directly upon an irrationalist, antimodernist 
intellectual lineage going back to the reactionary 
antimodernism of Nietzsche, Bergson, and Heidegger.” 
While Žižek, whose work is “a carnival of irrationalism” is 

exemplary of these tendencies, Foster sees a far more 
widespread “skepticism, nihilism, and a pessimistic, end-
of-the-world outlook” at play across the humanities—and, 
this author would add, in humanities-adjacent fields such 
as cultural anthropology. The new irrationalism, moreover, 
is not simply coincident with imperialism. It is both its 
product and an ideological weapon to demobilize 
progressive struggles from below against it (Foster 
2023b). 

A flavor of this irrationalism is provided by the authors 
of the CA volume’s first section, “Reflecting on Distress,” 
who ask: 

What more-than-human beings do we rub with in 
everyday life, and what forms of enchantment do these 
encounters enable? How do ecosystemic losses 
materialize and intersect with individual experiences of 
ecological distress? How might differently situated 
practices of wonder be harnessed to challenge the 
systems of power and privilege that determine where 
one world ends and another begins? [Chao and Chance 
2025]. 

The more conventional textbooks discussed above 
gave the reader a sense of overarching and contextualizing 
structures that connect individual experience with extra-
individual and “other-than-human” phenomena. 
Anthropologists of an older vintage sometimes called these 
structures and structuring practices by the names 
“culture,” “performance,” “ritual,” “belief,” “ideology,” 
“habitus,” and so on. The new ecological writing in our field 
is notable for a lack of interest in any of this. What seems 
to emerge is an image of individual “selves” floating 
around an “enchanted” universe in an unmediated way. I 
elaborate on this below. But first let us consider the 
question of class in relation to this genre of anthropological 
writing. 

Walter Rodney, in his book The Russian Revolution: A 
View from the Third World, insisted on the class basis of 
theory. He denounces writing from the “the bourgeois 
view,” which, he argues, has the following characteristics: 
“1) claims to be concerned with humanity rather than a 
given class; 2) a high level of subjectivism; 3) it refuses 
to recognize contradictions, except at a superficial level” 
(Rodney 2018b:12). The contributions to “Teaching 
Ecological Distress,” strikingly, exhibit all three. 

According to the editors, their intervention is a 
product of the Ecological Distress Collective, whose work 
is motivated by the ecological distress that its members 
are seeing among their students. “As a collective,” they 
write: 

we see it as our responsibility to encourage critical 
inquiry about the ways in which ecological distress is a 
shared planetary problem, and the ways in which it is 
unevenly distributed, or incommensurable, across 
bodies, minds, landscapes, and within and between 
pedagogical spaces [Rudge, Simpson, and Quasem 
emphasis added]. 

One of the contributions is summarized thus: It 
“invites reflection on loss and wonder as ways of 
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challenging power and privilege.” In the first main content 
piece, “Reflecting on Distress,” the authors discuss 
“differing responses and levels of urgency ascribed to 
conflagrations among citizens, scientists, and officials.” 
What Rodney called a bourgeois “concern with humanity 
rather than a given class” is exemplified by a term like 
“shared planetary problem,” one that supposedly impacts 
bodies, spaces, and minds of abstract citizens and various 
sectors of the upper-middle class (scientists, officials). 
Obscured is the reality that the “developed”, imperialist 
countries and, in particular, their bourgeoisies, are the 
source of most of the world’s ecological destruction and 
the main drivers of the beyond acute climate crisis today. 
As Andreas Malm writes, there is a “very tight correlation 
between income and wealth on the one hand and CO2 
emissions on the other,” adding that, “one Oxfam report 
from 2015 suggests that the richest 1 per cent of humanity 
has a carbon footprint 175 times larger than that of the 
poorest 10 per cent; distending the hierarchy, the richest 
Americans beat the poorest Mozambicans two thousand 
times over” (Malm 2021; see also Watts 2024 and 
Carrington 2025).  

The other contributions to “Teaching Ecological 
Distress” similarly offer both innovative forays into the 
more personal and embodied dimensions of ecological 
distress while leaving the reader with more prosaic 
materialist concerns wanting to know more about the 
larger contexts of class, imperialism, and accumulation by 
dispossession/expropriation in which the ecological crisis 
is playing out (on the accumulation by dispossession—
expropriation debate, see, for example, Angus 2023, 
Bailey 2017, and Federici 2018).  As the Marxist 
philosopher Kōhei Saitō has written, the aforementioned 
“distress” is a direct and intelligible result of the “imperial 
mode of living.” This mode of living, with its more and 
more open imperialist gangsterism (the Gaza genocide, 
the attacks on Venezuela, Cuba, and Iran etc.), its post-
industrial consumerism, commercial travel and cruise 
ships, and much more, is “based on the sacrifice of 
others.” Saitō elaborates, in an understated yet 
devastating way: “Lowering the standard of living for those 
in the Global South is a prerequisite for the workings of 
capitalism” (Saitō 2024:9).  

Section Two of the CA special issue, “Grappling with 
Ecological Distress,” attends to the problem of experience: 
how are processes of accumulation by 
dispossession/expropriation experienced, embodied, and 
enacted by individual and collective subjects? As the 
authors put it, what is the subject “who navigates these 
changes” of ecological and experiential worlds? The 
authors, in practice, argue for replacing the extra-
individual structures mentioned above—“culture,” 
“ideology,” “habitus,” etc.—with “the person, the 
individual, the community, and at the core, [interlocutors’] 
sense of self.” They continue: “change and adaptation, 
we’ve found, are often responses to distresses of people’s 
senses of selfhood. However, these responses are not 
resignation, but forms of resistance and resilience in the 
face of losing their identity in a world that systematically 
ignores them.” (Schnegg et al. 2025). 

The third and last section of the special issue, based 
on fieldwork among chardwellers in Bengal (a char is a 
shifting riverine sandbar on the Bengal Delta) centers the 
somatic and the sensuous: 

Somatic, embodied, material practices may concretize 
otherwise seemingly temporally and spatially distant 
notions of change, and prioritize embodied, attentive, 
and sensuous ways of knowing. This has potential in 
mediating the unknowability of climate change, which 
itself is a driver for ecological distress. One can see an 
ice cap melting, feel, touch and hug an ice cap 
melting—can even say goodbye to it—as opposed to 
the unknowability of an ice cap melting somewhere 
temporally and spatially distant. [Quasem and Bala 
2025]. 

It is undeniable that the body, the “self,” and stories 
and parables (Quasen and Bala 2025) can be crucial 
arenas where macroprocesses such as the ecological crisis 
and the tendency of the rate of profit to decline are most 
directly or emotively experienced, and that, in turn, these 
should be important sites of anthropological inquiry. What 
is, however, disconcerting, is how these problematics have 
crowded out the forest of capitalist class and imperialist 
dynamics, neocolonial expropriation, and the like for the 
trees of the self, the body, and the individualized subject. 

There is here a lot of seemingly theoretically incisive 
terminology, such as “distribution of distress,” “reflection,” 
and “power and privilege” as well as lots of what might be 
called “intersectionality.” But there is no class analysis and 
no materialism. What goes unmentioned here and (albeit 
to a lesser extent) in all the texts considered in this article 
are questions such as which class is responsible for the 
forms of consumption and production, and politics, that 
are destroying the earth? What are the specific processes 
and materiel—the private jets, the resorts, the cruise 
ships, the coal burning factories, the data-processing 
centers, above all the genocides and wars—that are 
instruments for carrying out this damage? How are the 
crimes of ecological destruction and genocide related to 
the capitalist mode of production in an epoch of prolonged 
economic crisis? How do forms of expropriation from 
mineral extraction to colonial dispossession relate to 
renewed right wing (and liberal) assaults on oppressed 
groups? What might be done to or about some or all of 
these? These questions are unfortunately crowded out by 
a focus on subjectivity—feelings, emotions, somatic 
sensations—and assertions about the “unknowability” of 
climate change. That this can be maintained given the 
climate catastrophist “logorrhea,” as Malm puts it, put out 
by climate science, climate summits, and the like, is 
staggering (Malm 2021). 

Conclusion: Anthropology and Socialism 
from Below 

This Marxist critique of anthropology textbooks sprang 
from two sources. The first was that I grew bored with the 
conventional textbooks, a few examples of which I have 
cited above, and frustrated with their lack of rigorous 
materialist analysis, which I found politically obfuscatory 
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and debilitating. In particular, while it would be incorrect 
to say that these texts, generally, are uncritical of 
capitalism, it is fair to say that by treating questions of 
race and other identities as distinct from each other and 
from the climate crisis, they obscure the condition of 
possibility for contemporary racism, gender oppression, 
and the environmental crisis: The capitalist mode of 
production and its compulsion to reproduce capitalist 
property relations. 

The second source for this critique began when I 
started noticing confusion on my students’ part—or 
perhaps ineffectiveness on my part as an instructor— 
about how anthropology can illuminate their own 
conundrums and struggles. Most of my students are of 
minoritized backgrounds; many are the children of 
immigrants or, like me, themselves immigrants. It is not 
unusual for a large majority of my classes to consist of 
women and queer students or both. And although the 
institution at which I teach is private and thus exorbitantly 
expensive to attend, a majority of my students come from 
working-class and precarious, petit-bourgeois families. 
Some, I assume, are undocumented, based on anecdotal 
evidence from in-class conversations. Increasingly, my 
students express specific needs in areas of disability and 
mental health. 

These young people have grown up in a United States 
whose imperial power is in palpable, precipitous decline, 
and whose political system and ruling class are reacting to 
that decline through, at best, denial or, at worst, the most 
ugly, violent forms of exclusionary “America first” white 
supremacy. What also became obvious with the continued 
Israeli destruction of Gaza since October 2023 is the ruling 
class and capitalist state’s open embrace of genocide. 

One path for the teacher is to meet students’ 
increasing despair that anything can fundamentally 
change for the better in their lifetimes through a 
pedagogical form of bearing witness to and validating that 
despair. This seems to be the path outlined by the 
aforementioned anthropologies of enchantment and the 
unknowable. Another approach is to try to show young 
people that change is possible through collective 
“socialism from below” struggle. This is my preferred 
approach. 

While summarizing my entire syllabus, let alone 
assignments and exercises, is beyond the scope of this 
paper, I will give two examples: The first is my focus on 
feminist scholarship on hunter-gatherer societies, 
scholarship which has advanced immeasurably the 
conversation in our discipline on questions of human 
possibility and which has put women at the center of 
hunting, political alliance formation, and leadership of 
hunter-gatherer societies (Dyble et al. 2015, Hrdy 2009, 
Lacy and Ocobock 2023, Ocobock and Lacy 2023). Much 
of this literature has reinforced and built upon Engels’s 
proto-anthropological notion of early forms of 
“communism” (Löwy nd). Life was not, as both Hobbes and 
neoliberal theory would have us believe, “nasty, brutish, 
and short.” Humans were not always individualistic profit-
maximizers. Early humans, often women-led, formed 
alliances based upon combinations of calculation and 

preferred lifestyle and usually beyond the consanguineal 
(“biological”) family. 

In class, we discuss what this might mean in relation 
to questions of gender hierarchy and oppression. Are these 
reflections of “human nature”? If human evolution 
depended in important ways on pair-bonded duos forming 
new alliances with far-flung, non-consanguineal relations, 
what does this say about human nature and “welcoming 
the stranger,” what ancient Greeks called “xenophilia”? 
What critical resources are thereby offered to those of us 
who want to critically intervene in and combat rampant 
xenophobia today? Moreover, if humans once did not 
practice gender oppression, how did this emerge? What is 
its relation to class? What even is class? 

This relates to the second example. If the first third of 
the class focuses on hunter-gatherer societies, the next 
major section might be called “the ways that racialized, 
subaltern, and oppressed groups have self-organized.” We 
read and discuss excerpts from Walter Rodney’s How 
Europe Underdeveloped Africa, which, drawing on lessons 
from CLR James’s Black Jacobins, deploys a materialist 
explanation for the historical construction of the ideas of 
race and whiteness. (In my Ethnic Studies classes, we look 
more closely at the Haitian Revolution and the general 
strike of enslaved workers in the US Civil War, both 
discussed in Paul Ortiz’s wonderful An African-American 
and Latinx History of the United States. Ortiz 2017). We 
then move on to Silvia Federici on anti-capitalist women’s 
praxis and autonomous communities both at the dawn of 
capitalism and as forms of survival after the consolidation 
of capitalism (Federici 2018). Later in the semester we 
study and discuss more recent anticolonial, sovereignty, 
and dignity struggles as exemplified by case studies from 
Brazil to India to Guatemala to Palestine (Bacha 2017, 
Ekelund 2007, Scheper-Hughes 2012, Yates and Sigel 
1983, Yates-Doerr 2018). 

I have chosen all of these materials because, more 
clearly and beautifully than the texts discussed above, 
they show the complex connections between capitalist 
accumulation’s inherent drive to undermine the 
environment, sovereignty, and social reproduction, on the 
one side, and, on the other, the role of local, embodied, 
religious-ethical practices and value-imaginaries, in other 
words, “culture,” in working-class and colonized peoples’ 
praxis. In turn, we learn about the entry of working classes 
and colonized peoples into collective struggle and the 
heightened political consciousness that develops through 
such struggle. And sometimes, as in cases from the Haitian 
Revolution to the general strike of the enslaved to, more 
recently, the defeat of dictatorship in Brazil (Scheper-
Hughes 2012), and of the Coca-Cola corporation in village 
Rajasthan (Ekelund 2007), to diverse BDS wins globally, 
these materials help us imagine what political victory for 
the oppressed might look like. 

To be clear, I try not to approach my inclusion of texts 
by materialist and feminist anthropologists, along with 
scholars from related fields, in a way that excludes some 
of the more classic or more conventionally disciplinary 
texts. For example, my students and I read and discuss 
the ideas of the Boas school, of WEB DuBois on double 
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consciousness and on Black reconstruction, and more 
current research, much of which is published on the 
wonderful website sapiens.org along with, for example 
Cultural Anthropology (culanth.org) and Anthropology 
News (anthropology-news.org). 

But, at the same time, I try to critically expand the 
discursive frame by drawing out the materialist 
connections or critiques that relate to these classic texts. 
For example, when we read an excerpt from Nancy 
Scheper-Hughes’s seminal Death Without Weeping 
(Scheper-Hughes 1993), I devote a section of the 
exposition – and try to highlight in the discussion – the 
role of the United States-allied Brazilian military 
dictatorship in the racism and oppression experienced by 
the precaritized working class women protagonists of the 
ethnography. Discussions tack between the micro scale, 
for example the “second” and “third” jobs that Scheper-
Hughes’s women interlocutors are compelled to do, and 
the marco scale. An example of the latter is the military 
dictatorship’s patronage by the CIA’s Operation Condor 
around the same time, and under the same covert 
operations program, in which the United States was 
conducting its bloody anti-communist coup in Indonesia, 
another case we learn about in class. These were both 
imperialist interventions in which women 
disproportionately suffered, as they did in the events that 
we discuss at the end of the semester, the US-fueled 
genocide in Guatemala (see Bevins 2020 on Indonesia and 
Yates-Doerr 2018 on Guatemala). My materialist approach 
is intended to de-exoticize and internationalize 
anthropological case studies, a move against the grain of 
our field, in which “culture” is usually represented as 
particular and localized. It is also meant to persuade 
students that they, as United States people, have a 
responsibility, that they themselves are actors in much 
larger historical and geopolitical processes. 

My anthropological and pedagogical ethos has been 
most deeply influenced by the work of the Marxist and 
feminist anthropologist Eleanor Burke Leacock. I 
understand her life work as, partly, an attempt to show 
students pathways to knowledge through struggle: As 
Marx said in his “Theses on Feuerbach,” the only way to 
understand the world is to try to change it (Foster 
2023a:8). In Myths of Male Dominance, Leacock 
mentioned with special fondness her mentor, the 
anthropologist Gene Weltfish at Columbia. Weltfish, she 
writes, inspired her students to: 

retain the attitude toward learning that many young 
people lose: That interesting as knowledge about 
society may be in its own right, it is meaningless if not 
made available as a tool, or a weapon, in the hands of 
people who are trying to wrest control over their lives 
from people in power, and to move toward a 
cooperative and peaceful world. [Leacock 1981:11 - 
12] 

This passage offers a more eloquent expression than 
I can devise to articulate what inspires my own 
anthropological pedagogy. 
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