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describe societies, based on their ideas of what is wealth and 

the ways of how each society is organizing its power to protect it. 
this book belongs to

 



From childhood, we read stories about rich and 

poor, about kings and commoners, about enor-

mous treasures and adventurers.

But what is «Wealth»?

Does this mean that the rich are happier or smarter 

than the poor? Is it true that wealth is earned by the 

most hardworking and talented or, on the contrary, 

wealth is the destiny of greedy and heartlessness?

Anthropologists believe that there is no single 

answer to these questions. They study how people 

in different cultures and at different times under-

stand differently what «wealth» is.

Today, many of us believe that the rich person is 

one who has a lot of money. We have learned to 

calculate almost everything in money: from the 

value of «priceless» works of art to the cost of a bril-

liant scientific invention, from a cost of life-saving 

medical operation to the minimum income per 

family.

However, our ability to think about drastically 

different things and human relations in terms of 

money is not universal.

In some tribes of Native Americans, to be consid-

ered as the wealthiest person in a community it 

would be necessary to demonstrate a significant 

generosity.

As recently as 150 yeas ago in some «civilized» 

countries wealth was a right to own, buy and sell 

human beings, and in some countries of feudal 

Europe the right to wear red clothes.

This book is based on research by archaeologists, 

anthropologists, artists and activists, as well as 

teenagers participating in the «Anthropology for 

Kids Lab» project.

After reading the stories about what different 

versions of what does it mean to be «wealthy» we 

ask you to describe your own version of wealth that 

will be fair and beautiful.

Perhaps, having invented possible future, we  could 

change the present?
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WHAT IS WEALTH?Tell us your story.  
What is wealth for you?  
How important is it? 
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✍

One day I found myself in a desperate financial situation and 
shared my sorrows with a friend. We sat in an 18th-century beau-
tiful Sankt- 
Petersburg’s apartment, in Russia. Although supporting me, my 
friend reasonably noticed that only 100 years ago the inhabit-
ants of this apartment did not have access to the services that 
today we are taken for granted. Not only did they not have refrig-
erators, but even painkillers were had not been invented yet. Any 
operation, even a visit to the dentist would immediately become 
torture by modern standards. Meanwhile, these people were 
aristocrats, Rembrandt paintings hung on their walls, and their 
kitchen was full of servants.

What does it mean  
to be wealthy? Maybe 
this is just a story, that 
we tell to each other?
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What does it mean  
to be wealthy? Tell us 
about Alaska?

WHAT IS WEALTH?Tell us your story.  
What is wealth for you? 

� 01/02
✍
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 ※  Someone wants to own a picture by Leonardo  
da Vinci.

 ※ Someone wants to throw a giant feast, invite 
friends or maybe even a half the world.  
To cheer them all.

 ※  Someone wants to save up, to multiply, to stash 
and to hoard. He or she would not give anything 
to anyone or would spend nothing at all, in the 
thrill of accumulation.

 ※  Someone does not see the difference between 
wealth and poverty and lives in total debt.

 ※  At the end of his life, Chaim Soutine* was often 
invited to visit friends, where he regularly left  
his drawings and paintings as a gift, drawn there as 
well. They were already worth a lot of money.

 ※  The ancient kings and rulers loved to scatter money 
in the crowd. The founder of the Russian social 
network, Pavel Durov*, once got in a balcony of 
his office and started to throw into the money the 
passers-by. They rushed to raise bills and pushed 
each other. Durov and his office staff had fun.

 ※  Someone wants everyone to be rich: a neighbor, 
a friend, a relative and even a stranger. This one 
dreams of common wealth.
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✍
*  Pavel Durov is a 

creator of the social 
network vkontakt, 
that is the Russian 
analogue of Facebook

*  Chaim Soutine — 
the French painter 
with Russian Jewish 
origin, lived in the 
first part  
of 20 century. The 
price of one of his 
painting  
in the Christie’s 
curated auction was 
28 000 000 dollars

HOW DO DIFFERENT PEOPLE 
IMAGINE TO BE RICH?

Here are the dreams 
of several people about 
what does it means for 
them to be rich. What do 
you think about it?
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In the USSR, many considered themselves to be poor. Long lines and 
shortages of goods and services were the symbols of life in socialist 
countries. I remember that something was always lacking: suddenly 
it was impossible  
to get pantyhose or socks, or for some reason,  
the chandeliers would disappear. Families spent hours discussing 
the possibility of “getting” a sofa or a color TV. Young people 
dreamed of chewing gum and American jeans. for many, it has 
become an obsession. Then socialism ended and capitalism 
began.
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How would you describe your own “shortage”? 
What does it mean for you “to have plenty  
of everything?”

The worst poverty in my life I sow in the Dominican Republic. 
I lived in it for a year enough time to understand what is the 
defferent between our Soviet poverty, when something is not 
enough and their poverty. For many kids in Dominicana, the 
playground is a scrapyard, and toys are rubbish and used plastic 
bottles. When they grew up a little they are expected to do all 
kind of unpleasant things to help their families to survive. 

Describe here the worst poverty you have ever seen.

How does society decide 
what poverty is? 
How do people conclude 
they are poor?

WHAT IS POVERTY?
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If a person’s efforts entirely defined by his or her 
wealth, then it is possible that all poor people are just 
lazy. Should we help them?  Are they worthy 
of compassion?

 
Describe how in your ideal society poor and rich 
should relate to each other.

✍

Ayn Rand is a famous American writer and 
a preacher of a doctrine of „rational egoism,“ 
who proclaimed the right of self-interest and 
prised capitalism against then-still-existed 
socialist enemies. 
For many years, Ain Rand led a group in which 
influential American politicians and economists 
participated. One of them, Alan Greenspan, 
was in charge of the Federal Reserve Bank 
(1987–2006), which determined US financial 
policy. 

CAPITALIST 
REALISM

Wealth as the duty 
and the blessing

The anti-utopian novel „Atlas Shrugged“ by Ayn 
Rand talks about the struggle of heroic businessmen 
against a society populated by ignoramuses and 
lazy people. The book became the bible of American 
right-wing politicians. Its annual print is more than 
500,000 copies per year.  

“I swear by my life and my 
love of it that I will never 
live for the sake of another 
man, nor ask another man 
to live for mine.”  
Ayn Rand, Atlas Shrugged
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The fly in the ointment of Rand’s philosophical „objectivism“is 
the plain fact that humans have a tendency to cooperate and 
to look out for each other, as noted by many anthropologists 
who study hunter-gatherers. These „prosocial tendencies“were 
problematic for Rand, because such behavior obviously miti-
gates against „natural“self-interest and therefore should not 
exist. She resolved this contradiction by claiming that humans 
are born as tabula rasa, a blank slate, (as many of her time 
believed) and prosocial tendencies, particularly altruism, are 
„diseases“imposed on us by society, insidious lies that cause us 
to betray biological reality.
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Thomas Piketty  
is a French economist 
whose work focuses 
on wealth and income 
inequality.

✍

DO WE LIVE FOR OURSELVES 
OR FOR (TOGETHER) WITH 
OTHERS?

Comment on the quotes  
of Ain Rand and  
Thomas Piketty. 
Who do you think 
is correct?

“For instance, when discussing the social instinct — does it 
matter whether it had existed in the early savages? Supposing 
men were born social (and even that is a question) — does it 
mean that they have to remain so? If man started as a social 
animal — isn’t all progress and civilization directed toward 
making him an individual? Isn’t that the only possible progress? 
If men are the highest of animals, isn’t man the next step?”

Ayn Rand - American 
writer and a preacher 
of a doctrine of 
„rational egoism,“ 
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Comment on the laws of the former USSR.  
What do you think is fair and useful,  
and what is harmful and unnecessary?

 ※ Possession of several apartments at once were 
prohibited.

 ※ The size of country houses, plots of land and even 
the number of trees in one’s garden was strictly 
limited.

 ※ Private cars were rare.

 ※ Private schools, hospitals or prisons did not exist.

 ※ Private enterprises were banned.

� 12
UNDER CONTROL: 
USSR

In the USSR,  
personal wealth  
was prohibited

The punishment for storing foreign сurrency or buying 
and selling gold was from 15 years in prison to execu-
tion. Any commercial activity has been banned. Every 
citizen was obliged to work for the state.“Social para-
sitism”* considered to be a criminal offense.

*  The term comes from the ancient 
Greek π (parásitos), «one who lives 
at another’s expense, person who 
eats at the table of another,» used to 
label social offenders.
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WELFARE STATE: 
USSR

The Soviet constitution guaranteed its citizens „the 
right to the standard of living necessary to maintain 
the health and well-being of a person and his family“. 
(reference — Constitution of USSR 1977)

Everyone in the USSR was provided with housing, food, free 
medicine, education, pensions and more. Public transportation, 
kindergartens and schools, free universities and paid summer 
vacations — different types of social services were an integral 
part of the social reality I grew up with.

Some believe that the quality of „services“itself was below 
average. Some people think, that the socialist countries have 
guaranteed a very existence of a wide middle class not only in 
the East but also in the West. Competition between two ideolo-
gies forced Governments to protect their population.

 ※ How important is it for you that everyone in your 
country is provided with the basic necessities of 
life?

What do you think are the minimum living condi-
tions? For example, maybe music lessons should be 
free, and everyone should get food on their own?

 ※

 ※
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In America, for instance, pretty much everybody is in debt. The 
great social evil in antiquity, the thing that Sharia law and medi-
eval canon law were trying to ensure never happened again, was 
the scenario in which a family gets so deep in debt that they are 
forced to sell themselves, or sell their children, into slavery. What 
do you have here today? You have a population all of whom are 
in debt, and who are essentially renting themselves to employers 
to do jobs that they almost certainly wouldn’t want to do other-
wise, to be able to pay those debts.

If Aristotle were magically transported to the U.S. he would 
conclude that most of the American population is enslaved, 
because for him the distinction between selling yourself and 
renting yourself is at best a legalism. 

This is why I say that our definitions of freedom are bizarre – 
we’ve managed to take a situation which most people in the 
ancient world would have recognised as a form of slavery and 
turned it into the definition of freedom. For example your ability 
to sell your labour on the market. 
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David Graeber  
American 
anthropologies. 
Author of the book 
«5000 years of Debt»

✍

HOW MUCH DOES FREEDOM 
COST?

Is, in your opinion, the 
need to earn a living 
to sustain yourself 
could be a definition of 
non-freedom?

Write who do you think is a free person and who is a slave? 
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NATIONAL WEALTH

How would you judge whether the work of the poet 
is useful for society? If the poet or the artists has 
created artworks that become “national treasure,” that 
would seem useful. 
But who will decide which poets/artists will become 
great and which one will not? Think and write some 
rules.
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The largest country on earth USSR was functioning as a massive factory with a 5-year 
plan, all of whose inhabitants were mandatorily employed. The general working day 
from 9 o’clock in the morning to 5 o’clock in the evening was a right and a duty. The 
future Nobel laureate-poet and translator - Joseph Brodsky, was considered to be a 
social parasite by the Soviet state. His way of living was recognized as a crime against 
society. Brodsky was sentenced to five years of forced labor in remote areas. Dialogue 
of Brodsky and his judge on poetry and work

 ※ Judge: What is your specialty?

 ※ Brodsky: Poet. Poet and a translator.

 ※ Judge: And who decided that you are a poet? Who ranked you among the 
poets?

 ※ Brodsky: Nobody. (very modestly.) And who ranked me among the human 
race?

 ※ Judge: Did you study poetry?

 ※ Brodsky: What?

 ※ Judge: How did you learn to be a poet? Did not try to finish the university 
where they prepare ... where they teach ...

 ※ Brodsky: I did not think one can be trained to become a poet.
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WEALTH AS THE RIGHT TO 
WEAR SPECIAL MASKS DURING 
THE CARNIVAL.
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“If you inherited a name, which was like a 
noble title, it would also come with the right 
to wear a certain mask and play a certain 
role in the big theatrical festivals they had 
every winter.” David Graeber

Imagine the most incredible cultures, that are very 
different from our own. Describe the most incredible 
ideas about “what is wealth?” that you can come up 
with.

 ※ Kwakwaka’wakw North American Indians who traditionally lived in 
what is now British Columbia, Canada, along the shores of the waterways 
between Vancouver Island and the mainland. Their name for themselves 
means “those who speak Kwakwala.”


