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ENVY IN LANGUAGE 

P. T.: 'Meaning how wicked of the poor to want to have more money?' 
A. T.: 'Yes ... I think that to feel envy is unfortunate for the person who 
feels it, even if the person he feels it against justifies the feeling by 
deserving it.' The father overlooked his son's naive insinuation of class 
warfare and considered envy rather in the traditional sense in which it is 
depicted here. 

Both Toynbees next told of their own experience of envy. The son 
envied authors praised by critics, especially when he himself was ad
versely criticized. The father thought he had not often been envious. 
Both saw envy as an obstacle that prevented people from engaging in 
worthwhile activity. The father suggested that neither of them had 
suffered unduly from envy, not through any merit of their own but 
through g<;>od luck, both having jobs, for iQstance, which they had 
chosen for themselves. Finally, Arnold Toynbee recalled his envy of the 
French for being able to go on with their writing even under German 
occupation. 15 

15 
A. and P. Toynbee, Comparing Notes, London, 1963. 
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The Envious Man and 
His Culture 

No SYSTEM OF ETHICS, no religion, no popular wisdom recorded in 
proverbs, no moral fables and no rules of behaviour among prim

itive peoples have ever made a virtue of envy. Quite the opposite, in fact; 
by means of the most diverse arguments, human societies-or the men 
who have to live in a society-have persistently sought as far as possible 
to suppress envy. Why? Because in any group the envious man is 
inevitably a disturber of the peace, a potential saboteur, an instigator of 
mutiny and, fundamentally, he cannot be placated by others. Since there 
can be no absolutely egalitarian society, since people cannot be made 
truly equal if a community is to be at all viable, the envious man is, by 
definition, the negation of the basis of any society. Incurably envious 
people may, for a certain time, inspire and lead chiliastic, revolutionary 
movements, but they can never establish a stable society except by 
compromising their 'ideals' of equality. 

The history of early human thought on the subject of social relations 
has never, so far as is known, shown evidence of any illusions about the 
nature of envy. 

Most communities have developed or adapted customs and views that 
enable individual members of a tribe to be unequal in one way or another 
with~.>Ut being harmed by the envy of the others. 

Ethnological material shows how inescapable is the problem of en
vying and being envied in every aspect of human social existence. The 
member of a certain social class at a certain stage of his country's 
economic or political development, the individual in a certain group 
situation, every person in a private capacity will, when confronted by the 
imagined envy of others towards himself, be inclined to see it as a special 
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THE ENVIOUS MAN AND HIS CULTURE 

~- He ~ay con_sole himself: it is the nature of things in the society in 
which he hves. GIVen certain conditions, feelings of envy will manifest 
themselves. · 

But if one is to realize how little envy depends on specific classi
fications of difference in status, or on cultural or political stages of 
devel~p~ent, a _thorough and detailed examination of ethnographical 

.. matenal 1s required. Envy is one of the inevitable accompaniments of 
human social life, and no anthropology that evades this problem can be 
regarded as complete. 

Thirty years ago Richard Thurnwald wrote: 

. Among primitive peoples we find the same kinds and the same propor
tiOn ~f dispositional types of temperament as there are among ourselves. 
They mfluence each other, fit in together or repel one another. In the play of 

_personalities indfvidllals gain ascendancy and respect as successful hunt
e~s, skille~- danc~rs, imaginative singers, effective magicians, cunning 
killers or ImpressiVe orators. Among tribally related families who meet 
e~ch other on equal terms, individual excellence may be greeted with 
d1spleas~re and envy. Aversion is shown towards the emergence of a strong 
leadership. It was not rare for men such as dread magicians to be killed or 
compelled to flee by their communities-a primitive form of ostracism. 
This attitude is, indeed, responsible for the slow rate of cultural growth 
because it resists innovation. 1 

Are any societies devoid of envy? 

Wherever in a certain culture we do find institutions which appear to 
~ake ?o account of envy or jealousy, they are exceptions which do not 
mv~hdate ~hat has been said above. Many African tribes, for example, 
whtch practice polygamy, hav~ a norm prescribing that the husband must 
s~ow striCt impartiality; sharing his favours equally between all his 
wtves. The Kriges cleru)y demonstrated this in the case of the Lovedu, 
amo_n~ whom the wives, who have their own individual huts arranged in a 
semtcrrcle around their husband's, always keep a careful watch to see if 
he spends just a little too much time in one of them, or singles out one 
particular wife. If a wife enjoys only two to four hours in the day of a 
1 

R. Thurnwald in: Lehrbuch der Viilkerkunde, ed. K. Th. Preuss, Stuttgart 1937 
pp. 236 ff. ' ' 
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husband whom she shares with others, she guards these as jealously as a 
monogamous wife who can lay claim to her husband against other 
females for the whole twenty-four hours. 2 Polygamy does not exclude 
susceptibility to sexual jealousy, which is universal among human 
beings. . . 

It is equally false to speak of a relatively unenv10us soc1ety because, 
for instance, it has no 'salary taboo' as a device to obvia~e envy. The 
Swedes regard themselves as an envious people, and there IS an expr~s
sion 'royal Swedish envy. ' 3 Yet in Sweden anyone is allowed t? exam~ne 
any other citizen's tax return. There is, in fact, a private fum w?~ch 
yearly produces a much-consulted list giving the incomes of all fam1hes 
where these are more than about $3600 a year. Institutions of this kind 
may represent a deliberate exploitation of democrat~c envy ~or the 
purpose of enforcing honesty in taxation matters. Thus 1f data whic~ a~e 
kept secret in some societies in order to obviate envy are ma~e pubhc m 
another society, this does not mean that its attitude is less envious. In the 
United States, secrecy is generally assured in the matter of tax returns. 
Yet between 1923 and 19 53, in the state of Wisconsin there was a law 
permitting anyone to inspect any of his fellow citiz~ns' tax ret_urns: ~~th 
all details and particulars. Not until 1953 was the nght of the mquiSitive 
or envious man curtailed by a new law which required of him a fee of one 
dollar, entitling him only to be told the total tax paid by another perso_n._4 

And in some states democratic vigilance demanded that every ClVll 

servant's emoluments and expenses, together with his name and place of 

2 • .•• polygyny ... must create special interrelations within its structure, _between 
husband and wives, between children of different wives, and between fellow w1ves .... 
The polygynist must be most circumspect in his relations with his wives. He must tr~at 
them all with strict impartiality. Should he wish to give one a present, all must rece1ve 
similar gifts. If he spends more time with one than another, this may be the cause of 
serious domestic discord. He must always be weighing and balancing lest preference 
shown to one should lead to trouble and unpleasantness.' The Lovedu are quite aware 
of toe situation. The term for fellow wives is to be translated as 'people who roast one 
another.' And the existing tension occasionally affects different wives of the same man 
living in different villages. (E. J. Krige and J. D. Krige, The Realm of a Rain-Queen, 
London, 1943, pp. 70 ff.) 
3 F. Rose, Umgang mit Schweden (Vol. 12 of the series 'Umgang mit Volkern'), 
Nuremberg, 1954, p. 13. 
4 Time, June29, 1953. 
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36 THE ENVIOUS MAN AND HIS CULTURE 

resi~en~e, should be recorded annually in a book available in every 
pubh~ hbrary. Anyone hearing of this institution might conclude that 
Amencans were little plagued by envy, for if they were, they could not 
afford thus to publicize salaries. But as may be observed, the frankness 
show~ by the Department of Finance not infrequently leads to personal 
conflicts such as the salary taboo elsewhere seeks to avoid. 
_ !he ~ore data comparative cultural anthropology provides, the more 
evident It becomes that we cannot infer, from the lack of certain institu
tions and .typical. practices, a corresponding absence of any one basic 
human dnve. This applies especially to envy. Individual cultures have 
evolved various, sometimes of course rather weak, mechanisms to en
able ~heir members to get along with each other despite envy. 

It IS not easy to test a theory about envy. The existence of the motive of 
envy <:an, _of course,._be proved, where there i~ express mention of envy 
or of concern ab_out It, and most languages have a word for it. Again, if a 
~erson wants o~her people to have less than he has or nothing at all, 
mstead of gra~tmg others the right to have more, or if he inflicts damage 
on another without himself benefiting thereby, envy can at least be 
assumed. It is more difficult to find evidence for the absence or minimal 
role of envy in a culture or in a given social situation. At best it could be 
said that ~ome~~e had been able to suppress his envy and hence to accept 
~he oth~r s pnvtleg~ or advantage with good grace. But it is virtually 
Impossible categoncally to declare that in a given social situation or 
cus~o~ none of those involved feels envy. Yet we are fully justified in 
beh~vmg a man who, at an interview, spontaneously admits to being 
envious. He would be generally much more likely to conceal the fact. 
But we cannot implicitly believe anyone who maintains that this thing or 
that would not arouse his envy. 

Nor are we any the wiser if we conclude from the existence of certain 
social institutions such as_ priniogeniture or polygamy that there is no 
.env~ or jealousy. Not infreguently these very customs give rise to black 
~~gic or other modes of behaviour which show that anyone who is 
~nJ~red by the institutionally tolerated behaviour of, say, father or spouse, 
IS m a favourable position to react enviously. Again and again in eth
nographical literature we come upon accounts of sons who killed the 
brother favoured by primogeniture, or of a first wife who killed a second 
or thir? wi~e, despite the general custom of polygamy in her tribe. 

Soctal hfe would be impossible if cultures did not succeed within 
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reason in forcing those who have real cause for envy or jealousy to 
co-operate. For after all, a society in which there was never cause for 
envy, a society of total and constant equality, would not be work~ble 
even as a theoretical experiment. Thus in some tribes a father, especially 
if he is a medicine man, will bequeath his magic tricks to the eldest son 
only, much to the jealous anger of the others. And yet as long as such a 
tribe finds it essential to believe in magic in order to endure the threat of 
adversity, it is clearly good sense for that power not to ~e diffus~d 
throughout the group. Magic which is common knowledge IS n~t magic 
at all. Thus all we can ask is how well or how badly a society has 
eliminated, deflected or restricted envy in certain spheres of life. We c~n 
never say that in such and such a culture and such and such a social 
situation none of the participants is envious or jealous. Rather, some 
cultures may successfully attempt to achieve a condition in which much 

social activity can proceed as if there were no envy. . 
Every society and every culture may lend such esteem to a certa~n 

position, achievement or spiritual state (e.g., ecstasy) that there will 
inevitably be some individuals who believe they have been hard d?ne by. 
Distinctions and differences which arouse envy are the concomitant of 
all social existence. In some societies, prestige accrues from the posses
sion and manipulation of property or wealth, in others from _formalized 
scholarship (in Imperial China) and in Hindu and Bu~dhist ~ultures 
from spiritual perfection. But it is not only differences m prestige t~at 
are a source of envy and resentment; most cultures, as the anthropologist 
H. G. Barnett emphasized, provide opportunities for one man to excel, 
thus becoming a cause for envy even when his achievement as_suc~ has 
little or nothing to do with the society's general system of prestige: · · · 

l ·5 
the potential causes of resentment are count ess. . . . 

The Navaho are the largest Indian tribe still to survive m the Umted 
States. The existence they lead on their reservation is wretched. The 
Navaho has nothing to correspond to our concept of 'personal success' or 
'personal achievement.' Nor can he have good .or bad luck. Anyone who 
prospers or, according to their notions, grows nch, can only have done so 
at someone else's expense. Hence the Navajo who i~ be.tter off_ fe~ls 
himself to be under constant social pressure to be lavish m hospitality 

s H. G. Barnett, Innovations. The Basis of Cultural Change, New York, 1953, 

pp. 401 f. 
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THE ENVIOUS MAN AND HIS CULTURE 

and generous with gifts. He knows that if he fails in this, 'the voice of 
envy will speak out in whispers of witchcraft' which would make his life 
in society 'strained and unpleasant. . ~ . ' 6 

Again, the primitive fisherman, even when he has had only one lucky 
catch, ?as to reckon with his comrades' envy. Raymond Firth, an expert 
~n the Island peoples of Polynesia, describes relations among a group of 
fishermen: 

If a man catches only one or two fish while no one else has any success 
t~en he ~ill.giv.e them to other members of the crew and not keep any. If he 
d1~ retam his fish, allowing the others to go away empty-handed, then he 
runs the risk of slanderous talk. 'One man may go and not say anything; 
a?ot~er man may go and criticize, "that fish which he brought in, he did not 
gt~e It to me but k_ept it for himself." ' There_ is no ritual reason why a man 

..should not e~t of his own catch-a reason which sometimes obtains in other 
communities. The custom is explained on a rational, social basis. If a man 
c~tches fish with his net in the lake, for instance, it is quite legitimate for 
him to keep them for himself 'because he is alone.' It is when he is a member 
of a crew- that the former custom operates. It is described directly as 'the 
blocking of jealousy' (te pi o te kaimeo). 7 

. A practice that serves to obviate envy may be openly prescribed by 
tnbal custom for that very purpose. In other cases an unexplained taboo 
attempts the same thing. Thus it was observed that a Siriono Indian 
hunter in Bolivia might not eat any part of the animal he had killed. Were 
he to break the taboo, the same kind of animal could never again fall to 
his arrow. Originally this tab~o q1eant that the quarry was spared. About 
twenty years ago, however, Holmberg remarked that the rule was alread~ 
being frequently broken. 8 

The Siriono, a tribe _leading an excessively meagre existence in 

6 

C. Kluckhohn, The Navaho, Cambridge (Mass.), 1946; Navaho Witchcraft (Papers 
of the Peabody Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnology, Vol. 22, No. 2, 
Cambridge (Mass.), 1944 ); see especially p. 68. 
7 

R. Firth, Primitive Polynesian Economy, London, 1939, p. 282. 
8 

A. R. Holmberg, Nomads of the Long Bow. The Siriono of Eastern Bolivia (Smith
sonian Institution: Institute of Social Anthropology Publication, No. 1 0). Washington, 
1950. The field work was done during 1941-42. 
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:wb-units of fifteen to twenty-five people, show a few remarkable behav
IOUfal traits explicable as an attempt to avoid the envy of their tribal 
as.sociates. The individual generally eats alone and at night, because he 
does not wish to share his quarry with others. If he eats by day, a small 
crowd of people outside his immediate family gathers round him. They 
swe at him enviously. Although he hardly ever gives them anything, he 
Is nevertheless disturbed. Even Allan Holmberg, an American anthro
pologist, while living with them, eventually adopted this practice of 
eating alone. 9 

For the most part the Siriono give proof of extreme individualism, 
tbough they will conform, often reluctantly, to some norms of the group. 
A man who has given food to a relative can expect some in return, but he 
aearly always has to demand it. 10 Food (meat being especially scarce) is 
lmdly ever shared with anyone in the sub-unit who does not belong to the 
8UCiear family (wife, or perhaps the favourite wife and children). The 
Siriono accuse each other of hoarding food, but cannot do anything to 
saop this. 11 They are constantly denouncing each other for stealing food. 
1)-pically, every man hides anything edible. Females may even hide 
morsels of meat in their vagina rather than share them. A returning 
bunter will hide his quarry outside the camp and join the group with 
aery sign of dejection. Not until nightfall will he return, perhaps with 
lU.s wife, to the hiding place and eat the animal he has killed. 12 There is 
aothing to be seen here of the close community which allegedly exists 
among primitive peoples in pre-affluent times-the poorer, it is held, 

_ tbe greater the sense of community. Sociological theory would have 
eoided many errors if those phenomena had been properly observed 
aod evaluated a century ago. The myth of a golden age, when social 
b.lnnony prevailed because each man had about as little as the next one, 
tbe warm and generous community spirit of simple societies, was indeed 
b the most part just a myth, and social scientists should have known 
better tl}an to fashion out of it a set of utopian standards with which to 
aiticize their own societies. 

• Op. cit., p. 36. 

"" Op. cit., p. 60. 

HOp. cit., pp. 60, 61. 

..: Op. cit., p. 62. 
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