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Foreword and Dedication
(by David Wengrow)

David Rolfe Graeber died aged fifty-nine on 2 September 2020, just over
three weeks after we finished writing this book, which had absorbed us for
more than ten years. It began as a diversion from our more ‘serious’
academic duties: an experiment, a game almost, in which an anthropologist
and an archaeologist tried to reconstruct the sort of grand dialogue about
human history that was once quite common in our fields, but this time with
modern evidence. There were no rules or deadlines. We wrote as and when
we felt like it, which increasingly became a daily occurrence. In the final
years before its completion, as the project gained momentum, it was not
uncommon for us to talk two or three times a day. We would often lose
track of who came up with what idea or which new set of facts and
examples; it all went into ‘the archive’, which quickly outgrew the scope of
a single book. The result is not a patchwork but a true synthesis. We could
sense our styles of writing and thought converging by increments into what
eventually became a single stream. Realizing we didn’t want to end the
intellectual journey we’d embarked on, and that many of the concepts
introduced in this book would benefit from further development and
exemplification, we planned to write sequels: no less than three. But this
first book had to finish somewhere, and at 9.18 p.m. on 6 August David
Graeber announced, with characteristic Twitter-flair (and loosely citing Jim
Morrison), that it was done: ‘My brain feels bruised with numb surprise.’
We got to the end just as we’d started, in dialogue, with drafts passing
constantly back and forth between us as we read, shared and discussed the
same sources, often into the small hours of the night. David was far more
than an anthropologist. He was an activist and public intellectual of
international repute who tried to live his ideas about social justice and
liberation, giving hope to the oppressed and inspiring countless others to
follow suit. The book is dedicated to the fond memory of David Graeber



(1961–2020) and, as he wished, to the memory of his parents, Ruth
Rubinstein Graeber (1917–2006) and Kenneth Graeber (1914–1996). May
they rest together in peace.
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