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The Realocation System of Rice Fields and Orientalistic Discourse of Egalitarianism
:a critical consideration on Freedom by a Hair’s Breadth:
Tsimihety in Madagascar by P. J. Wilson

Hideo Fukazawa*

P. J. Wilson is an anthropologist who had carried out his nine months’ field work on the
Tsimihety people of the northwestern Madagascar from 1962 to 1963, and pullished its
ethnography in 1992, titled Freedom by a Hair’s Breadth:Tsimihety in Madagascar. In this
ethnography, Wilson pointed out that ”“Land within the village communities was
allocated annually, and land that was not in use could be reallocated by the people of "the
master of land”, hence he emphasized that the system of realiocating land according to the
needs of individuals and their households assures equality among the members of a village
community and so prevents the growth of social inequality and political hierarchy that
threatens contray to the traditional principle of social organization so called "egalitarianism”.

However, my field data and even the Wilson’s field data itself which have been reported
in his former articles can not support his “egalitarianism” schema, which is primarily based
on the annual reallocation. First of all, I insist that this system does not work in the village
communities but function in the sphere of family and close kin group, who share the equal
rights or usefructs to rice fields, which are inherited from the common ancestor. Secondly,
Wilson’s field data, basically depending upon a certain village with small population,
indicates that he has confused kinship ~ family affairs with those of village community.
Why has he made such an "intentional” confusion? I think it comes from his “orientalistic”
bias of “egalitarianism”. He assumes that the main social characters of the Tsimihety is
“egalitarianism” , which distorts his interpretation of his own data.

It is this "orientalistic” notion of “egalitarianism” that has invented his imagination of the
reallocation system of rice field as the system of economic equality. If he would be more
faithful to his data, he could have realized that the main social character of the Tsimihety
village community should be essentially very far from what he has “written up” in this
ethnography.
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