THRALL CULTURE (Take 1)

By the Monk

I have had several thoughts on Thralls lately.  I have a fairly large "take" on the whole thing, just to warn you now.  I had originally planned to put them in some article style formats, but doubt I will have the time for a couple of weeks.  Now seems to be the time to discuss them.  Everything here is in its own context.  Of course, it is all opinion, but may be often stated as fact for my convenience.  This is rather inherent to the English language and perhaps is the reason we get into so much trouble.

BEFORE WE BEGIN, SOME WORDS FROM OUR SPONSORS

My main inspirations have been Native American (especially Sioux), Celtic, and Viking cultures.  All three are warrior based societies with oral cultures that are so advanced that one hesitates to call them primitive.  This is to give a context of what works in a historical sense.  I, of course, realize that this is a fantasy setting and that anything goes, but anything that gives a sense of reality makes fantasy more palatable.  Of course, much here is off the wall.

THRALL RELIGION, OR THE LACK THEROF

Thralls, like any warrior society, are very spiritual.  This fact may beguile some, since they do not believe in a higher being.  Owing to their sorcerous origin, Thralls seem incapable of believing that there is something greater than themselves.  Thus the constant failure of Aaman missionaries to recruit Thralls into a militaristic society they would otherwise welcome.  Also, it's why Zoriah has no followers here, unlike Danuvia (sorry Crush).
Thralls believe in reincarnation.  My view was stated earlier in the Skall post.  Thralls have an oral culture, which consists of specialists (Skalls, read Bard) that contains all their knowledge.   These stories contain the heroes of Thrall culture in addition to moral and practical lessons.  For Thralls, to be remembered in a story is the highest achievement and glory that one can get.  If you are remembered, then you exist whenever the story is told, free of the burden of having to BE in between.  Otherwise, you are reincarnated, given another chance for glory but burdened with the simple pains of existence, which are considerable for these folk that do not know comfort.

Thralls would have numerous rituals, to prove courage and how tough they are.  These would be fairly trying and even masochistic, including the familiar tattooing, sweat lodges, long dances, fasting and scarification rituals.  There would be rituals to mark all important moments in life, birth, puberty, becoming a warrior, marriage, death, etc., plus regular rituals, all events marked by tattooing. Many trying rituals would involve visions.

Visions would be important to Thralls.  These would be presided over by the Rite Master, who would be the authority of such.  Visions are not necessarily prophetic, but metaphorical, giving the Thrall insight into his or herself.  Given their common culture, mythology and physiology, many Thralls might have the same vision at the same time.  Indeed, Thralls may have a highly developed gestalt mind.  Thus, visions are not magical in nature, but psychological.  Perhaps Rite Masters can enter vision via trances, thus gaining more wisdom, but not magical in nature like Shamanism. Vision quests would be necessary to prove a Thrall is a capable warrior.  This would consist of Thralls existing alone in the wild for a length of time, only to return when they have had a vision (likely brought on by extreme hunger).  Thralls may use psychedelics as well to bring on visions.  Use would be rare; there are no Thrall junkies, just alcoholics.

As for actual worship, Thralls are likely to practice ancestor worship.  Since their genealogy is tattooed on their chest, reference would be very easy.  I don't see Thralls believing in free-roaming spirits, but that their ancestors are part of them, and to pray to them is to benefit directly.  Prayers would likely involve some kind of consumption (food, drink, whatever) to appease those within.

Thralls may also practice taboo, which is not the same as tattoo (metered rhyme! 5 points!).  Individual taboos are given to warriors as a sort of test of discipline.  A Thrall may not be able to sleep anywhere but in a tree, or have to taste all of his food raw first, or cannot draw his greatsword until he has drawn blood with his garde.  These would be given to the Thralls by their Rite Master as they became greater warriors.  The greater the warrior, the greater the taboo.

DEM FIGHTIN' THRALLS

Thralls are a combat related culture.  Each Thrall spends his life training to be the best warrior he can.  Combat prowess is the basis for status, not wealth or heredity.  Rite Masters, Skalls and Weapon Smiths are specialists that have their own, honored place in society.  

There has been a lot of talk of expanding Thralls skill base, and overall I think it’s easy to give Thralls too much credit.  Their basic coolness makes it easy, like giving Batman another gadget or vehicle.

We must first define what Thralls know in general as opposed to what individual Thralls know.  All Thralls know how to fight in a basic, socially accepted way.  They know Tazian combat and how to use a greatsword.  I believe this is immutable, with the exception of outcasts (see below).  Primary combat and Tazian combat are part of the basic menu.

In order to understand what skills Thralls are capable, we have to remember they are a people that have been built and programmed.  As a race of clones, they will never evolve; these genetic programs are innate and will never fade.  Thralls have an amazing aptitude for warrior skills, this, reinforced by a warrior based society, means that they only seek war related skills in a very direct fashion.  All of their thinking lies in this area.  It is possible to break this mold, but unlikely (see outcasts, below).  

Thus most Thralls would never learn academic skills of any sort.  Although there are war-time usages of every science, they cannot be learned separately, all knowledge is interrelated (see James Burke for a good take on why this is).  A Sindaran might sell a Thrall an incendiary potion, but the Thrall would never take it home and study it or try to copy it.

As for strategy and tactics, there is a difference between the two.  Strategy is the art of war while tactics is the skill of battle.  Strategy is indirect and abstract in nature, involving large groups of combatants, while tactics involves the immediate setting with fewer combatants.  Strategy is a mental function while tactics are more "gut reaction" and experience.   Tactics involves moving instinctually while part of a unit.  This is why rookies are unpopular in units; they haven't been socialized to know to move with the pack and not on their own.

All Thralls are Tactical geniuses, knowing exactly where to be and when, and how team-manship works.  But strategy is a different story.  Great Thrall strategists are made, not born.  Thralls would cultivate great leaders into strategist, as really only a handful of strategists are needed anyway.  It could also be taught to officers. Strategy is primarily academic, it is an art in the Old World sense, and hence why every Thrall doesn't know it.  Although Native Americans were considered the West greatest light cavalry, they had several strategic problems, like not knowing when to retreat.  Sitting Bull and especially Red Cloud are famous for being great strategists, a rarity. But if Thralls are great natural strategists, it's not big deal and not unbalancing.

Since Thralls send their early life just becoming a warrior, specialization is unlikely to happen until they gain more experience.  As a Thrall progresses, then would branching off into separate skills possible.  Bodyguard and Commando Archetypes are possible, but seem unlikely at first level.  Under the new system, these types may be more probable.

As for diplomacy, this would definitely be the realm of older Thralls who understand the consequences of war and the value of peace.  It would be their job to deal with diplomacy.  Definitely should not be an archetype, but a skill limited to great leaders.  Diplomacy amongst the Thralls would consist of rituals aimed to alleviate tensions and foster friendship through shared experience.

TAZIAN TECHNOLOGY

Thralls know only what they need to, and make do with everything else.  Taz structures are crude affairs, defenses consist of terraced mounds that leave a charging opponent vulnerable to a myriad of attacks.  Homes and building are bee hive shaped structures of stone, wood or bark.  Bark huts are popular amongst the populace, as repair is easy and they are portable.

Thralls have blacksmithing, and may have a healthy cottage industry making weapons.  Tools are also made, but not as well.  Leather working is very common, as is tool making from bone.  

Thralls are not nomadic per se, but still move around.  Often tribes will have different camps for different seasons.  

THE SKIN TRADE

The main export of Taz would be furs and skins of animals.  A healthy industry has probably developed around this, as Tal is a world that has many uses for leather products.  

Besides game and foods that grow in the wild, mainly fruit and berries, Thralls import a lot of food.  Other imports are iron for weapons and tools and outside technology/know-how.  

Since Thralls do not learn these things for themselves, they must rely on the services of others.  In particular, any well-built structures would use outside engineers and skilled labor.  Many might find work as farmers in Taz as well.

LOVE AND MARRIAGE

Thralls do marry and have children.  Note that Thralls have no incest taboo.  Inbreeding is not possible amongst a people that have an identical genetic makeup.  Brothers do marry sisters commonly.

Thralls have contract marriages that last one, two, or three years.  After the time is up, the couple may or may not agree to renew.  Longer contracts are possible when a woman has a child, lasting until the child becomes a warrior.

Children are raised by their mothers, a male assists in child rearing only if he has gone through a ritual which involves the giving of flesh, to represent the pain of childbirth.  This male does not have to be the biological father, but usually is.  

Thralls are very proud of their children and parents are given extra respect by others.  Children are usually given the name of an ancestor or fallen comrade, in the belief that this is their incarnation. Thralls keep their infants in armored crib boards that strap upon the back.  Thralls with crib boards are even seen in battles.   Thralls expect a lot out of their children, and "tough love" them often.  Physical beating never occurs however, but rather a military style discipline happens.  

LANGUAGE 

I would like to see Thralls have an indigenous language.  This is the language that they speak to each other and stories and songs are told in.  This language is made to communicate battle needs quickly, and consist of many specific words for battle terms and combat.

This language is hard wired into the Thralls, and they keep it amongst themselves.  According to linguistics, this is not as far fetched as it may seem.  All Thrall names have meaning in this language (Ramm, Gann, etc.).  

THE OUTCASTS

For Thralls, some crimes are too great for simple discipline.  Cowardice, a genuine rarity, disobeying orders that resulted in casualties, treachery, and others may result in banishment.  All Skalls memorize the names of worst of the banished, so that they will not reincarnate, but live eternity in shame.

The outcasts start their own, much smaller tribes and have children of their own.  Without the influence of the Rite Masters or Skalls, the usual culture of Thralls is lost on them.  These Thralls still tattoo, but not in the same fashion as Tazian thralls, they do not use color, since all colors represent a place within Tazian society.  They do not remember all the designations, and like to have tattoos for art's sake.  This gives outcast Thralls a scrimshaw appearance.  Outcasts proud of being outcasts get a tattoo in the shape of the brand of shame.  Dhuna ink tattoos are popular.

These tribes often find work as mercenaries for unscrupulous sorts, often for little more than lodging and food.  These tribes may work for generations for the same employer.  

Besides becoming bandits or mercenaries, outcasts have shown an odd adaptation, non-combat professions.  The fearless Thralls make excellent sailors, work that is not to mentally taxing.  There are far-ranging ships that consist of all outcast crews.  These Thralls are wanted because they never refuse to go anywhere, and never mutiny as long as they are taken care of.  Thralls have also become miners, always in areas with dangerous, underground predators.  Thralls can only become low-skilled or menial labor, and must be pushed into it by economic necessity.

Due to the Thrall identical genetic makeup, they never experience inbreeding.  But they do lose knowledge over time.  In particular, many tribes have lost knowledge of Tazian combat.  More successful tribes have a standard "finder's fee" for just outcast Thralls, so that they may increase their knowledge base.

Thrall garde amongst the outcasts has taken some strange turns.  They often have a number of stylistic, odd-shaped blades on them.  Good warriors  are able to use this garde to do more damage, poor warriors actually do less damage with outcast garde.
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