Xambrian Discussions:  Part 54
On Tue, 24 Jun 1997, Matthew Webber wrote:

> As I said, -some- of the rules can go out the window.  But hey, if I could think of a       > reasonable way to dismiss them all, then I'd do that too.  As for more bizarre societies     > existing, you're probably right, but how many of them are being manipulated by a        > mountain of vindictive and insane spirits?  Or how many have solitary individuals as    > the norm?  Sounds like a few unique points right there that aren't covered by your basic > Anthropology text to me. 

I don't see how Omen differs from a Sumerian priest on a Ziggurat, a far-away Chinese emperor, or any other number of authorities.  People still have to do what they say regardless of whether or not it's in their best interest.  The leader's sanity has little impact on his potency. 

Modern society has literally millions of people surviving unconnected of an extended family or other attachment structure, yet still live and contribute to a living culture.  

All of this is in basic Anthropology texts.

But mostly, it's not necessary to break the basic rules.  There is enough room and latitude to accommodate nearly anything.

>  It's easy to break the rules!?  Since when?  How many authors/movies/TV shows have >  you seen were the aliens/races are so completely alien that they follow _none_ of these >  'cultural rules?'

What's harder?  Writing a free form poem well or a Elizabethan sonnet well?  Who's more famous, E.E. Cummings or Shakespeare?  Note that either style can produce bad poetry, and even then the sonnet will still sound better to the ear.  I think the lack of "utterly alien" races in sci-fi rather proves my point.  Star Trek is full of cool, diverse races that all fit the basic rules.

> I can't, you can't and no other human could either ... but maybe Omen could.  Again I'm >  arguing this is a unique situation, Omen doesn't want them evolving, they will (at least >  in my campaign) eventually, the artist soul is too strong, but Omen is going to fight it   >  every step of the way. 

You are missing my point.  Cultural evolution is inherent to culture as breathing is to us.  It simply happens.  Nothing, not Omen, God or George Washington can change that fact.  Cultures are only static when they are dead.  The Xambrians are still alive, and so is their culture.  Not as it was, it changes with time, like all cultures do.  

This allows the Xambrians to deal with survival and new situations, circumstances and environments.  They can deal with newly encountered diseases, changes in weather, changes in politics, new ideas, incorporate ideas from others, come up with new ideas and be able to give a new word to any of it.  Without cultural evolution, the first change that occurs could wipe out the race because they cannot adapt to it.  Say the Quan decide to kill all Xambrians due to an incident with a Reincarnator in a noble.  Thanks to cultural evolution, the Xambrians know to attack or run away when they see a Kang patrol.  Without evolution, they would simply be slaughtered.  Don't run away, Omen only wants us to kill Reincarnators, nothing else is on the menu.  Sound's rather silly, doesn't it?  If this situation continued, then the Xambrians would logically develop a fight or flight tradition to the Kang and Quan would be taboo, both survival strategies.  

Another example:  A Wilderlands plant that pollinates through heavy clouds of pollen bursting from it's buds.  The clouds travel, borne on winds along the surface.  A mutation causes one plant to produce poisonous pollen clouds.  Quickly, it pollinates other plants, making them poisonous as well.  The Xambrian culture is in immediate danger.  A.) They don't practice cultural evolution = Sure death for most the population.  B.) They do practice cultural evolution, exchange only happening at random meetings and limited to region by simple geography = the effects are devastating, perhaps they will survive.  C.) The Xambrians practice cultural evolution and meet at Gatherum = the day is saved.  The Xambrians exchange information, somebody has a solution.  They start to wear bandanas that cover the face and mouth to protect vs. the pollen.  Fashion with function is a tried and true example of cultural evolution.

> -- you could argue that an individual exists only in reference to his allegiances, but that >  is a whole other thread, and not one suitable for this list.  A nation of individuals has   >  not and never will exist.  The term could even be taken as an Oxymoron

Once again, you miss my point.  Individuals are representatives of the culture that spawned them.  Cultures will reflect individual needs.  Nations are composed of individuals united by a common culture.  I was making a case for the functional aspect of Xambrians as PCs and NPCs.  We might like to pretend that we are not products of our culture, yet we still wear clothes, even alone (exceptions please remain unknown) and stop at stop signs when there's not a policeman around (Texas and California excepted).  The Xambrians lead lonely lives, therefore they would balance this out by a grand social meeting.  Elements that do not exist in a society will rear their head one way or another.  We do not really have much in the way of an adolescent initiation rite.  Thus, we have youth gangs form which fill this function.  In nations with compulsory military service, such as Israel or the former USSR, youth gang activity is decreased drastically.  The military serves for modern youth initiation rites.

> I think the fact that were having this discussion, or the older discussions on Thralls and > Parthenians proves that there is plenty of room for complexity in the races.  

>  

> And I don't see the connection between 'not people' and flat characters.  I've played       > many an interesting alien in my day, often from nothing more than a few lines in a       > manual.  Flat characters is the fault of the player, not how the race was set up.

It is the job of any game to provide more than just a concept.   It is possible to play from minimal text, but that speaks well of the player.  The material should never be a handicap to play.  

> Just one?  It is such a common occurrence that there is even a term for it; Culture Shock. 

>   
> People re-act badly to sudden shifts in their environment.  No matter how trained the     > anthropologist, they will suffer some sort of 'culture shock' when immersed into a new > culture.  Now take an emotionally twisted individual who spends about seventy-five       > percent of his time alone, has never been surrounded by more than fifty people before   > in his life and throw him into a situation where they are surrounded by thousands with > some old guy they don't know telling them what to do?  I don't think they're going to    > re-act well.

>  
> This is also a reason why other people dislike Xambrians - They (Xambrians) only       > venture into cities when they have to.  They are already paranoid and then tack on        > easily freaked out by the crowds and rules. 

Culture shock, as you noted, occurs with encountering new cultures over time.  The Gatherum, in your own words, is "a purely social event".  After months alone in the wilderness without contact with anyone of their own kind, the crowd and welcome comfort of the figure of the Elder would be desirable.  Sure, the Elders tell them what to do.  Every day, millions of Catholics confess their very personal sins to men they don't now and never see and then do what they tell them too.  It's no big deal. 

If they are just wandering around all the time, then different subcultures would develop in different regions.  This would lead to culture shock and other problems as Xambrians from different regions encountered one another.  It creates a cultural disparity, which is solved by the Gatherum.  As I've said before, the Gatherum provides a unifying element to the Xambrian nation and a cultural baseline.

> I have not once said that Xambrians are one sided, in fact I can recall a number of        > instances where I tried to draw them as a complex people.  They are a race of artists     > twisted by a malevolent entity into single minded killers.  Plenty of room for                > contradiction and complexity. 

You didn't say they were one sided.  You did say they weren't that complex and I said that leaded to them being one sided.

On nobility and killing innocents:
> Oh a romantic! =)  You're confusing Noble with Nobility.  The two are rarely               >  compatible.  I for one have never thought slaughtering innocents a noble thing to do.  

You're confusing Noble with Good.  The key is perspective.  A Samurai who kills himself when his master dies will be remembered as noble, despite the number of peasants he may have killed.  Sitting Bull killed his adoptive son's family before the child's eyes.  Does this make him a bad guy?  I do not personally advocate the taking of a life, innocent or otherwise, ever.  But murder does not disqualify a hero.  That's a moral that exists in comic books.  Amusingly, concerning the recent Batman analogy, Batman does not kill.  It's his biggest personal rule.

This is largely a matter of perspective.  Certainly, the amount of opinion we have about the nature of Xambrians will exist in Tal as well.  Most would, as the text says, be suspicious of the Xambrians.  They might kill you.  The text often implies their beliefs could even be delusional.  Many would believe it so. Others may be in the know, admiring the Xambrians and even helping them.  I've already suggested an "Oathbound" secret society of people who share the Xambrians magic oath suggested by SMS.  The

Xambrians themselves would easily believe they are the far lesser of two evils.  Killing anyone who stood in their way prevents countless others from the proven cruelty of the Reincarnators.  Unfortunate, but necessary.

> And you think other people don't like having them around because of their poor after    > dinner conversation?  They have been taught to think of everyone of being a                  > Reincarnator or a Reincarnator’s agent, not to do so means getting a knife in the ribs.      > Sounds paranoid to me. 

Our argument is getting circular.  The main point was that Xambrians would not be paranoid of each other.  I believe you agreed to this.  Any paranoia attributed to them still doesn't prevent the Gatherum.  The word the text uses is "suspicious". 

> The level of actual danger is unimportant, its the level of possible danger.  Something I > don't think the Xambrians are going to take lightly.  There's a remote chance for           > another genocide, for them, that is enough. 

More semantics.  Possible danger is danger.  If you are in danger, you are in possible danger.  When danger is realized, it stops being danger and starts being whatever the problem is.  They already live in a state of "potential genocide", as everyone does.  Force of numbers would seem to decrease that, logically.  I am not convinced there is any threat they cannot handle.  I certainly don't think they make any decision based of fear.  The benefits outweigh any risks, which we do not agree on anyway.  It seems more like alarmism than paranoia.  Where else but the Gatherum would Xambrians feel safer?  How does a force of thousands of Xambrian provide a better target than a small band of Xambrians.  This seems illogical.

> The Hebrews' strength has always come from their togetherness.  A trait that seems    > lacking in the Xambrians.  There is another key difference in your analogy, the             > Xambrians aren't fighting for land.  

What is the basis of Israel?  A common culture.  Why meet at the Gaterum?  A common culture.  These are the primary motivations.  

> To use this argument, and if there is not a large threat - why don't the Xambrians just    > band together all the time?  Why do they spend so much of their life alone?  (Again, see > the bottom note before answering)

They are few, and need to cover the whole continent.  A Reincarnator could pop up anywhere.  There is also the question of the Oath, see below.  We both agree they have a nomadic lifestyle.  Recent history suggests that nomadic people only settle and start agriculture when they are so successful that they remain stationary.  A surplus population develops, so the technology changes to agriculture to account for it.  The idea that our ancestors starved in caves and embraced agriculture may well be wrong.  The Xambrians can live with their current structure, so no change happens.

> Semantics was my point, Elders is the wrong connotation.
>
> As for the second bit you clipped the bit that explained why I agreed with this ... not all > Xambrians are going to be born strong enough to lift a sword, or smart enough to cast a > spell.  Some are going to go about their 'mission' in different ways as befitting their       > individual strengths.  This archetype (which I think should be used very rarely) allows > for those on the far ends of the curve.  You could even draw up an archetype for a          > Xambrian Warrior who relies on combat.  Still think I'm drawing the Xambrians in one > dimensional terms?

Why make a rare archetype?  I'm arguing for a common alternate archetype with a reason to be apart from the band structure.  You're arguing to deny them this reason because the Xambrians may have a handful of gimps to do it for them.  "Don't bother yourself granpa, the gimp will look that up for ya.  GIMP!  Go to the library and look something up for grandpa!"  Elders seem more plausible and more like something I'd like to play. 

> For an Xambrian to live to old age there are going to have to be very, VERY good at   > what they do.  Physically feeble or not, they are going to be really high level mages by > then, not a great starting point for a new archetype.  I thought the archetype was for new, > young characters.
>
> Nor did I say the Elders just sat around, they teach and protect the young, herd and       > care for animals, you could even throw something in there about creating those silver    > gloves or (if you decide to use them) the Soulblades. 

The elimination of the levels system  in the new edition will help take care of the logistical problems of balance.  They will have physical aliments holding them back, that's why they're Elders.  The Warrior archetype wouldn't work, I think, since he would not have magical defenses necessary to carry out missions.  Any mage could toast him easily.

> Through all of this, a question has been nagging in the back of my mind; Why didn't    > the Xambrians form a cohesive solid culture? 

This is answered in the SMS inspiration material, which is not official, I know. 

Qouth SMS:

> However, a handful of Xambrians managed to escape the Fire-Pits (another war-crime > analogy), aided by some unknown benefactor(s) who hid them in a place where the      > Torquarans and their minions could not find them.  Fear of being captured, sorrow at     > their terrible loss, and the guilt that victims often feel when they have survived while    > others died, prevented them from any thought of trying to rebuild their homes or their   > lives.  Instead, they swore an oath to bring to someday make the enemies of their           > people pay for their crimes.

> In a milieu where magic is real, I felt that oaths of this nature would be as binding as any law of physics is in our reality.  So it is that to the present day the Xambrians have never sought to return to make a new home for themselves, rebuild their lives or families, resurrect their ancient culture, or even get married and raise children.  Instead they are obsessed with  the fulfillment of their oath, which is to find "Justice, not vengeance."

The Xambrians are Oathbound so that they cannot begin to start a culture until they have brought the Reincarnators to justice.  Their current  social structure is a direct cultural evolution of their post-Torquar status.  This does the job, so they don't try to do it better.  If it's not broke, don't fix it.

I don't think the Oath even needs to be magical to accomplish this.  A documented case of an Aborigine band shows the band had a stick they believed was of divine origin.  When they needed to know which way to go, they would stick the piece of wood in the ground.  Eventually, it would lean one way or another, and that was they way they would go.  In a fight with another band, the stick was broken.  The band was struck, they prayed and prayed for a new stick.  One didn't come.  So they sat down in a circle and starved to death.  

Cultures really are powerful things far beyond the objections of any individual.  Also note that relying on a stick is a bad cultural adaptation.

Sure, the Xambrians could ultimately do a better job if they settled down.  But cultural evolution is about trial and error, not foresight.

I think you're giving Omen a bigger role than it already has.  Your portrait of Omen is cool, but I think the Xambrians and Omen have the same goal in mind.  I don't equal any of Omen's madness to chaos though.  The mad certainly have patterns to their behavior.  Ultimately, I think Omen has it together more than you're giving it credit for.

As for the status of Xambrians as good guys or bad guys.  It's really a judgment call.  The grey area I see the most is whether the Xambrians are really pursuing justice or vengeance?  Note that they don't punish the Reincarnators, they simply kill them.  Is punishment justice, or is killing them?  I'm going to say killing them.  I think that the

Reincarnators are discorporated forever, not allowed any afterlife or reincarnation the metaphysics of Tal might hold.  A true death of the soul.  

Perhaps, when the last Reincarnator is dead, the spirits of Omen will be free to go on. Just as the Xambrians could then rebuild their lives in the traditions of old.

Ultimately, I do see the Xambrians as good guys.  Obviously, most of Tal would not.  

> * all this begs the question; just how many Reincarnators are there?  A few thousand or > so to start, and through the millenniums whittled down to maybe a few hundred?  Its not > as if they’d be that hard to find, just look for the six-year old child who has started      > conquering the neighbourhood.

Good question. 

The Torquar were once mighty, which implies many as well.  The Xambrians could be hunting for some time.  If the Reincarnators have allies, finding them may not be so simple.  I've suggested a secret society of Oathbound Xambrian allies, the converse could also be true.  A la "Rosemary's Baby".  Creates the possibility of a shadow war.

You asked before and I must repeat it.  What the devil are those chain gauntlets for?  Can they parry with them?  I don't think so.

Midterms approach quickly, and I must retire from this discussion.  The last word belongs to someone else.  It's been fun.   Let the new topics begin.

Deus tibi adsit,

Monk   (")

         {_+_}

            |  |

            |_|

PS

Qouth SMS:

> The Xambrians are one of my favorite Tal races.  The inspiration for these characters   > was Simon Weisenthal and his group of Nazi-hunters.  I was moved by their tragic but > noble story, and their selfless dedication in tracking down criminals who were               > responsible for the Holocaust and bringing them to justice.

I knew I read "noble" somewhere.

--- 
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